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Al Noor, the Boston College Undergraduate Middle Eastern Studies Journal,
aims to: u Facilitate a nonpartisan, unbiased conversation within the Boston College community and beyond about the Middle East. u Provide a medium for students to publish
research on the Middle East and Islam. u Promote diverse opinions and present a comprehensive view of the myriad of cultures, histories, and perspectives that comprise the Middle
East. u Be considerate of the complexity of the region while pursuing the utmost objectivity.
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letter from the editor
The summer 2021 issue of Al Noor brings together an
eclectic mix of articles that offer something for everyone. Each of the issue’s four articles approaches the
Middle East from a different perspective. Covering
topics as diverse as the ecological and economic possibilities of Egypt’s coral reefs, the fraught relationship
between Zionism and Orthodox Judaism, the history
and present status of a popular beverage, and the relationship between oil busts and democratization, this
issue explores the full range of what the Middle East has
to offer.
Opening the edition, William Kuster’s article “A Dive
into Egypt’s Ecotourist Future” examines the development of Egypt’s Red Sea tourism industry with a focus
on the city of Sharm El Sheikh and the nearby Ras
Mohammed Nature Reserve. After reviewing the area’s
history, Kuster turns to the future to suggest how Egypt
can best protect the site’s unique ecosystem while still
reaping the economic benefits that tourism can offer.
Next, in “Ultra-Orthodoxy and Nationalism,” Tess Oatley
describes ultra-Orthodox Haredi Jews’ complex interactions with the state of Israel. Oatley describes how the
Haredi have dealt with the paradox of living in a state
that they view as heretical for its non-divine foundation,
but nevertheless offers them many pragmatic advantages.
Oatley also looks to the future, attempting to discern
whether the Haredi will follow a path of Israelization” or
will continue to reject the legitimacy of Israeli statehood.

relationship between oil wealth and autocracy. Haffey
reverses the usual direction of research and ask whether
declines in oil revenues bring about moves toward
democracy in autocratic governments. To answer this
question, Haffey explores responses of Saudi Arabia and
Iran to the 2014 crash in oil prices, and analyzes what
they may have to tell us about an oil-free future.
We hope that you enjoy reading the summer 2021 issue
of Al Noor and we are extremely thankful for everyone
who helped make this possible. From our insightful
authors, to our dedicated staff, to the extremely supportive members of Boston College’s Center for Centers, we
could not do any of this without you.
If you are interested in learning more about Al Noor,
viewing past editions of the journal, or submitting your
own work for consideration, please visit our website
www.bcalnoor.org. As always, comments, questions and
suggestions are welcome at bcalnoor@gmail.com.
Raffi Toghramadjian ‘21
Joshua Fording ‘22
Editors-in-Chief

Writing about salep, a drink made from the root of
orchid flowers, in “Authenticity and Imitation,” Leah
Baxter explores the beverage’s fascinating history and the
reasons behind its present-day scarcity. Baxter also turns
to the drink’s imitations, which she dubs “Sahlab,” that
have proliferated as the original has become increasingly
scarce. In doing so, Baxter wrestles with the question of
what defines salep and whether its imitations can still be
considered authentic.
Last but not least, Liam Haffey’s “Inverting Historic
Trends” takes a unique approach to the often-studied
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A Dive into Egypt’s Ecotourist
Future
The Corals of Ras Mohammed
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William Kuster is a sophomore at the University of Pennsylvania who is currently studying the
intersections of business and the environment at Wharton. Originally from New York City, William became interested in Middle Eastern culture after a high school class on Islam and a visit to the
Islamic Cultural Center of New York. He also writes for Penn’s newspaper, The Daily Pennsylvanian,
and in his free time enjoys taking care of his saltwater aquarium, which was a major stimulus for his
paper topic.

H

ome to lush coral and vibrant
fish that were first introduced to the world in 1968 by Jacques Cousteau
in the pilot episode of The Undersea World, the Red Sea has emerged as
a highly desired travel destination. Because of its potential for generating
tourist revenue, the Red Sea is one of Egypt’s most potent resources for
economic development. Bordered by the Sinai Peninsula, the Red Sea
features coastal cities like Aqaba, Eilat, and Sharm El Sheikh, the last of
which exemplifies Egypt’s new directions in the tourism economy—
diverging from the Pyramids and holy sites of the pharaonic eras to
feature new seaside paradises and resorts. Located between an arid
desert, mountains, and a deep-blue sea, Sharm El Sheikh has capitalized
on its status as a premier dive destination, a result of its close proximity
to R as Mohammed National Park, Eg ypt’s oldest nature preser ve.
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Established in 1983 by the Egyptian Environmental
Affairs Agency (EEAA), Ras Mohammed houses
thousands of coral, fish, and bird species, many of
which are native only to the Red Sea. It has become a
popular day trip destination for divers whom Egypt is
eager to court as it enters what President Adbel Fattah
el-Sisi declared a new age of “ecotourism” in 2020.1
Confirming and boosting its ecotourist aspirations,
Ras Mohammed received its International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Green List certificate in late 2018, an award that recognizes Egypt’s
conservation and governance of the park in relation
to a global standard—celebrating its coral reefs, mangroves, and sea grasses. In an ironic twist, Minister
of the Environment Dr. Yasmine Fouad received the
award not in Ras Mohammed, but in Sharm El Sheikh,
where coral health has deteriorated from years of
rapid and highly unsustainable development.
Unlike the vast majority of corals which are highly
susceptible to warming temperatures, hard corals in
the Gulf of Aqaba have an unusually high tolerance
for temperature variation. Beyond avoiding any major
coral bleaching phenomenon, Red Sea coral are colorful and healthy, leading scientists to believe the
region will become a major coral refuge from climate
change.2 As a result, the declining health of coral in
both Ras Mohammed and Sharm El Sheikh—in spite
of the relative imperviousness of the local corals to
rising temperatures—can be directly attributed primarily to the anthropogenic stressors of the tourism
industry, revealing development failures in monitoring and transnational accountability. Yet, with Red Sea
tourism drawing these corals closer to what may be
their resistance thresholds, it is imperative for Sharm
El Sheikh to convert to a model of “hard ecotourism,”
an environmentally dedicated strategy that would
expand and improve current management strategies.
For instance, while tourists have been able to access
only twelve percent of the park, even tighter diver carrying capacities must be installed. Furthermore, local
actors, including members of the indigenous Bedouin

community of the Sinai as well as Egyptian and international NGOs, need to be given more involvement in
tourism policy.
This paper draws upon academic studies, as well as
tourist sources, especially websites associated with
hotels, diver communities, and travel reviews. The
central source is a report called the “Sensitivity and
Zoning Plan of the Sharm El Sheikh Coral Reefs,”
collaboratively written by Suez Canal University
professors and Ras Mohammed park management,
and sponsored by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) and the EEAA. Whereas this
study’s academic sources explore ecotourism, management possibilities, and legislation, popular travel
sources, such as TripAdvisor, help indicate where economic potential exists and what consumers are likely
to prefer. Finally, all statistics will analyze trends in
tourism as projected before the COVID-19 pandemic
halted world travel in February 2020 on the grounds
that this status quo will eventually be reinstated.
The first section of this paper discusses Egypt’s past
tourism strategy in the Red Sea, focusing on liberalized development that led to patterns of unlimited
growth. Second, the paper turns to the situation today,
assessing hotel options and general tourist activity,
as well as narrowing down popular locations along
Sharm El Sheikh’s coast, such as Shark and Yolanda
Reef, the sunken SS Thistlegorm, or Blue Hole.
Analysis of the coral reefs will follow next in order
to gain a deeper understanding of the importance of
Ras Mohammed reefs and to hone in on coral cover
and the health of populations of key species such as
butterflyfish and parrotfish. Looking at the dive sites
established in the previous section, this will then
form the basis for the comparison between Sharm
El Sheikh and Ras Mohammed. The final two sections will be policy-driven, defining what ecotourism
means to Egypt and examining the successful efforts
of Egyptian tourism officials in securing a Green
List designation. The paper will conclude by looking
at private and public stakeholder involvement and

"With Red Sea tourism drawing these corals closer to what may
be their resistance thresholds, it is imperative for Sharm El Sheikh
to convert to a model of 'hard ecotourism'"

forming a long-term sustainability plan based on carrying capacity and tourist profile change. Egypt’s new
enthusiasm for ecotourism calls for adequate funding
and a genuine dedication to implementing plans to
protect Sharm El Sheikh’s future vitality and appeal.
Background on Development
As a result of heavy investment in the Red Sea area,
Egypt’s visitor boom over the past four decades has
propelled tourism to become the country’s main
source of foreign income. Previous scholarship has
described Egypt’s tourist development as having four
stages: first, as an “embryonic destination” before the
1980s; second, focused on mass tourism; third, involving the diversification of destinations; and the fourth
and current stage of sustainable ecotourism.3 Since the
nineteenth century, Egypt has attracted tourists to its
pharaonic archeological sites, ranging from the Valley
of Kings in Luxor to the Pyramids and Great Sphinx
of Giza. Geographically, Egypt has benefitted from its
location as the meeting point of Northern Africa, the
Arabian Peninsula, and the Mediterranean The Suez
Canal, which opened in 1869, brought more international travel and established Egypt as an important
transit zone for ships sailing to Europe.
Following President Anwar Sadat’s economic opening,
or al-intifah in 1974 (marking a partial reversal of the
Arab Socialist policies of the previous Gamal Abdel
Nasser regime), liberalization and expansion policies
attracted foreign investment in the private tourist sector. The Ministry of Tourism (MOT) gained control
over the tourism sector in 1973 and, with the new
ability to designate areas for expansion, they established a powerful influence over development, regulations, and incentives.4 Pushing for mass tourism and
longer staying periods, the MOT began setting hotel
standards, offering tax exemptions, and allowing dutyfree imports. Breaking from Nasser-era land ownership policies, the MOT’s most impactful decision gave
foreign hotels property rights, above and beyond the
previously granted management rights and leases to
chains like Hilton, Meridien, and Sheraton.5 These
changes allowed the privatization of many poorly run
state hotels and foreign companies were allowed to
“repatriate profits overseas.”6 In the short term, foreign
investment grew; however, the over-liberalization of

tourism without proper planning also incurred negative consequences.
In the 1990s, Egypt, under President Hosni Mubarak,
realized the potential of commercial tourism beyond
traditional arenas by increasingly focusing on the
Sinai Peninsula and Red Sea coast as desirable tourist
locations. Mubarak sought rapid growth in the South
Sinai to generate income from tourism in a region
that had avoided the violence and political instability present in other parts of mainland Egypt. In fact,
Sharm El Sheikh had previously shown immunity to
the violence cropping up elsewhere.7 Israel had actually initiated development in Sharm El Sheikh, having
controlled the region from 1967 to 1982 following the
Six-Day War. Egypt began planning to diversify and
expand it into resort development even before Israel
returned Sharm El Sheikh in 1983. In 1985, Egypt
began selling Sinai land for $6 to $12 per square meter,
liberalizing airlines to allow direct flights to resorts
in Sharm El Sheikh, bypassing Cairo, and enabling
international companies to develop autonomously.8 To
avoid the mistakes made in Hurghada and Dahab, two
other Red Sea towns where growth exceeded infrastructural design, Sharm El Sheikh’s hotels privatized
desalination, power, and sewage and built on land
explicitly designated for tourism. From 1988 to 1992,
the local council sold the entirety of the fishing village’s coastline to developers, and by 1999, 90 percent
of Egypt’s tourism investment was concentrated in the
southern Sinai, resulting in a 300 percent increase in
hotels over the following decade.9 While the shifts in
policy and the influx of luxury resorts enabled Sharm
El Sheikh to dominate Sinai tourism, private sector

One of Sharm El Sheikh's many resorts. (Sherif Ali Yousef via Wikimedia Commons)
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growth came at the expense of the environment.
Modern Sharm El Sheikh
Sharm El Sheikh has attained its status as the capital of the South Sinai, and perhaps Red Sea, tourism
from the biodiversity gained through its proximity to
Ras Mohammed National Park. Tourists in Sharm El
Sheikh value the tropical climate that enables nearly
year-round access to beaches, snorkeling, and scuba
diving. Lined with bustling nightclubs, golf courses,
and luxury restaurants, Na’ama Bay features nightlife,
cafes, and a boardwalk constructed to give Sharm El
Sheikh a sense of community. Old Town, Soho Square,
and Mercato house the city’s shopping centers, emulating historic markets. Beyond the city, tourists can
visit the desert or enjoy a Bedouin dinner and camping experience. The Sinai also attracts many religious
tourists: in particular, evangelical Christians, who
can visit the renowned St. Catherine’s Monastery at
the foot of Mount Sinai where Moses is said to have
received the Ten Commandments.
Located just 12 kilometers from Sharm El Sheikh, or
an hour’s boat ride away, Ras Mohammed National
Park’s breadth of sites, popularity, and wildlife makes it
Egypt’s primary source of tourism revenue and, therefore, its focus for future management policy. Over
the years, the Ras Mohammed park has continued to
expand from its original area of 97 square kilometers
in 1983, to 480 square kilometers, and now 850 square
kilometers, consisting of the Southern Sinai tip where
the Gulfs of Suez and Aqaba meet, the coastline off

A map of Sharm El Sheikh and the Ras Mohammed National Park.
(Wikimedia Commons)

