THE

ARAB WORLD

BEYOND CONFLICT

Copyright © 2019 Arab Center Washington DC, Inc. All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied or distributed in any form or
by any means, or stored in any database or retrieval system, without the express prior
written permission of Arab Center Washington DC, Inc. No part of this publication
shall be reproduced, modified, transmitted, distributed, disseminated, sold,
published, sub-licensed, or have derivative work created or based upon it, without the
express prior written permission of Arab Center Washington DC, Inc. If you wish to
reproduce any part of this publication, please contact Arab Center Washington DC,
Inc., at the address below, providing full details.
Arab Center Washington DC, Inc.
800 10th Street, NW, Suite 650
Washington, DC 20001
www.arabcenterdc.org
info@arabcenterdc.org
Ordering Information: Contact Arab Center Washington DC, Inc. at the address
above for additional copies or for quantity ordering by corporations, associations,
and others.
An electronic copy of this publication is available online at www.arabcenterdc.org
Book design by Diana Ghazzawi/Wordreams
Printed in the United States of America
First Edition
ISBN-13: 978-1-947772-03-8

Arab Center Washington DC, Inc. does not take institutional positions on public
policy issues; the views represented herein are the authors’ own and do not
necessarily reflect the views of ACW, its staff, or board members.
All materials found in this publication have been prepared for informational
purposes only. The information herein is provided without any representations or
warranties, express or implied, regarding the completeness, accuracy, reliability,
suitability or availability with respect to the publication or the information, products,
services, or related graphics contained in the publication for any purpose. In no event
will Arab Center Washington DC, Inc. be liable for any loss or damage including
without limitation, indirect or consequential loss or damage, or any loss or damage
whatsoever arising from loss of data or profits arising out of, or in connection with,
the use of this publication.

The Arab World
Beyond Conflict

CONTENTS

Preface
Khalil E. Jahshan
Introductory Remarks: The Path to Ending Conflicts:
Prospects and Hindrances
Amatalalim Alsoswa
Foreword: Conflict in the Arab World and
the Way Forward
Imad K. Harb

5

7

19

I. Addressing the Root Causes of Conflict in the Region
Deep Socioeconomic Disparities
Exacerbate Arab Tensions
Rami G. Khouri
Government Survival Strategies in the Middle East
Sarah Leah Whitson
Chronic Insecurity in the Middle East:
Causes and Consequences
Mehran Kamrava
The Legacy of the Pillared Arab State
Daniel Brumberg

33
45

53
63

II. State-Building in the Arab Region: Future Prospects
Time, Transition, and Justice in Arab States
Noha Aboueldahab
A Collaborative Regional Reconstruction
Strategy in the Arab World
Sultan Barakat
Inclusive Economic Growth in Arab States
Bessma Momani

77

87
97

III. Toward Inclusive Citizenship in Arab Societies
Identity and Inclusion: Rethinking Citizenship in
Arab Societies
Linda Bishai and Elly Rostoum

109

The Dilemma of “Normalization”:
Can Islamists Participate without Polarizing Politics?
Shadi Hamid

119

Middle East Sectarianism: A Symptom to a Cause
Marwan J. Kabalan

131

Identity Politics 2.0: Cyber Geopolitics and the
Weaponization of Social Media
Tamara Kharroub

139

Biographies of Contributors
About Arab Center Washington DC

153
159

IDENTITY AND INCLUSION: RETHINKING
CITIZENSHIP IN ARAB SOCIETIES
Linda Bishai and Elly Rostoum

The Arab world comprises 22 countries and more than 400 million
inhabitants, a wide geographic spread, multiple religions and languages,
distinctive cultures, and many unique histories. There is no reason why
the Arab world should not be seen as plural and heterogeneous; yet, what
is keeping it from acknowledging and valuing its multiple identities? Why
does it have an exclusive view and concept of Arab identity and not an
inclusive one that reflects its diverse peoples? Why does a restrictively
exclusive concept of Arab identity prevail?
In the post-colonial era, a narrow conceptualization of Arab identity
has been instrumentalized to strengthen a limited understanding of religion and state, which excluded people along lineage, ethnicity, patronage,
and tribal, confessional, and racial lines. This concerted effort by Arab
governments to “elitize” or maintain rigid strata and groups within their
societies, based on exclusionary markers of what it means to be Arab, has
had a profoundly deleterious impact on Arab societies. Identity politics
are essentially counterintuitive: on balance, each individual contains a
multitude of attributes and when certain ones are devalued or attacked,
they grow in importance and eclipse others.1
Exclusive notions of Arab identity, instrumentalized through undemocratic modes of governance, have created divides both within and among
Arab societies that continue to feed violent conflict. Continued conflict
in Sudan is perhaps most blatantly emblematic of the destructive nature
of the construct of Arab identity as elite and illustrates an increasingly
familiar model of governance whereby a predatory regime feeds on
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identity conflict for survival. These identity dynamics are also at play in
the Iraq-Kurdistan conflict, the marginalization of the Shia population
in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, the government crackdowns on protests
in Berber-majority regions in Morocco, and the marginalization of the
Coptic minority in Egypt.

