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Letter from the Editors 
The editorial staff of Afkar proudly 
presents the third volume of the journal, and 
our first summer issue. The   issue 
contains five articles, including Afkar’s 
first book review. The topics covered by 
this issue include discussions about Israeli-
Palestinian infastructure, the effects of 
America’s Iran policy on domestic politics, 
analysis on a comparative analysis of the 
position of Muslim philosophers and   Al-
Ghazali, alcohol abuse
 and rehabilitation in 
contemporary Iran, and a review of The 
Translator of Desires: Poems by 
Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi a book   translated 
by Michael Sells. The scope of the topics 
addressed in this issue   reflect   a 
conscious effort to   provide   an 
opportunity for undergraduates to be 
published regardless of the avenue into 
Middle Eastern studies they choose to 
pursue. 

This year continues to fall in the 
category of unprecedented times, and with 
that comes unique challenges for any 
project. Having previously published two 
issues, one that was completed in the midst 
of the pandemic, the entire editorial staff 
was able to apply previously learned lessons 
to the obstacles posed by a world in varying 
degrees of lockdown. Afkar, whose editors 
are in cities around the world, hasn’t let the 
pandemic slow us down. For the first time, 
Afkar is publishing a summer and winter 
issue. We have also added 4 new members 
to our editorial staff. It is with immense 

 
 

pride that we look back on the last few 
months and see how much Afkar has 
grown and look to the future with even 
greater optimism for the journal’s potential. 

Looking forward to   our   next 
issue, we hope that Afkar will continue to 
build   networks   for   undergraduate 
research and offer support and 
opportunities for academic publishing. We 
also hope for the journal to further increase 
its efforts at connecting with universities 
and students based   in   the Middle East 
and North Africa in particular. We have 
endeavoured to build on the incredible 
work of our predecessors, Alexander 
Burlin and Jessica Molina, and all of our 
former editors, to expand the scope and 
reach   of    Afkar.    We    remain dedicated 
to providing an opportunity for 
undergraduates around the world to share 
their work and contribute to important 
scholarly dialogues in a variety of fields. 

We want to thank all of our editors, 
advisors and contributing authors for their 
hard work that made this issue possible, as 
well as everyone who submitted articles for 
consideration. The dedication of the entire 
team and the tremendous effort by our 
authors has helped Afkar continue   to 
grow and improve. Thank you! 

 
 

Vicky Panossian & 
Henry Petrillo 
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Munqidh Min Al Dalal and the Question of “Prophecy” – A Comparative 
Analysis of the Position of Muslim Philosophers and Al-Ghazali 

 
MUHAMMAD ASHAR KHAN, Habib University 

 
 

Abstract 
This essay explores Al-Ghazali’s response to the position of the falasafa (philosophers) on the 
nature of prophecy in the Munqidh min al dalal (Deliverance from Error). Munqidh is an 
autobiographical account of Al-Ghazali’s journey as a seeker of truth who explores 
different schools of Islamic thought to attain the true path. In this work he defends the 
orthodox conception of the prophet as a man endowed with a spiritual authority among the 
faithful, a divine scripture and a mission to invite the transgressors towards the right path. The 
falasafa distorted this view to rationalize prophecy as an intellectual experience of the prophet. 
The article underlines the position of Al-Farabi and Avicenna to present a case for the 
philosophers, and explores the implications of Al-Ghazali’s criticism of their views. While 
doing so, this article also delves into the fundamental idea of the nature of prophecy, and 
transcendental attributes associated with it. 

 
keywords: Prophecy; Intellect; Empiricism; Materialism; Transcendentalism; Revelation; 
Platonic 
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Articulated in a conversational style, and yet 
strikingly critical and authoritative, Munqidh 
min al-dalal — Deliverance from Error — 
marks the apex of Abu Hamid Muhammad 
ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali’s (1058-1111) 
theological and philosophical evolution. It’s 
an autobiographical account pen that it 
traces his progression as a seeker of divine 
truth. 

Al-Ghazali narrates his exploration 
to   a ‘brother    in    faith’, recalling    his 
own intellectual crisis that left him 
perplexed for years. After years of 
wandering by engaging in   the    processes 
of self-reflection by collecting and 
exploring empirical evidence of universal 
existence, Al-Ghazali concludes that the 
mere fact of the nonappearance of 
something does not prove the impossibility 
of its existence.1 

Thus, in his quest to know the 
unknowable, Al-Ghazali engages with the 
knowledge of ‘those seeking the truth’. He 
categorizes them into four groups: (1) 
Mutakallimun, who allege that they are 
men of independent judgment and 
reasoning; (2) The Batinites, who claim to 
be the unique possessors of al-talim,    and 
the privileged recipients of knowledge 
acquired from the Infallible Imam; (3) 
The Philosophers, who maintain that they 
are the men of logic and apodeictic 
demonstration; and (4) The Sufis, who 
claim to be the familiars of the Divine 
Presence and [are] the men of mystic 
vision and illumination.2 

His treatise ends with an 
appreciation of transcendental ascetic 
practices and convictions of Sufism as the 
‘true’ path – a path akin to the path of 
apostles and prophets, as Al-Ghazali 
underlines, and a path defined by God 
himself through the holy scripture. While he 
embraces the path of Sufism, Al- Ghazali 
also criticizes the believes of the other three 
groups. 

His criticism of the doctrines of 
philosophers in the Munqidh is fairly 
vehement and comprehensive. Much like 
his magnum opus, Tahafut Al-falasafa, the 
account critically dissects philosopher’s 
views on different topics. He defends, 
what we generally call, the orthodox 
position. One such defense presented    is 
on Islamic conception of ‘prophecy’. 

A prophet, or an apostle of God, is 
generally perceived as a man who 
possesses spiritual authority among the 
faithful; endowed with a spiritual message, 
or a special scripture, with a mission to 
invite the transgressors towards the right 
path.        He        is        endowed with 
transcendental knowledge, exceptional 
intellect, miracles gifted by God, and 
divine leadership. 

Thus, to be counted among the 
faithful, one has to embrace his message 
and accept and submit to his guidance as a 
staunch devotee, both innate and explicitly. 
It is an article of faith, it is observed, as 
important as accepting the oneness   of 
God. However, the progressive neo- 
platonic      philosophers distorted this view 
by their heretical claims. A prophet, or an 
apostle, they claimed, is a prophet because 
of his intellect and intuition, and not 
because he possesses supernatural and 
mystic attributes. Their position on prophecy 
is countered with scathing criticism by Al- 
Ghazali in the Munqidh. The latter 
underlined the incoherence in the 
philosopher’s arguments. 

Therefore, by analyzing 
philosopher’s arguments and Al-Ghazali’s 
response in the Munqidh, this essay presents 
a comparative analysis over a central 
philosophical conundrum: why and how are 
these two positions irreconcilable? While 
doing so, the paper delves into the 
fundamental idea of the nature of prophecy, 
and transcendental attributes associated with 
it. 
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For the scope of this paper, arguments of 
Avicenna and Al- Farabi are used to 
present a case for the philosophers. 
Lastly, through an analysis the paper 
underlines that Al-Ghazali’s critique marks 
a   paradigm   shift   in   philosophical 
thought on prophecy, from rationalism 
towards empiricism and materialism. 
Similarly, it argues that this shift paved the 
way for an appreciation of mystic and 
transcendental knowledge in Islamic 
medieval philosophy. 

 
Philosopher’s position on the nature of 
prophecy 

 
The preliminary understanding that formed 
the basis of philosopher’s work on the 
nature of prophecy can be found in the 
oeuvres of Al-Farabi.3 The edifice of his 
arguments rest on his theory of intellect 
and cognition. According to Al-Farabi, 
knowledge that shapes human intellect 
emanates from the Active Intellect, which 
is the intellect of the divinity. Such 
knowledge, or ilm, is scientific and can be 
of two types: (1) knowledge of becoming 
certain of the existence and the reason of 
the existence of a thing; and (2) becoming 
certain of the existence of a thing and why it 
cannot be something else, but without 
considering the reason for its existence.4 

When a man is born, such knowledge 
is innate within his existence, and shapes his 
cognitive abilities, or faculties, to understand 
the principal sciences— natural sciences of 
the physical and metaphysical world, and 
social sciences of ethics and reason. Such 
knowledge helps him to discern, to 
rationalize and to comprehend, both 
theoretically and practically, the engagement 
of humans with nature and with fellow 
beings. 

Nonetheless, most of such 
knowledge is potential, and it is only 
through the rational faculty of the human 
soul one can actualize the knowledge 
endowed to him at the time of birth. As a 
man grows old, and engages in arduous 
philosophical tasks, his rational faculty 
evolves making him capable to grasp the 
‘true’ understanding of material and 
immaterial reality through reason. Prophets, 
however, are different. It is their imaginative 
faculty that provides them knowledge 
ungraspable by an ordinary man through 
their divinely empowered imagination.5 
This basically means   that   prophets 
receive      knowledge      in      a state 
inconceivable by ordinary man, which is 
akin to   illusions,  as they   experience 
what is implausible rationally. 

As an adherent of Al-Farabi, and by 
building on his work, Avicenna developed 
his own theory of prophecy.6 In his quest to 
logically establish that prophecy is 
‘possible’, Avicenna characterized the 
prophet as a man who is endowed with an 
angelic intellect to receive divine 
knowledge. Like Al-Farabi, Avicenna 
defines the reception of divine knowledge, 
which is special to the characteristic of a 
prophet, as a process experienced by the 
‘imaginative faculty’ of soul.7 His work 
holds especial significance because it 
successfully established its position as a 
leading school of Islamic Philosophy 
particularly, due to reconciliation and 
bridging the gap between Aristotelianism 
and Neo-Platonism along with Kalam8 – 
Islamic theology. 

In the Avicennian doctrine of 
prophecy, a prophet differs from an ordinary 
man in a sense that he receives knowledge 
directly from the active intellect, while on 
the other hand a layman has to rigorously 
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train     himself     for      such    knowledge 
by engaging in philosophical 
discourse. As Marmura rightly notes, 
“[according    to    Avicenna] the prophet…   
differs   from   the    rest    of men capable of 
abstraction in that he receives the secondary 
intelligibles directly, without the intervening 
preparatory activities of the soul and the 
learning processes associated with them”9. 

Though, it is imperative to underline 
that one difference between Al-Farabi and 
Avicenna here is that Al-Farabi affirms that 
every man is endowed with imaginative 
faculty of soul, but it’s only the prophet that 
actualizes its use as a superior faculty; 
however, Avicenna emphasizes that 
prophets are gifted with a special    kind 
of   faculty   that   receives    revelation 
which he calls ‘holy intellect’.10 This 
means that a prophet is exceptional in his 
intellect not because of his intellectual 
capabilities, but because of the existence of 
a special faculty of rational soul. 

While doing so, Avicenna also 
underlines that there are two types of 
prophecies, namely: (a) prophecy of 
insights, and (b) prophecy of imagination.11 
The category defined in the preceding 
passage is the superior form of prophecy, 
that is the prophecy of insights. A man in 
whom intuitions and insights determine his 
ideation, cognition, and intelligence, 
therefore, is above the man who attains 
knowledge through imagination – 
imagination over here specifically refers to 
the imaginative faculty, coherent with the 
idea of imagination in the work of Al-Farabi 
defined in the earlier passages. This is the 
central point   of contention between him 
and, as in the words of Avicenna, ‘advocates 
of prophecy’. 

Even though, in his work, Avicenna 
does not regard the prophets anywhere 

inferior, or   equal  in the  intellectual 
hierarchy to those who possess ‘insights’; 

his attribution  of   inferiority  to   the 
imaginative  features    makes his  claims 
questionable.   This   is mainly because, 

just like the rational faculty, perfected 
imaginative faculty is a central feature of 

prophecy. In this regard, his claims lead to a 
conviction that those who champion insights 

and intuitions, are ultimately the best of 
man, and therefore, prophecy is ‘achieved’ 
by   them12   —  the   Islamic  conception 
is contrary, i.e., it is gifted to a select few. 
This basically means that prophets are not 

born as prophets but receive prophecy as 
they mature to become finest among the rest. 

Similarly, while he claims that the 
prophetic  faculty    of  insight   and 
imagination   are   exceptional,   he  also 

underlines that when a prophet undergoes 
the process of revelation, he hears sound that 

is otherwise inaudible and non-existent.13 
Reflecting to some kind of hallucination, 

inconceivable in rational terms. 
 

Al-Ghazali’s criticism of the 
philosopher’s position and his own 
conception of prophecy 

 
Al-Ghazali      subsequently      counters 
these views in the Munqidh. To do so, he 
first lays out his own framework for 
understanding the true nature of Islamic 
prophecy, which alludes to a divine 
authority granted to a prophet by God for 
inviting people to the true path. Such 
authority is in form of a divine message 
communicated by Gabriel – an archangel 
who acts as an intermediary between God 
and the prophet. 
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Al-Ghazali argues that when a 
man is born out of substance, he knows 
nothing, and as he grows old, his cognitive 
faculties evolve   to   acquire   the 
knowledge of the   world   and 
beyond14.The first step towards his 
cognitive evolution is his acquaintance 
with the material reality through 
perception: sight, sense of taste, smell, 
ability to hear and so on. The second step 
is his ability to discern and distinguish 
between different materials of the 
perceptible and physical world, such is 
also his first step towards rationalization. 
The last, and the most sophisticated 
evolutionary     step,     is     the acquisition 
of   intellect   or   aql,    which provides us 
the ability to think.15 Note that Al- 
Ghazali’s basic theoretical understanding of 
human nature, as defined here, is 
empiricist and materialist — i.e., the process 
of cognitive evolution is closely linked, or is 
rather driven by, man’s interaction to the 
material reality. This serves the basic 
departure from philosopher’s rationalist 
notion of intellect. 

