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State Formation and Identity in the Middle East and North Africa

Christie and Masad analyze the 
role of State Formation and Iden-
tity in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region by bringing 
together an impressive compilation 
of papers presented at the 13th Med-
iterranean Research Meeting. This 
research focuses on the period after 
the Arab Spring, which has drawn 
attention to crucial elements in assessing the 
way states are formed, stay together, and re-
act to the forces of globalization. Focusing on 
the particular contexts of Jordan, Saudi Ara-
bia, Egypt, Algeria, Lebanon, and Bahrain, the 
authors argue that states in the MENA region 
have had different implications and conse-
quences, which stem from the politics of iden-
tity and the historical and political processes 
that they have faced in their development. 

Christie and Masad highlight that research is 
still in its infancy and a coherent theoretical 
framework is required to analyse the role of 
religious and ethnic identities on state forma-
tion in the region. They identify three distinct 
directions that potentially yield a more com-
prehensive understanding. First, to theorize 
the different ways religion and ethnicity inter-
act, compete and complement state formation 
processes from a historical and political per-
spective. Second, to theorize the “state as an 
entity, with a focus on its ideological substance 
and biases” in order to uncover the different 
approaches of the states in dealing with ques-
tions of religion, ethnicity, and identities linked 
to them. Thirdly, to theorize “the complex re-

lationship between globalization 
and states in the MENA,” examining 
for example, whether globalisation 
has strengthened democratization 
or caused more fragmentation?

Drawing on dependency theory, 
Marion Boulby in Chapter Two of-
fers a different perspective on the 

intricacies of identity and state formation 
in relation to the development of the world 
market and the “rise of elites owing allegiance 
to extra regional powers.” Boulby provides a 
narrative of state development in the Arab 
world, and traces how, on a general level, the 
Arab historical trajectories have been shaped 
by factors, such as Western European colo-
nialism and capitalism, the two World Wars, 
and now, the Arab Spring, which have tried to 
impose identities from above.

In chapter three, Nur Köprülü problematizes 
Jordanian state building by explaining how 
Jordanian nation building discourse turned 
out to be based on the idea that Palestinians 
and Jordanians formed one single nation. This 
construction has given rise to dilemma with 
the opposing preferences of Jordanians and 
Palestinian-Jordanians with the Kingdom’s 
peace treaty with Israel in 1994. She suggests 
that while on the one hand, the “Palestinian 
national identity had been rooted in the strug-
gle with Israel; on the other hand, the core 
component of national identity construction 
was closely related with the state formation, 
the Hashemite Kingdom, for Jordanians.” 



BOOK REVIEWS

252 Insight Turkey

With the Arab Spring, Jordan’s deeply rooted 
dual identity question re-erupted. Questions 
dealing with the monarchy’s legitimacy, Pal-
estinians discontent with the Kingdom’s nor-
malization of relations with Israel, and oppo-
sition of Muslim Brother Society and Islamic 
Action Front (IAF), have further demonstrat-
ed the increasing social and political unrest. 
The Jordanian case stands out among similar 
others in the region with “the tone of public 
demonstrations calling for more political ref-
ormation, rather than asking the fall of the 
monarchy.”

In chapter four, Sebastiano Andreotti explores 
Ikhwan’s state formation in Saudi Arabia from 
historical and contemporary perspectives by 
questioning why the Arab Spring did not af-
fect some of the more traditional monarchies. 
He mentions Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud’s ability to 
stifle the tribal nature of political and military 
movements and his use of religion as unifying 
glue as an explanation. The relevance of this 
discussion is apparent today when consider-
ing the current process of the “re-Islamization 
in the whole Middle East, the role of Islamic 
movements and parties in reshaping the po-
litical framework of these countries.” He con-
cludes that “if the taming of tribalism, has 
been the winning element of Middle Eastern 
monarchies,” then Saudi Arabia certainly has 
to be considered a story of success – whose 
effectiveness “seems to persist even in the face 
of the recent pressures posed by the events of 
the Arab Spring.”