Sharm El Sheikh, and the Tiran and Sanafir Islands.
Over 70 percent of the park is marine, home to over
330 coral species, 350 fish species, and 241 bird species, many of which are endemic.10 Ras Mohammed
features the Red Sea’s most decorated coral regions,
and excellent visibility due to limited microalgae and
tributaries, key ingredients for ideal diving. Shark and
Yolanda Reefs, the Sinai’s most renowned site, are vertical walls with depths of up to 800 meters teeming
with coral gardens, moray eels, groupers, Napoleon
wrasses, and angelfish. Often, dives begin in the shallow waters of the Anemone City, visited by turtles and
inhabited by clownfish, before the current pulls drifting divers through Shark and Yolanda. For humorous
pictures, divers explore the Yolanda shipwreck, which
carried a cargo of ceramic toilets before capsizing.11
Jackfish Alley, Ras Ghozlani, and Shark Observatory
are touted wall dives, featuring sandy plateaus and
small caves full of hard and soft coral, where divers
can find black tip sharks, glassfish, and even whale
sharks. North of the Strait of Tiran, visitors will find
the sites pioneered by Jacques Cousteau, while further
west, they encounter the wreck of the British World
War II cargo ship SS Thistlegorm, which deposited
jeeps, motorcycles, and more on the ocean floor.
Beyond the reefs, the park houses important grounds
for migratory white storks and nests for turtles, as well
as healthy mangrove and seagrass habitats, protecting
against coastal erosion.12
However, as Egypt comes to rely more heavily on
Sinai tourism, which already represents more than
a quarter of the country’s tourism revenue, the
high-volume tourism model threatens the dive sites
that have made Sharm El Sheikh famous. Tourism
accounts for over 12 percent of Egypt’s GDP, providing over two and a half million jobs and $12.2 billion
in revenue in 2019.13 Although Sharm El Sheikh is a
small city with a population of only 73,000, the city
boasted over 50,000 hotel rooms in 2017, with tens
of thousands more under construction, dominating
the Sinai.14 While Sharm El Sheikh has not recently
replicated the 27 percent annual increases in capacity
it averaged from 1996 to 2003, during which the city
grew from 81 to 221 establishments and from 6,979
to 35,782 rooms, its current 295 hotels and specialty
lounges have created an excess supply.15 The MOT has

employed break-even strategies to generate income
during non-peak seasons, further driving down prices;
ultimately, these practices have attracted sun and sand
tourists and extended the average stay to 9.2 days, perhaps at the cost of creating a misperception of the city
as a low-quality destination.16 Familiar North American
hotel chains like Hilton, Hyatt, Marriott, and Four
Seasons have held their prices at $63, $77, $58, and
$270 per night, respectively.17 On the flip side, tourists
can book heavily reviewed and heavily visited four-star
resorts, offering all-inclusive packages, such as the Dive
Inn Resort or the Falcon Naama Star, for a mere $18 a
night.18 The proliferation of all-inclusive packages has
meant there is little domestic profit beyond the resort,
attracting visitors with less purchasing power and minimal ecological concern. Even as the Sharm El Sheikh
hosts 88 percent of five-star hotels in the South Sinai
in 2003 and 77 percent of all three-, four-, and five-star
hotels, the current approach of low pricing camouflages
Sharm El Sheikh and homogenizes it as yet another
beach destination. Experts in tourism and environmental quality alike therefore agree that going forward, it
will be crucial for Sharm El Sheikh’s tourist authorities
to promote the unique local culture while protecting
the landscapes and seascapes of Ras Mohammed.19
The Corals of Ras Mohammed
Coral in the Red Sea, in particular the Gulf of Aqaba,
holds enormous value for biodiversity worldwide and
Egyptian tourism diversification, which depends on
the survival of the coral reefs just as Sharm El Sheikh
depends on Ras Mohammed. Coral holds potentially
valuable secrets for future medicines and antiviral
drugs, sustains fisheries feeding coastal communities,
acts as fish nurseries, and provides coastal protection.
The Red Sea reef is one of the world’s largest continuous reefs, spanning 4,000 kilometers, 1,500 of which
belong to Egypt.20 Ras Mohammed has two main reef
structures: one, a shallower, lagoon-filled barrier reef
system in the Gulf of Suez; the other, a deeper, fringing
reef in the Gulf of Aqaba. Fringing reefs consist of productive narrow reef flats, before sloping off downwards,

where reef-building hard coral species like acropora,
pocillopora, and porites proliferate and non-skeletal,
soft coral species such as sinularia and xenia grow.
Other reef types include patch reefs like Shark Reef and
Yolanda Reef and discontinuous fringing reefs, though
all provide similar habitats.
While the significant threat of climate change has
already taken the treasures of major reefs (including the Great Barrier Reef in Australia), corals in the
Gulf of Aqaba have thrived. This has led scientists to
believe the region will be a refuge for coral, protecting against sea temperature rise and ocean acidification. In most places, a change of 1 to 2 degrees Celsius
above the average summer maximum temperatures
causes bleaching, a phenomenon in which coral expel
their zooxanthellae, photosynthetic algae symbionts
which provide coral with food and color. Such bleaching places coral under increased stress and leads to
higher coral mortality rates, as the loss of zooxanthellae deprives the coral of nutrients. However, anomalously high water temperatures have not greatly damaged coral in the Gulf of Aqaba, which has an estimated
bleaching threshold of 32 degrees Celsius, meaning
they possess an incredible margin of 6 degrees Celsius
of resilience above the average maximum temperature
of 26 degrees Celsius.21 Moreover, coral symbionts have
been twice as productive in warming waters and even
more colorful.
Despite its ability to withstand higher temperatures,
the coral of Ras Mohammad have nevertheless suffered
from catastrophic human-induced impacts caused by
development and direct tourist contact. Along the coast
of Hurghada, 42 years of intense development from
1973 to 2015 resulted in a loss of over 6.21 square kilometers of coral cover, costing Egypt an estimated $18
billion in potential revenue.22 Similarly, in the South
Sinai, reefs sustained a 20 to 30 percent decrease in
coral coverage from 1987 to 1996.23 Urbanization, oil
extraction, industrial production, and fishing pollution
pose great threats to Ras Mohammed, but the alarming increase in damaged and broken coral colonies
shows a clearer correlation with the growth of tourism.

"The alarming increase in damaged and broken coral colonies
shows a clearer correlation with the growth of tourism"
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"Egypt should transition towards hard ecotourism to
help keep its ecosystems intact while continuing to benefit
economically from tourism"
With an estimated 3 million divers and snorkelers per
year, amounting to over 6 million dives, reef injury
by scuba divers and snorkelers exceeds 46 million
incidents a year.24 The catalog of direct damage from
these incidents includes trampling, brushing with fins
or scuba tanks, touching coral, and the resuspension
of sediment, creating harmful clouds. On a dive of 45
minutes, an estimated 7.8 incidents occur.25 Casual
physical damage is common in shallow reefs, where
snorkelers and swimmers frequently kick and stand on
them. Heavily dived sites have shown greater damage
than that of “virgin” sites—storms and harsh currents
are unlikely causes of damage in the shielded Gulf of
Aqaba. Broken coral also invites a greater chance of
algal overgrowth and the subsequent death of an ecosystem. Sharm El Sheikh and Ras Mohammed have
both endured broken coral fragmentation, although
the unfortunate effects of beachgoers and divers has
impacted the more frequently visited Sharm El Sheikh
to a much greater degree, with nearly 70 broken colonies and fragments per sampled site compared to Ras
Mohammed’s 17.26
As a result, the study performed by Professor
Mohammed I. Ahmed of Suez Canal University demonstrates a profound need to maintain the current
conditions of Ras Mohammed and avoid the wake of
expanding tourism in Sharm El Sheikh.27 Within the
sampled region, the report identified Ras Mohammed
as the most diverse habitat, and by consequence, the
most sensitive based on four considerations: fish,
coral, habitat, and potential of exploit and outbreak.
Ras Mohammed boasts an average of 80 percent coral
coverage in the sampled region, while in stark contrast,
Sharm El Sheikh recorded 50 percent less coral coverage than its neighbor, with Na’ama Bay and Sharm El
Maya, centers of downtown and resort beaches, entirely
devoid of coverage and with negligible diversity.
Survival rate, a factor indicative of regeneration and
rehabilitation of corals, suggests the active decline of
Sharm El Sheikh corals. While Ras Mohammed showed
positive rates, affirming the success of large new colonies, heavy human impact and sedimentation caused all

Sharm El Sheikh rates to be negative. Ras Mohammed
also sampled more corallivorous species of butterfly
and angelfish, thus reflecting the health of their prey, in
addition to more parrotfish, which maintain reef systems by grazing algae, together promoting the resilience
to disease in Ras Mohammed colonies.
Beyond Sharm El Sheikh, Ras Mohammed greatly
outperformed Egypt's other coastal cities, including Hurghdada, Marsa Alam, and Shalatien, foreshadowing Egypt’s heavy future dependence on Ras
Mohammed. Even further, recording 47 genera of
coral, Ras Mohammed surpassed the 15 genera of the
Caribbean Reefs, producing rather comparable numbers to the Maldives, with 50 genera, and the Great
Barrier Reef in Australia, with 60.28 Initially built
to capture European markets travelling to sun and
sand destinations in the Canary Islands, Bali, and the
Caribbean, Egypt will benefit from recalibrating to
highlight the competitive advantage of their noteworthy biodiversity.
Within the five popular dive sites listed earlier--Shark
and Yolanda, Anemone City, Jackfish Alley, Shark
Observatory, and Ras Ghozlani--the diversity and
abundance of species are a testament to conservation
efforts, but they also reveal a need for even greater
protection. While one of the less accessible and visited
dives, Shark Observatory, had the highest coral cover
of 90 percent, the frequently visited dive Shark and
Yolanda featured a coral cover of 75 percent. Jackfish
Alley housed a diverse selection of 14 different genera. This number is consistent with its standing as the
largest aggregation spawning ground in the whole
of the Red Sea.29 If not properly managed, increased
dives to Jackfish Alley could disrupt the vital role in
supporting the Red Sea’s coral health. The study further found the least variety of both coral and fish in
Shark and Yolanda and the shallower waters of Ras
Ghozlani, reinforcing the argument that heavily dived
sites reduce overall quality.
Blossoming into Ecotourism
As recently as September 2020, Egypt announced its

current and future dedication to protecting its natural resources at the UN Summit. However, for Egypt
to demonstrate that its concern is authentic, it must
define success as more than simply attracting short
term investment. Taking a step in the right direction,
President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi acknowledged the loss
of biodiversity and resources at the hands of humans
and climate change, announcing plans to “protect
these resources and create more job opportunities”
related to nature reserves and ecotourism.30 While
external pressure has historically motivated Egypt to
apply international environmental standards, Egypt’s
current dedication to the international goal is likely
due more to the desertification and water crisis it
faces in the Nile. Even so, promises of conservation
could prove invaluable to Sharm El Sheikh and Ras
Mohammed, as the government promotes Egypt as an
ecotourism destination in its new “Eco Egypt” project.31 The symbolism of announcing the initiative in
Ras Mohammed suggests a more fruitful dedication
to environmental awareness, promotion of nature
reserves, and investment into the local population
than the Green List announcement, and creates a crucial collaboration between the Ministry of Tourism,
the Ministry of the Environment, and UNDP. The
government has a clear priority for the economic benefits of ecotourism, but must not downplay the importance of social and cultural development.
The goal of ecotourism is to promote tourism while
simultaneously protecting sensitive environmental
reserves; it represents the intersection between conservation, local participation, and profitability. As
defined by the IUCN, ecotourism signifies “travel

The coastline of Sharm El Sheikh with Tiran Island visable in the
background. (Wikimedia Commons)

to relatively undisturbed natural areas to enjoy and
appreciate nature...that promotes conservation, has
low negative visitor impact, and provides beneficially
active socio-economic involvement of local populations.”32 For Ras Mohammed, involved local agents
include the local Bedouins, fishing culture, natural
coral reefs, mangrove forests, deserts, and mountains.
Egypt’s transition toward ecotourism reveals the failures of mass tourism and even sustainable tourism,
demonstrating the need for a transition to an even
more environmentally friendly form of tourism.
The success of ecotourism depends on proper planning and management, as well as distinguishing
whether the country will pursue hard or soft ecotourism, both of which are viable options.33 Hard ecotourists have an active level of environmental engagement
and often contribute to the upkeep of the destination.
They travel in small groups and adapt their own habits to enjoy the intrinsic values of the sites and local
peoples, often opting for mentally and physically
challenging activities. Soft tourists, on the other hand,
have a more moderate environmental approach. They
choose to leave the region as they encountered it,
while still paying to maintain the aesthetic values of
the destination. They often travel to accessible regions
and enjoy them more superficially and for comfort.
Egypt’s Minister of Environment, Yasmine Fouad,
hopes to increase investment in the environmental
tourism sector by promoting ecotourism. Instead of
mass tourism, Egypt should transition towards hard
ecotourism to help keep its ecosystems intact while
continuing to benefit economically from tourism.
The IUCN’s 2018 designation of Ras Mohammed as
a Green List site affirms Egypt and the EEAA’s ability
to maintain a biodiverse region for tourists. Only 49
areas in the world share this designation. The certification process evaluates governance, management,
planning, and conservation results and has concluded
that Ras Mohammed is among the world's best marine
ecosystems. Ras Mohammed in particular has been
rewarded for its role in natural reefs, mangroves, sea
grasses management, a “ridge to reef ” approach to
monitoring land-based pollution, 340 square kilometers of no-take fishing waters, and local Bedouin
control over exclusive concessions.34 According to
manager Waleed Hassan, “the [certification] process

