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the 2011/12 protests and their violent re-
pression. The conclusion leaves the reader 
dissatisfied, as stories of recent crackdowns 
invalidate the book’s initial thesis. The re-
gimes seem to hold up pretty well after all.

Davidson’s arguments would be more 
convincing if they were supported by pri-
mary sources in Arabic, not English-lan-
guage press articles and news agency items. 
He could also have explored two elements 
that are crucial to the regimes’ resilience, 
but that he discards too quickly. The first is 
clientelism. After the 1973 oil boom, ruling 
families created vast fiefdoms to spread the 
wealth around and keep in check as many 
people as possible. That these networks do 
not include everybody does not mean that 
they no longer guarantee the elites’ sur-
vival: poverty and unemployment do not 
automatically translate into political activ-
ism. The exclusion of religious minorities 
does not necessarily signal failed states. 
Clientelism does not result from deeply in-
grained religious sentiment either, but from 
crafty divide-and-rule policies.3 In 2011, 
the most violent confrontation took place 
in Shi‘a-majority Bahrain, where the Sunni 
ruling family’s sectarian politics endan-
gered its very survival. Everywhere else in 
the Gulf, sectarianism tends to reinforce the 
powers that be, as most people close ranks 
around the elites against the specter of a 
fifth column. 

The second missing element is state 
violence. In 1979, at least 4,000 people, 
mostly bystanders, were killed during the 
repression of the movement occupying the 
Mecca Grand Mosque.4 In the 1990s, Sau-
di political prisoners were skinned alive 
or dragged behind cars until death.5 In 

3. Toby Matthiesen, Sectarian Gulf: Bahrain, 
Saudi Arabia, and the Arab Spring that Wasn’t 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford Briefs, 2013).

4. Pascal Menoret, “Fighting for the Holy 
Mosque: The 1979 Mecca Insurgency,” in C. 
Christine Fair and Sumit Ganguly, eds., Tread-
ing on Hallowed Ground: Counterinsurgency 
Operations in Sacred Spaces (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), p. 130.

5. Interviews by the author, February 2005, 
Riyadh.

Saudi Arabia alone, there are now report-
edly 30,000 political prisoners.6 But spec-
tacular violence is not only exerted against 
political opponents. Since their creation, 
Gulf states have displaced populations; 
eradicated cultures; and infantilized and 
subdued women, youth, and foreigners. 
Recent studies of the region broach some 
of these topics;7 but the book, inexplica-
bly, does not mention them. Researched 
and written in haste, After the Sheikhs ul-
timately fails to convince: once the book 
read, Davidson’s prediction sounds like a 
piece of hype, not of serious scholarship.

Pascal S. Menoret, Assistant Professor 
of Middle Eastern Studies, New York 
University Abu Dhabi

IRAN
Iran Unveiled: How the Revolutionary 
Guards Is Transforming Iran from The-
ocracy into Military Dictatorship, by Ali 
Alfoneh. Washington, DC: American Enter-
prise Institute Press, 2013. 267 pages. $75.

Reviewed by Kevan Harris

“The Cold War was a fundamentally un-
equal conflict that was presented and experi-
enced on both sides as being equal,” Göran 
Therborn wrote in 1968, adding, “An un-
equal conflict fought as equal redoubles the 
inequality.” Cold Warrior bravado was not 

6. Asma Alsharif, “Detainees Disappear into 
Black Hole of Saudi Jails,” Reuters, August 25, 
2011, http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/08/25/
us-saudi-detainees-idUSTRE77O34O20110825.