Chapter five focuses on why Bahrain’s politi-
cal liberalization reform could not conciliate 
the discontent amongst its majority Shi’a pop-
ulation. With respect to the protests of Febru-
ary 2011, Magdalena Karolak highlights the 
divisions between the dominant Sunni elite 
and the mainly Shia opposition. The author 
examines the interaction between identity 

and legitimacy in Bahrain from its inception 
to the present, and questions their success. 
She argues that the Kingdoms’ attempt to 
move towards becoming a modern state has 
been undermined by the Arab Spring and by 
the recent sectarian split. Bahrain represents 
one of the most intriguing and unique cases 
of the Arab Spring mainly because it is “one 
of the few Gulf countries where political and 
social change appeared imminent,” and where 
the very concept of identity has complicated 
the political system. 

In chapter six, Sebastian Elsasser provides an 
account of the relationship between Chris-
tians and Muslims in Egypt and its effects 
on state formation. The author focuses on 
Egypt’s century-old attempts to build a mod-
ern nation state, analyzing the Muslim and 
Coptic revivalisms, which led to different 
outcomes today. Marked by divisions, intol-
erance and distrust, Elsasser considers the 
challenges and prospects of a more inclusive 
state. By focusing on how Copts have been 
conceived within discourses of patriotism, 
nationalism, and citizenship, particularly 
during the Mubarak era, the author explores 
a larger debate in Egyptian national identity. 
Paying special attention to the neglected di-
versity of voices within the Coptic commu-
nity, he argues that the revolution has opened 
an opportunity for Copts to “express their 
concerns (more) openly, and for all Egyp-
tians to engage in serious discussions about 
the future of national unity and look for po-
litical solutions.” 

In chapter seven, Lisa Watanabe analyzes the 
“Berber question” against the historical back-
drop of French colonialism, the Algerian na-
tional movement, and the rise of the nation-
state. Despite the opportunities represented 
by the Arab Spring, why has Algeria’s Berber 
community failed to enhance its status and 
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As Jonathan Laurence observes 
in the preface to The Emancipation 
of Europe’s Muslims, calling atten-
tion to the extent of European gov-
ernments’ efforts to institutionally 
incorporate Muslims might seem 
Pollyannaish in a time of rising Is-
lamophobia across the continent. 
Events subsequent to the book’s 
publication, particularly the Charlie Hebdo 
attacks in France and the PEGIDA demon-
strations in Germany would seem to encour-
age such objections. Nevertheless, as Lau-
rence argues in his compelling and rigorous 
overview of European policies toward Islam, 

such instances of Islamophobia do 
not reflect any deeply rooted in-
compatibility of Islam with Euro-
pean liberal democracy. Instead, 
Islamophobia and restrictions on 
Islamic religious expression such as 
the Belgian burqa ban or the Swiss 
minaret referendum speak to anxi-
eties about the growing incorpora-

tion and adaptation of Muslims in liberal Eu-
ropean democracies. 

Muslims, once conceived of as essentially and 
irreducibly foreign in European policies, are 
now being asked by the same governments 

The Emancipation of Europe’s Muslims:
The State’s Role in Minority Integration

identity within the country? For a commu-
nity with supranational ties like the Berbers, 
the challenge lies in affecting reforms within 
“country specific contexts” that accommo-
date their “cultural and political” rights and 
demands. According to Watanabe, the Ber-
ber community’s continuous rejection of an 
Arab-Islamic vision that has defined the post-
colonial Algerian state may help to explain 
the apparent Algerian exception to the Arab 
Spring. 

In the final chapters, Bouchra Bouyoub ex-
plores the paradoxical political entente be-
tween Hizbullah and the Free Patriotic Move-
ment in Lebanon. By highlighting the intri-
cacies of Lebanon’s political situation, the 

author considers at length a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) between both groups 
and highlights the “nuances and difficulties in 
the contested categorization of religion and 
ethnicity and state formation.”

It is worth noting that the Arab Spring has 
shaken “some of the foundational cores of the 
region’s democratic recalcitrance” and ques-
tions of religion, ethnicity, and identity have 
come to the fore. This book offers a collec-
tion of rich and in-depth analyses and explo-
rations of a region that is known, yet still so 
difficult to grasp by many. This book aims to 
bring the state to the centre of debate, to “de-
mystify” its role and question it in relation to 
religious and ethnic identities.