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
12

•

al noor | summer 2021

egyptian coral

•
•

13
13

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

helped improve and really focus on the important values of the Park. [They] will now put in place a new
management plan that will help keep [them] meeting
the Green List standards in the future.”35 Promoting
ecotourism on an international scale will help Egypt
as it develops its ecotourist goals, but it will also have
to set more ambitious environmental controls due to
the uniqueness of Ras Mohammed.
Planning and Discussion
IUCN has created the framework that Ras Mohammed
and Sharm El Sheikh will follow to evolve within the
bounds of the park. Sharm El Sheikh will need to consider deeper public and community collaboration,
expand local reinvestment, and impose stricter reef
rules and regulation. IUCN’s original diagnosis, above
all, highlights the park’s need to clarify its marine
management plan to retain its Green List status. To
meet the high demand for tourism, a “strong consensus” called for an expansion of staff in both quantity
and authority.36 Stakeholders have complimented park
rangers for their transparency and advocated for the
staff ’s expanded ability to enforce laws themselves,
rather than filing police reports and going to court.
The ability for park rangers to independently enforce
conservation laws will be essential for the protection
of coral assets. Despite having a multitude of plans in
place in case of future policy changes, the park is also
a microcosm of greater Egypt, where the decentralization of the policy-making process may compete with
development pressures. The collaboration brought by
“Eco Egypt,” however, may quell this concern. The
park also requires significant budgetary investment
for research and monitoring as well as more routine
matters, like a standard uniform for park rangers.
Maintaining Ras Mohammed and improving the
quality of Sharm El Sheikh will depend on cohesive
stakeholder input from government agencies, private
sector tourism, NGOs, and local community boards.
While governmental environmental regulations exert
a heavy influence over conservation efforts, the private
sector dominates tourism conversation and regional
development. In other Red Sea cities like El Gouna
and Hurghada, the private sector has provided better environmental infrastructure by actively participating in shoreline and city cleanup. However, as

profit-oriented entities, they cannot be the sole actors.
To incentivize responsibility in the private sector, the
government should encourage a shift to sustainable
tourism by offering the Green Star Hotel Certificate
(GSH). Egypt showcases GSH certification as an
indicator of lower utility costs, higher environmental transparency for guests, and a demonstration of
social dedication. Although it is a fairly recent project, Sharm El Sheikh already holds 14 of the country’s
76 GSHs.37 Collaboration between private and public efforts beyond trying to secure new investments
in the ecotourism realm, requires Egypt to continue
exerting itself as a “planner/regulator and promoter/
facilitator.”38
Although Sharm El Sheikh lacks a guardian organization like Hurghada’s Environmental Protection and
Conservation Association (HEPCA), the growth of
private environmental NGOs will also be necessary.
Founded by a group of former dive center owners
to address deteriorating reefs, HEPCA was intended
to establish a permanent “mooring buoy system,”
a method that prevents boats from destructively
anchoring on reefs. Since its founding, HEPCA’s
efforts have birthed the largest mooring buoy system
in the world, with over 1000 moorings throughout
the Red Sea.39 By 2009, they had successfully lobbied
for the change of 32 laws.40 HEPCA’s impacts have
been felt in the north in Sharm El Sheikh with the
Red Sea Governorates eliminating single-use plastics per HEPCA’s suggestion. The success of HEPCA
strongly suggests that Sharm El Sheikh could benefit
from its own internal advocacy organization.41 One
potential avenue would be a greater inclusion of local
Bedouins, who have been alienated from Sharm El

A clownfish swims through a coral reef near Naama Bay (Hannes
Grobe via Wikimedia Commons)

"Sharm El Sheikh must distinguish itself using its competitive
advantage provided by Ras Mohammed"
Sheikh’s tourism development planning and rewards.
IUCN’s Green Listing may overstate the proliferation
of Bedouin operations and their cultural acceptance,
especially because listing protected areas as Bedouin
satisfies the cultural aspect of ecotourism. Sustainable
development depends on Bedouins maintaining territorial sites, offering camps, and navigating boat tours,
especially given the detrimental effects of tourism on
their ecosystem and indigenous culture.
From a reef-oriented perspective, Sharm El Sheikh
must distinguish itself using its competitive advantage
provided by Ras Mohammed, primarily by changing
its tourist profile, setting more stringent carrying
capacity limits, and expanding its research development. Sharm El Sheikh initially relied on German
and British visitors before shifting to Italians and then
Russians. In the past decade, Russians represented the
largest percentage of visitors, but numbers fell drastically after the crash of a Russian passenger plane
over North Sinai in 2015 that killed 224 passengers.
Russians have since been replaced by Ukrainian and
Polish visitors.42 As a result of this shift toward mass
tourism, the dominant nationalities have reflected
lower purchasing power and decreased environmental awareness, leading to a less experienced population of snorkelers and beach tourists who, in turn,
are more liable to damage coral. With a poor knowledge of and potential lack of interest in reef ecology, nearly 40 percent of visitors on guided tours to
Ras Mohammed do not know corals were animals,
although recent visitor groups have shown greater
satisfaction with reef health and exhibited less concern for crowding beaches. The comparative lack of
snorkeling skills—nearly 40 percent of recent visitors
qualifying as beginners—has often led to a violation
of park regulations, as newer visitors were more likely
to trample reefs and feed fish.43 Ras Mohammed has
the opportunity to train less experienced snorkelers
and divers, who are willing to pay more for a guided
trip along a snorkeling trail than those who are more
experienced. This will help expand future carrying
capacities. Likewise, higher entrance and rental fees

(more than Ras Mohammed’s current $5 fee) will help
promote a self-sustaining system and move closer to a
form of hard ecotourism.
To properly manage tourism and generate economic
benefits in the future, Egypt should establish defined
carrying capacities, divide reefs into zones, and carry
out annual research to document tourism’s impact
on the reefs. Social carrying capacities quantify the
damage reefs can tolerate before degrading and losing their ability to attract visitors. Heavily dived
sites in the Red Sea have long overestimated their
reefs’ carrying capacities, resulting in damaged reefs.
Currently, Ras Mohammed’s carrying capacities have
been established based on the number of moorings of
a site, with a limit of three boats per mooring.44 This
approach severely undermines the park, since most
dives are tidal-dependent drift dives or snorkeling hot
spots, both of which are independent of the number
of boats. Ras Mohammed should instead establish its
carrying capacities by setting ecological limits, ensuring that coral cover, diversity, damage, health, and
fish populations stay within a defined range. Sites like
Jackfish Alley, a prominent spawning ground, should
be off limits during their spawning season. Periodic
closures, like the closure at Ras Ghozlani for turtle laying, have contributed to the beauty of coral. Dividing
reefs into zones can help minimize impacts: for example, closing the shallow and sensitive reef flat where
fragile branching acropora grow to limited snorkel
tours by certified guides, while allowing access to the
back reef as the main ecotourism region.45 Lowering
the stress on heavily dived regions will allow coral to
safely regenerate. To update these standards as necessary, Ras Mohammed must install proper research and
monitoring programs to generate more frequent and
responsive data, as these coral may hold secrets for the
rest of the world.
Conclusion
Egypt’s rapid development in the Red Sea has allowed
Sharm El Sheikh to become one of the most popular dive sites in the world. At the same time, this
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development has attracted tourists with a lower level
of environmental awareness and purchasing power—
and a lower level of appreciation for the fragility of
the Red Sea corals. By employing practices of economic liberalization and focusing on mass tourism,
Egypt has created an oversupply of opportunities that
has lowered its tourist profile and its visitors’ concern for the environment. Egypt will be tempted to
continue lowering its prices, especially now that the
COVID-19 pandemic has drastically depressed tourism worldwide. However, it should instead see this
period as an opportunity to reset and evolve into an
ecotourism destination. Rather than competing with
Mediterranean counterparts like Greece, Italy, and
Turkey, or Red Sea cities like Hurghada and Eilat,
Egypt should aspire to capture the markets of the
Maldives or Australia, two places that have traditionally attracted divers and coral-seekers as tourists.
Egypt can capitalize on the decline of other marine
ecosystems and rebrand itself from a beach destination to a coral reef capital. Egypt must be intent on
establishing proper regulations and streamlining
research systems to not push the Gulf of Aqaba coral
past its bleaching thresholds. Such reforms will also
help Egypt gain a better understanding of how to
monitor tourism’s effects by measuring environmental markers such as coral health. If Egypt is intent on
securing investment in a new environmental tourism, then its officials should focus on raising prices,
growing educational opportunities, and moving into
the hard ecotourism sphere to attract visitors who are
more likely to respect the value and fragility of its corals and unique ecosystems.
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Ultra-Orthodoxy and
Nationalism
Can Ideological Opposites be
Reconciled?
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A

bove all else, Zionism has one
overarching goal: to establish a Jewish homeland. No national movement could
possibly exist without a people to call its nation. For Zionism, the people of the
nation are defined by their Jewish heritage. Zionism is inextricable from its roots in
Judaism, its purpose being to deliver the Jewish people to the land they were promised
in the Torah. And yet, in many ways, the movement could not be more detached
from its foundations. While its religious roots are undeniable, the nationalist pursuit
has been largely secular, focused on the Jewish people as an ethnic group rather
than a religious one. From the time of its founding in the late nineteenth century
by secular Jew Theodore Herzl, the driving motivation of the Zionist movement
has been the procurement of a cultural identity that can unite and define ethnically
Jewish individuals, allowing them to experience their enlightened emancipation
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without being forced to assimilate to a nation that is
fundamentally not their own.1
However, this left devoutly religious Jews with a
dilemma. On the one hand, their Jewish brothers and
sisters were mobilizing for a cause that could potentially
benefit all the world’s Jews, gaining access to their most
sacred land and creating institutions that could advocate
for them in the international arena, thus providing a
safe haven should the Jewish people ever again be faced
with an existential threat like that of the Holocaust. And
yet, the human pursuit of this goal directly violated the
crux of their fundamental belief: that the redemption
of Israel and their delivery from exile would be a divine
act of God, that they were to practice quietism until the
day of messianic intervention. To attempt to deliver
this by human handiwork was seen as a deep religious
heresy, an idea born from sin and deeply dangerous to
the Jewish faith.2
While some religious Jews were more easily able to
reconcile this, it presents an ongoing struggle for the
ultra-Orthodox community, who pride themselves
in their traditional ways of life and interpretations
of the Torah and Talmud. They reviled Zionism, and
perceived it as an existential threat to the religion that
defined their lives. Thus, a tension arose between the
movement created by and in service of the Jewish
people, and the people who felt their Jewishness
most deeply. Conflict appeared over the way in
which Jewishness should be primarily understood–
as a religion or as an ethnicity. The nature of this
tension has developed throughout time, and the
ultra-Orthodox perception of Zionism and the state
of Israel, while still ambivalent, has evolved since

Members of the Haredi group Neturei Karta protesting the existence
of Israel in Washington D.C. (Wikimedia Commons)

the early days of vitriolic ideological dissent. Thus, a
compelling question arises: what factors promote or
prohibit the reconciliation of orthodox and nationalist
beliefs?
The tension between religious and ethnic conceptions
of identity is not entirely unique to Israel, although
most Middle Eastern nations closely marry religion
and nationalism. 3 However, the case of ultraOrthodox Jews—who call themselves Haredi, taken
from the book of Isaiah and meaning “those who
tremble before God”—is particularly interesting
because the ideologies at play are so fundamentally
opposed.4 Additionally, Israel’s democratic values
and the strictly traditional approach of the ultraOrthodox create pragmatic concerns, such as the issue
of army conscription, which are both highly relevant
and difficult to resolve. While Haredi participation
in government is rightly perceived as a feat for the
peaceful and fair coexistence of dissenting interests,
their influence is also perceived as posing threats
to those very same democratic values. As Israeli
society has gradually increased in religiosity since the
1990s, many secular citizens fear that the democratic
participation of the ultra-Orthodox will actually
corrode Israeli democracy.5 Thus, this long-standing
issue remains highly salient today, and is essential to
understanding the societal and political cleavages of
religiosity in Israel.
This paper will seek to understand the conditions
under which the Haredi-Zionist relationship has
been more or less reconciled. First, I will analyze
the current scholarship on this tenuous relationship,
examining the competing theories that seek to address
this question. Next, I will investigate the nature of the
relationship from the early days of Zionism through
the founding of the Israeli state in the late 1940s. This
will be compared to the nature of the relationship in
the late 1990s through today, as religiosity has grown
and the ultra-Orthodox community has become
increasingly involved in government and society.
Finally, I will conclude by analyzing the implications
of my findings.
The (Im)possibility of Reconciliation: Competing
Theories
There are several compelling arguments about the
relationship between ultra-Orthodoxy and Zionism.

"The human pursuit of this goal directly violated the crux of
their fundamental belief "
However, each struggles to fully capture the nuanced
and ambivalent nature of this dynamic. The best way
to understand the evolution of the relationship is to
bring together two theories. The first is understanding
that the Haredi community is more open to
reconciliation when the surrounding society is itself
more religious. This theory recognizes the swelling
religiosity from the 1990s through today, as well as the
increasing role of the Haredi in government and their
increased utilization of the services and infrastructure
that government provides, coding this as a form of
reconciliation.
Connecting reconciliation with the religious climate
of the surrounding society has a strong logical basis.
A community will take more interest in their nation
when their nation takes more interest in them, thus
establishing some form of respect and reciprocity.
Additionally, it is natural to assume that the Haredi
would be more willing to voice their opinions through
the government if they believed that the people were
willing to listen and likely to respond well. As the
national climate further embraces the role of religion,
the essential value to the ultra-Orthodox people, it is
easy to see why Haredi became more willing to engage
with broader society. They would also be more likely
to assimilate with the culture of the rest of the Israeli
community if that culture was more like their own
and recognized the, albeit more limited, importance
of piety and Jewish tradition rather than maintaining
values that are entirely or mostly secular. Both or
either of these developments would be noteworthy
movements towards reconciliation, especially
compared to the level of opposition that once existed
between the ultra-Orthodox community and the early
Zionists.
In this study, reconciliation cannot be seen as an allor-nothing proposition. Instead, there are varying
degrees of agreement, marked largely by governmental
and societal participation as well as a general lack of
hostility toward the State and the secular community.
Most scholars agree that complete reconciliation,
understood as agreement and assimilation, between

