
 



 

Letter from Chairs 
 
Dear Delegates, 
 
Welcome to VAMUN XXXIX and to the Arab League! We sincerely hope that you will enjoy                
your time at the University of Virginia participating in the committee and delegate events that we                
have worked so hard to prepare. We are excited that you have chosen this committee and eagerly                 
anticipate a weekend full of stimulating debate.  
 
My name is Shivani Mullapudi, and I will be one of your co-chairs for the Arab League. I am a                    
second year from Fairfax, VA, intending to major in Global Public Health on the pre-medical               
track. I have been a part of the Model UN community since freshman year of high school, and                  
although this will be my fifth time chairing, this is my first time as part of VAMUN! I am                   
excited to witness your deliberations on the highly opportune topics we have chosen, and am               
looking forward to hearing well-argued and collaborative debate!  
 
My name is Adina Mobin, and I, too, will be one of your co-chairs for the Arab League. I am a                     
second year from Loudoun County, VA. I am pursuing Foreign Affairs and the Batten School of                
Public Policy and on the pre-law track. This is my first time chairing as a member of VAMUN,                  
and I cannot wait to see the delegations work together to hash out insightful resolutions about                
contemporary issues that affect our global community today. 
 
If you need any assistance with getting started on your research, please see the resources cited at                 
the end of this background guide. If you need any help with preparation for this committee,                
please do not hesitate to email us! Understanding the intended focus of each topic and how your                 
home country influences and is influenced by the nuances of each issue is key for this                
committee, as is staying true to the policies of your home country and being aware of ongoing                 
news events. As members and neighbors of the Arab League, each one of you have distinct and                 
significant roles in creating meaningful resolutions that will directly impact the Middle East. We              
look forward to seeing cooperative diplomacy, quick thinking, and nuanced research in action             
during committee.  
 
Best wishes, 
Shivani Mullapudi, Chair 
ssm3fn@virginia.edu  
Adina Mobin, Co-chair  
anm3by@virginia.edu  
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Topic 1: Mediating the Yemen Crisis in Light of Escalating Saudi-Iranian Tensions 

Introduction  

For decades now, Iran and Sauda Arabia have been locked in a stalemate of sorts,               

clashing over similar geopolitical, sectarian, and economic interests.2 Seeing as both countries            

currently have stakes in many regional conflicts in the Middle East, it is no surprise that this                 

“cold war” has had, and continues to have, far-reaching and devastating consequences on the              

Middle East and its inhabitants. For the purposes of this conference, given the extensive breadth               

and complex intricacies of the Saudi-Iranian proxy war, the Arab League is tasked with              

mediating Saudi-Iranian relations in the context of mitigating the ongoing Yemen civil war and              

its adjunct humanitarian crisis.  

Of all the numerous turmoils occuring in the Middle East at the time, the Yemen crisis is                 

uniquely characterized as being the “world’s worst man-made humanitarian disaster.” 1A great            

degree of urgency and collaboration is required of the Arab League in addressing the vast               

number of civilian deaths occurring from various facets of the Yemeni crisis, such as combat,               

famine, disease, lack of proper access to medical facilities, etc. A significant focus of the Arab                

League in deliberating this topic should be on diminishing the influence of Saudi-Iranian             

relations on exacerbating the Yemen crisis further. However, doing so will require well-versed             

comprehension of the overall Saudi-Iranian proxy war and how other key regional conflicts in              

the Middle East impact the actions taken by the Iranian and Saudi coalitions within Yemen.               

Regional politics of the Middle East have been dominated by the Saudi-Iranian conflict since its               

origin in 19793, but true comprehension of their competition requires a further look into the past.  

 



 

Background  

The death of the prophet Mohammed, the founding figure of Islam, in approximately 632              

CE gave rise to conflict between the Sunnis and Shiites, the two major diciplines of Islam4.                