7. See, Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: 
Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier (New 
York: Verso, 2009); Toby C. Jones, Desert King-
dom: How Oil and Water Forged Modern Saudi 
Arabia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2010); Andrew Gardner, City of Strang-
ers: Gulf Migration and the Indian Community 
in Bahrain (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2010); and Adam Hanieh, Capitalism and Class 
in the Gulf Arab States (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011).
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solely emotional bluster by a few Strangeloves 
but a structural feature of US policy borne out 
of highly unequal geopolitical competition. 
This required intermittent reminders of “the 
present danger” for a domestic audience to 
balance out the obvious disadvantages faced 
by the Soviet Union. As a result, US policy 
makers and analysts repeatedly overestimated 
Russian power and missed out on key politi-
cal shifts: raving about the “bomber gap” and 
“missile gap” in the 1950s, tuning out the 
Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s, misreading 
liberation movements in Latin America and 
Southern Africa in the 1970s, and disregard-
ing the rise of the Soviet soixante-huitard 
Mikhail Gorbachev just up until he inadver-
tently pushed the red button to self-destruct 
the empire. Over the past decade, US-Iran 
relations have uncannily echoed these Cold 
War dynamics. Consider as exhibit A Iran’s 
June 2013 election, where the expert consen-
sus enthusiastically predicted a conservative 
triumph by way of an Ahmadinejad clone. 
Instead, the genteel cleric and think tank émi-
nence grise Hassan Rouhani, a man who has 
read more Michel Foucault than any sitting 
US politician, rode a wave of popular mobili-
zation to win the ballot’s first round.

The Cold War dynamics may be similar, 
but given the vastly weaker relative power 
of the Islamic Republic, the histrionics are 
a tad more conspicuous. In the regrettably 
titled Iran Unveiled, Ali Alfoneh portrays a 
single military organization in Iran, the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
as a praetorian juggernaut that has deter-
minedly pushed out the sole other com-
petitor for postrevolutionary power: the 
Shi‘i revolutionary clergy. Among all the 
Iran hands in Washington, Alfoneh’s short 
articles disseminated out of the American 
Enterprise Institute have most consistently 
made the case for the IRGC’s rising domi-
nance over three decades in the Islamic Re-
public’s domestic political economy and 
foreign policy. Unlike most Iran hands, who 
prefer to cite each other, Alfoneh, to his 
credit, relies on Persian source material for 
his allegations. Unfortunately, the sources 
he uses tell a different story.

Other than the introduction, where omi-
nous words about the “essence” and “nature” 
of the IRGC are let loose for dramaturgical 

effect, Alfoneh’s main chapters contain a 
straightforward argument about Iranian 
politics. The IRGC is united while the rest 
of Iran’s political elite is divided. The pe-
rennial factionalism of the postrevolution-
ary order has allowed the IRGC to muscle 
its way in, especially when other political 
elites use the organization to settle scores. 
The economic, political, and ideological 
power of the IRGC is therefore based on in-
ternal unity amid external discord. This is 
Samuel Huntington’s 1968 argument from 
Political Order in Changing Societies: mili-
taries in the Third World tend to be more 
cohesive than other political institutions in 
their countries, and thus in periods of social 
disorder, some sort of praetorian state is 
probable. Of course, to apply Huntington’s 
argument to a supposedly totalitarian state 
is a big no-no for Cold Warriors, who dog-
gedly insisted on a categorical difference 
between totalitarianism and authoritarian-
ism (which just coincidentally mapped onto 
our enemies and allies).

Alfoneh focuses on two periods of 
postrevolutionary Iran with two kinds of 
evidence: recent memoirs from several key 
elites for the 1980s, and public proclama-
tions and newspaper boastings from the 
IRGC and its opponents for the 2000s. For 
the first period, Alfoneh triangulates mem-
oir passages by Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, 
Mohsen Rafiqdust, and Ayatollah Hoseyn-
‘Ali Montazeri, among others, to show that 
intra-elite strife during the 1980s Iran-Iraq 
war was far more severe than outside observ-
ers realized and occurred well beyond the 
1981 ouster of Abolhasan Banisadr and his 
allies. Given that the IRGC had been formed 
in 1979 by merging together various revo-
lutionary militias, the continuation of these 
intra-elite struggles within and without the 
IRGC during the war is not surprising. Al-
foneh recounts several stories of cloak and 
dagger intrigue revealing that prolonged di-
visions ran deep. For one, Ayatollah Mon-
tazeri, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini’s designated successor, had loyal 
adherents in the Revolutionary Guards who 
stirred up plenty of trouble. Montazeri’s 
fall from grace in the late 1980s was thus 
equally felt within the IRGC. The overall 
effect was that elites inside and outside the 
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IRGC shifted their alliances and enmities as 
the political winds changed every few years. 
Alfoneh states, quite rightly, that Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s speeches in this period “stress-
ing the necessity of unity in the IRGC may 
indicate the degree of the problem” (p. 102). 
Loud proclamations about elite unity in 
public belied the fact that stark internal divi-
sions existed just under the surface. This is a 
reasonable historical interpretation that bal-
ances self-serving memoirs and open source 
records. Rhetoric does not equal reality.