In Al-Ghazali’s model, man is 
endowed with such faculties by God, but his 
material and empirical experiences refine 
these faculties making him capable of 
understanding complex universal notions, 
which were obscure to him when he was 
born. His cognition, therefore, is like an 
empty canvas that acquires colors when an 
artist paints over it, gradually bringing it to 
life. However, prophets are different. They 
are endowed and gifted with special 
faculties that are perfected, refined, and their 
intellect is better than any ordinary man 
even at the time of their birth. And their 
faculties are beyond the scope of the 
intellect of an 

ordinary human, or even an intellectual, as 
they transcend the physical and 
metaphysical world. This means that their 
cognition goes beyond aql which implies 
that they can evenacquire knowledge that is 
incomprehensible by others. Their 
knowledge, therefore, is divine, as they are 
in direct contact with God. As Al-Ghazali 
notes: 

 
Beyond the stage of intellect there is 
another stage. In this another eye is 
opened, by which man sees the 
hidden, and what will take place in 
the future, and other things, from 
which the intellect is as far removed 
as the power of discernment is from 
the perception of intelligibles and the 
power of sensation is from things 
perceived by discernment. And just as 
one able only to discern, if presented 
with the things perceptible to the 
intellect, would reject them and 
consider   them   outlandish,   so 
some men endowed with intellect 
have rejected the things perceptible 
to the prophetic power and 
considered them wildly improbable. 
That is the very essence of 
ignorance! For such a man has no 
supporting reason except it is a stage 
he himself has not attained and for 
him it does not exist so, he supposes 
that it does not exist in itself.16 
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Furthermore, his argument in the Munqidh 
underlines  that  philosopher  adopt  a 
reductionist, and subsequently, a rejectionist 
position on prophecy when they claim that 
prophetic revelation is merely an intellectual 
experience. Al-Ghazali writes, “doubt about 
the prophetic revelation is either (a) doubt of 
its possibility in general, or (b) doubt of its 

actual occurrence, or (c) doubt of the 
attainment of it by a specific individual”.17 
Work of Al-Farabi and Avicenna rules out 
criticism  on (a),  as  they themselves 
accepted, wholly, the idea of prophecy and 
established rational  grounds   for  the 

possibility of its existence. Thus, it’s (b) 
and (c)  where their   arguments create 
doubts, and ultimately,  as Al-Ghazali 

highlights, leads to erroneous convictions. 
Firstly, using the analogy of dreams, 

he explains that it is possible to perceive 
and comprehend objects which are beyond 
the boundaries of the physical world, and 
which are not understandable by intellect 
alone. We dream, and often they are abstract, 
and do not ally with our physical and 
material interactions. Thus, our dreams are 
capable of apprehending objects that are 
irrational and not perceivable by worldly 
standards, but are there, true in some form or 
another.18 His analogy here sets the stage for 
his larger criticism. On the same pretext, he 
counters the philosopher’s notion, it 
should be true that a prophet can 
experience the world beyond the reality and 
cognitive capability of an ordinary man – 
because he is gifted with supernatural 
attributes to apprehend the realities of such a 
world. This is a state Al- Ghazali calls 
‘immediate experience’ of the prophet, or 
dhawq.19 

Secondly, by classifying it as an 
‘immediate experience’ and not as an 

‘immediate experience’ and not as an 
imaginative experience or hallucination, Al-
Ghazali basically appreciates prophecy as a 
status that opens its recipient to realms
 of         divine existence, 
unachievable by intellect.   This   means 
that a prophet   is not   only   an 
intellectual, as deemed by   the 
philosopher, but also someone who can 
perceptibly    experience    the    mystic 
world of divinity. According to Al-Ghazali, 
revelation, therefore, is not just an 
experience of the prophet's imaginative 
faculty, as the philosophers stressed, but it’s 
a dynamic experience that involves all his 
faculties of soul. A prophet not just imagines 
receiving a message from an angel of God 
but experiences such incidents in accordance 
with material and empirical standards. 
However, he explains, just like it is not 
possible to comprehend the objects of 
imagination we observe in dreams, it is not 
humanly possible to define prophetic 
experience revelation. Thus, it is important 
to have a firm belief on it, as “believing 
presupposes understanding”.20 

 
Analysis on the implications of Al- 
Ghazali’s critique 

 
The difference between Al-Ghazali and 
philosophers’ work lie in the paradigm they 
are addressing — material and empirical 
ideas of the former, and rationalism of the 
latter — making their positions largely 
irreconcilable. Moreover, it is important to 
mention that Al-Ghazali’s response is 
largely a defense against the ‘rationalization’ 
of mystic experience of prophecy. This 
basically means that philosophers tried to 
remold the basic conception of prophecy to 
align it with the emerging paradigm of 
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platonic and neo-platonic political 
philosophy in the Islamic world. While 
doing so, they undermined its 
transcendental nature, and reduced it to an 
exceptional intellectual experience 
undertaken by only a select few. 

Doing so, they, intentionally or 
unintentionally, also reduced the status of a 
prophet to someone with an exceptional and 
divine intellect. Such reductionism, as Al-
Ghazali points out, is the main problem as 
it contradicts with the Islamic belief of the 
prophet's exalted and divine nature. It 
implies that the processes of receiving 
divine knowledge between a prophet and an 
intellectual is not dissimilar i.e., prophetic 
knowledge is not transcendental, but stems 
from their intellectual experience. Such a 
view relegates prophetic position to that of 
an intellectual – making prophecy an 
epistemic rather than a spiritual experience. 

Thus, if we accept, wholly, the 
arguments propounded by the philosopher, 
we will then have to reject, say for 
examples,    miracles that are not 
rationally and intellectually conceivable:21 
rod turning into a serpent, survival in fire, 
cleaving the moon into two hemispheres, 
and so on. A prophet cannot, just by the 
power of his intellect change the substance 
and atoms of an object, and thus, there 
should be some other spiritual and divine 
power that enables him to do so. Similarly, 
the broader consequence of the arguments of 
falasafa is that the instances mentioned in 
the holy Quran about prophetic endeavors 
— may they be about their miracles, or 
about the prophet's spiritual interaction with 
the divine and heavenly bodies — are 
simply allegorical and symbolic. Avicenna 
and Al-Farabi, for instance, argued that the 
revelation received by the prophet through 
his intuition and imagination is different 
from the interpretation of that revelation he 

acquaints to people.22 This means that what 
prophets ‘spoke’ to   people   was a 
symbolic interpretation of the original 
revelation so that a layman could 
understand its context, because otherwise, a 
prophetic revelation is only interpretable by 
the prophet himself, or by the intellectuals 
who engage themselves in rigorous 
philosophical discourse. A prophet, 
therefore, to explain the message of God 
uses symbolic metaphors, like analogies and 
tales of magical miracles to express some 
deep intellectual phenomenon only known 
by him, or to God, or to a few intellectuals. 
Such position is in stark opposition to the 
Quranic references of the universality of 
scriptural revelations as encapsulated in the 
verse 54:17 of Al- Qamar. The verse reads, 
“And we have certainly made the Quran 
easy to understand and remember…” (Al- 
Quran, 54:17). 

Al-Ghazali’s critique on the other 
hand, as mentioned in the Munqidh and 
elsewhere in his work, resolves this 
problem.23   Primarily, as   we have 
discussed in the preceding section, Al- 
Ghazali’s idea that it is not possible to 
understand some of the processes of 
prophetic revelation, just like we cannot 
interpret the objects of our dream, 
establishes that prophetic revelations 
transcend the boundaries of rationality. His 
position offers a clear explanation that 
intellectual perfection is one of the attributes 
of prophecy but is certainly not the only 
attribute prophecy should be associated 
with. He clearly does not reject the 
philosopher’s view about perfected 
intellectuality of the prophets, and he also 
cautions others to not commit this mistake, 
as it will inherently lead to wrong 
convictions about the prophet’s perfect soul. 
However, he deems their views to be 
‘reductionist’, and incomplete, as they fail to 
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appreciate the prophet's attributes beyond 
the realm of intellectuality. 

Similarly, Al-Ghazali’s explanation 
of prophecy resolves another issue inherent 
in the philosopher's position. By stressing on 
the divine knowledge of prophets, and by 
making it the basic tenet of prophecy, 
philosophers redefined Islam as the religion 
of the literates. This basically means that for 
a Muslim, according to the implication of 
their convictions, striving to attain 
knowledge should be the primary goal in 
life. Likewise, it also implies that knowledge 
reigns above practice, which implies that 
one should engage in philosophical 

Conclusion 
 

Conclusively, Al-Ghazali’s critique marked a 
paradigm shift in Islamic thought in the 12th 
century. By underlining the limits of the 
rational understanding of prophecy, Al- 
Ghazali reinstated the fading orthodox 
narrative through a much more dynamic and 
logical understanding. Similarly, his critique 
also established that ‘reason’ alone cannot be 
used as a tool to understand the complexities 
of prophecy. Divine phenomena like 
prophecy transcend reason and rationality, 
and thus, to understand them one has to 
embrace the trans-rational path of mysticism. 

discourse more than the practices which    
constitute the pillars of the religion. Thus, it 
is the knowledge of the prophet that should 
be the defining objective of Islam, instead of 
his practices. Al- Ghazali’s critique, 
contrarily, defends the orthodox narrative by 
exalting the status of prophet, both in innate 
sense and physical sense. Thus, while a 
Muslim should strive to achieve the intellect 
akin to the intellect of the prophet, it is also 
important to practice, what we call the 
Sunnah, to achieve the rank of true devotees 
of the prophets. And such, for Al- Ghazali is 
the path of Sufis or the mystics. 
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Abstract 
This article explores the reasons that the Gaza Marine gas field, off the coast of the Gaza Strip, 
has remained undeveloped for over twenty years and how it presents an opportunity 
for cooperation between Israel and Palestine. Analysis demonstrates the potential that 
the development of the gas field would have for both enabling Palestinian economic and 
energy independence, as well as fostering diplomatic ties between Israel and Palestine. It 
draws upon models of Israeli economic interdependence and conflict, analyses of regional 
dynamics, and decades of observation charting the progression of gas field development 
plans. The causes of stagnation around the project, including Palestinian factionalism, Israeli 
security fears, and the necessity for external investment, are identified and proposed 
solutions to overcome these obstacles are offered. The paper concludes that Gaza Marine 
ultimately holds the key to a more economically prosperous and interdependent region. This 
paper concludes that an agreement regarding the Gaza Marine has critical implications for 
future agreements between Israel and Palestine. 
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Palestine lies on several fault lines of 
geopolitical conflict. In the past decade 
alone, its relationship with Israel has 
entailed chronic tension and bursts of 
violence. Within its borders, the Fatah-led 
West Bank, under the control of the 
Palestinian National Authority’s (PNA) 
President Mahmoud Abbas, has struggled 
with dissenters from Hamas-ruled Gaza, 
revealing the challenges of Palestinian 
factionalism. Within this context, the Gaza 
Marine gas field, a natural gas field in the 
eastern Mediterranean Sea off the Gaza 
coast, offers an opportunity for historic 
cooperation between Israel and Palestine 
through the bolstering of economic stability 
and peacebuilding. It also presents a case 
study that illustrates the harm that these 
tensions are exerting on Palestine’s capacity 
for economic development and energy 
security. Despite holding a large supply of 
natural gas that would guarantee Palestine— 
and neighboring Israel—a source of energy 
for many years, the Gaza Marine gas field 
has remained undeveloped twenty years 
after its discovery. Halted development is 
largely due to political obstacles, mostly 
from Israel, even though its exploitation has 
the potential to benefit Israeli markets as 
well. 

Palestine stands to be the major 
beneficiary of the development of the Gaza 
Marine. As Israel continues to increase its 
natural gas exports in a quest to extend its 
regional influence, the Gaza Marine gas 
field represents an opportunity for Palestine 
to translate hydrocarbon exports into its 
own source geopolitical influence. 
Development of Gaza Marine would also 
ensure Palestine’s own energy 
independence. However, the hostility 
between Israel and Palestine has prevented 
the development of Gaza Marine and any 
potential economic and diplomatic benefits 
that would result 

 
 

from its exploitation. The failure to move 
forward with the Gaza Marine project 
perpetuates the financial turmoil of Palestine 
and maintains Palestinian dependence on 
Israel. 

The following sections begin by 
providing a brief overview of the history of 
the conflict between Israel and Palestine as 
well as the tensions between Gaza and the 
West Bank. A background regarding the 
Gaza Marine gas field and previous 
development proposals will also be 
included. This paper continues by 
examining the significance of the Gaza 
Marine as a vehicle for Palestinian 
autonomy in the form of economic and 
energy independence from Israel. Here, an 
analysis of the empirical and theoretical 
backing for the relationship between 
increased economic interdependence and 
reduced conflict will be used to support an 
argument for potential Israeli-Palestinian 
cooperation and diplomatic progress 
stemming from joint development of the gas 
field. The last main section will explain 
opposition to the field’s development and 
survey the remaining barriers to exploitation 
of the Gaza Marine. This study will draw 
upon contemporary analyses of the Israeli- 
Palestinian conflict and the tensions between 
Gaza and the West Bank. It will also rely on 
reports analyzing the region’s economy and 
energy dynamics, examining Israel’s natural 
gas exports and the degree to which 
Palestine is reliant on Israeli resources and 
support. Statements that apply to both 
regions of the Palestinian Territories (Gaza 
and the West Bank) will refer to “Palestine”; 
where the distinction is relevant, statements 
will cite Gaza and the West Bank separately. 

 
Setting the Stage: Palestine’s History and 
the Gaza Marine 

 
For the purposes of this paper, background 
regarding the relationship between Israel 
and Palestine will begin with 1947, when 



The Gaza Marine Gas Field 13 
 

UN Resolution 181, the Partition Plan, 
divided the British Mandate of Palestine into 
two states—one Arab (Palestine) and one 
Jewish (Israel). The proclamation of the 
State of Israel in May 1948 sparked the first 
Arab-Israeli War.1 When Israel won the war 
in 1949, the territory was divided into three 
parts: Israel, the West Bank (controlled by 
Jordan), and the Gaza Strip. This resolution 
resulted in the displacement of 750,000 
Palestinians, over half of the entire 
population.2 After a thirty-year territorial 
dispute between regional powers, Israel and 
Egypt signed the 1979 Camp David Accords. 
Israel asserted control over the Gaza Strip, 
the West Bank, Golan Heights, and East 
Jerusalem. While the Camp David Accords 
improved relations between Israel and its 
neighbors, the issue of Palestinian self- 
governance and self- determination 
remained. In 1987, the first Palestinian 
uprising, or intifada, occurred. By 1995, the 
Oslo Accords had put an official end to the 
conflict, mandated Israeli withdrawal from 
the West Bank, and set up a system of 
Palestinian self-governance. 