the Haredi and broader society is not attainable so
long as the Israeli state remains the handiwork of
man. Additionally, reconciliation can be, and likely is,
surface level– harmonious relations and government
participation merely in order to advance Haredi
interests, interests which often deeply conflict with
or even undermine those of the state of Israel. For
example, Orthodox Rabbi Hazon Ish once granted
Jews permission to participate in the Israeli political
system while continuing to deny its legitimacy,
saying: “if a highway man falls upon me in a forest
and threatens me with arms, and I begin a discussion
with him, so that he spares my life, does that mean
that I recognize his legitimacy? No; for me, he remains
a highway man.”6 It is also possible that relations
could be improved in some ways while worsening in
others. For example, some scholars argue that while
the Haredi become more involved in government and
thus increase their de jure recognition of the state,
they become increasingly ostracized from the secular
community in the nation.7
This ambivalence is an extremely important part of
the dynamic, and no theory can be complete without
recognizing it. Thus, the most useful framework for
understanding the dynamic between the Haredi
and the rest Israeli society should account for the
impact of increasing religiosity in fostering some
reconciliation while also acknowledging that this
reconciliation is far from complete. Rather, the theory
asserts that the Haredi community has simultaneously
moved in several, somewhat contradictory directions.
Therefore, the Haredi cannot be deemed quantitatively
more or less open to Israel than in the past– rather,
their relationship is always taking on new forms of
ambivalence.8 This is because the Haredi community
is subjected to contradictory impulses; their theology
forces them to dogmatically seek isolation from the
society around them, yet the modern, flourishing
Jewish nation is inherently attractive to people who
value their Jewishness above all else.9 This ambivalence
can also be tied to the nature of Haredi social control,
which discourages change not only through theology,
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"While the two can never be entirely in agreement, pragmatic
reconciliation remains a worthy and arguably attainable goal"
but through collective discouragement of vocalizing
dissenting opinions—for example, one that might look
favorably upon the state of Israel. Those who might
be predisposed toward reconciliation are prevented
from acting on the inclination, knowing they will be
punished if they do.10
This presents a methodological difficulty in studying
the issue. Researchers’ accounts are largely limited
to the sentiment of the Haredi community as a
whole, but this may not reflect the genuine opinions
of the individuals who make up the collective.
Since there is no platform to vocalize dissenting
views, and doing so would be highly discouraged,
there is a distinct possibility that these theories do
not accurately reflect the common Haredi person’s
sentiments. Thus, for the sake of this study, “ultraOrthodox” or “Haredi” refers to the community as
a whole, whatever the majority opinion appears to
be at any given time. This shortcoming is another
reason that the centrality of ambivalence cannot be
overstated– apart from a small but vocal minority
who continue to harbor nothing but resentment
toward the Zionist cause and the government
it produced, most Haredi have neither totally
reconciled nor remained totally opposed.11
However, it is important to note the competing
narratives which advocate for something closer to this
complete, clear-cut scenario. While not the dominant
scholarship, some theorize that the two ideologies
are too diametrically opposed to ever be reconciled.
These theories have some merit, but the reality is more
complicated: while it is true that the two can never
be entirely in agreement, pragmatic reconciliation
remains a worthy and arguably attainable goal.
Indeed, the early rhetoric of Haredi anti-Zionists does
assert the total ideological incompatibility of these
doctrines, essentially claiming that so long as one
exists, the other cannot. The Orthodox opposition
is not to the nature of the Israeli state, although the
secular laws are also reviled, but to its very existence.
The late Satmar rebbe, Yoel Teitelbaum, once said,
“even if the members of the Knesset were righteous
and holy, it is a terrible and awful criminal iniquity to

seize redemption and rule before the time has come.”12
Theories of total incompatibility are often older, dating
back to the earlier days of Zionism before the Jewish
state had officially been created in 1948. The official
founding of Israel in 1948 understandably shifted this
debate. Zionism was no longer a refutable ideal, but a
reality that no amount of minority dogmatism could
change.13 Therefore, despite deep-seated ideological
differences, the Haredi gradually had to come to terms
with the existence of the state, even if they chose not to
acknowledge its legitimacy.
Another theory takes the opposite stance, that of
Haredi Israelization. This is a largely inductive
argument, pointing to Haredi actions which actively
engage with the state and asserting that they have
reached a post-fundamentalism stage in which they
voluntarily interact with broader society rather than
isolate themselves. This essentially argues that the
ultra-Orthodox community has become increasingly
reconciled with Zionism over time, and will
presumably one day be almost fully assimilated, at least
as much as their internal traditions allow.14 However,
this argument, much like the other extreme of
irreconcilable opposition, underestimates the nuance
of the relationship. Additionally, it underestimates
the steadfastness of the Haredi community, which has
held strong to traditional values despite centuries of
modernization in the nations that surround them.
While Israel does indeed have a unique attraction
to them, the notion that they would abandon their
ideological principles altogether is too simple for such
a devoted and complex population.
These are the arguments that will be evaluated
by examining the two case studies. If the Haredi
community became more accepting of the Israeli
government in the 1990s as religiosity swelled, it would
support the argument of Israelization over time. It
would also weaken the arguments for irreconcilability
and ambivalence. However, if acceptance appears to
have taken place prior to or not in accordance with
increases in religiosity, the Israelization narrative
would be weakened, and the idea of irreconcilability or
ambivalence would appear to be correct. Based on the

logic of the theories, it is likely that the relationship
will improve with time and increasing religiosity
but will also remain deeply ambivalent, pointing to
a middle ground of some Israelization over time but
dominated by ambivalence.
Zionism Throughout History: Which Theory
Holds?
I will be analyzing the ultra-Orthodox relationship
to Israel at two distinct times in history. The first is
in the early days of Zionism, before the founding of
Israel in 1948 and in the very early days of the state,
as the Orthodox community remained focused on
the ideological underpinnings of their opposition and
attempted to prevent the creation of the state. Because
this issue is largely philosophical, it is fruitful to pay
close attention to the time in which the question was
purely about ideals, before practical concerns became
involved. Additionally, this is the time when the
Haredi would have felt most confident in their ability
to meaningfully prevent the existence of the state.
Thus, their behavior at this time is demonstrative of
their truest feelings, before they had to come to terms
with reality and temper their agenda accordingly.
The next time period I will examine is from the
1990s through today. Not only does this provide a
lens into the current situation, but it also investigates
the fascinating phenomenon of increasing religiosity
in Israel and the long-term presence of a right-wing
government more sympathetic to the ultra-Orthodox
cause. 15 Just as an understanding of ideology is
essential, so too is an understanding of how the

A group of Haredi men read the Torah (Eliel Joseph Schafler via
Wikimedia Commons)

dynamic plays out in practice. This allows for insight
into how the Haredi respond to specific domestic and
international policy issues, and what their agenda
has become since its aforementioned tempering.
Together, these two cases allow for a fuller perspective
on the relationship and its total evolution, as well
as comparisons between a more secular and a more
religious time in Israel. They also allow for contrasting
between opposition in theory and opposition in
practice.
Early Days of Zionism
Before delving into the Haredi response to the
conception of Zionism, it is important to first
understand the underpinnings of Haredi thought.
While nationalism was a modern development, so too
was this theology, despite its emphasis on century-old
tradition. The Haredi theology was itself reactionary,
beginning as a response to the eighteenth century
Jewish enlightenment which sought to modernize
Jewish culture in Europe. Where advocates of
the enlightenment movement wanted to end
segregation between Jews and gentiles and engage
with modern, secular society, these traditionalists
sought to preserve the centrality of their religious
identity.16 This attitude would influence their later
actions, including their response to Zionism: total,
diametrical opposition.
Like the Jewish enlightenment, Zionism was a quest
for modernization, which religious Jews such as
Boaz Evron called “the negation of Judaism,” as their
conception of Jewish tradition is largely rooted in an
idealization of the biblical past.17 The relationship was
inherently hostile, and mutually so, as many Zionists
themselves disdained religious Judaism. The fight was
taken up by, and largely catered to, secular Jews who
wanted modernization. Although their heritage lay in
the religious tradition of Judaism, their modern values
compelled them to re-evaluate the centrality of their
spirituality. They were not sympathetic to those who
had not done the same, especially since Orthodox
individuals actively attempted to block modernization,
expecting that all Jews would follow suit. Thus, the
Zionist leadership felt hindered by this community,
and by their tradition as a whole. For example, “BenGurion saw Judaism as the historical misfortune of the
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"A 'normal' nation was the exact opposite of what devout
Jews wanted for themselves and their fellow Jews"
Jewish people and an obstacle to its transformation
into a normal nation.”18
Indeed, a “normal” nation was the exact opposite of
what devout Jews wanted for themselves and their
fellow Jews. Fulfilling national aspirations would
put the Jewish people on par with other nations, the
quest of the Zionists, but directly opposed the idea
of Jewish uniqueness which is central to the theology
of Judaism. Orthodox Jews insisted that the Jewish
people and their eventual divinely delivered, nation
would be far superior to other nations, an ideal and
inspired state that would stand out from all others
in the world.19 Orthodox Jews criticized Zionism for
being nothing more than assimilation into the nonJewish world, arguing that this process was inherently
“de-Judaization.” 20 This staunch opposition to the
secular nature of the general Zionist community w
favors the theory that societal religiosity drives the
ability to reconcile orthodoxy and nationalism.
Despite the hostility that Zionists felt toward these
religious Jews, they had to respond to their criticisms.
In doing so, they sought to prioritize an ethnic,
secular conception of Judaism, but they had little
choice but to maintain a connection to the religious
roots that characterized Judaism in the minds of most
Jews and non-Jews alike. Thus, “Zionism remains
supportive of the principle that, while many Jews
may be alienated from the Jewish faith, this people
has only one religion, and this religion has only one
people. Without this assumption, Zionism would cut
itself off from the very collective to which it refers.”21
Therefore, to preserve their ties to the collective,
Zionists had to strategically respond to the vitriolic
criticisms of the Haredi people. They found a way to
preserve the ideal of Jewish exceptionality in a secular
context, highlighting their aspirations to make Israel
a utopian society that would fulfill “Jews’ moral and
universalistic calling.”22
However, this was not enough to pacify the Haredi
community, which did not want to settle for secular
exceptionality. They demanded the continuance of
their total ideological separation from the rest of man,
removed from “causal laws governing nature and

history,” and instead “exclusively bound by another
set of religio-ethical laws within a causal process of
reward and punishment, exile and redemption.” 23
Regardless of any justifications concerning the nature
of the state, the mere existence of the state denied
their hope of redemption, and betrayed their belief
in Israel’s unique destiny.24 Essentially, the Orthodox
community felt that there was nothing the Zionists
could do to justify their cause. The only way to satisfy
the ultra-Orthodox would have been to abandon the
cause altogether and “wait for the heavenly, complete,
miraculous, supernatural, and meta-historical
redemption that is totally distinct from the realm of
human endeavor,” for which they had waited over
two millennia.25 To the Haredi community, this was
the only true way to express their belief “in divine
providence, in the assurance of the prophets, and in
messianic destiny.”26 Founding a state would amount
to abandoning the faith and thereby abandoning
the Jewishness that defined the very collective that
Zionism claimed to protect. This staunch opposition
and its deep philosophical roots favor the argument
that Orthodox Judaism and Zionist nationalism are
fundamentally irreconcilable.
A large part of the Haredi resistance was rooted in
the theology of the Gemara, which, together with the
Mishnah, comprises the Talmud. According to the
Rabbis who wrote the Gemara, three oaths were taken

Haredi Jews in Jerusalem protest against Israel's conscription of
Yeshiva students (Wikimedia Commons)

upon Jewish people’s exile in the second century
AD: that the Jewish people would not ascend as a
wall (i.e. all at once, through force), that they would
not rebel against the gentiles, and that the gentiles
would not oppress the Jews too much.27 In the face
of this argument, the Zionists responded not by
undermining the importance of the Jewish faith and
its commandments, but instead by asserting that the
Gemara did not truly qualify as such. These oaths are
in verses from a poetry book that, unlike the Torah,
is non-historical. There is no record of any oaths
being taken upon exile, and certainly if the gentiles
had been made to swear on anything, they had not
followed through.28 This strong counterargument
enabled many religious, but non-Haredi, Jews to
reconcile their religious beliefs with the desire for a
Jewish state built by human hand. This begins to hint
at the ambivalence that some theorize would go on to
define the relationship between Zionists and religious
Jews, as some religious people began to soften to
the idea of reconciliation, although the Orthodox
perspective was still diametrically opposed.
Thus despite their best efforts, Orthodox Jews were
unable to stop the force of Zionism. The movement
grew and new settlers arrived, appearing to many of
the existing devout residents to be no different from
the individuals they and their fathers fled in Europe.29
In these early days, during the period of the British
Mandate, some in the Orthodox community believed
that an alliance with the Arabs might be their last
chance to successfully oppose Zionism. Their relations
with the Arabs had been cordial during the Ottoman
Empire, and they often muttered the slogan “better
Abdullah than Ben Gurion.”30 They made some vague
attempts to create this alliance, but the Arabs made
no distinction between Zionist and anti-Zionist Jews.
Indeed, Orthodox settlers often were the greatest
victims of violent outbreaks.31 The hoped for alliance
never materialized, and in 1948, the state of Israel was
founded against both groups’ interests.
Initially, the Haredi remained strictly opposed to the
creation of Israel. While they did not have enough
influence to decrease its legitimacy in the international
arena, they were committed to domestically denying
its legitimacy as a part of their religious belief. They
accepted the state only as a fait accompli32 and refused

even to call it Israel, instead referring to it as the
realm of the Sadducees.33 Unlike religious Zionists,
who viewed the creation of the state as a miracle
demonstrating divine approval, the Haredi believed
that satanic forces had created the state to test Jewish
piety.34 Thus, they ordered their communities to stand
firm and refuse to give the state any form of legitimacy.
This was a difficult objective, as it meant “they must
not pay taxes, vote in elections, accept ration books,
register for military service, recognize the courts or
any branch of the administration and, if they are sent
to prison for disobedience, they must gladly accept any
sufferings which they may be called upon to endure.”35
However, for a people who had long separated
themselves from the modern norm, civil disobedience
came naturally.
1990s-Present Day
Since several of the theories concerning the
interactions between the Haredi and Israeli state
largely depend on the evolution of the relationship
over time, the period between 1990 and today will be
most fruitful in demonstrating the strongest causal
argument. Given the early staunch opposition toward
Zionism, the strongest theories appear to be total
irreconcilability or dependence on societal religiosity.
However, the possibilities of ambivalence and
Israelization over time remain plausible, depending
on the modern state of affairs. Diametrical opposition
would predict no change in hostilities over time, while
each of the other theories would predict movement
toward some form of reconciliation. Israelization
would predict greater reconciliation than hostility,
while ambivalence and religiosity arguments leave
room for some mixture of both.
Today, the situation is in some ways more easily
understood, yet also more complicated. While access
to survey data more precisely illuminates the Haredi
perspective, that perspective is far more ambivalent
than it once was. According to the Pew Center in
2016, nine percent of Haredim said the term “Zionist”
described them very accurately, with thirty-eight
percent saying it did not describe them at all, a clearly
quantified insight into Haredi attitudes, but one that
leaves a majority somewhere in between.36 It is evident
that the extreme theories of irreconcilability and major
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Israelization are both incorrect, given the presence of
those who feel totally reconciled as well those who
remain totally opposed. Thus, these theories are
virtually disproved from the outset. Despite many
non-Zionists, the number of active anti-Zionists,
those who continue to argue that the state is a product
of Satan and that Israeli society has traded real
Judaism for plastic Judaism, is empirically marginal.37
They are a prominent minority because they are highly
vocal and practice unqualified social and political
isolation, but their ideology does not represent the
mainstream ultra-Orthodox perspective.38 The fact
that the majority of Orthodox Jews find themselves
somewhere in between Zionism and anti-Zionism,
supports the theory of ambivalence.
Most scholars agree that recent years have shown
“the relinquishing of extreme positions” in which
“anti-Zionism has been replaced with a-Zionism and
on occasion even proto-Zionism.”39 This is a form of
reconciliation, although it is admittedly an ambivalent
one. The path to reconciliation appears to have begun
with the acceptance of Israel as a fait accompli, and
ideological arguments have faded into the background
of mainstream Haredi thought due to the simple fact
of Jewish sovereignty. Many now take the existence of
Israel for granted, or even “hesitatingly celebrate it.”40
The official line of Haredi leaders is still critical, but
there is significant de facto recognition of the state
and some de jure legitimization through institutional
cooperation.41 As a community in need of services
normally offered by a state, they have largely resigned
to working with the government. In fact, ninetyseven percent believe that Jews deserve preferential