Shiite Muslims believed only direct descendants could claim the right to be Mohammed’s             

successor, while Sunni Muslims insisted anyone qualified could do so. Fundamental differences            

in religious beliefs, as well as the untimely murder of the newly appointed fourth caliph Ali, who                 

was Shiite, and his associates, further exacerbated the schism between the two sects4. So              

contentious was the issue of rightful leadership over Islam and the alleged atrocities committed              

afterwards, that even centuries later, the Sunni-Shiite divide remains5.  

Although today, both disciplines uphold the Quran and worship the same God and             

prophet, each sect continues to question the legitimacy of the other as “true Muslims.”5              

Understanding these tensions is key as these very sentiments complicate peace in the Middle              

East today. Saudia Arabia and Iran have been seen as the leading powers of Islam for centuries;                 

Saudia Arabia is the geographical center of Sunni Islam, and Iran, the leading Shiite Islam               

power.5  

As a result of the Sunni-Shiite divide, constant friction between these two nations             

continues today and has particularly accelerated in the past 40 years. Saudia Arabia, the original               

birthplace of Islam, has historically seen itself as the dominant figure of the Islam community;               

this notion was challenged significantly for the first time in 1979 by the Islamic Revolution in                

Iran3. The Islamic Revolution resulted in the deposition of the Shah and advanced Ayatollah              

Khomeini, a Shiite leader, into power; Khomeini launched a new vision, the Islamic Republic of               

Iran, a government with strong anti-Western sentiments and a renewed desire to disseminate its              



 

Shiite practices beyond its borders3. Thus, Saudia Arabia, the long-standing dominant power in             

the Middle East, perceived Iran as a threat for two reasons: Iranian distaste for the West was                 

contrary to the Saudis’ financial and military alliance with the powerful U.S., and Iran’s vision of                

exporting Shiite Islam endangered the dominance of Sunni Saudia Arabia in the Middle East. 3 

The Islamic Republic of Iran was designed as a staunch Shiite theocracy that would              

actively promote an anti-Western variant of Islam.5 In order to fulfill its goal of overcoming               

Saudia Arabia as a religious hegemon, Iran engaged in various geostrategic and religious tactics,              

such as empowering local Shiite militias and the Shiite diaspora abroad, undermining Western,             

and especially American, missions in the Middle East, and promoting a Shiite pilgrimage that              

was contradictory to the popular Sunni pilgrimage of the Hajj in Mecca, Saudia Arabia.5 Iranians               

and Saudis, based on these new competing interests, were forced to develop strategies in order to                

survive the other, especially in regards to protecting and promoting their individual Islamic             

school of thought.  

Tense relations between Iran and Saudia Arabia escalated further in the 1980s, as Saudia              

Arabia became a major financial backer of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s regime; this             

worsened Saudi-Iranian relations considering Hussein, a Sunni Arab, was leading Iraq through            

war with Iran until 1988.2 With Saudi support, Iraq was a major barrier to the growth of Iranian                  

influence in the Middle East until the 1991 Gulf War, in which Iraq lost its position of power,                  

and Saudia Arabia and Iran were left standing as the two main regional powers. Although               

various clashes have since transpired between the two entities, the last 15 years have been               

exceptionally instrumental in creating the “cold war” climate that we see today between Iran and               

Saudia Arabia.2 



 

In 2003, the US-led invasion of Iraq resulted in the overthrowing of Saddam Hussein,              

removing a crucial barrier to Iranian proliferation.5 With the Sunni leader out of power, Shiite               

Iranian influence has been rising ever since the succeeding Shiite-dominated government gained            

control of Baghdad. The uprisings and revolutions characteristic of the Arab Spring of the early               

2010s caused further upheaval in the Middle East, resulting in widespread popular insurgence,             

political instability, and humanitarian crises. Many of these revolutions included sentiments of            

the Sunni-Shiite divide; the widespread sectarianism of the Middle East, including these            

sentiments, was, and continues to be, leveraged by both Iran and Saudia Arabia to gain               

geostrategic influence in the area and over its neighbors by capitalizing on the religious              

sentiments at the root of these conflicts.5 

 

Current Situation  

Most notably, Iran and Saudia Arabia have exploited long-term instability for self-gain in             

other countries, such as Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen, further expanding the schism between              

the two countries.4 As described in the Middle East Quarterly, “both countries support proxy              

militias that align with their own politics, and both interfere in their neighbors' affairs to advance                

their own interests.” Resolution of various conflicts in the Middle East will remain elusive as               

long as Saudia Arabia and Iran continue their ongoing proxy wars via various battlegrounds.              