Despite international support for the 
Oslo Accords, Israel maintained military 
occupation of more than 82 percent of 
Palestinian territories. Between 1993 and the 
beginning of the second intifada in 2000, 
Israel had constructed 90,000 new housing 
units in occupied territories, doubled the 
number of Israeli settlers living in the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, and demolished 
hundreds of Palestinian homes.3 Ramped up 
Israeli settlement building and the failure to 
withdraw the military sparked the second 
intifada, lasting from 2000 to 2005. During 
this period, Israel constructed a barrier wall 
around the West Bank despite opposition 
from the International Court of Justice. 
From 2014 to 2018, thousands died and 
thousands more were injured in a series of 
clashes between the two sides.4 Today, 

mediators struggle to ease tensions as both 
sides continue to escalate the conflict 
through use of rocket launches and air 
strikes. Alongside these tensions, resource 
scarcity has resulted in a history of disputes 
over resource rights and control. For 
example, water for both Israel and Palestine 
is largely controlled by an Israeli national 
company called Mekorot, and Palestine 
receives water per cross-border water 
sharing agreements skewed in Israel’s favor. 
This has allowed for Israeli planning and 
development that has prevented Palestinians 
from developing their own independent 
infrastructure.5 

Meanwhile, Palestine has its own 
ongoing internal struggle between two 
political factions: Hamas and Fatah. Since 
2007, Hamas has ruled the Gaza Strip while 
the Fatah party, led by President Mahmoud 
Abbas and the PNA, controlled the West 
Bank. Each group maintains opposing 
beliefs: Hamas is Islamist while Fatah is 
secular, Hamas prefers armed resistance 
against Israel while Fatah engages in 
negotiations, and Hamas doesn’t recognize 
Israel while Fatah does. While both groups 
want to create a Palestinian state, differing 
response strategies and a lack of 
coordination have fractured attempts at a 
unity government.6 

Against this backdrop, BG Group, a 
British oil and gas company, uncovered the 
Gaza Marine natural gas field. Discovered 
in 2000, it lies in waters that are legally 
controlled by Palestine (according to the 
Oslo Accords) and is located roughly twenty 
two miles off the coast of the Gaza Strip at a 
depth of two thousand feet.7 The field is 
estimated to hold over a trillion cubic feet of 
natural gas, enough to last Palestine fifteen 
years.8 Despite BG’s original interest in 
developing the Gaza Marine, it later 
withdrew from the project due to a 
breakdown in negotiations.9 The root of the 
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breakdown stemmed from Palestinian fears 
that Israel would cut Gaza off from gas 
supplies and Israeli concern about revenues 
from the project flowing to Hamas, 
designated by many, including the United 
States, as a terrorist organization.10 Given 
this ongoing tension and lack of 
cooperation, the gas field has remained 
undeveloped in the past twenty years. 

 
Power to Palestine: Money, Energy, and 
Politics 

 
The key advantages of developing the Gaza 
Marine are threefold—economic growth, 
energy security, and political progress. The 
Palestinian territories are almost entirely 
dependent on the Israel Electric Corporation 
for a supply of electricity; 88 percent of 
Palestinian power consumption is supplied 
by Israel.11 If Palestine had free access to 
drill in its fields, it would reduce reliance on 
foreign aid and Israeli energy, allowing it to 
build self-sufficiency in both Gaza and the 
West Bank and begin to free itself from 
Israeli control. 

Evidence shows that economically 
interdependent countries in the Middle East 
tend to cooperate more and engage in less 
armed conflict. Three least squares 
regression models, using conflict as the 
dependent variable and analyzing Israel’s 
relationship with its neighbors, find this to 
be true specifically for Israel. The model 
demonstrates a lower probability of conflict 
between Israel and countries it has greater 
economic ties with.12 Other comparative 
analyses also indicate that economic factors 
and interdependence can spur political 
settlements. For example, the Japanese 
financing of South Korean industrialization 
in the 1950s and 60s helped diffuse the 
hostilities between the two nations via 
increased investment and trade. When 
applied to Israel and Palestine, increased 

Israeli financing of Palestinian infrastructure 
and the advent of Palestinian exports to 
developing countries could create tens or 
even hundreds of thousands of new jobs, 
leading to a more economically prosperous 
and interdependent region.13 The Gaza 
Marine presents an opportunity for bilateral 
cooperation and Palestinian development, 
with potential to pave the way for lasting 
peace. 

 
Economic Benefits 

 
The massive natural gas reserves held in the 
field provide an avenue for Palestinian 
economic growth and independence. While 
capital investment in the project would cost 
somewhere between a quarter of a billion to 
just over one billion dollars, it would 
generate almost three billion in fiscal 
revenues over two and a half decades of 
production.14 Some sources even indicate 
that the exploitation of the Gaza Marine 
would produce revenues of up to seven 
billion dollars (largely dependent on 
regional gas prices at the time of 
development).15 Utilizing the revenue from 
natural gas production can better Palestine’s 
public finances, raising their GDP per capita 
(currently one twentieth that of the United 
States), helping to eliminate the threat of 
supply disruptions, and accelerating 
agricultural development.16 

Additionally, frequent power 
outages and energy shortages hinder 
economic progress and adversely affect the 
daily lives of Palestinians. With new fuel 
sources, previously unmet energy demand 
could be fulfilled, and the Gaza Power Plant 
could be converted from diesel fuel to 
natural gas, increasing the efficiency of 
power generation.17 This conversion would 
also save an additional billion dollars in the 
cost of producing electricity during the 
lifetime of the project.18 The resulting 
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prosperity could better relations between 
Israel and Palestine as well by fostering 
collaboration and interdependence on an 
infrastructure project, something that has 
historically lessened conflict between Israel 
and its neighbors, such as the gas export 
project from Israel to Jordan.19.20 

Furthermore, reducing Palestine’s 
debt owed to the Israel Electric Corporation 
can help avoid the current overcharging of 
Palestinian customers, as Palestinians are 
forced to pay for not only their energy 
consumption, but also Palestine’s national 
debt. Revenues from an independent 
Palestinian electrical system combined with 
new infrastructure could not only alleviate 
these debts, but also aid the construction of 
the Hebron and Jenin power plants in the 
West Bank. Together, these plants would 
improve energy efficiency and cut down on 
wasted power.21 

 
Political Gains 

 
Advancing exploitation of the Gaza Marine 
holds great diplomatic potential. Striking a 
balance between the PNA and Hamas would 
benefit both parties economically and 
energy-wise and serves Israel’s interest in 
preventing the strengthening of Islamist 
Hamas at the expense of secular Fatah.22 
This is especially true because Hamas 
thrives on discontent—its strident Islamist 
message resonates with the grievances of 
many impoverished Palestinians, who would 
be uplifted by economic growth. Developing 
the field would thus help overcome internal 
Palestinian factionalism stemming from the 
two parties by uniting them in an achievable 
common goal of economic betterment, while 
tempering the efficacy of more radical 
messages on an impoverished audience. 

The development of an independent 
Palestinian energy source would heavily aid 
Palestine, and it would also be beneficial to 

Israel. The financial stability of the PNA is 
in Israel’s interest as well because faster 
repayment of its debts by Palestine would 
let the Israel Electric Corporation produce 
more electricity to sell to Israelis (and 
Palestinians). Production from the Gaza 
Marine would also ease the diplomatic 
tensions between Israel and its neighbors by 
demonstrating goodwill towards Palestine, 
assuaging Arab nations’ fears of Palestinian 
repression, and reducing their reluctance in 
dealing with Israel. This would occur 
without significantly altering the supply of 
gas to Israel since there is a sufficient 
quantity of gas in the Leviathan and Tamar 
gas fields that remain under Israel’s control. 
Increased cooperation between the PNA, 
Hamas, and Israel also minimizes security 
risks since Palestinian militants are less 
likely to act against their own interests and 
attack the infrastructure built to extract 
Palestinian natural gas for their own 
consumption. As a result, Israel’s fear of 
resources and funds being captured by 
Hamas’ militant groups would be mitigated, 
lessening Israel’s perceived need to defend 
itself against attack.23 Building and 
maintaining these energy connections would 
thus reinforce any efforts or breakthroughs 
regarding Israeli-Palestinian relations, and 
potentially for larger regional relations 
between Israel and Jordan or Egypt, moving 
along a broader Middle East peace 
process.24 

 
Energy and Resources 

 
Energy cooperation between Israel and 
Palestine is a necessary step towards 
regional energy security. An agreement to 
develop the Gaza Marine would also include 
Israel, and linked energy infrastructure can 
help overcome regional energy shortages, 
especially given that Israeli energy stability 
would allow for steady exports to Jordan 
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and Egypt.25 Jordan has already signed a 
letter of intent to import gas from the Gaza 
Marine field.26 Using natural resources 
wisely could generate a basis for stability 
and cooperation, aiding long-term 
sustainability and renewable energy 
objectives, and ensuring future energy needs 
are met.27 

Furthermore, a total 80 percent of 
regional water resources are allocated to a 
prosperous Israel. The Western Aquifer 
Basin is the main source of water shared 
between Israel and the West Bank; however, 
94 percent of this water is utilized by Israel, 
depriving Palestinian territories. The barrier 
wall and settlement construction have also 
separated many Palestinian villages from 
the wells they once relied on.28 An influx of 
natural gas from the Gaza Marine would 
provide power for energy intensive 
wastewater desalination plants, purifying 
water of dissolved salts and minerals. 
Powering wastewater treatment plants in 
Israel has helped address the nation’s water 
shortage.29 With sufficient electricity, 
Palestine could also better combat an acute 
water shortage and significantly increase the 
quality of life for Palestinians while also 
accelerating agricultural development, 
bolstering the economy writ large. 

Independently, alleviating water 
shortages would ease the effect of drought 
on violence affecting the West Bank and 
surrounding Israeli territory. The worsening 
water conditions could otherwise translate 
to violent retribution by insurgent groups 
and locals. Models have shown that areas 
experiencing drought were 31% more likely 
to see violence given a drop of 1 in the 
Standardized Precipitation Index 
(significant at the 0.05 level).30 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC )31 studies projecting a 30 percent or 
more decrease in annual rainfall by the end 
of the century due to anthropogenic global 

warming, water allocation will become 
increasingly relevant in the context of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and in preventing 
future resource wars. Cost-efficient, 
sustainable electricity would thus improve 
living conditions and placate unrest, 
ultimately working to solve energy security 
challenges.32 

Natural gas is also cleaner than 
other nonrenewable energy sources like oil 
or coal. Table 1 indicates the relative 
environmental safety of natural gas. Smog 
and air quality are ongoing problems that 
can cause health problems ranging from 
temporary irritation to long-term lung 
damage. Natural gas, however, emits low 
levels of nitrogen oxide and virtually no 
sulfur dioxide or particulate matter, like ash, 
heavily cutting back on contributions to 
smog. This shift in the energy sector from 
diesel fuel, primarily oil, could further 
improve public health and living conditions 
across the region.33 

 

 
Competing Claims and Opposition 

 
Despite all the benefits developing the Gaza 
Marine could bring, it has remained 
undeveloped for twenty years now, largely 
due to competing claims over the gas field 
and Israeli opposition. Per the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 
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every state has the right to explore natural 
resources in its own economic zone 
(including waters it has legal jurisdiction 
over).34 However, neither the PNA nor the 
Hamas authorities have complete control 
over the area of the Mediterranean Sea 
above the Gaza Marine gas field. While the 
Oslo Accords indicate that the waters are 
legally controlled by Palestine, the Israeli 
navy has expanded its control over offshore 
areas, effectively cutting Palestine off from 
the area.35 An official at the Palestinian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs also recently 
pointed out that Israel has been using many 
gas fields in Palestinian waters while barring 
Palestinians from extracting gas from the 
Gaza Marine.36 If an agreement is reached, 
it must include a maritime border between 
the two entities that allows for Palestinian 
access to the gas field. 

Additionally, the Gaza Marine is off 
the coast of the Gaza Strip, controlled by 
Hamas. This presents two issues—the PNA 
doesn’t recognize Hamas’ authority, and 
many international entities, like the United 
States and European Union, regard Hamas 
as a terrorist organization. This legally 
constrains most international entities from 
negotiating or cooperating with Hamas. 
Given that Hamas also encourages armed 
resistance against Israel, Israel refuses to 
negotiate with Hamas’ leaders. While there 
is a possibility of a balance being struck, 
there is also potential for the exploration of 
a ceasefire agreement wherein Hamas gives 
up its claim on the natural gas field to the 
PNA, which could allow negotiations to 
proceed.37 Barring Hamas’ unlikely 
forfeiture of its claim to the Gaza Marine, it 
still has an incentive to reduce violence and 
provide political stability to attract potential 
investors that could provide capital for 
development. The resulting economic gain 
for Hamas and say in Palestinian 
governance, through input on energy 
supplies and resource allocation, remains an 
attractive option. Israel has also prioritized 

 
its own interests over the development of the 
gas field. The nation has entered large and 
profitable   agreements   with Egypt and Jordan 
to supply them with about 130 billion cubic 
meters of gas (from the Leviathan and Tamar 
gas fields) for the next ten to fifteen years. 
Israel sees potential revenues for Hamas as a 
security threat because that income could be 
used to fund Hamas’ militia and attacks on 
Israeli Defense Forces. As a result, Israel’s 
desire as an occupying power to prevent 
Palestinian economic independence and 
sovereignty while boosting its own strength and 
regional influence has led to the   prevention 
of PNA exploitation of the gas field. However, 
the flow of natural gas from Israel to 
neighboring countries has been frustrating for 
Palestinians, who have been denied the right 
to drill and extract gas from the   Gaza 
Marine for over twenty years. In retaliation to 
Israeli opposition, the Chairman of the PNA’s 
Investment Fund has declared that there is no 
plan to develop the gas field in cooperation with 
Israel, pointing out that Israel stands in   the 
way of development by   controlling 
Palestinian   territorial   waters.   Traversing 
these tensions will require a good faith effort 
from both sides to work towards developing 
the Gaza Marine. 