Women and girls in Mea Shearim, a predominantly Haredi neighborhood of Jerusalem (Wikimedia Commons)

treatment in Israel, and they take advantage of
available benefits accordingly.42 Although they see
no religious significance in the state, they behave
as citizens of any nation would, participating in
government and participating in society to a limited
degree.43
While acceptance of Israel’s existence has grown more
common, there are still some ways in which many
in the Haredi community continue to demonstrate
their opposition. They reject Zionist thought, and
avoid contact with the secular majority where
possible. They do not observe any official holidays,
especially the Independence Day that celebrates
the establishment of Israel in 1948. Their sons do
not serve in the army, and their daughters do not
perform any obligatory service. Each year, when
sirens prompt the observation of a minute of silence
to commemorate soldiers who died for the state of
Israel many of the Haredi ignore it.44 They continue to
keep a separate education system that opposes Israeli
curriculum.45 They still believe that secular culture
is “amoral at best,” and choose to isolate themselves
from it to avoid contamination.46 While they used to
live in mixed neighborhoods with both Haredi and
secular residents, there are now Haredi-only cities
and markets, where gender separation is practiced
more than they have historically.47 These examples of
continued resistance to assimilation again disproves
the narrative of Israelization.
And yet, there are also many ways in which the Haredi
have reconciled themselves with broader Israeli
society. The Haredi media defends Israel when it is
criticized internationally, and celebrates some of its
accomplishments. While they refuse to be drafted into
the army, due to an to violence and their belief in the
impossibility of proper observance while serving in the
IDF, they have found another way to participate: the
system of hesed, in which they study the Torah as a part
of the Jewish army’s defense and offense, believing this
allows for betterment and preservation of safety.48 They
have founded charitable organizations that provide
services for non-Haredi Israelis, and some of the men
have taken on modern ideas, such as the sensitive
“new man.”49 Politically, in addition to increasing
participation by ultra-Orthodox people in government,
a surprising percentage of Haredi ballots actually go to
non-Orthodox parties in general elections.50

"As demographics shift, the possibility of a meaning ful
confrontation between two significant groups could pose an
internal threat the likes of which Israel has never seen"
Thus, it is evident that the Haredi are not moving in
one primary direction, but rather are experiencing
great ambivalence. However, it is also clear that there
is more reconciliation, both de facto and de jure,
than in the days before Israel’s founding or in the
early days of total non-acknowledgement. Thus, the
question remains, what has driven this increase in
participation? Even with the self-interested argument
of the highway man analogy in mind, considering
their early opposition, there is no question that some
change in Israeli society occurred that helped bring
the ultra-Orthodox into the fold. Here, the religiosity
argument again comes into play.
Once the state of Israel was securely established and
the Zionist vision had been realized, an identity
and culture vacuum formed. This seems to have
led Israelis to return to the values of their religious
past, prompting a wave of revival.51 The extent of this
revival was unprecedented, and allowed the ultraOrthodox to take on a greater role in government.
Where they had once been Knesset participants,
but preferred managerial offices without state
responsibility, they became increasingly popular
as elected officials. The Shas ultra-Orthodox party,
founded in 1984, gained 10 seats in 1996—the
same year that Benjamin Netanyahu became Prime
Minister and ushered in a new era of right-wing
governance. The success of the Shas Party was partly
due to the religious revival, which had given the party
a wider electorate it could appeal to.52 Responding to
its success, the Haredi community began to pivot from
its position of quietism to more active participation
in the government, supporting right-wing approaches
including the maximalist settlement policy and
hawkish positions on sovereignty in Palestinian
territories.53
A particularly striking example of the tension between
Israelization and religious radicalization is the ZaKA,
a Haredi volunteer organization that helps Israeli
victims of Palestinian bombings. ZaKA is seen as
the epitome of “two contradictory trends… being

absorbed in the initiatives of the very same agents… it
is doubly subversive: an authentic extension of Jewish
super-religiosity successfully imposing Haredism on
the Israeli scene, [yet] also a Jewish super-religious
initiative to open the borders of Haredism from
within.” 54 Thus, it can be argued that the Haredi
people opened to reconciliation as the surrounding
population moved more toward religiosity, requiring
less sacred sacrifices for societal and political
participation. Thus, it appears that the most apt
theories to describe the relationship are indeed those
of ambivalence and religiosity.

Conclusion
Still, it is worth noting that there is a high potential
that the pendulum will swing in the other direction,
with increasing religiosity creating greater tension
between religious and secular Jews. Secular Jews are
indeed panicked about the growing political clout
of their religious counterparts, and hostility has
exploded in violent confrontations over Sabbath road
closures and proposed religious laws.55 The issue of
conscription continues to create great tension, as the
government stalls for the Haredi by extending their
exemptions and the secular public calls for change.56
Indeed, it appears that the ultra-Orthodox have not
reconciled ideologically, and their goals are not to
assimilate to Israel, but rather to have Israel assimilate
to them. One former secular Jew claimed that in
“five or ten years, the religious people will be the
majority… we will do a religious law in the Knesset…
and we will give more money to the yeshivas… if we
are very strong, we will do all the life in Israel only by
the Torah.”57
This is an understandably daunting proposition for
secular or less religious Jews, who would not take
this lying down. They value modernity and would
likely challenge ultra-Orthodox and anti-democratic
ideas, especially those involving the secular court
system.58 However, resistance will become increasingly
difficult as religiosity continues to grow and the
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"Partial reconciliation is possible... but ambivalence toward
the Zionist enterprise on the part of ultra-Orthodox Jews is
ever-present"
Haredi community naturally expands. Currently,
only ten percent of the population is ultra-Orthodox.
However, the current birth rate is about six children
per Haredi mother, meaning they could make up as
much as twenty-five percent within a few decades.59
This does not bode well for general reconciliation, but
rather suggests a turning of tables in which the secular
minority is expected to do the reconciling. Thus,
this issue is particularly salient, not only for policy
questions such as conscription and settlement status,
but for the future prosperity of Israel. The Zionist
movement has drawn much of its strength from its
general unity, to which the ultra-Orthodox minority
did not pose an acute existential threat.60 However, as
demographics shift, the possibility of a meaningful
confrontation between two significant groups could
pose an internal threat the likes of which Israel has
never seen. Thus, studies of ultra-Orthodoxy and
increasing religiosity are highly valuable.
In conclusion, partial reconciliation is possible
when the surrounding community is more religious
and therefore more accepting of the Haredi, but
ambivalence toward the Zionist enterprise on the part
of ultra-Orthodox Jews is ever-present. However, if
religiosity swells beyond a certain point, the norms
may shift to where it is the secular Jews who are
expected to reconcile their ideology. Should this
possibility of this inversion being realized further
increase, future studies will be necessary to establish
the best techniques for creating meaningful and
lasting reconciliation on both sides.
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Authenticity and
Imitation

Why You've Never Had Salep
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C

afés in the United States offer the
same few categories of hot beverages; coffee, black or herbal tea, and occasionally
hot chocolate are standard fare for most Americans. However, across the world,
from Japan to Spain, Argentina to Jordan, different drinks are popular in the café
and teahouse scene, from matcha to chocolate, mate to chai karak. In Turkey, the
Balkans, and parts of the Middle East, salep is a very popular hot drink, though
relatively few outside the region are likely to know of it. Salep is somehow quite
unlike any other drink: it is hot, thick, and milky, often served with a sprinkling
of cinnamon on top. But its key flavor is utterly unique and impossible to
describe—a gentle, almost-but-not-quite floral sweetness that arises from the
drink’s key ingredient: ground orchid root, or “salep”. While salep-makers across
generations have frequently used Orchis morio1 and Orchis mascula2 for salep
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orchid flour, people have used over thirty-five other
orchid varieties from the genuses Orchis, Anacamptis,
and Dactylorhiza to make the requisite powder.3
Today, due to a variety of factors, it has become
nearly impossible to find salep made from real
orchid root outside of Turkey and the surrounding
regions.4 However, cafés and homes across the eastern
Mediterranean Middle East—and other areas where
salep is enjoyed—have made do with substitutes for
the eponymous ingredient. Imitations attempt to
recreate the beloved original drink using chemical
reproductions of salep orchid flour5 or more readily
available flavorings and thickeners, such as rosewater
and corn starch.6 However, without the orchid root
that gives the drink its name, what makes salep, salep?
And can salep exist without the salep orchid root?
Whether salep can exist in the absence of orchids
approaches a ship-of-Theseus-style problem. At
what stage does one thing become a different thing?
Orchid-less recreations of salep originated as just
that—intentional recreations of the flavor and texture
of the original, meant to replace a beverage towards
which many drinkers feel a nostalgic appreciation.
As time has passed, however, and ground orchid root
has become increasingly inaccessible, these imitations
have become, in the minds of many, what salep truly is
and tastes like, especially in the absence of an original
with which to compare it.
So how key, exactly, is salep’s key ingredient? Can
salep exist without orchids? This question is difficult,
and the only answer is: sort of. Without orchids, the
drink we can access today is sort of salep. Though
the homemade, orchid-less approximations are in
some ways a different drink with the same name, they
have also become a kind of salep in their own right,
emulating the features of the original even as they fail
to perfectly reproduce them. Even orchid-less salep is
heir to the history and social and cultural associations
of the original drink. However, true salep from the
orchid root still exists, even if it has become extremely
scarce. In comparison to the original, enthusiasts of
orchid salep may judge the drink’s corn starch copy as
a product that strays too far from its source.
In my paper, I have standardized the spelling of “salep”.
The name of this beverage has been transliterated
into English and the Latin alphabet in many different

ways, from many different languages. Among salep’s
alternate spellings are sahlep, salip, sahlab, saloop, and
sachlav. I have chosen to use “salep” in this paper as
it was the spelling that I have seen most frequently,
as well as the one considered standard in prominent
English dictionaries.7 However, I have also found
it necessary to draw a distinction between salep
made from salep orchid powder and salep made
with substitute ingredients. For convenience, I will
henceforth refer to the latter as “sahlab”, using the
Arabic version of the word, to distinguish it from
orchid salep. This choice of spelling does not reflect
existing literature on the distinction between these
two kinds of salep, as a spelling convention for this
distinction does not exist; “sahlab” just happens to be
the spelling with which I first encountered the orchidless variety of the drink, as I sat in a café in Amman,
Jordan, perplexed at the delicious yet clearly notquite-salep drink in front me. Again, for the sake of
consistency, I will refer to the drink as salep or sahlab,
according to this distinction, even if my sources refer
to it otherwise. In situations in which the distinction is
unclear, or not relevant, I will default to “salep”.
Salep’s Historical Roots
Though the details of salep’s invention are not attested,
Greek and Roman naturalists such as Dioscorides
and Pliny the Elder mentioned it as early as the first

A cup of salep garnished with cinnamon and nuts (Author submission)

"It has become nearly impossible to find salep made from real
orchid root outside of Turkey and the surrounding regions"
century.8 However, it was not until the eighth century,
following the conversion of the region’s inhabitants to
Islam, that the drink rose to prominence in Anatolia.
Due to Islam’s proscription of alcoholic beverages,
locally popular nonalcoholic drinks like salep became
more significant. 9 With the rise of the Ottoman
Empire, salep consumption “boomed,”10 and spread
to other parts of the empire, especially in Greece and
the eastern Mediterranean region.11 Salep became—
and continues to be—especially popular in winter in
Turkey and Greece, when street vendors sell it by the
steaming cupful to warm up drinkers.12
Medical experts historically believed that the drink
could clear up problems as diverse as mouth sores,
chest phlegm, scrofula, 13 and diarrhea, 14 could
“[encourage] mucus production and [promote]
recovery from stroke,”15 and had “a curative effect
on cough, bronchitis, and cold.”16 Though many of
these touted benefits are rooted only in folk belief,
scientific studies of salep’s medicinal properties in
1989 and 1995 have shown the drink to help relieve
constipation and to mildly improve colon health in
some cases, due to salep’s high levels of glucomannan,
a “bulk-forming laxative.”17 Glucomannan has also
been shown to reduce post-meal blood sugar elevation
and LDL cholesterol.18
In addition to being hot and filling, as well as
delicious and surprisingly healthy, the drink was also
widely known as an aphrodisiac, because of orchid
roots’ resemblance to genitalia.19 The word “salep,”
in fact, originated in Arabic as khasyu ‘th-tha’lab, a
term for orchid roots which translates literally to “fox
testicles.”20 Salep was also used to fatten up brides, and
despite its associations with virility, was more often
drunk by women than men in the Ottoman Empire.21
In the larger scheme of hot beverages in the
region, salep may have also benefited from Islamic
controversies about coffee, which, because of its
properties as a stimulant, was viewed by some to be
haram, or forbidden.22 Salep, conversely, was entirely
pure of alkaloids,23 and was also not associated with
that den of vice and depravity that some more pious