Currently, the two countries are on divergent paths with Iran advancing its Revolution-era goals              

and Saudia Arabia attempting to rehabilitate its public image with reforms led by the Crown               

Prince Muhammad bin Salman.4 



 

The greater international community has much to gain in the long term by aiding in the                

transformation of the Saudi-Iranian relationship, as the two countries have yet to settle their              

differences and instead engage in conflict with one another in foreign countries, harming             

millions in the process and creating extensive societal, economic, and political damage for years              

to come. For example, during the aforementioned Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s, with the latter               

being funded by the Saudis, an estimated one million people died; when Hussein was toppled in                

2003, Irani-funded Shiite militants wreaked bloody havoc against Hussein’s Saudi-backed          

former followers, resulting in a deadly civil war.3 The ensuing chaos created the perfect turbulent               

climate to give rise to extremist groups like Al Qaeda and ISIS.3  

The volatile Saudi-Iranian relationship has inflicted harm far beyond just Iraq; another            

potent example is that of the Syrian civil war, which began as a civilian uprising in 2011.2                 

However, the situation quickly escalated to another Saudi-Iranian proxy war, with the Shiite             

militias defending President Bashar al-Assad gaining the monetary support of Iran, and the             

Saudis backing their opposition, the Syrian rebels.2 The resulting conflict, which continues today,             

has paved the way for massive political instability, loss of civilian life, and a monumental               

refugee crisis. Similarly, in Lebanon, the Iran-backed Shiit militant group Hezbollah is involved             

in key regional conflicts against the Saudi-backed Lebanese government. 2 

Most recently, in 2015, an Islamic rebel group, the Houthis, in northern Yemen attempted              

to overthrow the Saudi-backed Yemen government.6 The Saudi intention behind supporting           

Yemen is primarily due to worry that the country will fall under Iranian influence if the current                 

government were to collapse. As Saudia Arabia, backed by the U.S. and several other              

predominantly Muslim nations, attempts to restore control of the current government, more than             



 

eight million people are threatened by famine, cholera outbreaks, and poverty, resulting in very              

little hope for both peace and an end to the growing humanitarian crisis. 6 

The nuclear deal agreed upon between Iran and the Obama administration in 2015 was an               

upwards turning point in the relations of Iran, which had previously been staunchly anti-Western              

and anti-America, and the rest of the international community. 5 Once again, this move was               

perceived as a threat by Saudia Arabia, who sought to ally itself with those remained anti-Iran,                

such as Israel. 2016 marked even greater turmoil, when prominent Shiite cleric Sheikh Nimr              

al-Nirm was executed by the Saudia Arabia, followed by Iranian protesters igniting the Saudi              

embassy in Tehran on fire in response.5 Such instances provoke greater retaliation against the              

other on foreign battlefields in Yemen, Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, where civil conflict, with              

opposing sides backed by either Iran or Saudia Arabia, has been significantly exacerbated by              

their worsening relationship.2 

The international community is in agreement that as long there is unresolved conflict to              

such an extensive degree between Iran and Saudia Arabia, the Middle East will continue to               

suffer, with millions of civilians caught in the crossfire.2 With Iranian and Saudi citizens bearing               

very little consequence, Iraqi, Syrian, and Yemeni citizens, including innocent children and            

families, are particularly the greatest victims in this never-ending proxy war. With no signs of               

their tense rivalry diminishing and no one currently mediating any form of reconciliation             

between the two powers, it is likely that the ensuing widespread suffering Middle East will               

continue for decades and possibly worsen. 

