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Today, the Middle East is characterized by tension, violence, and strong affiliation with 

the Islamic culture. However, it was not always in this complex state, and there have been several 

factors that have moved it towards this direction. Since the Ottoman Empire disseminated and the 

British and French seized the region, the twenty-two Arab nations have struggled to find 

governments that effectively lead the country. This is mainly because when the colonial powers 

came, the region was barely politically aware, and its only linkage with one another was with the 

Sultan. When the region was split up and divided by the Sykes-Picot agreement, artificial 

boundaries were created without the linkage of any common identity. It is not surprise that 

countries such as, Libya, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq, have been struggling since the destruction of the 

Empire because their boundaries were completely drawn by the Europeans, and they had no 

national identity to fall back on. By combining factors of political awareness, identity, legitimacy, 

and efficacy with the histories of Egypt, Iran, and the Palestinians, it is evident that emergence of 

Islamic identity has become a primary vehicle for political expression.  

When the British took over Egypt in 1802, majority of the country was unaware of the authority 

change, with only 1% of the population politically aware. There was no nationalism, central 

authority, or real military. When a country with such low political awareness is forced into 

independence and indirectly controlled by an exterior nation, the country lacks the opportunity to 

establish a substantial political foundation. Egypt did not gain independence until 1922, and by the 

1930’s, Egypt was 20% politically aware, and headed towards a direction of secularism. However, 

with its recent independence, the leadership was still weak, and the country was still experiencing 

economic struggles. Thus, there was a legitimacy bump in the road towards secularism, and 

political Islamism became the avenue of power with the rise of the Brotherhood. When Saad 
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Zhagal, the leader of the current political party, the Wafd party, passed away, nationalism lost its 

legitimacy luster. Thus, Islamic movements like the Brotherhood, “stood in the wings as the best 

prepared and socially established organization to fill the vacuum”((Lister, Al Qaeda Versus 

ISIS:Competing Jihadist Brands IN the Middle East). It especially appealed to young landowners 

and their children because political Islamism was pure without compromise to outside powers or 

colonial interference. This led to a shift in instrumental identity, because it had more power and 

ambition than secularism. Essentially, nationalism failed to deal with grievances, which led to an 

energized Islamist movement. When Nasser came to power, his charisma and independence, 

offered hope for Egypt once again to rise again and gain legitimacy. With the creation of the 

Aswan Dam, Egypt was economically rendered, but it tapped into a grievance that Egypt was in its 

own destiny. This brought rise to the Arab nationalist movement and inspired Palestinians and 

Arabs across the region. However, with the failure of the Six-Day War in 1967, the failure to take 

over Syria, and the indepence of Israel, this movement disintegrated. With these setbacks, followed 

by Sadat’s assassination and the backlash of Camp David, the Brotherhood became the strongest 

opposition force by the 1980’s. After this point, although there were periods in which the secular 

rulers had a solid chance at gaining power, they stood no chance in, “competing in a political 

environment with the better heeled and better organized, Muslim Brotherhood”. In times when of 

hardship, Egypt is able to fall back on to its identity as a state, and its identity as an Islamic 

population. The Brotherhood correlated directly with indirect rule, and gained power through it, 

putting secular groups, “at a distinct disadvantage in terms of having a say in the country’s 

future”(Harrison, “Egyptian Revolution: Three Myths”). In a country where the leaders are 

insubstantial, constantly changing, and illegitimate, Islamism has offered a linkage in the region, 

and is the easiest ideal to grasp on to.  
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Iran is another state, that although has dealt with significant conflict, has been able to remain a 

central power in the region. Iran is similar to Egypt in the sense that it is a nation state. At the core, 

it is hyper nationalistic because of its roots in the Persian Empire. When the country hit a critical 

inflection point in 1953, 25% of the population became politically aware and Mossadegh rose to 

power. This brought forward a major identity shift, which is the first causal factor to the turn of 

political Islamism. As a major figurehead in the nation who connected with many Islamic students, 

his exile had a dramatic effect on the population. When he was overthrown, the country continued 

to increase political awareness, but the force that was giving it direction towards secular 

nationalism was overthrown. Although the Shah was very well liked, he could not imitate the 

charisma and power of Mossadegh. Furthermore, since he was brought back by the United States 

after previously being removed, he was not taken seriously by the people. The identity shift that 

occurred, combined with increasing political awareness, led to a legitimacy gap that the Shah 

could not fill. Overtime, that gap gave opening to the Clarics, and the power of the Islamist group 

became the core of power unleashed in the upcoming Iranian Revolution. Although secularism still 

existed more than any other country in the Middle East, Clerics filled the gap because Sunni Islam 

is structured in a way that allows them to pick up the nationalist mantal. By the 1960’s and 1970’s, 

Iran was in an age of mass politics with almost 100% political awareness. With the country 

struggling for power in the 1970’s, with constant regime change, and the return of Khomeini, the 

Core became brutal and started to turn on the national front and anyone opposing the theocracy. 