Even    if    these     political     barriers 
are lowered, there   remains   a   gap   in 
physical infrastructure that will   require 
external investment from a buyer. New 
offshore infrastructure, such as pipelines and 
well heads, must be   constructed   in   addition 
to onshore pipelines and processing facilities. 
While these pipelines are a relatively small 
part of total capital costs, Palestine must 
attract a buyer to secure the funding 
necessary   to   begin construction.   Without 
first resolving political barriers, though, most 
prospective buyers will follow the decision of 
BG to withdraw from the project. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The development of the Gaza Marine gas field is 
a necessary first step towards Palestinian 
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autonomy and Israeli-Palestinian 
cooperation. The natural gas   field   is 
an avenue for economic progress and 
energy security on both sides of the 
conflict, while easing political tensions 
between Palestine and Israel. Its 
exploration could provide the necessary 
baseline for regional progress and security. 
It is necessary that Israel, Hamas, and the 
Palestinian National Authority work to 
overcome barriers and accelerate 
diplomatic   moves    to    reach    a 
negotiated arrangement. Benefits   may 
even flow to other parties in the Middle 
East and North Africa, such as   Jordan 
and Egypt. The resulting energy 
cooperation, infrastructure building, 
resource expansion, fiscal stability, and de- 
escalation in militant aggression are vital to 
improving security and prosperity in the 
Palestinian territories and laying the 
groundwork for future agreements between 
Israel and Palestine. 
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In the aftermath of the 2021 Iranian 
presidential election, history appears to have 
repeated itself. The Trump Administration 
has pursued an especially intransigent policy 
of aggression toward Iran by imposing a 
campaign of economic warfare and 
transparent attempts at military escalation. 
This posture has substantially diminished 
the popularity of Iranian reformists, the 
ramification of which have played out in the 
recent elections that saw Iranian hardliners 
recapture all major levers of Iranian 
government. Regrettably, however, this 
story is not new. Based on the historical 
record of U.S.-Iran relations, as well as a 
range of expert opinions, the dynamic in 
which U.S. escalation inadvertently 
promotes the most extreme voices in Iran, is 
a perennial one. From the earliest days of 
the Islamic Republic, the United States has 
played the role of an external threat enabling 
the rhetoric of the Islamic Revolution as 
espoused by its most extreme proponents.  

       This paper reviews pertinent aspects 
of the historical record in the context of this 
broader theme, and subsequently argues that 
we can understand the policies of Obama 
and Trump toward Iran as constituting very 
different iterations of what Putnam (1988) 
calls “two-level game theory.” According to 
Putnam, “at the national level, domestic 
groups pursue their interests by pressuring 
the government to adopt favorable policies, 
and politicians seek power by constructing 
coalitions among those groups. At the 
international level, national governments 
seek to maximize their own ability to satisfy 
domestic pressures, while minimizing the 
adverse consequences of foreign 
developments.”1 The crucial idea behind 
two-level game theory is that international 
negotiations cannot be considered 
independently of the interests expressed by 
a country’s domestic constituencies. In large 
part, it has been precisely this dynamic at 

work when the United States pursues 
aggressive policies towards Iran. Such 
policies have discouraged the domestic 
Iranian populace to elect leaders who will 
pursue cooperation with the U.S. and the 
international community more broadly and 
thereby provide Iran’s political leaders with 
a strong incentive to maintain a hardline 
position toward the United States. The 
theoretical framework of two-level game 
theory, therefore, allows for an effective 
contrasting of the impact of Obama’s 
limited-engagement approach to Iran with 
that of Trump’s maximum pressure 
strategy.2 

 
Background: The Islamic Revolution 

 
In the early days of the Islamic Revolution, 
the United States was a foil for Khomeinist 
ideology, and the imagery of the “Great 
Satan” helped to unify the cause of the 
revolution behind Khomeini’s line. More 
generally, anti-United States rhetoric was 
employed against competing liberal 
democratic visions for the future of the 
Islamic Revolution, such as that advocated 
by then Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan. 

Since the United States’ role in 
overthrowing the government of 
Mohammad Mosaddegh in 1953, the U.S. 
has been viewed in Iran as a source of 
external “contamination” of Iranian society. 
This sentiment was especially pronounced 
during the reforms of the White Revolution 
from 1963 to 1979, which were largely 
viewed as part of what Jalal al-e Ahmad 
called “Westoxification,” wherein Western 
cultural standards were rapidly imposed on 
the deeply religious Iranian society.3 In 
addition, the economic reforms of the White 
Revolution exacerbated inequality in Iran 
and undermined the traditional economic 
hierarchy in its rigid class-based society. 
Because of its role in establishing the Shah’s 
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regime, the U.S. was viewed as responsible 
for what many viewed as the economic 
detriment brought about by the White 
Revolution. The imagery of the “Great 
Satan” appeals to a centuries-old theme in 
Shia mythology, namely, the struggle 
between a person’s morally “pure” internal 
core and the material temptations of the 
external world.4 The United States, 
evidently, occupied the latter role. 

It was against this backdrop that the 
1979 Islamic Revolution occurred. It was 
evident that whoever could convincingly 
establish themselves as the antithesis of the 
pervasive force of American influence 
would enjoy a favorable public standing 
and, thus, strategic political advantages. In 
the early days of the Islamic Revolution, 
there was a power struggle, albeit an 
unbalanced one, between Khomeini’s vision 
for an Islamic Republic and Bazargan’s 
vision for a Democratic Islamic Republic. 
Bazargan wanted to include this latter, 
democratic option in Iran’s constitutional 
referendum, which Khomeini rejected.5 

Within the context of this power 
struggle, a critical turning point in Iran’s 
transformation occurred: the Iranian hostage 
crisis. When the Muslim Student Followers 
of the Imam's Line captured and detained 52 
hostages at the American embassy in 
Tehran, Khomeini saw a political 
opportunity to purge his government of 
those who were disloyal to his hardline 
vision of the Islamic Revolution. He quickly 
endorsed the demonstrators’ actions, which 
was nearly immediately followed by the 
resignation of Bazargan and his cabinet on 
November 6th.6 

The Muslim Students’ suspicion that 
the United States was attempting to 
undermine the Islamic regime, which 
inspired the hostage crisis, was largely 
unfounded. In reality, the U.S. was 
primarily attempting to gather intelligence 
on as many opposition forces within Iran as 

possible.7 These primarily included the 
quietist members of the Shia ulama who 
opposed clerical involvement in political 
activities, ethnic rebellions - particularly 
Arab and Kurdish - within Iran, and 
opposition to the Iranian government from 
exiled Iranians. It was only the first of these 
in which U.S. officials had any interest, and 
they retained frequent contact with the most 
prominent clerical opponent of the Islamic 
regime, Mohammad Kazem Shariatmadari.8 
The ethnic separatist movements clearly had 
a destabilizing potential, but the United 
States opposed them because they had a 
strong preference for a stable and 
territorially sovereign Iran under U.S. 
influence, particularly one that would serve 
as a buffer against the putative threat of 
Soviet expansionism. Moreover, there was 
widespread fear among U.S. officials that a 
successful Kurdish rebellion within Iran 
could empower Kurdish separatists in 
Turkey, an ever-important U.S. ally. Finally, 
U.S. intelligence recognized that exiled 
opposition (the goal of which was the 
restoration of the Pahlavi monarchy), while 
well-funded, had essentially no popular 
support in Iran and it was therefore futile to 
seriously engage it.9 However, the scars of 
26 years of U.S. interference in Iran’s 
domestic affairs remained, and the paranoia 
regarding American interests embedded in 
Iranian political consciousness had been 
ossified. Anti-American sentiment thereafter 
served inexorably as a source of ideological 
unification for the hardline view of political 
Islam espoused by Khomeinists. 

 
The Iran-Iraq War 

 
The Iraqi invasion of Iran, supported, in its 
later days, by the U.S. intelligence 
apparatus, was another ideologically 
unifying force for Iran’s hardliners. The 
United States’ partiality in the brutal 
conflict between Iraq and Iran became in 
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evident in 1982. Two years after Saddam 
Hussein’s invasion of Iran, but directly after 
Iran launched a counter-invasion subsequent 
to halting the progression of Iraqi forces into 
Iranian territory, the Reagan Administration 
called for a ceasefire.10 Immediately after 
the initial invasion, however, neither the 
United Nations Security Council as a body 
nor the United States called for an end to 
Baghdad’s aggression. This became fodder 
for another legitimate Iranian grievance 
against U.S. policy. The United States was 
always aware (at least since 1983) that Iraq 
was using chemical weapons.11 However, 
they did not provide direct support to the 
attacks until 1987, when it was revealed that 
Iran was on the verge of launching an 
offensive to capture the city of Basrah, and 
that if such an offensive was successful, Iran 
would likely emerge victorious in the 
conflict. The U.S., fearing an Iranian 
victory, provided Iraq with key intelligence 
on the location of Iranian military facilities, 
thus enabling more targeted Iraqi chemical 
attacks. Subsequently, Iraq gassed the 
Kurdish village of Halabja in Northern Iraq, 
made possible by U.S. intelligence.12 

The U.S. backing of Iraqi aggression 
toward Iran provided multiple opportunities 
for exploitation by hardline voices in Iran. 
The policy opened the door for the 
globalization of the Islamic Revolution. In 
1982, Iran had an opportunity to launch a 
counter-invasion of Iraq, which became a 
launching pad for a campaign of 
revolutionary export with international 
ambitions.13 Second, with the Iranian people 
united against an external enemy, the 
leaders of the Islamic Republic used the war 
to their domestic advantage to “sequentially 
decimate a diverse milieu of political 
opponents.”14 The mullahs in Iran saw an 
opportunity to consolidate their power due 
to a surge of nationalistic support that 
emerged during the beginning of war. Third, 
the refusal of the international community to 

take decisive action on Iraqi human rights 
violations has also encouraged a view in Iran 
that, as articulated by Rafsanjani, international 
law is utterly impotent in counteracting 
atrocities that are committed in the interests of 
powerful nations (see Pear 1989).15 
Consequently, Iranian disillusionment with 
international bodies and regulations has 
justified the violations of international 
conventions, as exemplified by its pursuit of 
defensive weaponry, including chemical 
weapons and nuclear deterrence (in violation of 
their obligations under the Treaty on the Non- 
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons). This, 
moreover, encouraged an aggressive regional 
policy against Israel and Saudi Arabia, largely 
viewed in Iran to be defensive in nature. But 
perhaps the most significant consequence of the 
“imposed war,” as it is referenced in Iran, is its 
social legacy. Even today, Iranian officials 
insistently reference the war with Iraq to 
maintain    a    culture    of    national     unity 
and martyrdom, especially as a growing 
younger generation in Iran is less and less 
compelled by historical sources of deep 
revolutionary fervor. A population that might 
have otherwise been more   inclined   to   turn 
a critical eye to the domestic repressions of 
their own regime and push for further 
democratization    and    liberalization    has 
been, in some regard, hindered by the 
unifying cultural force of the Iraqi invasion. 
Encompassed within this retelling of the 
war’s legacy is the remembrance of United 
States’ support for Saddam Hussein, and the 
deafening silence of the international 
community in the face of horrific humanitarian 
violations on the part of the Iraqi military. This 
was a generous gift to hardline voices in Iran. 
Iranian Domestic Reform U.S. policy has also 
played a notable role in undermining sincere 
attempts at reform Iran, particularly during 
the Khatami years. During the reform 
movement, President Khatami had to tread 
softly in order to promote his so-called 
“dialogue among civilizations” 
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without provoking hardliners in Iran. He 
achieved serious success in engaging 
Europe on bilateral trade 
negotiations. Even more difficulty, he 
initially managed to improve relations with 
the United States (given the anti-American 
fervor in Iran), as was evidenced by Iranian 
cooperation with the United States’ military 
campaign in Afghanistan.16 After Iran had 
failed to expand its influence into Africa via 
Sudan with General Bashir in 1989, who 
ultimately dismantled Al-Qaeda terror 
infrastructure under U.S. pressure, Iranian 
officials – particularly reformists – 
presumably came to understand that their 
previous cooperation with Sunni terrorists 
only damaged Iran’s international 
standing.17 Yet, after this promising 
cooperation, Bush decided to lump Iran into 
the so-called “axis of evil” in his State of 
the Union address and subsequently 
renewed trade sanctions on Iran, as part of 
the broader context for his administration’s 
War on Terror. Many hardliners, such as 
conservative politician Hamidreza Taraqqi, 
argued that this was indicative of the 
irreconcilable differences in ideological and 
political interests exhibited by the U.S. and 
Iran, and that this failure was a testament to 
the futility of conciliatory reformist 
policies.18 

In   2004,   the   hardline   principlist 
coalition achieved supermajority-level 
victories in the Iranian legislative election. 
And in 2005, Ahmadenijad was elected to 
replace Khatami. The hardline victory was 
largely a consequence of the renewed 
threatening posture that the United States 
had adopted towards Iran. This posture 
included persistent warnings and criticism 
from the Bush Administration about Iran’s 
nuclear program, which turned the younger 
generation in Iran – previously more open to 
an externally-supported transition to a 
liberalized society - against the United 
States.19 These developments offer insight 

into the contemporary obstacles facing 
normalization between Iran and the US, as 
well the unlikelihood of a youth-led 
movement to liberal democracy. 