Within the Middle East, support for either Iran or Saudia Arabia greatly reflects the              

pre-existing Sunni-Shiite divide. Pro-Iranian supporters include the pro-Shiite Syria and Iranian           



 

governments. Pro-Saudi supports consist of other Sunni-dominated countries: UAE, Bahrain,          

Egypt, and Jordan. Vital to the Saudi demonstrations of hard power over the years has been its                 

close military and financial alliance with the United States, with whom a paradoxical relationship              

exists with the pro-Iranian Iraqi government.  

The Issue at Hand: The Yemen Crisis 

Yemen, which is the poorest country on the Arabian Peninsula, has been devastated by              

war, famine, and mass destruction of infrastructure due to the proxy war between the              

Saudi-UAE-US-UK-led coalition and Iran-backed Houthi rebels. Approximately 3.5 million         

Yemeni civilians are in critical need of food and humanitarian aid.7 This Saudi-Iranian conflict in               

Yemen has resulted in mass starvation, destruction of clean water supply, Cholera outbreak,             

malnourished children, displaced civilians, and the death of over tens of  thousands of civilians.7 

Since 2015, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA),              

approximately 22.2 million people were in need of life-saving assistance like food, safe water,              

nutritional support, and basic medical care.7 

The Saudi-led coalition of Arab air forces began carrying out airstrikes on rebel forces in               

Yemen in 2016. In the space of those 12 months, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights                 

estimates that at least 3,200 civilians had been killed and 5,700 wounded, with 60% of the                

casualties inflicted by air strikes.7 The UN and other sources have projected that roughly              

8,670–13,600 lives have been lost in Yemen from March 2015 to December 2017. However, a               

2018 study by the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED) revealed that the               

death toll, at the time of the study, in Yemen was likely greater than 56,000 people rather than                  



 

the 10,000 often reported.7 The popular estimated body count had remained stuck at around              

10,000, despite years of continued fighting. 

The death toll in Yemen could reach 233,000 by the year 2020 as part of what the United                  

Nations calls “humanity’s greatest preventable disaster”.7 Sixty percent of the projected death            

toll could be children under the age of 5.7 Despite the growing support to end this humanitarian                 

crisis, neither Saudi Arabia, Iran, nor their allies have taken serious action that indicates this               

crisis will end. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Questions to Consider 

1. How has the Saudi-Iranian relationship affected the ongoing humanitarian crisis in           

Yemen, and what can be done to mitigate their rivalry such that conditions improve for               

Yemeni citizens? 

2. How can addressing the Saudi-Iranian relations in context of Yemen crisis mitigate            

extraneous conflicts occuring in the Middle East? What does the Middle East have to              

gain from addressing this issue in particular?  

3. How can neighbors and allies of Iran and Saudia Arabia leverage their respective             

partnerships and dissuade the two powers from taking additional destructive action in            

Yemen? Similarly, what can be done to compel the two powers into approaching conflict              

in a more peaceful manner?  

4. What steps can the Arab League take in order to ensure the improvement of Sunni-Shia               

relations within Yemen?  

5. Should Iran and Saudia Arabia face consequences for the significant role they have in              

exacerbating multiple civil conflicts and humanitarian crises in the Middle East, and            

particularly Yemen?  

6. Should Iranian and Saudi influences be removed from Yemen? 

7. Why have peace talks stalled in regards to Yemen?  
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Topic 2: Women’s Security in the Face of Extremism  

Introduction 

As former U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton has said, “Women’s physical security             

and higher levels of gender equality correlate with security and peacefulness of entire countries.”              

With this in mind, we see the dysfunctionalities of Middle Eastern and Northern African              

(MENA) countries concerning their extremist attitudes towards the existence of women in their             

states through the inequalities faced through political, social, and economic rights. Women that             

belong to MENA states are more often than not the targets to radical insecurity by major threats                 

that arise from religious extremism and laws that actively discriminate against them and/or fail to               

protect them. The risks of these institutional inequalities cause externalities like sexual violence,             

underrepresentation, and lack of active human rights in general for women. “While the rule of               

law can be strengthened by women’s equal participation in decision making, a functioning rule              

of law often ensures that women have greater control over their bodies. Women’s agency is a                

building block of democracy and the rule of law.”1 

 As the rise of extremist public Islam and patriarchy in Arab states continue, we see a                

threat to the democracy and, thus, the threat to the rights of women. But, even so, women are                  

mobilizing in these states to protested their historical and contemporary marginalization and            

attack on their citizenship in government and civil society. These trends continue as we see               

examples of Arab women participating in acts of civil disobedience; though, political            

mobilization opens further outlets for women to experience increasing disenfranchisement and           

violence in every facet of life – which will be elaborated in the further in the dossier’s                 