When the Revolution finally began in 1979, the Islamist movement was more empowered than 

ever, inspiring countries across the region. With their devotion to radical Islam and passion 

towards violence, “Iran’s revolutionary leaders became heroes to fanatics in many 

countries”(Kinzer, 203). This can be seen in countries like Lebanon with the Shi’i militia reform. 
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So there is a pattern that conveys that when countries are internally weak, and struggling for 

legitimacy, Islamism seems to be the easiest and most accessible receptacle available. 

Furthermore, in a region with countries that are fundamentally different, Islamism is an ideal that 

almost all of them can find common ground with, so it becomes extremely contagious, as seen 

with the Iranian Revolutionary ideals.  

When analyzing Palestine’s Islamic identity as a primary vehicle for political expression, the 

approach is very different from any other Islamic state. Palestine’s struggles began with the the 

beginning of the Zionist movement in the 1880’s, when there were Pogroms in Russia, and a small 

number of Jews migrated to the nation. Following this miniscule movement, came several smaller 

bursts of migrations, until 1948, when Israel was created as the Jewish state and Jews flooded the 

nation from all over the world. When it comes to analyzing Palestine’s current state, it is crucial to 

note that the Palestinians increasing levels of political awareness coincide with its low efficacy and 

low legitimacy, ultimately leading to constant shifts in their identity. As they gained political 

awareness, they began to recognize what was happening, but it was not until the major migration 

occurred that the conflict began to arise. In 1936, the Arabs in Palestine began to divide into 

Christians and Muslims, landowners and Flehanin, and traditionalists and nationalists. This 

division created a loss of identity. While the Jews were a united front and an established 

community, the Arabs were growing further apart. Since they were under British rule until 1948, 

when the Israelis accepted a British deal that the Palestinians deny, they gave up their land and lost 

control within only a few years of Jewish settlement. In a time of minimal hope for the nation, 

Palestinians held on to Arab nationalism as their primary identity. Between 1948 and 1967, 

political efficacy for refugees was at a low and there was no Palestinian movement. Thus, they 

decided to turn to Nassar’s Arab nationalism theocracy. However, with the failure of the Six-Day 
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War, and repeated failure in their battles, they were left with no land, no ruler, and no plan moving 

forward. Another shift occurred from 1967-1982, when Arab nationalism transgresses into 

Palestinian nationalism once more. It is not until the Iranian Revolution takes place that the 

Palestinian identity reverts back to Muslim. With constant identity shifts, Islam is the only 

consistent ideal that the population can hold on to. By 1981, Hamas was created in Gaza, and 

political islamism pushes back once more. Hamas, an extremist group, offered hope to, “reunite 

Arab and Islamic efforts in a bid to defend Palestinian national rights”(Amer, “Hamas Entangled 

In Regional Polarization), which was very energizing to Palestinians who could no longer rely on 

other states for help. Between their loss of land, constant failures, and inconsistent identity shifts, 

Palestine is the weakest state in the region today because it has no state, no ruler, and no identity to 

fall back on. In cases like this, the only legitimacy that Palestinians can muster can stem from 

Islamism as a political avenue of expression. Although Palestine has a different story than Iran and 

Egypt, the same theme is apparent– when countries struggle with legitimacy issues and identity 

shifts, Islam is an accessible receptacle to latch on to. 

Unlike Iraq, Iran is considered a nation state. This essentially dates back to the creation of 

the two states, and the manner in which they came to exist. Iran, a central power today, although it 

recently underwent a disastrous revolution, has roots that go back to the Persian Empire. This gave 

it an identity to fall back on when the Ottoman Empire was destroyed. Although they have 

struggled with legitimacy issues, they have always had an identity, which automatically makes it 

more feasible to undergo the trauma it has underwent. This has allowed Iran to become a, “pivotal 

regional component in the three-tiered contest for power”(Harrison, “Too Big to Fail: The Iran-

Saudi Relationship”), on a regional and international level. Today, it stands as one of the only 

nation states in the region, and has been able to assert power above other states as a result of this. 
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On the contrary, Iraq is currently in a failed state status, whose foundation was built upon artificial 

boundaries mandated by the Sykes-Picot Agreement. When the Europeans came to the Middle 

East, they gave the impression that they wanted to set up a structure that would transition at some 

point and give the Arabs independence. However, the secrecy of the Sykes-Picot Agreement 

promised to divide the territory instead. The British made a mistake by promising King Faisal the 

land of Mesopotamia, when they told his brother, Abdullah, he would be king of Iraq. 