 
Obama and Iran 

 
Obama’s   approach   to   Iran    was 
premised on the notion of containment. It is 
important to note that the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action was not a 
plan to fully normalize relations with Iran. It 
represented a possibility that the agreement 
would contribute to a lasting improvement 
in relations between the two countries, thus 
acting as a catalyst to future easing of 
tensions and progress towards 
normalization. However, within the 
particular framework of the JCPOA, 
normalization was not, and could not have 
been, achieved. This is primarily because 
the broader sanctions against Iran remained 
intact. Iran was subject to a comprehensive 
set of obligations and a rigorous IAEA 
inspection in return for an easing of 
secondary sanctions, including sanctions 
targeted at non-US entities doing business 
inside Iran and mainly designed to penalize 
allies who engage Iran economically. The 
strategy, then, was to contain Iran’s regional 
influence and prevent it from gaining a 
nuclear deterrence capacity it did not 
already have, rather than to either embrace 
Iran as a member of the international 
community or to engage in wholesale 
confrontation targeted at explicitly reducing 
Iran’s established military, economic, and 
diplomatic power.20 

 
Trump and Iran 

 
While many characterize the Trump 
administration’s foreign policy as extremist, 
US policy on Iran during his tenure was not 
an extreme departure from decades of policy 
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precedent before Obama, merely an 
escalation. Perennial hostility toward Iran 
culminated in Trump’s “maximum pressure” 
strategy following his administration’s exit 
of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), also known as the Iran nuclear 
deal. It is worth outlining the steps that led 
away from the relatively diplomatic 
approach of the Obama administration to the 
relations with Iran that the Biden 
administration is grappling with in its first 
year. 

Trump began his term with a much 
more confrontational approach, following a 
campaign that had only acknowledged Iran 
as a threat as well as consistent 
disparagement of the JCPOA.21 Though 
Trump’s personal involvement in, and 
knowledge of, U.S.-Iran relations may have 
been minimal, the general complaints his 
administration espoused were commonplace 
in the neoconservative backlash to the deal. 
Among them were concerns that the deal 
empowered the continuation of Iranian 
regional intervention, which neglects the 
possibility that a lack of a coherent non- 
proliferation strategy would not also 
empower Iran’s regional intervention by 
leaving open the pathway to a nuclear 
deterrent. Another concern raised by Trump 
and conservatives was the restricted timeline 
of JCPOA limitations on the Iranian nuclear 
program. Trump’s strategy to end U.S. 
involvement in the deal was delegating to 
Congress to remedy some of the supposed 
shortcomings in the agreement. This 
culminated in the Corker-Cotton proposal, 
which would impose new sanctions triggers 
in the event of Iran getting closer to nuclear 
weapons capabilities and removed the 
controversial “sunset” provisions, which 
experts agree do not provide a pathway to a 
bomb.22 Shifting the onus to Congress, while 
knowing that the proposal in Congress would 
likely fail, Trump created more justification 
for his decision to withdraw 

from the JCPOA. Furthermore, Trump’s 
imposition of unrealistic demands as a 
framework for future negotiations also 
undermined the argument from JCPOA- 
advocates that enough progress had been 
made to warrant continued membership in or 
compliance with the agreement as well as 
future engagement with Iran on security 
matters. 

 
Maximum Pressure Strategy 

 
Following the withdrawal from the 
JCPOA, the Trump Administration began to 
pursue their maximum pressure strategy. 
This strategy was a transparent attempt to 
undermine the Iranian economy and the 
standard of living in Iran, in hopes that the 
Iranian population would mistake their own 
regime for the source of increased material 
suffering, rather than correctly recognizing 
that an aggressive campaign of economic 
warfare by the United States. This was, in 
effect, a blatant attempt at regime change 
through the policy of economic terrorism. 
The impact was so severe that Iran took the 
United States to the International Court of 
Justice on grounds that the policy stood in 
violation of the 1955 Treaty of Amity. The 
ICJ ruled against U.S. sanctions on 
humanitarian supplies, such as medicine, 
and the ruling was perceived to be 
predominantly in Iran’s favor.23 The United 
States subsequently withdrew from the 
Treaty of Amity, but this does not negate a 
ruling that was premised on the legal 
framework that existed at the time of the 
dispute. Iran’s response to this policy has 
been continued engagement with the 
European Union in order to evade the harsh 
U.S. sanctions to keep their economy afloat. 
Washington’s initial strategy was to enact a 
complete global oil embargo on Iran. This 
ultimately failed because, in the face of 
declining oil prices, OPEC countries agreed 
to decrease oil production. The reduction 
made it vastly more difficult to rely on the 
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Gulf states to compensate for the 4% 
reduction in oil supply that would 
inexorably result from an embargo on 
Iran.24 Washington also faced problems 
putting this policy into effect in that many 
countries, such as Iraq, relied on trade with 
Iran in order to maintain stable economies. 
Consequently, the U.S. had to issue 
sanctions waivers for certain countries with 
economic interdependence with Iran.25 

This policy has been yet another 
incredible opportunity for Iranian hardliners. 
The consequences of Trump’s exit of the 
JCPOA included Khamenei’s reprimand 
against Rouhani and the JCPOA as well as 
the assumption of power by hardliners into 
leadership positions where they express no 
interest in a new nuclear deal. The 
withdrawal left the Trump administration 
with only three options: a military response, 
a cyberattack, or additional sanctions. The 
first option had the potential to turn into an 
escalatory spiral and lead to full-blown war. 
The second could lead to Iranian retaliation 
on America’s cybersecurity infrastructure. 
And additional sanctions would be largely 
ineffectual, despite leading to some further 
economic consequences for the domestic 
population.26 Of course, relatively 
ineffectual sanctions would encourage the 
hardliners insofar as it demonstrates that the 
United States is not prepared for direct 
confrontation, which encouraged an increase 
in Iranian regional interventions. In its final 
hours, the Trump Administration opted for a 
continuation of the third of these options, 
including deliberately hindering the Iranian 
response to COVID-19 by blocking a $5 
billion IMF loan to Iran.27 While the U.S. 
avoided direct confrontation, the threat of 
future war looms today as hardline voices 
find themselves back in control, in large part 
due to Trump’s aggressive and short- 
sighted foreign policy. 

Upon Trump’s withdrawal from the 
JCPOA, Rouhani was also reprimanded by 

 
Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, who heads both 
the Guardian Council and the Assembly of 
Experts. Trump’s empowering of hardliners 
risks not only boosting hard-liners’ 
electability, which recent election results 
have shown, but also risks provoking IRGC 
military escalation in Afghanistan, Syria, 
Yemen, or other potential loci of U.S. 
strategic interests, or those of allies.28 

 
Domestic Response 

 
The most recent parliamentary elections saw 
a dismal turnout rate of only 42.5%, while 
the recent presidential election saw only 
48.48% turnout, reflecting a sense of 
despondency among the Iranian public. 
Increasingly, opposition to hardliners is now 
expressed through outright political dissent, 
reflective of an increasing gap between the 
Iranian youth and the centers of institutional 
power. Seeing no viable political outlet in 
moderate politicians - who ultimately failed 
to achieve lasting, constructive dialogue 
with the United States even though this was 
due almost entirely to U.S. obstinacy under 
Trump – Iranian youth increasingly take 
their frustrations to the streets. Hardliners, 
empowered by the notion that the results of 
the recent election lend their outlook further 
legitimacy, will likely continue to crush 
these expressions of political dissent with an 
iron fist.29 

Hardline election victories make 
salvaging what remains of the nuclear deal a 
much more difficult task. The only reason 
negotiations aren’t entirely doomed to 
failure is that they may now be more a 
function of strategic foreign policy calculus 
than domestic power plays since the Iranian 
state structure has become consolidated 
under hard-liner control and there still exists 
an Iranian power structure pragmatically 
committed to its own survival. The end of 
the Trump administration brings with it 
glimmers of hope that constructive relations 
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can be salvaged. It is likely that relations will 
remain at a stand-still in the short-term 
because the window of opportunity to engage 
Iran may already have substantially 
diminished. It is likely that with hardliners in 
firm control of the Iranian parliament, 
presidency and, of course, the central 
expeditionary force in Iran’s military 
(IRGC), Iran will engage in further acts of 
regional intervention, which will weaken 
their international standing.30 

Of course, the hardline victories in 
the recent parliamentary and presidential 
elections were not only due to the Iranian 
public turning its back on moderate figures 
like Rouhani and diplomatic engagement 
with the United States. As mentioned above, 
general despondency and low participation 
contributed. The lack of political 
participation was also exacerbated by higher- 
than-usual interference in the election by the 
Guardian Council, the degree of which has 
not been seen since the 2004 parliamentary 
elections prior to the end of Khatami’s 
second term as well.31 However, these results 
give us some reason to be pessimistic about 
the short-term future of U.S.-Iran relations, 
and unwise U.S. policy seems the most likely 
culprit. 

The transition into the Biden 
administration comes with an attempt to re- 
engage Iran where the full consequences of 
the Trump administration’s maximum 
pressure campaign couldn’t be clearer. 
Trump’s aggression toward Iran has 
substantially lowered the former’s incentive 
for compromise with the Biden 
administration. Maximum pressure has 
yielded severe economic desperation and a 
distribution of wealth that has further favored 
hardliners. One especially notable impact 
concerns the fact that Rouhani failed in 
fulfilling his promise of a more equitable 
distribution of wealth following foreign 
engagement to all sectors of Iranian society – 
many of the most economically desperate 

Iranians saw their lives remain more or less 
the same after the nuclear deal. But after the 
instigation of Trump’s maximum pressure 
campaign, they saw their lives substantially 
worsen. The new expectation among many 
Iranians, then, is that re-engaging the United 
States is unlikely to improve their lives and 
may end up worsening it. The story here is 
familiar: both from the perspective of 
domestic politics and from the perspective of 
strategic foreign affairs, Iran’s leaders may 
see little incentive to re-engage with the 
West.32 

 
Trump, Obama, and Two-Level Game 
Theory 

 
The remainder of this paper will contrast the 
policies of Obama and Trump toward Iran 
through the lens of Putnam’s two-level game 
theory. Putnam’s analysis centers around 
three aspects of the relationship between 
domestic and international affairs. Firstly, it 
concerns the social aspect of international 
relations; in particular, we want to think 
about the public attitudes towards the foreign 
interlocutors and the degree to which the 
foreign policy issue is domestically 
politicized. Secondly, it concerns the 
institutional aspect of international relations; 
here, we are looking at the degree to which 
institutional structures are conducive to the 
formation of bilateral or multilateral 
agreements and the pursuit of international 
dialogue. Thirdly, it concerns the interests 
and incentives of the central negotiators: 
what do actors stand to benefit from 
engaging in international agreements and 
how will such agreements impact their 
political power? 

Regarding the first aspect, the 
Obama Administration (and the other P5+1 
countries that were party to the JCPOA) 
made great strides in improving the openness 
of the Iranian public to diplomatic 
engagement with the United States. This is 
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most clearly reflected in the enormous 
electoral gains made by reformists 
following the signing of the JCPOA. First, 
2016 saw the reformist List of Hope 
coalition take control of the Iranian 
parliament, previously led by the United 
Front of Principlists.33 Subsequently, 
Rouhani was re-elected in 2017, expanding 
his vote share relative to his initial election 
in 2013.34 This is notable, because his initial 
election was run on the premise that Iran’s 
economic isolation was the main source of 
its economic problems. In 2007, then- 
Senator Obama argued in favor of 
engagement with Iran absent preconditions. 
Having a sufficiently cooperative 
administration in the United States endowed 
Rouhani’s 2013 message with more 
salience. While it is true, as noted above, 
that Rouhani failed to fulfill his promise of 
equalizing distribution of the economic 
benefits of the JCPOA to all sectors of 
Iranian society, it is evident that, in 2016 
and 2017, the Iranian public let it be known 
that initial engagement with the United 
States translated into a heightened sense that 
such engagement would continue to produce 
desirable economic outcomes. 

On the contrary, the Trump 
Administration produced exactly the 
opposite public attitude toward engagement 
with the West in Iran. As discussed in the 
previous section, the recent parliamentary 
and presidential election results were dismal 
for reformists. Moreover, a public opinion 
study by Gallagher, Mohseni, and Ramsay 
found that Trump’s maximum pressure 
campaign had produced increased anti- 
American sentiment and opposition to 
diplomatic engagement.35 For the first time 
ever, a majority of Iranians supported 
withdrawal from the JCPOA and a 
supermajority supported gradually at least 
exceeding JCPOA limits. Opposition to re- 
negotiating the JCPOA increased with the 
Trump Administration’s withdrawal and 

reinstatement of sanctions. The survey also 
found the highest proportion of Iranians with 
negative attitudes toward the United States 
in 13 years. When it comes to the first aspect 
of Putnam’s two-level game theoretic 
approach to international relations, it is clear 
that Trump’s policies broke from Obama’s in 
encouraging, within Iran, widespread public 
backlash against diplomatic engagement 
with the United States. 

Regarding Putnam’s “institutional” 
aspect, perhaps the most interesting 
difference between Obama and Trump is the 
way in which the economic fallout of the 
maximum pressure campaign strengthened 
economic institutions that were aligned with 
hardliners and weakened the basis of 
financial support for reformists. Under 
Obama, the JCPOA brough Iran economic 
growth and therefore financial stability. But, 
as Kahalzadeh (2021) has pointed out, the 
economic decline that resulted from the 
reinstatement of secondary sanctions under 
Trump led to a situation in which the Iranian 
state was virtually forced to deficit-spend, 
indebting themselves to private contractors, 
and bankrupting those contractors in so 
doing.36 Especially important to note is that 
these private contractors were a central locus 
of financial support for reformist politicians, 
and because they went bankrupt, an 
economic void was left and ultimately filled 
in large part by IRGC-aligned entities. This, 
too, has handed hardliners a substantial 
institutional advantage which renders future 
engagement less likely. 