 

background. The primary focus area of the Arab League in this topic is to better understand the                 

enablers of these oppressions and what are the most efficient methods that delegations should              

proceed to provide political, social, and economic security for women in MENA. Delegations             

must be well-versed in the scope of discrimination women in their states face in order to                

construct the means to improve the quality of life for women. This information will be outlined                

in the Background portion of the dossier, but it is in the responsibility of such delegations to                 

delve further into their respective states in order to formulate resolutions that will provide for the                

best outcomes to this attack on women.  

Background 

 First and foremost, the marginalization of Arab women is deeply rooted in the patriarchal              

systematic inequalities that lie in the framework of MENA governments. Currently, every            

MENA country has at least one restriction on the type of work a woman can do; there is less than                    

a handful of states that have enacted laws that prohibit the discrimination against women when               

giving them access to credit.2 Morocco, Djibouti, and Algeria are the only states that address the                

equal remuneration for equal work.2 Moreover, the general coverage and scope of domestic             

violence laws by percentage are disproportionately lower in MENA countries as compared to its              

regional counterparts.2 Laws on sexual harassment, sexual harassment in education, and sexual            

harassment in public places are dangerously absent as well. Legal restrictions placed on Arab              

women foment their silencing in all spaces whether it be in the home, in their workplace, in their                  

schooling, etc. This institutional oppression translates to thousands of cases of violence and             

social insecurity we see today. 



 

Education 

 Education is one of the primary tools that allow women to own their voice and become                

free within their societies. It allows them to engage in business and public life. Through               

education, women will be empowered to build their strength in male-dominated spaces and             

accrue the momentum need to attain larger leadership roles and jobs. 

According to the Arab Human Development, women today account for two-thirds of the             

Arab region’s illiterates and this rate is not expected to disappear until 2040.5 “Several factors               

seem to account for such a deficit; chief among them are the low base in primary enrolment from                  

which such countries started, the slow down in the rate of increase in enrolment during the 1990s                 

compared with the 1980s, with an apparent bias against females (AHDR 2002, p.52), and the               

decline in public expenditure on education since 1995 (AHDR 2003, p.52).”5 The gender parity              

rates in Arab countries averaged at about .69 in 2004, however even with progress, the Arab                

world is still carrying one of the lowest rates on the global spectrum.5 

 There are great variations through the Arab world in tackling the ramped illiteracy rates.              

This ranges from countries such as Libya and some Gulf States that are “literacy abundant               

countries” with the financial resources to address literacy issues to countries that suffer from a               

shortage of financial resources and social progress to dissolve this gender parity. Within these              

states, there is great discrepancy between urban and rural spaces for both genders, but              

disproportionately so for women. 

 



 

Issues of Violence 

 The security of women has historically been under attack, but even with social progress,              

the violence against is heavily present and cannot be underestimated. In Syria, the Human Rights               

Watch has documented more than 600 rape cases – which indicated that Bashar al-Assad regime               

uses rape as a weapon of war.5 

In Egypt, autocrats that affiliate themselves with Islam are exploiting the bodies of             

women under a political guise to promote conservation ideals; and in Libya, numerous cases of               

rape reflect the ultimate aim for institutions to revert women back to their “housewife norm.”8 

In 2011 in Tunisia, “of 111 cases of suicide, 69 were by immolation and 31 of the 111                  

suicides were by women. Between 1992 and 1995, of 650 burn cases admitted to one specialized                

hospital, 15.1 percent were suicide attempts by immolation. This was a relatively youthful             

population and 63 percent of those were women, with 74.6 percent of the women coming from                

rural areas and not having a profession. The men who attempted suicide were twice as likely as                 

the women to have psychiatric records.”8 

These facts are just the tip of the iceberg for the incessant violence that women face in                 

the Arab world, and despite their political, social, and economic advancements, women have             

continued to be the subjects. Honor killings, daily public beatings, and domestic violence cases              

support the fact that the threats to women's security is a regional issue that has not been resolved                  

and will continue to fester in the Arab world unless action is taken. 