Muslims believed coffee shops had become.24 That
being said, salep was also popular in Greece, especially
among the working classes in the winter, and salep
orchids were commonly harvested by non-Muslim
groups such as the Aromanians and Albanians.25
Outside of the Ottoman Empire, salep also became
popular in Europe26 and as far afield as England and
North America, from the seventeenth century on.27 In
England, the drink was known as “saloop” and, as in
Turkey, was popularly sold at street stalls.28 Though
it was enjoyed by middle-class drinkers as well, salep
had a reputation as a beverage of the English working
class.29 It was warm, filling, and relatively nutritious,
and was considered to be especially common as a
drink for men working in professions that required
hard manual labor, such as sailors (for whom salep
constituted part of their rations),30 coal-heavers, and
chimney-sweeps.31 According to Maud Grieve’s A
Modern Herbal, nineteenth-century English essayist
Charles Lamb describes salep, along with a slice of
bread and butter, as “an ideal breakfast for a chimney
sweep.” 32 Salep was also viewed in England as a
hangover cure and a treatment for syphilis.33 Grieve
however extols the drink as “a strengthening and
demulcent agent . . . from time immemorial [which]
forms a diet of especial value to convalescents and
children” and praises it as being “very nutritive”.34
Though today salep has largely been superseded by
tea and coffee as the United Kingdom’s beverages of
choice, English journalist Henry Mayhew remarked
in 1851 that “[t]he vending of tea and coffee, in the
streets, was little if at all known twenty years ago,
saloop being then the beverage supplied from stalls
to the late and early wayfarers.”35 However, when
introducing this “greasy-looking beverage,” Mayhew
paused to explain what salep is “for the information
of [his] younger readers,” showing that the drink had
already begun to decline in popularity at this time,
as salep stalls were replaced by coffee stalls36—coffee
being both cheaper, after 1824 tariff reductions, and
easier to adulterate with inexpensive chicory.37 Tea
also benefited from reduced duties, thus edging salep
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"Because of the extreme overexploitation of this resource,
many orchid species are facing extinction"
out of the market.38
Though the drink salep has historically been globally
popular, salep orchid flour is used in food items
as well. Among these is dondurma, or “Turkish ice
cream”, famous for its stickiness. Salep has also been
used in a varied selection of other dessert items,
especially in the Ottoman period, “including sherbet
çevirme (a soft confection made with spices and
nuts), ice cream, [and] salep jam.”39 In Greece, salep
powder has also been used as a gelatin for a type of
porridge, as well as for a brand of lozenges and cough
syrup sold in pharmacies in Thessaloniki.40 Turkish ice
cream and salep itself, however, remain orchid flour’s
most popular uses today, with salep in particular
growing in popularity. Increased focus on “national
cuisines” and traditional local recipes and styles of
food preparation have focused attention on salep, and
promoted its presence in café and restaurant menus,
especially those geared towards tourists.41 Along with
other orchid root products, salep is also increasing in
popularity due to recent global trends towards natural
and traditional foods, which have “revived demand for
authentic salep.”42 These factors have led to increased
gathering of the tubers that produce the orchid flour
required for products like salep.
The Scarcity of Salep Orchids
Outside of the countries in which it is produced, it is
extremely difficult to obtain pure salep orchid flour
today. If they have a hankering for salep, Turkish
people in the United States like Meral Kaya, living
in Queens, must buy the requisite powder on trips
back to Turkey or online, where the price for 75
grams of real orchid flour can reach almost $60—
and that without any guarantee of the product’s
purity. According to Oya Topcuolgu of Northwestern
University’s Middle East and North African Studies
program, most salep powder mixes sold online are
“basically corn starch.” 43 Middle Eastern grocery
stores in the United States are likewise unable to
provide salep orchid flour. When asked about the

powder, grocery owner Nihat Yildiz recommended
“[checking] Amazon or fly[ing] back to Turkey for
the weekend.”44
The scarcity of salep powder has to do with the
orchids themselves. Salep orchids can be found in
some regions of West Asia, especially Turkey, and
the Balkans,45 and as far east as northern India.46
In the present day, salep orchids are harvested in
Turkey, Greece, Iran, Iraq, and Albania.47 Due to high
demand, the orchids are being heavily overharvested;
orchids used for salep are not cultivated, but instead
collected from the wild, usually in a way “which limits
regeneration in wild populations.”48 In Greece and
Albania, “an increasing number of salep harvesters . . .
[are] scouring the mountains for harvestable tubers.”49
Furthermore, when gathering orchids, harvesters “left
only a few smaller plants standing” and observers
have “recorded neither dispersal of young tubers nor
replanting of old tubers” despite claimed attempts by
harvesters to collect orchid roots in a more sustainable
fashion. 50 Though it is theoretically possible to
cultivate salep and produce it sustainably, short-term
pressures and the need for sources of income have
driven harvesters to over gather, despite an awareness
of the practice’s negative effects.51
In Turkey alone, as much as 80 metric tons of salep
orchid tubers are harvested each year.52 Each plant
is uprooted and its tuber boiled, dried, and milled
to produce the prized orchid flour,53 which requires
between 1,000 and 4,000 orchid roots per kilogram.54
These numbers suggest that between 30 and 120
million orchids are harvested each year in Turkey
alone. Meanwhile, in Iran, where most orchid harvests
are exported to Turkey, the number falls between 5.5
and 6.1 million orchids.55 On a more local level, the
proprietor of one salep stand in northern Greece
estimated that he used “up to 750 g of ground salep
per day to prepare 150 cups of hot salep beverage.”56
Because of the extreme overexploitation of this
resource, many orchid species are facing extinction
as harvesters rush to keep up with impossibly high

demand. 57 Faced with a dwindling supply and
increasing demand, harvesters themselves are turning
to new, less preferred varieties of orchid as the more
traditional species become rarer and rarer.58
As a consequence of the increasingly alarming
environmental danger faced by orchids, including
the orchids used to make salep, a boggling number
of orchid species are regulated by the wide-reaching
Convention on the International Trade of Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).59 Though
most orchids regulated by CITES can be legally
traded, they “require import and export permits, and a
demonstration that any export will not be detrimental
to the survival of the species,”60 which can be difficult,
economically draining, and a bureaucratic hassle to
obtain.61 Individual countries also legislate export
restrictions on orchids with the use of “protected
species lists, restrictions on harvest . . . and agricultural
and trade legislation, including regulations that
operationalize commitments to CITES,” which does
not itself regulate the commitments that its member
states set out to follow.62
In Turkey, for example, harvesters of wild tubers
can be fined,63 and the export of harvested orchid
tubers is illegal.64 Despite CITES’s best intentions,
the logistical difficulties of harvesting orchids legally
cause many orchid harvesters to turn to illegal,
unregulated harvesting methods. 65 Smugglers on
the Iran-Iraq and Iran-Turkey borders carry orchid
tubers between countries packaged as almonds,66 and
harvesters surveyed in northwest Greece “claimed not
to be aware that collecting is forbidden.”67 This does
not bode well for the future of salep orchids, though
some conservationists are working to promote more
sustainable practices.68
Despite this significant black market trade in salep
orchid tubers and orchid flour, orchids remain “among
the best-protected plant taxa globally.”69 As Ms. Kaya’s
story at the beginning of this section illustrates, the
international laws established to hinder the products’
export has, to a large extent, been successful. This
process of trade regulation in the last few decades,
combined with trade disruptions and tariffs favoring
other hot drinks in countries like England, are
the clearest contributors to salep’s slow shift from
international prominence to the position of relative
obscurity it holds today. Salep is simply not available

to consumers outside of the eastern Mediterranean to
the extent it used to be. Some, like the smugglers and
over harvesters, have tried to increase the availability
of salep by getting more orchid tubers and flour onto
the markets, and by casting a wider net in search of
new orchid species to be sold as salep orchids. Others,
encouraged by the prohibitively expensive price and
scarcity of the original, have instead turned towards
artificial substitutes for salep orchid flour’s distinctive
texture and flavor.
Sahlab: Salep Substitutes
In Turkey today, it is possible to buy pure salep
powder, but the price—about eight times that of
coffee by weight—dissuades potential purchasers.
Meanwhile, an artificial powder mix, with a price
about twice that of coffee, is more economically
appealing. 70 Despite sahlab’s lower price and
accessibility overseas, salep drinkers like Ms. Kaya and
Cemal Kadem, a salep wholesaler in Istanbul, believe
that the difference between the two is significant.
Kaya calls the flavor of the imitation drink “dusty”71
and Kadem notes the extended cooking time of the
original orchid powder when compared with the
synthetic, “supermarket kind.”72 Chef Anissa Helou
also comments that “you can recognize [real salep]
from the slightly greyish colour of the fine powder.”73
Though imitations of salep are widely drunk without

A salep merchant in present-day Skopje, Macedonia in 1907. (Bajazid Elmaz Doda via Wikimedia Commons)
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complaint—chef Özlem Warren describes them as
“still quite satisfactory”—it is details like these that
differentiate synthetic from genuine salep.74
However, these differences do not stop cafés,
restaurants, and supermarkets from selling the
synthetic imitation mixtures—sahlab rather than
salep. Canan Ece Tamer complains that in Turkey
specifically, “there is an adulteration problem of
salep” and blames a lack of “standard and legislation”
about what can and cannot be sold as salep.75 Since
it is easier to find the artificial sahlab than the pure
orchid salep sold on the street and in Turkish cafés,
many people associate the drink with the flavor of
the artificial imitation mixes rather than the original
orchid flour.76 And due to CITES regulations and
Turkish trade laws, even exporters of the drink
powder outside of Turkey “generally deal in flour that
has been artificially flavoured.”77
Synthetic imitations of salep can take many forms. In
countries like Turkey, where the original salep is still
accessible, these imitations cleave much more closely
to salep than those in countries like Jordan, where
orchid salep is not sold at all. Thus, in Turkey, sahlab
powders contain “artificial flavours and guar gum,”
and other imitations frequently contain chemical

A flowering Orchis mascula, one of the species commonly used to
make Salep (Patrice Bon via Wikimedia Commons)

flavorings and a variety of thickeners.78 In the United
States, the sahlab available is “often made with just a
hint – or maybe just the idea – of the real thing,” but
is sold (and purchased) as “salep” nonetheless.79 In
Levantine countries, where salep is less common in
its original form, sahlab has developed into a type of
drink all its own – so much so that British-Jordanian
casual food blogger Diana writes with surprise that
she “was very excited about the fact that I could find
Sahlab sold in the streets [of Turkey,] but with a new
name ‘Salep.’”80 While seemingly unaware of sahlab’s
Turkish origin in salep, Diana does still recognize
both as the same beverage. However, sahlab in Jordan,
for example, is quite markedly different from salep,
and is a thicker beverage somewhat reminiscent of
a milky pudding. Because of its thickness, tourism
company Tourist Israel seems especially skeptical of
sahlab’s classification as a drink, referring to it as a
“not quite food-not quite beverage” and a “porridge/
custard like ‘beverage.’”81
Different iterations of sahlab use different thickeners
to attain the drinker’s desired texture, be that the
texture of salep or the texture of a liquid pudding.
In addition to the previously referenced guar gum,
these thickeners can include corn starch, sorghum
flour,82 cereal starch, cellulose gum,83 rice flour,84 and
glutinous rice flour.85 Some sahlab recipes suggest a
thickener as a direct replacement for salep powder,
while other (usually orchid-less) recipes include
additional flavorings. Still others do not include salep
powder in their recipes at all, and simply proceed
with the assumption that the readers do not possess it.
Recipes also emphasize drink-makers’ freedom to add
more of the chosen thickening agent to their tastes,
allowing for variety in viscosity from milk to porridge.
Along with differences in thickeners, varieties of
sahlab also include an array of flavorings, possibly to
replace the missing taste of orchid.86 Popular additives
include vanilla extract, rose water,87 orange blossom
water, and occasionally even geranium water, 88
with the now vanished English version of the drink
idiosyncratically including chips of sassafras bark89 or
lemon peel and wine.90
While salep is Turkey is commonly garnished with
a sprinkling of cinnamon and occasionally crushed
pistachios, sahlab throughout the Middle East

"The division between salep and sahlab is not a line,
but a gradient"
can involve a dazzling array of toppings. Though
cinnamon is nearly universal, pistachios, walnuts,
shredded coconut, and golden raisins are also
common, especially in Egypt and the Levant.91 Israeli
salep/sahlab recipes seem to be the most experimental
as far as garnishes go, adding peanuts,92 chopped dried
figs, dried cherries, chopped dates, and cacao nibs,93
with a mention of bananas and caramel as even more
unorthodox options.94 Garnishes have also influenced
perceptions of the drink outside of the Middle East.
In England, the flavor of added sassafras chips may
have become associated with the flavor of the drink,
causing the meaning of “salep” in the minds of its
drinkers to develop beyond its orchid origins. Thus,
before salep disappeared entirely but after salep
roots had become more difficult to access, sassafras
root was sometimes substituted for the original
orchid root.95 As the English example also illustrates,
synthetic orchid substitutes are widespread, and have
a long history. Though salep retains a position of
prominence and emulation in discussions and recipes
of sahlab, the varieties of sahlab and the drinkers who
enjoy them are numerous.
Conclusion
Most online recipes, regardless of their country of
origin, recognize salep as the original version of the
drink and sahlab as a substitute, and many (though
not all) include instructions for making the drink
from both orchid flour and substitutes. Since most
people who use these recipes are unlikely to get their
hands on authentic salep powder, it is unclear how
much of this reflects an expectation that readers will
actually drink salep and how much is simply a nod
to the possibility. Since it is so difficult to tell what
really is salep powder and what is simply a careful
reproduction (or even a mixture of real and artificial
powder), the question of who is and is not drinking
genuine salep is complicated even further. The
division between salep and sahlab is not a line, but
a gradient, and to draw a clean line between the two
is nearly impossible. Even my chosen typographic
distinction has, at points, required clarification or

represented the situation as simpler than it is.
Salep orchid root is the crucial ingredient that
has historically defined this drink. The beverage,
be it salep or sahlab or somewhere in between, is
inextricably tied to orchid flour. However, salep
without orchid flour—sahlab—is still salep of a
kind, and exists within a category whose definitions,
historical and modern, may be loose but still
encompass a specific real-world category of beverage.
Sahlab may not contain salep, and it may not adhere
to the strictest and most literal of classifications for
the drink. But salep and sahlab do, nonetheless, share
this same category, and both remain equally delicious
and comforting hot beverages worth trying, drinking,
and sharing.
Heba’s Jordanian Sahlab (serves 1)
Family recipe of Heba A., translated by Heba and sent
to the author via text message, April 16, 2020. Adapted
slightly in use and comparison with other recipes.
Ingredients:
1 cup of milk
1 ½ tablespoons corn starch
1 tablespoon of sugar
2 tablespoons of thick cream (optional)
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
½ teaspoon rose water
Toppings:
Ground cinnamon
Shredded coconut
Chopped walnuts or pistachios