The impact of Trump’s policies 
regarding Putnam’s third aspect is twofold. 
Firstly, by increasing the salience of 
hardline messaging in Iran, the grip that 
hardliners have on Iran’s government has 
increased. Hardliners, of course, answer to a 
different constituency than reformists do as 
their voters hold greater anti-American 
sentiment, as do their colleagues and sources 
of institutional support. As a result, the Biden 
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Administration will be forced to negotiate 
with people who generally have less of an 
incentive or individual desire to work with 
the United States than those the Obama 
administration  engaged with. 
Secondly, it is likely that even reformists 
will be responsive to shifts in public opinion 
indicating that their   political 
success depends on a more hardline stance 
against the United States. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Trump’s         policy  toward Iran 
simultaneous constitutes an 
especially extreme continuation of a broader 
historical theme and a break from the 
opportunities for normalization created by 
the preceding administration. There is little 
room for doubt about what its consequences 
will be, and that these consequences will be 
disastrous for the region. The next step 
toward making amends with Iran is to 
pressure Biden and future administrations 
to show restraint and diplomacy in dealing 
with a country that the U.S. has spent over 
half a century provoking and terrorizing. In 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the effects and origins of stigma surrounding alcohol use in Iran and how it 
contributes to Iran’s low rates of alcohol rehabilitation attendance and recent spike in methanol 
poisoning cases. It does so by synthesizing papers discussing the historical, cultural, medical, 
and political factors contributing to Iran’s current and past stances towards alcohol. Namely, this 
paper explores how the Iranian government’s contradictory stances toward alcohol use— 
banning it while also funding treatment centers—as well as the historical precedent for drinking 
and tolerance towards alcohol use leads to stigma and uncertainty among Iranians surrounding 
rehabilitation, which hampers successful treatment. Namely, medical professionals may not want 
to treat alcohol users, who in turn do not want to attend treatment centers or hospitals when 
drunk. This raises mortality rates from alcohol and methanol poisoning to dangerous levels, as 
demonstrated by the recent outbreak in methanol poisoning cases. This paper also examines the 
Iranian government’s response to such stigma, such as the fatwa issued to make people feel safe 
attending rehab and the radio programs designed to educate the public on safe drinking. The 
paper concludes that without confronting its history of alcohol use and acknowledging the public 
health crisis more broadly, the Iranian government would not be able to address the issue of low 
rehab attendance. 

 
keywords: alcohol rehabilitation, Iran, substance use disorder, stigma 



32 Samah Sharmin 
 

Historically, the region encompassing 
present-day Iran featured a robust wine 
culture and earned prestige worldwide for its 
unique spiced wines. In fact, archeologists 
uncovered the world’s oldest wine jar, 
dating back to 5400-5000 BCE, in the 
Zagros Mountains of Iran.1 Yet today, Iran 
bans the production and consumption of 
alcohol for all Muslims, forcing millions of 
Iranians to abandon their cultural traditions 
and practice temperance. Despite this ban, 
Muslims in Iran still produce and purchase 
alcohol on the black market, with an 
estimated one million Iranians drinking 
alcohol in 2014.2 Unregulated and illicit, 
this alcohol sometimes contains lethal 
amounts of methanol. Manufacturers in 
countries with regulated alcohol markets use 
ethanol, a safer type of alcohol found in 
grains, to produce alcohol, whereas many 
black-market sellers in Iran use methanol, a 
cheaper type of alcohol found in wood.3 
While the body can quickly break down 
ethanol into carbon dioxide and water, it 
struggles to metabolize methanol and 
instead converts it to formaldehyde and then 
formic acid, a deadly toxin found in insect 
repellant.4 Thus, alcohols formulated with 
methanol are incredibly dangerous. 
Consequently, in 2011, thousands of 
Iranians fell ill to methanol poisoning. 
These deaths led the Iranian government to 
declare alcohol abuse a public health crisis 
and to draft a plan to establish 150 new 
alcohol treatment centers nationwide.5 

However, the government’s 
ambivalent stance on alcohol—forbidding 
Muslims from drinking while also 
acknowledging alcohol abuse as a 
widespread problem—along with the mixed 
history of drinking in Iran—tolerating 
alcohol in the private sphere while 
discouraging it in public space—hinders the 
success of these treatment centers by 
creating ambiguity and stigma among 
Muslims surrounding alcohol use and 

rehabilitation. This stigma prevents people 
from seeking treatment, hospitals from 
providing treatment, and educators from 
teaching about alcohol safety. Specifically, 
many primary healthcare providers and 
substance abuse centers refuse to treat 
alcohol dependence, and some doctors do 
not check blood alcohol levels even when a 
patient shows obvious signs of alcohol 
poisoning.6 

In modern times, the government 
has taken many steps to combat these issues 
of stigma and shame. To improve treatment, 
the government has encouraged doctors to 
refer patients to psychiatrists and treatment 
centers if they screen positive for alcohol 
use. To combat stigma and fears of arrest, 
religious leaders issued a fatwa that enables 
people to seek alcohol treatment without 
judgement or legal persecution. To improve 
public awareness, the government created 
television and radio programs on alcohol 
education. And yet, despite all these efforts, 
in 2018, a large methanol poisoning 
outbreak occurred within 20 provinces, 
claiming nearly 100 lives.7 Methanol 
poisoning cases spiked again earlier this 
year due to a rumor that alcohol can kill 
COVID-19 viruses.8 Faced with a 
government that both vigorously condemns 
alcohol and supports rehabilitation, Iranians 
today appear to err on the side of caution. 
They avoid attending alcohol treatment 
centers, since attending would be a public 
admission to drinking and could expose 
them to the risk of punishment from a 
government that has a reputation for being 
brutal towards offenders. These policies 
create an interesting dynamic in Iran—the 
contrast between historical tolerance and 
modern-day condemnation—that causes 
alcohol rehabilitation to be so divisive in 
Iran. Indeed, across the Arab world, 
substance abuse disorders, and particularly 
alcohol abuse, is severely under-researched 
due to cultural taboos. One study found that 
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across 22 Arab countries, only 81 peer- 
reviewed papers were published on alcohol 
abuse over two decades.9 This lack of 
research hinders the creation of successful 
policies addressing alcohol abuse: how can a 
government address a problem it refuses to 
acknowledge? 

This paper attempts to begin to 
bridge this gap in research by focusing on 
Iran and exploring how the Iranian 
government’s mixed messages toward 
alcohol use—banning it while also funding 
treatment centers—leads to stigma and 
uncertainty among Muslims surrounding 
alcohol consumption and treatment in ways 
that hamper successful rehabilitation. 
Drawing on works from several academic 
disciplines, including history, archaeology, 
public health, medicine, and public policy, 
this paper develops an interdisciplinary 
approach to examine the complex issue of 
alcohol abuse in Iran. 

The first section briefly summarizes 
the deep history of wine and alcohol in Iran 
to provide the reader with a historical and 
cultural context for current drinking 
patterns. The next section explores some 
historical and present-day reasons for the 
stigma surrounding alcohol use in Iran. The 
following section describes Iran’s current 
alcohol treatment plan and examines how 
stigma impacts quality of care for alcohol 
users. The fourth and final section evaluates 
the Iranian governments current steps to 
address the stigma surrounding alcohol 
rehabilitation and suggests future policy 
measures. 

 
Contextualizing alcohol use in Iran 

 
Contrary to popular belief, many Iranians 
drink alcohol and have been drinking for 
millennia. In fact, there is evidence of wine 
in Iran as early as 5400-5000 BCE. In 1996, 
archaeologist Patrick McGovern and his 

used advanced chemical analyses to identify 
tartaric acid, a common compound in 
grapes, and tree resin in the rims of several 
jars unearthed in the Zagros Mountains of 
Iran.10 They concluded that these jars once 
contained resinated wine, confirming the 
deep history of wine in Iran. Stories of court 
festivities during the Safavid and Abbasid 
dynasties further support this history, 
depicting scenes where the Shah used wine 
to “loosen the lips” of visiting emissaries 
and reveal important state secrets.11 In fact, 
Persian culture frequently uses wine 
metaphors in its poetry and art, equating 
wine to “liquid gold.”12 This demonstrates 
the influence and importance of alcohol in 
early Iranian society, which has not 
disappeared in recent years. Many tourists 
and news reporters have uncovered a secret 
night life in Iran, documenting house parties 
and underground nightclubs that partygoers 
bribe authorities to keep away from.13 

Not only do Iranians drink, but 
many Iranians drink heavily. When the 
Scottish traveler James Fraser toured Iran in 
the 18th century, he observed that Iranians 
drink not to be social or to enjoy the 
“gradual exhilaration” of drinking wine, but 
to experience the feeling of intoxication.14 
Professor Rudi Matthee of the University of 
Delaware draws on his own experiences in 
Iran when he writes that many Iranians feel 
that once they drink their first sip of alcohol, 
they have already sinned so they may as 
well drink more.15 A 2014 World Health 
Organization (WHO) report confirms these 
reports, concluding that in Iran, “total 
alcohol consumption for drinkers is 
estimated to be 25 L per person, which 
stands above many European countries.”16 
This preference for heavy drinking makes 
the likelihood of alcohol poisoning greater. 
In fact, several Shahs throughout Iranian 
history died due to alcohol poisoning or 
complications from prolonged alcohol 
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abuse, such as Shah Safi of the Safavid 
Dynasty.17 Combined with the fact that 
many Iranians are hesitant to go to the 
hospital when drunk, this cultural tendency 
towards heavy drinking exacerbates the 
danger of Iran’s alcohol abuse problem. 

Alcohol abuse is particularly 
prevalent among Iranian youth. The most 
commonly reported drug abused among 
Iranian adults is opium, with 42% of global 
opium consumption occurring in Iran due to 
its proximity to Afghanistan, a major 
exporter of opium, and a historical tolerance 
of the drug in Iran.18 But among Iranian 
high school students, alcohol was the 
substance of choice, with one study finding 
that 45.7% of high-risk 11th grade students 
interviewed reported having tried alcohol.19 
This is troubling given that teenagers are 
more likely to misuse alcohol and 
experience alcohol poisoning, especially 
since they may not have been taught about 
safe drinking guidelines from their family or 
school due to the general taboo surrounding 
alcohol in Iran. This trend of drinking 
among youth is becoming more 
commonplace in the Arab world at large– 
studies have shown that as Arab countries 
open their economies to the Western world 
and attract more tourists, alcohol companies 
have increased production and marketing 
that preys on the impressionable youth. 
Moreover, Western influences through film 
and social media, as well as the increase in 
youth studying abroad in the West, have 
popularized drinking among teenagers.20 
Yet while drinking is becoming more 
popular, rehabilitation is not, leading to 
rising reports of alcohol abuse across Arab 
countries. 

Iran has taken a harsher approach 
than other MMCs to deal with these 
troubling statistics because it uses Islamic 
law, while other MMCs separate Islam from 
their national law. Perhaps most comparable 

to Iran among MMCs in terms of alcohol 
policy is Saudi Arabia, which is also facing 
an increase in alcohol abuse despite being 
one of 5 MMCs with a total prohibition on 
alcohol.21 Yet while citizens of Saudi 
Arabia often travel abroad to receive alcohol 
rehabilitation, those in Iran cannot do so due 
to difficulties with visas and the weakening 
Iranian currency under US sanctions.22 As a 
result, Iranian citizens have to overcome 
their feelings of shame and attend domestic 
rehabilitation facilities. 

While stigma surrounding rehab 
exists in Iran for many drugs, namely 
opium, the stigma surrounding alcohol is 
more pervasive. Researchers from the 
Zanjan University of Medical Sciences in 
Iran interviewed several patients at a 
methadone maintenance treatment (MMT) 
facility, the preferred treatment for heroin 
addiction, who stated feeling ashamed about 
receiving care.23 One man described how he 
felt rejected by his community and family 
and how he felt like a “wasteful person,” 
sentiments similar to those espoused by 
patients at alcohol rehabilitation facilities.24 
Despite this social stigma surrounding 
narcotics rehabilitation, the study finds that 
“80% of the recognized drug treatment 
seekers in Iran were primarily dependent on 
opioids,” indicating that the stigma 
surrounding opioid treatment, while still 
problematic, is less than that surrounding 
alcohol. This may be because opium use has 
historically been tolerated in Iran; for 
example, in the 19th century, the travelling 
doctor Jacob Polak recorded in his book that 
“opium use is a very popular habit” that 
doesn’t carry shame and social stigma like 
cannabis and alcohol use.25 In contrast, 
alcohol use has historically been swept 
under the rug by the government, as the next 
section will discuss. 

 
The Public-Private Divide 
The root of the ambiguity surrounding 
alcohol use and abuse in Iran rests in the 
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public-private divide: the Iranian 
government has historically tolerated 
drinking privately in the home but 
discouraged drinking in open, public 
spaces.26 During the Islamic era, taverns 
stood in secluded, back streets where 
visitors could convene and drink outside of 
the public eye.27 The Shah and his courtiers 
would often drink into the night but rarely 
publicized or boasted about their festivities. 
This way, the Shah could present a holy, 
righteous image without actually forcing his 
constituents to forego alcohol, earning the 
support of both regular citizens and Islamic 
clerics.28 Thus, the government both 
condemned and tacitly allowed alcohol, 
planting the seeds of uncertainty among 
Iranians. Occasionally, Shahs would 
renounce alcohol altogether and ban alcohol 
production and consumption. Yet while all 
the Safavid Shahs issued such decrees, “all 
but one fell off the wagon at one point or 
another in the course of their reigns.”29 This 
implies that the influence of religious clerics 
over the Shah was never strong enough to 
produce a permanent ban on alcohol. 

Indeed, the current alcohol ban in 
Iran is more severe, comprehensive, and 
persistent than any other alcohol ban in 
Iranian history as the influence of Islamic 
clerics increased greatly following the 
1978-79 Islamic revolution.30 Whereas 
before, Shahs merely sought the approval of 
Islamic clerics, today   religious   clerics 
run   the   Iranian   government.   The 
rhetoric the government uses to combat 
alcohol use is much stronger and the 
punishments much graver. Iran’s legal 
code states that authorities can punish 
alcohol use with up to eighty lashes for the 
first three offenses, and execution after the 
fourth. News about the flogging of a 
young man   punished   for   drinking 
alcohol   at    age    fifteen    while attending 
a wedding years before as well as the recent 

execution of a man repeatedly caught 
drinking alcohol made international 
headlines and emphasized Iran’s brutality 
towards transgressors.31 These changes in 
Iranian policy are significant: they deepen 
the public-private divide as Iranians 
drinking alcohol burrow further into the 
private sphere and the safety of their homes 
to avoid detection and arrest. 