 



 

Political Mobilization 

Even though women are subject to aggressive attacks on their bodies and minds, they are               

seen to always be at the forefront to political change in their respective countries. The agents of                 

Islam, modernization, authoritarian secularism, conflict, violence, tradition, patriarchy, and free          

market forces impact women in MENA countries that calls upon their political mobilization. For              

example, the “Arab Spring” reflected the layered oppression women face when tackling the             

effort to avert conservative norms and regressive lifestyles coupled with the threats of secular              

nationalist rulers that divide the identities of the “religious-traditional” and “modernized”           

woman.8 

Active women, too, are faced with risks to experiencing violence by oppressive regimes             

and men, in general. “A famous incident under Mubarak was the attack on female journalists in                

front of the Syndicate of Journalists in Cairo on May 25, 2005, when they were protesting                

proposed amendments to the constitution by Mubarak, widely seen as facilitating the political             

succession of his son, Gamal. During what was known as "Black Wednesday," thugs attacked              

women, undressing and sexually harassing them, within the sight of onlookers. The aim was to               

deter those who were attacked (women), those who were hurt (families), those who were              

“onlookers” (neutrals), and all those who heard of it from ever thinking to resist the regime.”8 As                 

such, delegations should be able to understand the challenges women face when politically             

mobilizing two-fold in popular upheavals in the Arab world. 

 



 

Absence of Women in Government 

 It is clear that a proponent of the insecurity of women in MENA countries can be                

attributed to the lack of representation in their state’s government bodies. This fact runs across               

all boards in the Arab world. The underrepresentation of women in their governance is the direct                

cause to dismal lack of legislation that can be created to protect them. Moreover, representation               

in government empowers women and fosters fundamental efforts towards reparations and           

economic and social progress. 

The United Nations Women’s Organization states, “For Arab women, pursuing gender           

equality is part of an agenda comprising functioning democracies and meaningful citizenship;            

equitable development; equality under the law; the closing of deficits in freedom; and the              

redressing of gender-based human rights concerns, such as violence against women.”9 

The delegations should research about their unique statistics as to how lacking their             

governments are in incorporating women in their governments and what actions should be taken              

into opening outlets for women to participate in their governmental bodies through the             

institutions themselves and within their civil societies. 

 

Current Situation  

Woman are most vulnerable to sexual violence, trafficking, forced marriage, and denial            

of all basic human rights, including inheritance and property rights. Conflict and post-conflict             

contexts exacerbate violence against women, including rape as a weapon of war. Because of the               



 

lack of comprehensive data to support the challenges against women’s security as defined by              

both qualitative and quantitative data in the MENA region, there have been many delays and               

obstacles to directly recognizing and eliminating the issues that .  

As this is a broader delegations must construct an action plan to create infrastructure,              

both political, socially, and economically, to fundamentally allow for Arab women to accrue the              

tools needed for sustaining security in the MENA countries in the face of extremism.              

Delegations may refer to resolutions such as the Resolution 1325 that was passed by the United                

Nations Security Council in 2000 that called for women's equal participation in decisions             

regarding peace and security. 

 

Focus Questions  

1. How might the Arab League prevent further violence and protect women in their acts of               

political activism? 

2. How might the disparities between women’s inequality in rural and urban spaces affect             

the depth and breadth of a resolution? 

3. What higher institutions can the Arab League use a vehicle for ending sexual and              

domestic violence in MENA countries? 

4. How might democratization help or hurt the efforts to empower women in the political              

space in these extremist regimes, and how would these modes be implemented in the              

Arab world? 

5. How can surrounding regions contribute to the effort of increasing the participation of             

women in MENA governments?  
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