Consequently, they carved out the area of East Palestine and gave Abdullah TransJordan, and gave 

Faisel the kingdom of Iraq. Essentially, the Sunni in Basra, Shi’i in Baghdad, and the Kurds in 

Mosul were all combined under the same nation state. So not only is there an issue with the 

artificial borders, but the state struggles with irredentism as well– the concept that there is a lack of 

balance between the state boundaries and the ideological boundaries of the different religious 

groups in the land. When Iraq finally gained independence in 1958, the country became more 

unstable than ever, promoting extreme anti-western ideals. Following their indepence, Iraq joined 

the Soviet Union, partook in the Iraq-Iran War which galvanized the nation, and then invaded 

Kuwait. Iraq’s brutal leaders exemplify the country’s desire to constantly fight groups to exemplify 

their strong identity that simply does not exist. With Saddam Hussein as their leader, violence and 

war was even more encouraged, sending the country further into a state of weakness and 

worsening its structural legitimacy problems“by taking aggressive instead of cooperative stances 

on regional issues”(Harrison, “Regionalism in the Middle East: An Impossible Dream?”). After 

1993’s invasion of Operation Desert Storm, the U.S. completely disenfranchised the army, while 

leaving Saddam Hussein in power because of the potential to destroy the country completely. 

However, after the U.S. invaded Iraq again in 2002, and the country consequently moved into a 

Civil War the nation shifted into a failed state status. With no identity, legitimacy, and the loss of 
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their leader, a vacuum was created and terrorist organizations were able to seize control. ISIS has 

been able to thrive, “because of the absence of a political horizon for millions”(“Harrison, The 

ISIS Paradox: A Mirage or Moral Threat”) that occupy the state. Iraq underwent consecutive 

failures for years, and while states like Egypt have gone through similar events, they had an 

identity that Iraq never did. Iraq’s, “legitimacy problems run deeper and pose a greater threat to the 

existence of the state”, than any other country poses to it. The lack of their legitimized borders 

resulted in the lack of any leader to form legitimacy in ruling. Today, Iraq mobilizes “behind ISIS 

because it is their best opportunity to achieve clear political goals”, which exemplifies how 

desperate the nation is for any kind of direction. Evidently, Iraq was doomed from the beginning 

because it was ununited internally, and externally managed by foreign powers. Its lack of identity 

gave it nothing to fall back onto after the series of failures.  

In a region as weak and unstable as the Middle East, it is shocking that Al-Qaeda and ISIS 

have been so successful in mobilizing on a global perspective. Extremist Islamism stems from 

Muhammad Abduh and Sayyid Qutb, who developed theories of Islam as counterweights to 

nationalism, but the movements that stem from it have never moved beyond a local audience. 

While Al-Qaeda and ISIS are both insurgencies against the existing Arab order, they have differing 

missions and strategies. Both of the groups targeted countries whose borders were defined by the 

Sykes-Picot agreement, in an effort to reverse everything the colonial powers created, which had 

led to many failed states and havoc in the region. In addition, they target nationalism as a western 

phenomenon, and seek to replace it with political Islam. Al-Qaeda and ISIS mostly differ in their 

strategies in reversing the current Arab order. Al Qaeda’s strategy can be characterized as, the 

more “locally-focused, politically savvy, and pragmatic approach”(Lister, Al Qaeda Versus 

ISIS:Competing Jihadist Brands IN the Middle East), aimed to educate the region before fully 
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implanting leadership. However, while Al-Qaeda’s strategy focused on educating the region first, 

while ISIS took a more violent and straight forward approach in imposing extremist Islam. 

Al-Qaeda has its roots in Afghanistan, and began to emerge after the U.S. helped arm the 

Mosladid. Although the U.S. was initially successful, when Russia and the U.S. left, the 

government was left weak and the Taliban took over which allowed Al-Qaeda to emerge. 

Afghanistan soon became a Mecca that wanted to challenge the world and the United States who 

had penetrated them. They then proceeded to use Afghanistan as a training ground to launch and 

plan attacks against the U.S. Since several of the failed states in the region were states that had 

alliances with the United States, Al-Qaeda resented them. Essentially, they wanted to exploit the 

seams and gaps in the United States’ alliances. Their strategy was to destroy the United States 

economically. This began with the 9/11 attack, which was followed by the U.S. coming to war in 

Afghanistan. Not only did the market crash after the attack on the World Trade Center, but the war 

was extremely costing in terms of money and casualties. Within their own region, Al-Qaeda 

wanted to increase political awareness to an extreme level with the belief that the population would 

not be prepared for the revolution unless they were fully aware of Uma. Since the region was at an 

all-time high of political awareness, their mission was to deflect nationalism to Islamism. Although 

they imposed violence, they believed it would result in a mass awakening. Their first stage was 

vexation and exhaustion, their second was chaos and strategy, their third was management of 

savagery, and their final stage was the creation of the caliphate. After the Arab Spring, they gained 

control of Syria, and brought political awareness to the highest point it had been.  