This   division    carries    serious 
consequences as it prevents Iranians from 
seeking rehabilitation. Going to the hospital 
while drunk or attending rehabilitation 
amounts to a public admission to drinking. 
In other words, seeking help breaks the 
public-private barrier that shapes the lives of 
so many Iranians. By attending treatment, 
alcohol users open themselves up to 
judgement from society and possible 
punishment from the government. Iranian 
society frowns on people who admit that 
they drink in public, stigmatizing alcohol 
and preventing users from seeking 
treatment. The government contributes to 
such stigma, declaring that alcohol abuse is 
a condition for which the user is responsible. 
Ironically, while the government 
acknowledges that abuse is a disease when 
they open rehabilitation centers, they still 
place the blame on users, creating a sense of 
shame that keeps Iranians away from 
rehabilitation. This stigma and the 
insurmountable barrier of the public-private 
divide contributes to low attendance rates to 
Iranian alcohol treatment centers and the 
rise of alcohol abuse in the country, as the 
next section will describe. 

 
Problems with Iran’s current alcohol 
treatment plan 

 
In 2011, the large methanol poisoning 
outbreak prompted the Iranian government 
to acknowledge its problem with alcohol 
abuse and design a four-tier plan to address 
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it. Ranked in increasing order of severity, 
these tiers include primary care, intensive 
outpatient care, medically managed 
residential care, and inpatient care 
services.32 Within primary care, physicians 
screen patients they believe exhibit signs of 
alcohol use or abuse. If patients test positive 
for alcohol use, doctors refer them to a 
psychologist, who then determines whether 
they need to attend a treatment center. The 
second tier, outpatient services, consists of 
substance abuse centers such as centers for 
opioid addiction that now offer treatment for 
alcohol dependence as well. The third tier, 
medically managed residential care, consists 
of temporary residential care for 
noncompliant patients who require 
additional intervention from nurses and 
psychiatrists. The final tier, inpatient care 
services, refers to hospital wards where 
patients stay for prolonged periods of time 
and receive care from doctors, nurses, 
addiction counselors, and psychiatrists. This 
option is reserved for the most severe cases 
of alcohol dependency and is usually only 
accessible to the wealthy. 

While the intention and design of 
this four-tier plan may sound reasonable, the 
execution has faced problems. For example, 
current medical training in Iran does not 
include alcohol abuse or methanol 
poisoning, which causes many doctors 
misdiagnose patients entering the 
emergency room or primary care office. 
Hamidreza Aghababaeian of the Tehran 
University of Medical Studies explains that 
hospital staff sometimes mistake methanol 
poisoning for alcohol poisoning.33 The 
symptoms of methanol poisoning take 
longer to manifest, and doctors might 
discharge patients too early to notice these 
additional symptoms. This can be fatal 
mistake as methanol poisoning requires 
different treatments than alcohol poisoning. 
While doctors may treat alcohol poisoning 
with rest and hydration, treating methanol 

 
 

poisoning the same way may lead to 
permanent visual impairment or even death. 
Instead, methanol poisoning requires 
additional medications and intravenous 
solutions to rid the body of lethal toxins. In 
other words, delayed detection of methanol 
poisoning leads to unnecessary suffering 
and death. 

One reason why medical training 
neglects alcohol education may be because 
even among medical circles, alcohol use is a 
taboo subject. The government may not 
want to train doctors in alcohol abuse 
because people in Iran are not supposed to 
drink alcohol in the first place. Similar to 
how the government cannot educate the 
public on safe alcohol guidelines without 
appearing hypocritical, they also cannot 
educate doctors on alcohol abuse without 
first acknowledging that Iranians drink. 
Thus, the ambiguity surrounding alcohol 
use has clear, adverse implications for 
medical treatment. 

Another problem with the first tier of 
the plan is that primary care physicians do 
not always publicly advertise that they offer 
alcohol treatment services because of the 
shame associated with alcohol 
dependency.34 They do not want to interact 
with patients who suffer from alcohol abuse, 
nor do they want to lose patients who may 
not want to be seen attending a center that 
also treats alcohol abuse patients. 

A similar problem plagues the 
second tier, or the intensive outpatient care 
services. The government originally planned 
to house alcohol treatment centers within 
existing substance abuse centers, which 
treat addictions such as opioid and narcotics 
addiction, because they thought standalone 
alcohol treatment centers would attract too 
much attention.35 By combining the two, the 
government wanted to combat some of the 
stigma involved with attending alcohol 
treatment centers, since most Iranians 
believe opium and narcotics addiction to be 
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less shameful than alcohol dependency. 
However, outside of the mandated 150 
treatment centers, very few existing 
substance abuse centers agreed to provide 
services for alcohol treatment.36 This 
indicates that the stigma of alcohol use does 
not only affect the general public, but 
medical professionals as well, even those 
trained in substance abuse disorders. The 
practice of publicly shunning alcohol users 
runs deep within Iranian society. 

This stigma not only prevents 
hospitals from providing patients with 
treatment, but also prevents patients from 
seeking rehabilitation in the first place. 
While this issue is difficult to document 
because people who do not attend alcohol 
treatment centers would not acknowledge 
so in a survey, research has indicated that 
citizens worry that if they go to a hospital 
drunk, hospital staff will report them to the 
authorities.37 The next section will evaluate 
the Iranian government’s responses to these 
issues as well as the success and 
shortcomings of those policies. 
Solutions and Future Considerations 
Iranian leaders have taken multiple steps to 
combat the stigma surrounding alcohol 
abuse. For example, religious leaders issued 
a fatwa that excused any Muslim that 
attended an alcohol treatment center from 
punishment, stating that attending a center 
shows strength of character and is the first 
step towards repentance.38 Moreover, the 
government has created several agencies, 
such as the National Committee for Alcohol 
Prevention and Control,  to  improve 
screening and prevention of alcohol abuse 
in hospitals and primary care facilities. The 
Ministry of Education also began radio 
programs to educate citizens on healthy 
levels of alcohol use and possible symptoms 
of alcohol poisoning. These steps indicate 
that the Iranian government is becoming 
more understanding of the pervasive, 
complicated nature of alcohol abuse and 

address much of the uncertainty surrounding 
alcohol use. However, as long as 
inconsistencies remain within Iranian 
society—tolerating alcohol in the home but 
not outdoors—and the Iranian government 
—punishing some alcohol users while 
extending mercy towards others—Iran’s 
plans to combat alcohol abuse will fall 
short. Many Iranians will remain paralyzed 
with fear and will not attend hospitals when 
drunk or visit rehabilitation centers. 

Yet once Iranians enter rehab and 
doctors successfully treat them, the results 
are promising. A study conducted on the 
first inpatient alcohol treatment center in 
Iran, created under the government’s plan to 
open 150 treatment centers, found that of 
the center’s 83 patients, 68 (82%) completed 
the treatment.39 While the study did not 
follow up with the patients after they were 
released, the authors did find that offering 
in-patient alcohol rehabilitation increased 
the effectiveness of the treatment by 
providing patients access to psychological 
counseling, hepatology consultations, and 
other hospital services. Alcohol abuse is a 
multi-pronged disorder that affects many 
parts of the body, including the liver, mind, 
and heart, and treatment for more severe 
cases must address all these issues. The 
government’s establishment of this 
treatment center represents a step in the 
right direction, but it will take more—an 
acknowledgement of the culture and history 
surrounding alcohol in Iran as well as the 
stigma impacting rehabilitation—before 
alcohol rehabilitation can be seamlessly 
integrated into Iran’s medical practices. 

Some scholars have suggested that 
if the Iranian government does not wish to 
publicize Iran’s drinking problem, they can 
spread the information informally through 
social networks.40 That way, the public can 
access the information they need about safe 
drinking guidelines and rehabilitation 
facilities near them without the government 
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losing face, similar to how past Shahs would 
condemn drinking publicly while allowing it 
privately in the home, courts, or back-alley 
taverns. While it is certainly important for 
the public as well as medical professionals 
to learn about safe drinking and the signs of 
alcohol and methanol poisoning, in order to 
encourage Iranians to attend rehab, the 
government should publicly reiterate the 
fatwa and emphasize that attendees will not 
be punished to finally break down the 
environment of fear and stigma that keeps 
Iranians away from rehab. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Many public health and public policy 
experts have described problems within 
Iran’s alcohol treatment plan, while many 
historians and anthropologists have studied 
the complex history of alcohol in Iran. This 
paper has attempted to link these strands of 
inquiry centered on medicine, public policy, 
history, and culture to explain how the 
stigma stemming from the public-private 
divide in Iran and the uncertainty arising 
from the Iranian government’s mixed 
positions on alcohol—especially after the 
Islamic Revolution—prevents alcohol users 
from seeking rehabilitation and complicates 
alcohol treatment. For example, medical 
professionals frequently misdiagnose 
alcohol and methanol poisoning because 
alcohol is a taboo topic in medical education 
and doctors-in-training lack the knowledge 
necessary to detect critical differences in 
symptoms. Moreover, some primary care 
offices and substance abuse centers do not 
offer alcohol treatment because of their 
prejudices against alcohol users, pointing to 
the fact that additions to narcotics may be 
less stigma-prone than dependence on 
alcohol. These same prejudices cause 
Iranians suffering from alcohol abuse to shy 
away from rehabilitation, where they fear 

 
 

they will be judged or punished. All of these 
factors contribute to the rising levels of 
alcohol abuse in Iran as well as the rising 
mortality of methanol poisoning. 

Some future avenues for research 
could entail exploring ways to destigmatize 
alcohol among Iran’s general public as well 
as in medical circles. There are many layers 
to the stigma surrounding alcohol in Iran, 
and any successful future policy must 
address all of them. The Ministry of 
Education should educate the public on safe 
alcohol guidelines and remove alcohol from 
the list of taboo topics. Medical universities 
should teach physicians to identify the 
symptoms of methanol poisoning and to 
treat alcohol abuse. Religious leaders should 
temper their harsh rhetoric against people 
who drink in order to persuade them to 
attend rehabilitation. The challenge will be 
discovering a way to develop these policies 
without compromising the government’s 
stance on banning alcohol and the values of 
Iranian Islamic society more broadly. After 
all, the government appears hypocritical 
when they forbid alcohol but also instruct 
the public on safe drinking guidelines. But 
only after taking these steps can Iran shed 
its culture of shaming and blaming alcohol 
users and instead move towards a culture 
where people feel safe attending treatment 
centers and doctors feel safe treating them. 



Shaming, Blaming, and Stigma 40 
 
 
 
 

 

1 Patrick McGovern, “Iranian Wine at the ‘Dawn of 
Viniculture,’” in Wine Culture in Iran and Beyond, 
ed. Fragner, Bert G., Kauz, Ralph, and Schwarz, 
Florian (Vienna: Austrian Academy of Sciences 
Press, 2014), 11-23. 
2 Adam Taylor, “Iran Is Opening 150 Alcoholism 
Treatment Centers, Even Though Alcohol Is 
Banned,” June 9, 2015, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/ 
wp/2015/06/09/iran-is-opening-150-alcoholism- 
treatment-centers-even-though-alcohol-is-banned/. 
3 Hamidreza Aghababaeian, Ladan Araghi Ahvazi, 
and Abbas Ostadtaghizadeh, “The Methanol 
Poisoning Outbreaks in Iran 2018,” Alcohol and 
Alcoholism 54, no. 2 (March 1, 2019): 128–30. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agz005. 
44 Live Science. “Bootleg Liquor and Why 
You Should Not Drink Methanol,” 
September 19, 2012. 
https://www.livescience.com/23305- 
bootleg-liquor-methanol.html. 
5 Basma Al-Ansari, Alireza Noroozi, Anne-Marie 
Thow, Carolyn A. Day, Masoud Mirzaie, and 
Katherine M. Conigrave, “Alcohol Treatment 
Systems in Muslim Majority Countries: Case Study 
of Alcohol Treatment Policy in Iran,” International 
Journal of Drug Policy 80 (June 1, 2020): 102753. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2020.102753. 
6 Basma Al-Ansari, et. al., “Alcohol Treatment 
Systems in Muslim Majority Countries: Case Study 
of Alcohol Treatment Policy in Iran”; Mohammadi, 
Ali Banagozar, and Mohammad Delirrad, “Problems 
with Methanol Poisoning Outbreaks in Iran,” Alcohol 
and Alcoholism 54, no. 3 (May 1, 2019): 338–338. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agz028. 
7 Hamidreza Aghababaeian, et. al., “The Methanol 
Poisoning Outbreaks in Iran 2018.” 
8 Mostafa Shokoohi, Naser Nasiri, Hamid Sharifi, 
Stefan Baral, and Saverio Stranges, “A Syndemic of 
COVID-19 and Methanol Poisoning in Iran: Time for 
Iran to Consider Alcohol Use as a Public Health 
Challenge?” Alcohol 87 (September 1, 2020): 25–27. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcohol.2020.05.006. 
9 Ghandour, Lilian, Ali Chalak, Aida El-Aily, Nasser 
Yassin, Rima Nakkash, Mitra Tauk, Noura El Salibi, 
Meghan Heffron, and Rima Afifi. “Alcohol 
Consumption in the Arab Region: What Do We 
Know, Why Does It Matter, and What Are the Policy 
Implications for Youth Harm Reduction?” 
International Journal of Drug Policy 28 (February 1, 

2016): 10–33. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2015.09.013. 
10 Patrick McGovern, “Iranian Wine at the ‘Dawn of 
Viniculture.’ 
11 Rudi Matthee. “Alcohol in the Islamic Middle 
East: Ambivalence and Ambiguity.” Past & Present 
222, no. suppl_9 (January 1, 2014): 100–125. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtt031. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Marketa Hulpachova. “Tehran the Secret Party 
Town.” The Guardian, April 17, 2014, sec. World 
news. https://www.theguardian.com/world/iran- 
blog/2014/apr/17/tehran-the-secret-party-town. 
14 Rudi Matthee, “The Ambiguities of Alcohol in 
Iranian History: Between Excess and Abstention,” in 
Wine Culture in Iran and Beyond, ed. Fragner, Bert 
G., Kauz, Ralph, and Schwarz, Florian (Vienna: 
Austrian Academy of Sciences Press, 2014), 137- 
163. 
15 Rudi Matthee. “Alcohol in the Islamic Middle 
East: Ambivalence and Ambiguity.” 
16 Kamran Bagheri Lankarani and Reza Afshari. 
“Alcohol Consumption in Iran.” The Lancet 384, no. 
9958 (November 29, 2014): 1927–28. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)62279-0. 
17 Rudi Matthee. “Alcohol in the Islamic Middle 
East: Ambivalence and Ambiguity.” 
18 Farhad Taremian. “Psychosocial Predictive 
Variables of Substance Use among Adolescents: 
Implication in Prevention and Treatment 
[Dissertation].” Iranian University of Welfare 
Sciences., 2005. 
19 Farhad Taremian. “Psychosocial Predictive 
Variables of Substance Use among Adolescents: 
Implication in Prevention and Treatment 
[Dissertation].” Iranian University of Welfare 
Sciences., 2005. 
20 Al‐Ansari, Basma, Anne-Marie Thow, Carolyn A. 
Day, and Katherine M. Conigrave. “Extent of 
Alcohol Prohibition in Civil Policy in Muslim 
Majority Countries: The Impact of Globalization.” 
Addiction 111, no. 10 (2016): 1703–13. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13159; Alizadeh, Shahab. 
“Limitation of Studies on Food Intake and Dietary 
Pattern in Iran and Other Middle East Countries: 
Lack of Alcohol Intake Assessment.” Nutrients 9, no. 
11 (November 2017): 1183. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu9111183. 
21 Al-Ansari, et. Al. “Extent of Alcohol Prohibition in 
Civil Policy in Muslim Majority Countries: The 
Impact of Globalization.” 