Mix the corn starch into a small amount of water. In a
saucepan, combine milk, corn starch slurry and sugar.
Beat with a whisk over medium heat. Bring to a boil
(then add thick cream, if using). Let the mixture boil
while stirring for two minutes, or until sahlab becomes
thick and creamy. As soon as it becomes thick, add
rose water and vanilla extract. (If the mixture is not
thick enough, return the pot to medium heat and
add more corn starch.) Remove from heat and pour
sahlab into mugs. Add a pinch of ground cinnamon,
shredded coconuts and pistachios or walnuts on top.
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Inverting Historic
Trends
Less Oil, More Democracy
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T

he negative effect of oil on the
rise of democracy has been a subject of intense research within political
science. Scholars have theorized that the sudden rise of an oil economy in
an existing non-democratic state will prevent future democratic regimes.
What has yet to be explored, and what is becoming increasingly relevant, is
if the reverse of this effect is also true. In other words, does a decline in oil
wealth encourage democratization? This paper explores that topic, with the
discovery that while a decline in oil wealth does not necessarily ensure the
rise of a democratic regime, it does put increased pressure on authoritarian
regimes, resulting in minor democratic gains. Case studies of Saudi
Arabian and Iranian government responses to the 2014 oil bust show that
governments must bend to the unrest caused by oil decline or face popular
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"When this wealth runs out, those in power will likely find
themselves in precarious positions"
uprisings. After the drop in revenues in 2014, Saudi
Arabia has been pushed to pursue more liberal policy
agendas. Iran, on the other hand, has seen rising
opposition and scrutiny of the reigning regime,
foreshadowing a possible overthrow in the future.
Both these results, while different in manifestation,
have occurred because of the decline in oil wealth and
caused each government to have a looser grasp on its
respective country.
Historically, the discovery of oil in non-democratic
states has hindered the rise of democracy. The
resulting concentration of wealth in the hands
of regime leaders often spurs authoritarian and
oppressive government structures. The question
raised in this paper is if a decline in oil wealth will
reverse this effect, or if the regimes are already too
far entrenched in the state. The hypothesis put forth
and tested is that since oil wealth has been used to
fuel the coercive tools of nondemocratic regimes,
when this wealth runs out, those in power will
likely find themselves in precarious positions. Their
options will be to accommodate popular demands
or to see their public and political opposition grow,
increasingly threatening their position and resulting
in regime overthrows.
Saudi Arabia’s policies in the wake of the 2014 oil
bust show an accommodation of slightly more
democratic principles. Saudi Arabia has traditionally
used economic incentives to placate citizens, and
as a result has been one of the most stable regimes
in the region. As these incentives become too
expensive, the Saudi leadership has begun using
minor democratic concessions to maintain regime
acceptance amongst the people. While such changes
are obviously an attempt to keep the current regime
in power, and, therefore, prevent a full democratic
power from rising, they are nonetheless damaging
to Saudi authoritarian power. Iran’s reaction to
decreasing oil wealth has been more complicated. In
the wake of economic hardships, Iran’s regime is not
bending to placate the will of the people like Saudi
Arabia. Instead, the Iranian government continues to
operate more or less as it always has. Still, this could

be a signal of democratic change. In the wake of oilbust hardships and a lack of government actions,
the Iranian people are growing more and more
discontented with the regime. Political opposition is
rising, as seen by the recent protests in 2017. While
this is far from a guarantee that the Iranian people
will see a democratic government anytime soon, it
does suggest that oil wealth declines stoke the fires
of democracy. Whether or not these sentiments
manifest in a new government depends on many
factors, but for the scope of this paper, proving that
oil decline increases public support for democracy
is sufficient. Each oil state is unique, so there are
certainly mitigating factors that may make this
oil effect more or less likely to apply to different
cases. Still, Saudi Arabia and Iran show two ends
of the spectrum in terms of stability/instability and
violent/nonviolent reaction to popular disapproval
of government. Showing that a decline in oil wealth
decreases authoritarianism in these two states makes
a convincing case that this is a more general trend
across all oil states.
While this study has serious implications for
the domestic politics of oil states, it also has
consequences on the international stage. The Middle
East is rife with international intervention and
foreign aid, so it is essential that foreign leaders
understand the effects of a shrinking oil industry.
If it is true that the economic hardships of oil
dependency can be a spark for democracy, it could
severely impact how countries interact in the region.
In the past, foreign interests, especially from Western
countries, have dedicated significant resources
to stabilizing oil production and the regimes that
facilitate it. However, democracy promotion may
rest on a shift away from these past agendas. Foreign
aid and military support with the goal of artificially
propping up oil states shield authoritarian regimes
from the democratizing effects of declines in oil
wealth. Allowing oil-states to decline naturally,
dealing with the economic fallout, and allowing
democratization to take place could be the best path
forward for interventionist Western states.

Less Oil, More Democracy
There are many tools authoritarian regimes use to
suppress democracy, but wealth is required for almost
all of them. Whether bribing citizens, financing
propaganda stations, or paying military salaries,
regime power is often dependent on continuous access
to sources of revenue. Non-diversified oil states, or
rentier states, therefore rely on continuous demand
for oil and profit from world oil markets. To extract
this oil, substantial power and control is usually
consolidated in the hands of the government, leading
to corruption and oppression.1 This has been the
general logic behind the argument that oil hinders the
development of democracies. If there are not already
systems in place to distribute the power and wealth of
oil amongst citizens when oil is discovered, oil wealth
and political power usually remain in the hands of
the few. These elites then leverage that wealth and
influence to remain in power, creating an oppressive
and enduring status quo.
For much of the twentieth century, oil wealth was
a guaranteed boon, and regimes could count on it
as a reliable source of power, but that certainty has
been declining in recent years. The international
community is becoming more concerned with the
long-term negative effects of fossil fuel. Much of the
rhetoric coming from world leaders shows a desire to
move away from oil and towards renewable resources.
There is no exact timeline when such a movement
will be realized, but presumably oil will become less
and less profitable as this progression occurs. As this

A petrochemical facility in Asaluyeh, Iran (Majmood Hosseini via
Wikimedia Commons)

paper argues, it is likely that just as the rise of oil states
hindered the rise of democracy, the fall of them will
facilitate it.
For authoritarian countries using oil money as a
source of soft power, such as those that simply use it
to placate their citizenry and keep them unconcerned
with politics, this power will slowly dissolve. The
standard of living in these countries will drop, taxes
will increase, and citizens will begin to pay more
attention to their leaders. As they see their power
draining away and as public grievances multiply, state
leaders will have to grant alternative, non-economic
concessions to their people. This may not necessarily
mean significant leadership or governmental
structure changes, but it should at least result in less
authoritarianism and more individual freedoms.
Historically, citizens of rentier states have ignored
certain injustices or oppressions because standard
of living and economic metrics were high. With this
absent, these injustices will need to be addressed
more directly. On the other side of the spectrum,
for regimes staying in power through force and
oppression, a lack of oil revenue will cause a decline in
influence and military power. As discontented citizens
see the government become more vulnerable, coups
and overthrows will become more likely. Evidence has
shown that economic hardships are strong drivers for
negative public sentiment and subsequent government
opposition.2 In oil-rich countries, economic hardships
are directly tied to oil prices and demand. Regimes
that refuse to compensate for these hardships during
oil busts put their existence at risk.
A deeper investigation into more recent cases will
reveal more specific insights, but Libya’s response to
the oil busts of the 1980s offers an overall picture of
the effects being explored in this paper. As a result
of the 1986 drop in oil prices, the Libyan economy
took a drastic downturn. The resulting shortages
and austere economic policies led to protests and
political opposition throughout the country. In order
to placate citizens, the Libyan regime was forced to
respond with more liberal policies, such as support for
private businesses. Revealingly, the liberal policies of
the government were not solely economic: prisoners
were released, travel blacklists were destroyed, and
the country opened its borders for free travel. In the
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face of growing discontent and a lack of economic
resources, the Libyan government made liberal
concessions to compensate.3 Similar downturns have
occurred since then, and rentier governments in other
countries have reacted accordingly.
While this does not necessarily mean the world will
see full-blown democracies in the Middle East as a
result of oil’s decline, it does suggest there will be a
rise in dissent and political opposition. This will be
a serious, if not fatal, blow to authoritarian regimes.
In this paper, I use both qualitative and quantitative
factors to measure democratic changes. Policy changes
or leadership shifts cannot be objectively categorized
as “democratic,” but their overall attitude towards
democratic issues, such as individual rights, press
freedom, or elections, will be analyzed. Additionally,
some international organizations compile indices that
measure democracy, economic welfare, and public
grievances. While more general than policy analysis,
and perhaps less revealing of causation, such measures
will be helpful for tracking overall trends in this study.
Case Study Selections
To explore the theory described above, I will analyze
how two Middle Eastern, oil-rich countries, Iran and
Saudi Arabia, reacted to the 2014 crash in oil prices.4
Over the course of 2014, oil prices dropped from
over $100 per barrel to almost $50 dollars a barrel.5
Such a drastic drop meant that rentier countries faced
extreme declines in their yearly revenues, which
affected each country’s economic welfare. While all
oil-exporting countries felt this price hit, Saudi Arabia
was chosen as an example because historically it has
been one of the most stable Middle Eastern countries.
It has shown an ability to avoid social and political
change in the past, essentially avoiding uprisings,
even during the widespread Arab Spring. If a regime
as stable as Saudi Arabia’s can be shaken by oil prices
and pushed towards more democratic policies, it is a
good indicator that many Middle Eastern countries
will go in the same direction.
Iran was chosen for two reasons. The first is that with
global sanctions against Iran’s oil markets, Iran offers
a snapshot into an even more extreme oil drop not
currently shown by normal market forces. We can
expect to see a higher magnitude of reaction in Iran
than in Saudi Arabia, which will illustrate the oil

effect even further. Second, Iran is a good example of
a country that, if pushed to become more democratic,
will likely arise from the fall of the current regime
rather than voluntary policy changes on behalf of the
government. This offers a good contrast to the Saudi
Arabian case, which we would expect to undergo a
more moderate and less drastic democratic transition.
From these two cases, we can draw conclusions on
whether oil busts, or a future without oil demand,
will help bolster democracy in the future. There will
certainly be nuances and factors specific to each
rentier state that influence the magnitude of these
effects, even in the two cases selected, but if an
underlying trend can be proven it will be an important
insight for understanding and planning the future of
the region.
Saudi Arabia and Progressive Reforms
Saudi Arabia is a model rentier country. Holding
around 20 percent of the proven oil reserves in the
world, the Saudis have used this wealth to placate
both their citizens and neighboring countries during
periods of unrest.6 In this way, oil wealth has been
leveraged to avoid the growing democratic opposition
in the Middle East. Perhaps the best example is the
Arab Spring, which saw citizens across the region
rise up and call for less authoritarian governments.
While some regimes, such as Egypt and Libya, fell,
Saudi Arabia was able to quell unrest, largely with
economic incentives. Fearful of social unrest, the
Saudi government directed billions of dollars towards

Oil pipelines owned by Aramco near the city of Jubail (Suresh Babunair via Wikimedia Commons)

"Saudi Arabia has been pursuing more liberal economic
policies to defend against oil declines"
social programs. In the “days following the collapse of
former Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak’s regime…
Saudi Arabia announced a social welfare package for
its citizens … featuring pay raises for government
employees, new jobs and loan forgiveness schemes.
By the end of the month, the handouts totaled $37
billion.”7 While there were undoubtedly many factors
at play during the Arab Spring, Saudi Arabia’s massive
wealth was one of the primary tools that enabled the
regime to stay in power. Such tactics are common for
the Saudi government but are difficult or impossible
to utilize during times of economic downturn, such as
the oil bust of 2014.
Even though Saudi Arabia does have a significant
reserve fund, it is still the case that “oil revenues have
previously provided for public goods and services…
whenever oil revenues dipped, these services …
suffer, especially in less wealthy areas.”8 Historically,
when faced with a deficit, the regime has cut these
nonessential social programs first, and social unrest
has naturally risen. 2014 was no different. The World
Bank collects data on political stability for countries
across the world and ranks them on a scale of most
stable (2.5) to least stable (-2.5). During the price
drops of 2014, Saudi Arabia saw a marked decrease in
stability. While rated at -0.29 prior to the price drops,
Saudi Arabia decreased to -0.63 in only a year.9 This
still makes Saudi Arabia relatively stable compared
to other Middle Eastern countries, but it seems to
indicate that unrest grows and the regime becomes
more precarious in the wake of oil downturns.
Still, unrest alone is not enough to show that oil
decreases can loosen the grasp of authoritarianism. It
is possible that regimes will simply tighten the noose
in order to quell opposition. History has shown that
some regimes, such as North Korea, have been able to
turn economic hardships into another form of control
by monopolizing control of dwindling necessities like
food.10 For this reason, after establishing that rentier
countries face unrest in oil busts, we must now turn
to how the government responds to this unrest. The
Saudi government, rather than cracking down on
its citizens in the face of this turmoil, appears to be

