
Middle East Program   ●    Center for Strategic and International Studies
1800 K Street, N.W.   ●    Washington, D.C. 20006   ●    Phone: (202) 775-3179   ●    Fax: (202) 775-3199   ●   www.csis.org/mideast

(continued on page 2)

CALLING ALL MUSLIMS
Cairo may celebrate its history as
the city of a thousand minarets,
but has begun to resent being the
city of four thousand micro-
phones.  To many, the stark and
plaintive Muslim call to prayer has
become an amplified assault that
comes five times daily.

Loudspeakers first appeared on
minarets across the Middle East in
the 1950s, usually on the principal
mosque in a city or on more remote
mosques in order to reach dispersed
populations in rural areas. Soon, city
blocks echoed with the call coming
from the various mosques and infor-
mal prayer halls. Higher volumes
followed—whether to suggest piety
or to compensate for poor equip-
ment is unclear—and a cacophony
ensued.

A 1994 Cairene law that limited the
acceptable decibel level of any
noise in the city has had little effect;
if anything, mosques seem to have
staggered their calls so as not to
compete directly with nearby estab-
lishments.

Egypt’s Minister of Religious En-
dowments, Mahmoud Hamdi
Zaqzouq, last year pushed for a
centralized system that would
have created one single, coordi-
nated call to prayer, as is already
practced in Abu Dhabi, Amman,
Sanaa and Istanbul.  Skeptics re-
acted with outrage, suspicion,
criticism and accusations of a
U.S.-sponsored plot to suppress Is-
lam.

Zaqzouq seems to have put the pro-
posal on hold in recent months. He
found that the public regarded am-
plifiers as traditional, but synchro-
nized broadcasts were an unaccept-
able innovation.■ -ET

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM MOROCCO?
On January 29, the CSIS Middle East Program and the CSIS Europe Program will lead
approximately fifteen American and European Middle East experts on a study tour to
Morocco.  The tour, entitled “The U.S., the EU and Middle East Reform: What Can
We Learn From Morocco?” will explore the roles of the U.S., the European Union,
and EU member states in promoting reform in the Middle East. The study will exam-
ine whether increased Euro-American cooperation on Middle Eastern political and
economic reform is desirable — or even possible.  The group will meet with high-level
government officials as well as community and NGO leaders and members of the
press.  This spring, CSIS will publish a full-length monograph detailing the group’s
findings.■

NOTES AND COMMENT
MIDDLE EAST

THE PERILS OF UNITY
By Jon B. Alterman

Iraq needs less unity. It’s a strange thing to say, but it’s true. The way politics have shaped up
in Iraq, and especially the way in which the unified Shia bloc by itself constitutes a majority of
the Iraqi National Assembly, they pose a dire threat to the country’s survival.

This threat will take time to unfold. In the coming weeks, we’ll have good news. The smart
money is suggesting that Iraq will have a broad-based government in place in time for Presi-
dent Bush to mention it in his State of the Union Address on January 31. Iraq, once again, will
appear to have dodged the bullet of political dysfunction.

Looking further ahead, though, the resultant coalition seems unlikely to last. The parliamen-
tary majority in Iraq is expected to contain the religious Shia bloc, both Kurdish parties, and at
least nominal Sunni participation. If so, they would represent a coalition of some 220 seats or
so—80 percent or more of the total. Who is left out? Only a small number of secular parties
(including former Prime Minister and persistent U.S. favorite Iyad Allawi), and some Sunni
Arab groups will be caught short.

A coalition of 80 percent sounds wonderful at first blush, but it has two problems. First, there
won’t be enough resources to sustain a supermajority. The Iraqi government has far less rev-
enue than many predicted it would, and U.S. economic assistance to Iraq is ending. Ministries
habitually overspend their annual budgets, under the protective aegis of U.S. supervision. The
party will soon be over, and Iraq’s funding crunch will come at the same time that partners in
Iraq’s political coalition will be seeking to maximize their share of the economic pie. Feelings
of entitlement will run up hard against economic constraints. The supermajority will prove an
unaffordable luxury, and some group that thought it had cleared the barrier on participating in
the government is going to find itself ejected from the ruling coalition in the late spring or early
summer.