In contrast to Al-Qaeda, ISIS did not believe in the abundance of stages that were previously 

exhausted. While Al-Qaeda was a conservative and cautious group, ISIS had an eager approach 

that can be characterized as  an attempt to use, “existing instability to sow even greater disorder 
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in order to pave the way toward a rapid and savage establishment of a jihadist proto state”(Lister, 

Al Qaeda Versus ISIS:Competing Jihadist Brands IN the Middle East).They initially came into 

Jordan and aligned themselves with the Sunni population. Not only did they take control of Syria, 

but they only began to gain political attention in 2014, after they emerged from Iraq will full 

control of the failed state. Their mission was to create an Islamic state through promoting ideas of 

brutality against Arabs, with the belief that hyper violence was , “the only tool available to create 

chaos, to split Westphalian states, and to purify communities”((Lister, Al Qaeda Versus 

ISIS:Competing Jihadist Brands IN the Middle East) Since their original caliber was in Syria and 

they extended to Iraq, they broke the Sykes-Picot boundaries, which had a very energizing effect 

on the region’s population. They used tactics such as, “mass executions of Christians and others, 

throwing gay men from rooftops, the destruction of ancient archaeological treasures, the routine 

use of poison gas, and highly structured rape programs”(Brooks, “When ISIS Rapists Win”), to 

promote strict order in the region. Their strategy was to enter Algeria, Libya, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 

Pakistan, and Afghanistan after they had been significantly weakened over the last couple of years.  

Nations without a strong identity were, and continue to be, the most susceptible to penetration by 

terrorist organizations. Since political Islamism correlates with rising levels of political awareness, 

it is not a surprise that these ideals have evolved to extremist realms in illegitimate nations that are 

in weak conditions. However, majority of the people living in the areas that have been taken over 

by terrorism are completely against extremism, but have no choice but to follow the regime’s shift. 

In a state like Iraq that was built on artificial boundaries, once the external forces left, a vacuum 

was filled by radical Islamism. If countries like this are not under rigid coercive rule, extremist 

groups easily find ways in because the countries are already unstable, and in most cases, bereft of 

any ability to defend themselves. The immediate states that are vulnerable to penetrations are states 
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where, “national bonds have already been weakened by colonial legacies and civil wars”(Harrison, 

Newsflash: Time Is Running Out to Defeat ISIS”), such as, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq because of their 

failed state status. It even has potential to weaken, “stronger countries with more coherent national 

identities, like Turkey and Egypt” through the use of violence and attracting dangerous ideals. 

Even Saudi Arabia is threatened because it is at a geographic disadvantage, surrounded by states 

that have fell under ISIS’s wrath. Al-Qaeda and ISIS have ultimately been so successful because 

they are no country’s priority. All of the countries who seek to take down ISIS have primary 

threats which do not include the dismantling of these groups. Thus, they have been able to emerge 

in the shadows, and thrive now that the local roots have been established without interruption.  

The state of Egypt is one example of nations gaining political power in correlation of 

increasing political awareness. Before Britain came to Egypt, the country was at a political 

awareness level of 1%. However, when the country established a military in 1839, nationalism 

already began to rise. After several efforts to modernize the country, Egypt went into debt, and 

their ruler, Ismael, was overthrown at the hands of the British. As a result of the lack of political 

awareness in the country, the population had no way to revolt and stood no chance in preventing 

this from happening. Already, it can be seen that the country was in an illegitimate state because of 

its lack of political awareness. By 1882, Egypt reached a level of 10% political awareness, yet still 

remained incapable of being an independent country. Thus, Britain continued to rule indirectly, 

eventually granting Egypt independence in 1952. Not only did it reach political awareness of 25% 

and finally attain full independence, but it achieved this through the Free Officers Revolt, where 

the Egyptians started a coup overthrew the king, which shows an increase in political power that 

coincided directly with political awareness. With Nasser coming to power in 1953, the country’s 

entered a, “nationalist revival and assumed a regional leadership role” through the 1960’s, igniting 
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a Palestinian Arab nationalist movement . This shows how the increase in political awareness did 

not just have an effect on Nasser’s power in Egypt, but was so powerful, that it spread across the 

region– something that would have never been possible when Britain first took control. In the 

1980’s, when the Brotherhood became the strongest oppositional political party, the nation’s 

political awareness was at a new high, again. Today, Egypt continues to increase political 

awareness, almost at complete awareness now, and is, “emerging in a strengthened leadership 

position”(Harrison, “Egypt Will Rise Again”). Their exceptional voter turnout in the 2018 election 

indicates how high their political awareness is today, and their role in the region shows how much 

potential they have because of it.  
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