pursuing a more open-minded and liberal (by Middle
Eastern standards) agenda.
One important area to pay attention to when
analyzing rentier states is taxation on citizens.
Most oil-rich states are able to avoid regular taxes
on citizens, and this is one of the main reasons
that scholars theorize that oil hinders democracy.
The enormous wealth of the industry makes taxes
unnecessary to fund the government, and thus
citizens are less likely to criticize or pay attention
to domestic politics. As described by Samuel
Huntington in The Third Wave, “oil revenues accrue
to the state; they therefore … reduce or eliminate
the need for taxation, they also reduce the need
for the government to solicit acquiescence of its
citizens.” Therefore, the “lower the level of taxation,
the less reason … to demand representation.”11 In
2018, though, Saudi Arabia introduced new taxes
on its citizens, breaking from its generally tax-free
past.12 While the new tax was only a modest sales
tax, it evinces a move towards a world where Saudi
Arabia requires revenue from more than just its oil
wealth. 13 This means that Saudi Arabian citizens
will likely pay more attention to their government.
Saudis now have a more material stake in the regime
and should therefore feel more entitled to criticize
the government or demand change. So, while it
may be too early to tell, the fact that Saudi Arabia
is being forced to increase taxes on its citizens for
the first time in history may be a hit to the regime’s
legitimacy in the near future.
In addition to its tax, Saudi Arabia has been pursuing
more liberal economic policies to defend against oil
declines. In 2016, in an effort to move away from oil
dependence, Saudi Arabia announced its Vision 2030
plan. The overall goal of this plan is to increase private
industry and foreign investment in order to diversify
the economy and make it more resistant to events
such as the oil price drop in 2014. The Saudi ruling
family is becoming more and more aware that their
oil wealth will only last so long. While political reform
is not a goal of Vision 2030, outside assessments
generally agree that the policies outlined “will strain
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"Falling employment and rising prices have led many
Iranians to blame the government for their problems. "
the conservative rules of Saudi society.”14 An influx
of foreign investment, the empowerment of private
businesses, and expansive educational improvements
are likely to cause friction between an adapting public
and a regime trying to maintain the status quo. If this
plan is to succeed, the regime will have to bend.
As with most issues discussed in this paper,
the result will likely not be a sudden surge in
democracy, but rather a slow progression away from
authoritarianism. As outlined in the report itself,
the foundational aspects of Vision 2030’s success
would be “[t]he values of tolerance, excellence,
discipline, equity, and transparency.” 15 From the
regime’s perspective, this could be nothing more
than lip service in order to placate the international
community. Yet, if the Saudis want to see the level
of international investment and citizen participation
necessary to diversify their economy, as outlined in
the plan, they will have to accommodate at least some
additional levels of freedom. In 2017, for example,
the government lifted its ban on women driving.16
When this change was announced, the regime cited
the negative international publicity resulting from
the old law and the potential to increase female
participation in the workforce as major factors in its
decision. Women’s rights were further bolstered in
2019 when “Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
extended … new rights to women: … travel without
a male relative’s permission … [and] equal treatment
in the workplace.”17 Similar reasons were cited for
these changes as well. Such social and political
reforms were not the initial intention of the Saudi
government, but such changes will be the price for
the movement away from oil.
The policies outlined above show specific examples
of oil declines undermining regime oppression;
the Democracy Index released by The Economist
suggests that these policy changes are part of a
general trend away from authoritarianism. On a
scale of 0 (no democracy) to 10 (full democracy),
Saudi Arabia scored 1.82 in 2013 and 2014, but rose
to 1.93 in 2015, where it has remained ever since.18
While these are certainly moderate gains, and

Saudi Arabia is still classified as an authoritarian
state, it does show that the regime was forced to at
least moderately respond to the social unrest in the
country. The fact that this unrest has been partially
caused by a drop in oil prices means that future drops
are likely to continue to push the government in a
more democratic direction.
Iran and Rising Troubles
Iran, which has one of the more diversified
economies of the rentier states but has also suffered
more economic pressure as a result of international
sanctions, is a more complex case. Because of this,
the effects of oil busts are generally more volatile
and violent in Iran than in Saudi Arabia. Therefore,
for this case, the decline of authoritarianism will be
measured more by public uprising and government
stability than active policy changes on behalf of the
regime.19 The assumption is that if democracy is to
rise in Iran, it will be from a failure of the current
regime and the rise of a new one, rather than from
simple policy changes. This assumption rests on
prevailing notions about the stability of the Iranian
regime. As described by Dariush Zahedi, “in light of
the events that shook Iran in the aftermath of the 2009
contested presidential election … conditions in Iran
today are either ripe or rapidly becoming conducive
for regime change … Comparisons are increasingly
being drawn between the Islamic Republic’s rising
levels of illegitimacy and the fragility of the Shah's
regime in the late 1970s.”20 If true, this means that
if citizens increase their scrutiny of and pushback
against the government as a result of oil busts, the
regime will likely topple rather than accommodating
its citizens’ demands. This is a key difference in
analyzing Iran compared to Saudi Arabia, where
accommodation is considered a real and legitimate
avenue for change.
The combination of market downturns and artificial
changes in demand caused by sanctions signify
that there are two important factors to consider
in the case of Iran. First, we will examine Iran’s
reaction to the market downturns of 2014. Then,

we will analyze how this situation was intensified
by the breakdown of the Iran nuclear deal and the
Trump administration’s re-imposition of sanctions
on Iranian oil. Even with Iran’s more diversified
economy, the 2014 market downturn had significant
negative impacts on the country. Because of the drop
in oil prices, Iran reportedly lost nearly 40 percent
of its total oil revenue.21 Aside from rising public
unhappiness, the most direct hit to the regime as a
result of this downturn was the necessity to strike
a nuclear deal with the international community.
Desperate to relieve economic sanctions, Iran agreed
to forgo any future nuclear weapons programs
and allow international inspectors to monitor its
compliance with the agreement. Not only is this a
symbolic sign of weakness to the Iranian people,
it also gave Western powers permission to oversee
aspects of the Iranian government and energy
industry. Since most authoritarian regimes are built
on military power and autonomy, such external
interventions undermine the regime’s power.
Although this cannot be considered a democratic
policy change, it does call into question the
authority of the Iranian regime, which is essentially
a step in the same direction.
Under the Trump administration, the United States
declared the Iran Nuclear Deal insufficient and again
imposed economic sanctions on Iran. Both of these
actions have further undermined the regime’s stability.
Even before these most recent economic hits, “Iran's
economy has suffered from chronic problems — high
unemployment, [and] inflation … even though the
country enjoys remarkable natural resources and
substantial human capital.”22 With the 2014 bust
and new sanctions added on top of these underlying
problems, the situation has only worsened. Iranian
citizens have long been beneficiaries of government
subsidies on various consumer goods. In the midst
of economic failure, though, these subsidies have
been cut back. The most recent cuts have been so
drastic that “Tehran is now flirting with the options
of cutting the indirect subsidies it has traditionally
offered the population for essential goods.” 23 If
unemployment and economic downturn were not
enough to turn the population against the regime,
the potential disappearance of basic necessities such
as food likely will. Yet, even if the situation does

not worsen and the baseline subsidies remain, the
situation on the ground is bad enough that it is still
turning sentiment against the government. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, falling employment and rising prices
have led many Iranians to blame the government for
their problems. Relatively authoritarian regimes that
are responsible for much of the industry and social
services in their respective country are easy to blame
when things go poorly. The grievances engendered
by the failing economy extend into the social and
political realms as well. As described by Sohrabi, “The
2017–18 nationwide riots showed that economically
driven unrest quickly turns into political protests.”24
These widespread riots are the perfect example
of why falling oil prices may be a serious spark for
democratic change.
The 2017 riots began as a protest against the economic
conditions described above, but they quickly turned
into a more comprehensive rejection of the current
regime. Protestors pushed back against social media
and press censorship, misallocation of the budget,
and the perceived dictatorship of the Supreme Leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.25 While Iranian leaders have
attempted to downplay the size and violence of these
protests, most reports agree that these are some of the
most intense political uprisings in Iran since 2009.
Unlike Saudi Arabia, there have been no specific policies
or concessions that evince a democratic change on the
horizon, but the mere fact that citizens are calling for
change signifies that the economic downturns caused by
drops in oil prices are undermining the regime.

Protestors gather in Tehran in December 2017. (Fars News Agency
via Wikimedia Commons)
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"Economic conditions resulting from downturns in prices put
immense pressures on authoritarian regimes"
To quantify the changing public perception of the
regime, we can track changes across international
indices. The Fund for Peace releases the Fragile State
Index, which tracks multiple stability metrics within
countries. Among these metrics is “Group Grievance,”
which “focuses on divisions … in society … their role
in access to services or resources, and inclusion in the
political process.”26 While Iran saw a slight decline
from 8.8 in 2014 to 2015 in 8.5, it has risen steadily
since then, up to 9.5 today.27 This means that social
and political grievances are growing within Iran, and
people are more dissatisfied with the government
than they have been in the last decade. This coincides
with the protests and calls for change discussed
above. Unsurprisingly, this change corresponds to a
decrease in the “Public Services” metric, from 5 to 3.9
over the same time frame. While likely not the sole
cause of increased discontent, the decreases in oil
revenue appear to be bolstering the opposition, as the
government increasingly fails to meet the needs of the
public. The enhanced scrutiny then fixates on social or
political problems that previously went unaddressed.
This is the same trend seen in Saudi Arabia, without
the corresponding liberal policy changes that alleviate
public frustration. A lack of reform causes these
public grievances to continue growing, whereas the
minor concessions in Saudi Arabia were able to slow
the opposition.
With the information above, it is fair to conclude
that the Iranian public is upset with the current
leadership and political landscape. While one may
argue that this does not necessarily mean support
for complete regime change or anti-authoritarian
attitudes, researchers have found a strong connection
between the two. Using surveys conducted in Iran in
the early 2000s, researchers concluded that financial
dissatisfaction or disagreements with the Iranian
regime correlate directly to increased calls for
democracy and regime change.28 While it is perhaps
unsurprising that discontent with one’s quality of
life leads to disagreement with the government, it
is significant that Iranians are more likely to call for
leadership change, rather than policy changes from

the current leadership. In the absence of any current
regime change, metrics such as public dissent or
opposition are the best signals for determining if
change is on the horizon.
Similar to Saudi Arabia, Iran’s Democracy Index offers
an insight into the general trend that surrounds the
specifics discussed in this paper. Iran saw a rise in
democracy following the 2014 oil price drops. For
four years Iran was steady at 1.98, but in 2015 it rose
to 2.16, continuing to rise to 2.45 today.29 While these
are relatively small gains, like in Saudi Arabia they
show that the increased scrutiny and public outrage
in the country after the oil bust have had a positive
democratic impact. Barring significant economic
improvements, it is fair to expect this pressure on the
government to increase.
Significance for the Region
When it comes to extrapolating political trends, it is
important to understand that no theory or relationship
will apply perfectly to every situation and state. Still, the
effects of oil declines in Iran and Saudi Arabia, two very
distinct rentier states, may reveal an underlying trend
for the region. It is thus safe to conclude that other oil
powers in the region are likely sensitive in the same
way to oil busts. This paper has established a spectrum
of reaction, from mild and conciliatory to violent and

Iranian police respond to the 2017-2018 protests (Fars News Agency
via Wikimedia Commons)

uncompromising. Discovering where a Middle Eastern
country falls on that spectrum requires investigation
into the specifics of the regime and history of the
economy, but most countries will likely fall somewhere
on the spectrum. Even if there is not an imminent
rising tide of democracy, declining oil prices does seem
to undermine authoritarianism in many situations.
Additionally, when generalizing from this study, it is
important to realize that many of the effects described
here are a result of general economic downturn. What
makes these effects unique is that in rentier countries,
failure in a single industry can be the catalyst for largescale economic declines, making them much easier to
track, prove, and predict. If similar shared predictors
for economic downturns among these countries are
found, they may reveal similar effects.
Conclusion
Democracy in the Middle East is a complicated
puzzle. There is no single obstacle in the way, and
there is no single spark that will bring about a rise of
democracy. But in the midst of this complex question,
oil wealth no doubt plays a significant role. Using
the logic of the resource curse, a case study of Saudi
Arabia and Iran gives preliminary evidence that the
reverse theory holds as well. While certainly not
spurring a huge wave of democracy, the economic
conditions resulting from downturns in prices put
immense pressures on authoritarian regimes in oilrich countries. After consolidating authority, they
assumed responsibility for the economic and social
well-being of their citizens. When these conditions
change, they also assume the blame from their
citizens. Economic incentives have long been a tool
for placating citizens of Middle Eastern countries,
and these are directly reliant on continued access to
oil revenue. As changes in international markets affect
oil prices, these services decline and regimes receive
increased scrutiny and dissent, which loosens the
government’s grip on authority. While this has not led
to any significant regime changes, it has caused minor
concessions from the Saudi Arabian government. In
Iran, the promise of democracy comes in the form of
growing discontent and political opposition, such as
the revolts of 2017 and 2018.
While it is outside the scope of this paper, it is

worth mentioning that this effect will likely become
more prominent as the world moves away from
nonrenewable power. The cases in this study were
oil busts, which countries can weather if they are not
lengthy, and which do not necessarily cause long-term
damage. Permanent changes in demand, though, as
are expected in the future, will likely compound the
effects described above. With this theory in mind,
governments seeking to support democracy in the
region can implement better-informed policy. For
regimes like Saudi Arabia’s, which are open to at
least partial liberalization, foreign governments
should provide aid and investment as long as certain
standards are met, such as those laid out in Vision
2030. Economic diversification and improvements
will serve to bolster the Saudi royal family and other
ruling regimes, so it must be ensured that they are
headed in a more democratic direction. While this
strategy will not produce a democratically elected
government anytime soon, it will ensure a less
authoritarian reality for everyday citizens.
In cases like Iran, a more unyielding government,
the international community should follow a “tough
love” policy. Even though sanctions can be disastrous
for civilians and cause violence, they do undermine
the authority of the current regime. Any decreases in
sanctions or increases in foreign aid to Iran’s economy
would only serve to give credit to the current regime
and lengthen its reign. While some states may put
emphasis on short-term stability, for the long-term
democratic health of the Middle East, certain violent
uprisings must be stomached. Some regimes will not
bend to public opposition, and therefore must be
given time for the pressure to cause a break.
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