41 Samah Sharmin 
 
 

 
22 Basma Al-Ansari, et. al., “Alcohol Treatment 
Systems in Muslim Majority Countries: Case Study 
of Alcohol Treatment Policy in Iran.” 
23 Khazaee-Pool, Maryam, Maryam Moeeni, Koen 
Ponnet, Arezoo Fallahi, Leila Jahangiri, and Tahereh 
Pashaei. “Perceived Barriers to Methadone 
Maintenance Treatment among Iranian Opioid 
Users.” International Journal for Equity in Health 17, 
no. 1 (June 11, 2018): 75. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-018-0787-z. 
24 Ibid. 80. 
25 Momtazi, Saeed, and Richard A. Rawson. 
“Substance Abuse among Iranian High School 
Students.” Current Opinion in Psychiatry 23, no. 3 
(May 2010): 221–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/YCO.0b013e328338630d. 
26 In Iranian society, certain behaviors, such as 
drinking, removing the hijab, or watching satellite 
television, are tolerated in private spaces where only 
close friends and family can see. Yet doing or even 
speaking of the same things in public would be 
shunned. 
27 Rudi Matthee. “Alcohol in the Islamic Middle 
East: Ambivalence and Ambiguity.” 
28 Rudi Matthee, “The Ambiguities of Alcohol in 
Iranian History: Between Excess and Abstention.” 
29 Rudi Matthee. “Alcohol and Politics in Muslim 
Culture: Pre-Text, Text and Context.” Intoxicants 
and Early Modernity. Accessed November 14, 2020. 
https://www.academia.edu/33942899/Alcohol_and_P 
olitics_in_Muslim_Culture_Pre_Text_Text_and_Con 
text. 6. 
30 Rudi Matthee. “Alcohol in the Islamic Middle 
East: Ambivalence and Ambiguity.” 
31 Amnesty. “Iran: Young Man Flogged 80 Times for 
Drinking Alcohol as a Child,” July 11, 2018. 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/07/iran 

-young-man-flogged-80-times-for-drinking-alcohol- 
as-a-child/; Amnesty. “Iran: Man Executed for 
Drinking Alcohol,” July 10, 2020. 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/07/iran 
-man-executed-for-drinking-alcohol/. 
32 Schwann Shariatirad, Omid Massah, Ali 
Farhoudian, Seyed Ramin Radfar, Nader Molavi, 
Seyed Sepehr Hashemian, Reza Daneshmand, and 
Alireza Noroozi. “Integration of Outpatient Alcohol 
Treatment Services in Substance Abuse Treatment 
Centers: An Introduction to the First National 
Program in Iran.” International Journal of Drug 
Policy 29 (March 2016): 100–101. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2015.12.003. 
33 Hamidreza Aghababaeian, et. al., “The Methanol 
Poisoning Outbreaks in Iran 2018.” 
34 Basma Al-Ansari, et. al., “Alcohol Treatment 
Systems in Muslim Majority Countries: Case Study 
of Alcohol Treatment Policy in Iran” 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Hamidreza Aghababaeian, et. al., “The Methanol 
Poisoning Outbreaks in Iran 2018.” 
38 Basma Al-Ansari, et. al. “Alcohol Treatment 
Systems in Muslim Majority Countries: Case Study 
of Alcohol Treatment Policy in Iran.” 
39 Beyraghi, Narges, Sara Sadeghipour Meybodi, 
Seyed Saeed Noorani Yazdi, Majid Janani, Seyed 
Shahab Banihashem, Reyhanehsadat Bahri, and 
Alireza Noroozi. “Results from the First Inpatient 
Alcohol Withdrawal Management Program in Iran: 
An Observational Study.” Alcohol 88 (November 1, 
2020): 43–47. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcohol.2020.06.005. 
40 Hamidreza Aghababaeian, et. al., “The Methanol 
Poisoning Outbreaks in Iran 2018.” 



Afkar: The Undergraduate Journal of Middle East Studies 3, no. 1 (Summer 2021): 42-45. 
 

Book Review: The Translator of Desires: Poems by Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi. 
Translated by Michael Sells 

 
GARRETT MAXWELL, Brigham Young University 

 

Review of The Translator of Desires: Poems by 
Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi. Translated by Michael 
Sells. NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021. 

 
 

In William Chittick’s assessment of Ibn 
ʿArabī’s cosmology, “all things shimmer 
between   being   and   nonbeing.   Each   is   an 
isthmus between other things, spatially and 
temporally,” and all images are “located in a 
never-never land between being and 
nonexistence, light and darkness, consciousness 
and unawareness.”1 Professor Michael Sells’ 
new translation of Tarjumān al-Ashwāq (The 
Translator of Desires), a collection of sixty one 
poems by the Andalusian Muslim sage Muḥyī 
al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī (1165–1240) provides an 

‘isthmus’ in two senses. In one sense, his 
translation     forms     a     figurative     isthmus 
connecting two larger literary traditions, over 
which one may traverse and join the 
Andalusian poet- lover in his bewilderment. In 
a second sense, as Ibn ʿArabī’s use of the term 
indicates, this translation both divides and 
brings together. Accordingly, we are reading 
both a mirroring set of poems—one written by 
Ibn ʿArabī and one by Michael Sells—and, 
concomitantly, just one original set of poems. 
The ‘shimmering’ between pages is deft, as his 
translations betray none of the strained 
awkwardness that might characterize a 
rendition of mystical unsaying. 

The sheer difficulty of translating, as 
well as the particular difficulty of translating 
poetry, speaks to Sells’ abilities; for a 
translation, in the words of one of the twentieth 
century’s polyglot scholars, is “not a matching 
of dictionaries but a meeting of minds.”2 It is a 
long-lamented fact among the Islamic 
scholarship intelligentsia that Ibn ʿArabī’s work 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

has received paltry attention in proportion to 
its massive influence on the contours of 
global intellectual history. One of the main 
obstacles to his entry into the broader world 
canon is both the voluminous corpus he left 
behind and the daunting challenge of its 
translation. 

While Ibn ʿArabī’s contributions to 
the world’s vast ferment of ideas is 
important, and likely still understated, the 
aim of this book is to present his poetry on 
its own terms—that is, as poetry, rather than 
merely a sounding board for philosophical 
argumentation. The very nature of his poetry 
is an eloquent sermon against the facile 
enterprise of reducing complexity and depth 
to hermetically sealed dogma and 
commoditized truisms. The atmosphere of 
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the Tarjumān obstructs the roving of 
reductionist eyes. What Sells calls the 
“shawq-conditioned human existence” is on 
full display, consisting of “ever-repeated 
acts of re-enchantment as the beloved is 
brought back to the present and the withered 
world is revived. But the poems are also 
fevered with the knowledge that such a 
rebirth can only last an instant and must be 
constantly repeated.”3 

One gets the sense that despite some 
thematic continuity, the poet-lover that 
gives voice to these poems undergoes a 
cycle of death and rebirth with each opening 
and closing line. He is a phoenix rising from 
the ashes each time, stirred by an insatiable 
longing (shawq), only to pass away (fanāʾ) 
with each end rhyme devoid of union with 
the beloved. The thrilling urgency of the 
lover’s pursuit is tempered by the 
melancholy pauses and only slowed by 
tears, as in the poem “My Only Guide”: 

My tears rained down, 
blocking the way 

 
Since when, they asked, 
does a river run here? 

 
The tears, I say— 
as they seek 

 
and fail to cross it— 
are endless 

 
The natural phenomena of a turbulent storm 
also correspond to the poet-lovers’ 
physiological turbulence induced by his 
longing for the beloved: 

 
[. . .] As 

 
if the thunder 
and lightning flares 
and clouds roiling 

 
 

in the pouring rain 
 

were hearts beating, 
the flash of a smile 

 
and a burst of tears 
for those gone away 

 
The lover, as is the case since the 
beginnings of Arabic poetry, is continually 
stirred by the aṭlāl, the ruins of the 
beloved’s abandoned campsite, as in the 
poem entitled “In a Bad Way”: 

O ruins of Rama, 
wasted now— 

what splendor 
you once beheld! 

 
This same motif of aṭlāl resurfaces 
throughout the collection, again appearing 
in “As Cool as Life”: 

 
Halt at the stations, 

grieve at the ruins, 
then ask the meadows 

so desolate now 
 

Where are those 
we loved and their roans? 

 
The presence of the beloved enlivens the 
landscape graced with her presence, in 
imagery reminiscent of miraculous 
desert rain and its ensuing festal bloom: 

Wherever they stopped 
for midday rest 

blossomed into 
peacock splendor 

 
When they struck camp 

they left a land 
bearing the tombs 

of those who loved them 



Book Review: The Translator of Desires: Poems by Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi 44 
 

The aṭlāl trope has lived a long life 
in Arabic poetry, from Imru’ al-Qays down 
to Mahmud Darwish. It is a tradition with 
which Ibn ʿArabī’ is intimately familiar, 
alluding often to names and places 
appearing in his predecessors’ aṭlāl 
provoked vexations. In doing so, he forges 
himself as a link in the long chain of Arabic 
culture’s greatest art. 

His own poetic provocation—like 
Dante’s Beatrice—according to one of his 
prefaces, is a young woman named Niẓām, 
the daughter and niece of two Persian 
scholars in Mecca. Another preface, 
however, relates that while 
circumambulating the Kaʿba, lines of love 
poetry came to mind, whereupon he moved 
to the periphery to recite them. Soon 
thereafter he felt a touch “from a hand softer 
than undyed silk,” belonging to a mysterious 
young woman who begins criticizing the 
quality of the verses, inspiring him to 
compose sixty more poems during his stay 
in Mecca that constitute the present 
compilation. To whom are his poems 
addressed then? To God? To Niẓām or to 
the young woman at the Kaʿba? Or are they 
one and the same? Once again, the object of 
his love and poetry is itself an ‘isthmus,’ 
elusive and shimmering between apparitions 
of beauty. 

His beloved is often described in 
breathless lines accentuated by the most 
commonplace tropes of light and dark... 

By night the light 
of day in her shines 

By day night falls 
with the dark of her hair 

The push and pull of contraries… 
She lowered her veil 

and a fearsome beauty 
drew me toward her 

yet held me back 
The incomparableness of her beauty… 

Other beauties 
in her flowering vanish 

Her light darkens 
the light of the moon 

The irresistible allure… 
Pearl in a shell of jet black hair— 
The mind dives after, sinking deep 

 
The pain of love is arduous, and the 

shifting forms the beloved can take on 
become cause for confusion. In the poem 
entitled “No Cure,” the object of this love 
who has consistently been referred to in the 
feminine, is curiously referred to in the 
masculine, another instance of lines 
blurred, and certitude fled. Earthly logic 
and rationality fade from view in a world 
where the beloved can suddenly drift from 
feminine to masculine. This unmooring of 
reality paves the way for mystical 
experience. Sells notes that this poem 
embodies two aspects of mystical 
experience; that of fanāʾ (“the passing 
away” of the lover out of longing for the 
beloved) and wajd (ecstasy or sorrow):4 

Without him I die 
and with him’s no better 

With or without him 
longing’s the same 

 
Bewilderment is at once the celestial 

wine and the dregs. The beloved takes on 
many forms, ever changing. Thus, “the 
mystic’s goal is to achieve constant 
transformation along with the 
manifestations of the beloved.”5 This too 
upon reflection, is the task of any able 
translator. A nimbleness of tone and 
syntactical gravitas are demanded of any 
translator but is especially challenging for 
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Sufi writings of any sort, which even Harold 
Bloom had to concede, are “a bewildering 
labyrinth.”6 

An invaluable aid in conveying the 
breathless and luminous poesies of Ibn 
ʿArabī turns out to be the formatting of this 
printed edition of Tarjumān al-Ashwāq. The 
pages, one immediately notices, are mostly 
blank space. Arabic verses appear on the 
left page, translation on the right, both 
slipping into the vanishing point of the fresh 
book spine induced curvature. Both are on 
the verge of visual fanāʾ, further evoking 
the famous negative space of Japanese and 
Chinese art, referred to in Japanese as 
yohaku no bi, the beauty of empty space. 

 
 

 
(Pine Trees, 16th century, by Hasegawa 
Tōhaku, Tokyo National Museum.) 
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Rudolf Otto, commenting on the 
numinous potential of such art, called this 
“an essential feature of their style to make 
the strongest impression with the fewest 
strokes and the scantiest means...which 
impress the observer with the feeling that 
the void itself is depicted as a subject. .. in 
order that the ‘wholly other’ may become 
actual.”7 Thus, that which is inevitably 
lost in translation between two languages 
having nothing in common, Arabic and 
English, is somewhat ameliorated by the 
visual presentation of this book, 
demonstrating, as it does, a mystical 
emptiness and landscape of fanāʾ, the 
homeland and hinterland of the lover. 


