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The 46" OIC Summit: a landmark in
dialogue

Paul Sild

The Indian Minister of External Affairs, Sushma Swaraj, addressed
for the first time the Council of Foreign Ministers of the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). The 46™ summit, held
on 1 March, heard her as a guest of honour. Whilst the 180-odd
million Muslim population is a minority in India, it constitutes the
second largest Muslim population in the world. The Indian minister
delivered an address focusing on the increased importance of
international cooperation in combating terrorism, emphasising that
‘the fight against terrorism is not a confrontation against any

religion.’

Observers both in the region and beyond have focused on the
diplomatic row surrounding the meeting, coinciding with the
organisation’s 50" anniversary. A lot of attention has already been
paid to Pakistan’s decision to refuse to attend the summit at the
ministerial level, and to send a lower level delegation instead. Whilst

diplomatic tit-for-tat between India and Pakistan is hardly surprising
in light of the 14 February attack carried out by Jaish-e-Mohammed
(JeM) — a jihadist group sheltered by Pakistan — and the subsequent
shelling from both sides, this OIC meeting can offer us an insight
into most Muslim countries foreign policy and how they disengage

with the vision of a universal Jihad.

Iran staged a walkout in response to critical remarks delivered by the
UAE foreign minister, accusing Iran of destabilising the region by
funding terrorist groups that cause turmoil in other states and
violating UN and OIC charters. UAE also criticised the occupation
three islands Abu Musa and the Greater and the Lesser Tunbs since
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1971. Turkey also boycotted the event at the ministerial level, but still sent the deputy foreign minister

with the aim to safeguard its positions in the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan. It appears

that Turkey was the only country siding with Pakistan on its confrontation with India both before the

summit and after, when Erdogan offered for Turkey to ‘do their part’ in ‘de-escalating the conflict’.

Qatar, a country that shares the support to the Muslim Brotherhood with Turkey, took a different
option, perhaps trying to construct its image of an international and a neutral player. It attended the
meeting, in spite of its ongoing split with its neighbours since 2017. It is perhaps timely to recount
that in 2002 it was Qatar who proposed granting India observer status at the OIC, a move notably
blocked by Pakistan. We can observe that the conflict between Qatar, and Saudi Arabia and UAE has
made it possible for Pakistan to repeatedly call for a diplomatic resolve for the Qatari diplomatic

crisis, perhaps as a sign of Pakistan’s political will in playing a regional powerbroker in the conflict.

Above all, these voices of discontent signify a deepening divide in the OIC. Evidently, the pivotal
point of the process of forming new alliances is the perceived threat of terrorism. Qatar has been
accused by the international community of providing financial and logistical ground for jihadists to
operate. Pakistan has been constantly, and rightfully, accused of either not combatting jihadists
sufficiently, or, actively sheltering jihadists. Iran, apart from quarrelling with UAE over the islands,
has been accused of funding terrorism. Iran has several of his high ranking officials as well as the

entire Ministry for Intelligence and Security in the European Union terrorist list. In fact, Iran is

currently the only country that has full state institutions designated in the EU terrorist list. Turkey,
whilst keeping their hands busy with the Kurdish insurgency in the south-east of the country, is also
ever closer to the Jihad doctrine. As to political discourse, all three countries use terrorism as a
domestic policy instrument. In the case of Pakistan, deliberate use of armed militias for extra-judicial

activities has enabled the government to domestically consolidate power.

To see evidence for the above, we can turn our attention to some of the practical developments of the
summit. Whilst the host country UAE ensured that India is not being confronted during the summit
over its dispute with Pakistan, the final declaration of the summit also made no mention of the dispute
at all. Moreover, both Saudi Arabia and UAE actively blocked Pakistan’s effort to include criticism

towards India in the final statement. It is evident that UAE feels threatened by jihadists, and thus they
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have taken clear action to up their game in combating terrorism. In days after, Qatar emerged as a

voice of reason to call for a diplomatic resolve for the India-Pakistani conflict.

To conclude, we can see that Iran, Turkey, Qatar and Pakistan are now isolated in the Muslim world
for manipulating religion to justify their aggressive policies. Firstly, jihad is fundamentally at odds
with the purpose of OIC. The preamble of OIC clearly states that the telos of the organisation is to
advance the collective interest of Islamic countries. Jihad, a concept and practice that puts some
countries fundamentally at odds with the rest of the world, is in nature antithetical with the essence

of OIC. Secondly, since Saudi Arabia and UAE are sometimes bound together, they can also be close

diplomatic allies, as demonstrated by the Qatari diplomatic crisis. The developments in the relations
between Saudi Arabia and UAE show that on the one hand, they have a clear motivation to form a
tandem to advance their collective interest in the region. It remains a further indication of how the
isolation of countries that support jihad can take place in practice. It also has to be clarified that the
countries discussed in this piece — Turkey, Iran, Qatar, and Pakistan — do not form a consistent group
either. They are thus experiencing isolation to a different degree. Qatar is a prominent example of
how Saudi Arabia and UAE can impose crippling demands for non-compliance. Turkey, on the
opposite end of the scale is yet to more flirt with islamisation, but it remains clear that Islamic values
play an increasingly important role in the national discourse, as seen last week by the interference
with the celebrations of the International Women’s Day.

Political manipulation of Islam remains the pivotal topic, as much of the relation between the region
and the world is centred on it. It is also politically perhaps the most visible issue related to the Islamic
world. To return back to the Indian external minister’s statement, everybody knows perfectly well
that the fight against terrorism is not a fight against Islam, and the two things are quite different in
nature. The point of confrontation is precisely the opposite: who gets to define the role of Islam in
international relations? Surely, last summit indicates that OIC countries tied to jihad are heading for
isolation, although each and every one of them to a different degree. Likewise, it is very apparent that
the dogma employed by jihadists and their supporters - to equate the fight against jihad with

islamophobia - is not gaining much traction.
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