Mostly skipping over the 1990s, Al-
foneh then uses open source statements by 
the IRGC in the 2000s to argue that the or-
ganization is now the primary Iranian actor 
in domestic politics, the economy, and the 
international arena. The healthy skepticism 
towards revolutionary boasting applied to-
wards the 1980s by the author is gone. In-
stead, the IRGC is a cohesively unified insti-
tution on the precipice of praetorian power.

The irony is that, especially since Iran’s 
2009 election crisis, current Supreme Lead-
er Ayatollah ‘Ali Khamenei has continually 
spoken about the need for unity. Taking Al-
foneh’s point about the 1980s as a sensible 
truism, this should imply that the right wing 
in Iran, the IRGC included, is not very uni-
fied at all. Indeed, in the 2013 election, vari-
ous sections of the IRGC supported at least 
three different candidates for president: 
Sa‘id Jalili, Mohammad-Baqer Qalibaf, and 
Hassan Rouhani. Even if Alfoneh’s story 
is correct, then, and the IRGC are now in 
charge of the country, this would most likely 
result in a reproduction of the social and po-
litical divisions already in place.

Why the methodological shift? As 
widely practiced during the heyday of So-
vietology, the book suffers from a striking 
retrospective determinism: the fallacy that 
because something happened, it was bound 
to happen. The author began with a policy 
conclusion and worked backwards for an 
analysis to support it. The hazard of such an 
enterprise is that, in overstating “the present 
danger” of the enemy, one misses the coun-
ter argument that is usually hidden in plain 
sight. We await a history of this Iranian or-
ganization that does not assume everything 
written in Pravda is the truth.

Dr. Kevan Harris, Postdoctoral Research 
Associate, Department of Near Eastern 
Studies, Princeton University

ISRAEL
Embodying Hebrew Culture: Aesthetics, 
Athletics, and Dance in the Jewish Com-
munity of Mandate Palestine, by Nina S. 
Spiegel. Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 2013. 257 pages. $39.95. 

Reviewed by Sari Elron

The 1990s saw a trickle of academic 
research dealing with the history of Israeli 
culture that turned into a flood. Among the 
works written at the time was a PhD disser-
tation by Nina S. Spiegel, “Jewish Cultural 
Celebrations and Competitions in Manda-
tory Palestine 1920–1947: Body, Beauty, 
and the Search for Authenticity,” submitted 
to Stanford University in 2001. This origi-
nal work explored several public events: a 
beauty contest held annually between 1926 
and 1929; the first Maccabiah Games (“the 
Jewish Olympics”) of 1932; a dance compe-
tition held in 1937; and a folk dance festival 
that took place in 1944 and again in 1947. 
All the events discussed there were exten-
sively covered by contemporary media and 
provoked vocal controversies. By weaving 
many of the available sources — both tex-
tual and visual — into a highly readable 
story, complete with clarifications that are 
undoubtedly useful to many non-Israeli 
readers, the author brought the events to life 
and skillfully portrayed the prevailing views 
regarding the ideological conflicts they 
aroused. By the imaginative juxtaposition 
of those diverse case studies, and by placing 
them in a wider perspective, both histori-
cally and theoretically, the young American 
scholar provided refreshing observations of 
some vital components of the evolving pre-
Israeli culture and offered interesting in-
sights into its bodily, physical aspects. As it 
uses the prisms of gender and culture stud-
ies, dance and sports history, the research is 
a fine example of the strength of Israel Stud-
ies as a multidisciplinary approach. 

Other than in the title, that became more 
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