Resource constraints also cause the second problem: pickings will be exceedingly slim for
those outside the parliamentary majority. At least some of the stranded groups will wonder
whether the system as it is currently constituted can ever serve their interests, and for some
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portion of them, the incentive to take up arms to resolve issues will increase.

Losers matter more than winners in Iraqi politics right now. More precisely, what matters most is who loses from this political process
and what they do about it. Building an overwhelming coalition in which everyone wins feels good in the short term, but it cannot last.
Some people need to lose, and they need to hold out hope that they can win the next time around. Sunni Arab groups may have a toe-
hold in the initial ruling coalition, but they are also the most likely to be tossed out of it when politics become contentious. What will
they do? We are far from out of the woods.

Iraq’s persistent sectarian problems are the result of hasty consensus building, both on Iraqis’ part as well as that of outside powers. It
is true that Saddam sometimes sought to accentuate tensions between Sunni Arabs, Shia, and Kurds, but the endurance of those ten-
sions in post-Saddam Iraq was not inevitable. As a friend who worked in the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) told me 18 months
ago, “We did not sow the seeds of sectarian division in Iraq, but we often watered those seeds very carefully.” CPA officials desperate
to give clarity to murky Iraqi politics kept reverting to sectarian categories to manage complexity. With innumerable tribes, clans, and
families to keep track of, not to mention city, provincial and class divisions, sectarian divisions were easy to remember, and they often
had leaderships the CPA could talk to. Too often, the CPA seemed to be seeking to make a mosaic, but it only wanted to use three
tiles—one Shia, one Kurdish, and one Sunni Arab.

All too often ignored in the last several years were the factors that militated against sectarian division in Iraq—the tribes that
were half Sunni and half Shia, and the families that themselves were a mix of the two. Indeed, Iraq’s cities contained vast
populations that were proud Iraqi nationalists, and who found sectarian identification to be an embarrassing and backward
legacy of rural warlords.

Many members of these groups have responded to chaos in Iraq by retreating into sectarian pigeonholes, seeking both protection and
profit from group identification. Given the make-up of the country—roughly 55 percent Shia, 20 percent Kurdish, and 20 percent Sunni
Arab, with other small minorities—and given both the unity of the Shia and Kurdish blocs and their unity with each other, it is a recipe
not only for conflict, but also for failure.

Sectarian politics bode ill for Iraq’s future, and the best way out of them now is through the dissolution of the Shia bloc. Were
one of the major parties to leave the coalition, the remaining parties would have a smaller majority and a vital need for both
Kurdish and Sunni Arab participation. More importantly, such a move would inject uncertainty into coalition politics in Iraq, and
create more options for splitting sectarian parties along regional, ideological and even class lines. The goal of U.S. policy now
should not be to give the legislature the largest possible majority, but the smallest and most diverse one that can be attained.

Iraq’s parties need to be coalitions of multiple interests, not merely reflections of sectarian interests. There is still time, but there will
need to be less unity before there is more.■ 01/12/06

Links of Interest

Program Director Jon B. Alterman’s recent op-ed piece in the
International Herald Tribune, ”Islamists March Into the Breach:”
http://www.iht.com/articles/2005/12/15/opinion/edalterman.php

On December 20, Program Director Jon B. Alterman spoke at a
conference at the Center for American Progress entitled “The Next
Steps in Iraq’s Political Transition:”
http://www.americanprogress.org/site/apps/nl/
content3.asp?c=biJRJ8OVF&b=593305&ct=1732469

The Middle East Program held the second session of its Maghreb
Roundtable on December 16.  The Maghreb Roundtable’s
homepage includes summaries of past events:
http://www.csis.org/mideast/maghreb

Program Director Jon B. Alterman was quoted in the New York
Times Week in Review Article on Ariel Sharon, “History Interrupted:”
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/08/weekinreview/08bennet.html
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