The Inadequacy of Identity Formation “in Opposition”
The simplest—but most shallow—way to form an identity is in opposition to an enemy, either in the context of a real confrontation (i.e., in
a war, or asserting the right to be and defend oneself) or when dealing
with an artificially constructed enemy. Resistance against colonialism
throughout North Africa and the Middle East (MENA) in the late 1950s
and early 1960s spurred the formation of a collective Arab identity solidified by animosity toward Israel.2 The establishment of Israel happened
alongside the nascent nation-building process in the immediate aftermath
of the independence movements from colonial powers, and as such, served
as a key driver that galvanized the cross-border appeal of “Arabness” and
drastically narrowed the markers of Arab identity. As a result, this narrowed definition of Arab identity made it harder for an inclusive and
rights-oriented governance model to take hold. Over time, heavily militarized responses to the anti-Israel security dynamics led to a set of serious
political grievances for citizens in the Arab world. Suspension of the constitution and rule of law, removal of presidential term limits, and nearly
three decades of permanent emergency law in places like Egypt, Iraq, and
Libya transformed the hopes for democratic self-governance of postcolonial independence movements into the stifling oppression of authoritarian regimes.
Notably, the fervor that Israel spurred seven decades ago is starting to
wane. Israel has become an increasingly less convincing scapegoat to justify overt violations of democratic governance. Instead, in the past two
decades, an elaborately constructed view of Iran as an existential threat
in the region—both geopolitically and religiously—has been replacing the
image held by Israel for seven decades. The aftermath of the 9/11 attacks
in the United States brought together strange bedfellows: the United
States, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. Geopolitical collaboration between the
three countries commenced with the partnership to arm the Mujahidin
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in Afghanistan in the 1980s and has since strengthened, thanks to the
“global war on terror.” Both Saudi Arabia and Israel share an animosity toward Iran, and both have depicted the Persian neighbor as an existential threat and a menace to the region—an animosity that has echoed
in Washington, given both Israel’s and Saudi Arabia’s influence in the
American capital.3
Today, Arab governments juxtapose Arab identity ethnically in opposition to a Persian Iran and religiously against a Shia-majority neighbor in
the middle of a largely Sunni-Muslim Middle East. In this effort, it is hard
to underestimate the role, influence, and impact Saudi Arabia has had in
promulgating the image of a threatening, nefarious Iran. The kingdom has
already been engaged in proxy wars against Iran in both the Yemeni and
Syrian theaters. In addition, many internal conflicts in Iraq, Lebanon, and
Bahrain have manifested Saudi Arabia’s active cold war against Iran.

The Recourse to Islamism and
the Rise of Violent Non-State Actors
This faulty conceptualization of Arab identity, and its instrumentalization to facilitate an exclusionary mode of governing, have led to the
emergence of two major phenomena: the recourse to Islamism as political
opposition, and the rise of violent extremist groups that espouse even narrower models of Arab identity. These two phenomena are a testament to a
failed political governance that promulgated an Arab identity designed to
create and reinforce divides among its citizens. It is important to note that
Arab governments, Islamists, and violent political actors have all instrumentalized identity politics in their political quests.
The emergence of Islamist movements is essentially reactionary. They
arose as a means of opposition to unjust rulers and gained prominence
by filling the gap left by undemocratic regimes that failed to address the
needs of their citizens.4 Harsh treatment of Islamists has further inflamed
citizens’ grievances, exacerbated marginalization, and mobilized popular sentiment in favor of Islamists who are often perceived as the “lesser
of the two evils.” Violent political groups like al-Qaeda and the Islamic
State espouse even more exclusionary models of identity, centered
around narrow understandings of Islam, to further their political goals.
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Unfortunately, there is plenty of fodder in the discouraging political and
socioeconomic conditions of Arab peoples.

The Need for Greater Adherence to the Rule of Law
Five out of the ten most corrupt countries in the world come from
the Arab world: Iraq, Libya, Sudan, Yemen, and Syria.5 All of them have
devolved into armed conflict, chronic political instability, terrorism, and
dire humanitarian crises and violations. Since 2016, global trends have
seen a decline in the support of human rights, the absence of corruption,
checks on government powers, and the health of civil and criminal justice systems. However, what has been characteristic of the MENA region
over the last few decades is its inability to break out of its status-quo stagnation in terms of improving rule of law benchmarks. According to the
World Justice Project’s Rule of Law Index, the MENA region has consistently ranked in the mid-range in adherence to rule of law; in 2018, it was
fourth out of the seven regions surveyed.6 A recent survey of households
in the Arab world by Transparency International found that 80 percent of
respondents thought that corruption has either increased or remained the
same in the past 12 months, with nearly one in three people saying that
they paid a bribe to access basic services. Of even additional concern, 68
percent of respondents said that the government is doing badly and failing
to fight corruption, and almost a third said they do not report corruption
because they fear the consequences. The rule of law sector was particularly
worrisome: almost a third and a fourth of individuals who dealt with the
courts and the police, respectively, reported paying a bribe.7
In Egypt, the Central Auditing Agency—the country’s highest supervisory authority—reported a new case of corruption every 1.5 minutes;
indeed, rising levels of corruption are boosting Egypt’s informal economy
to the point that it accounts for nearly 70 percent of the overall economy,
according to Transparency International.8 The government’s efforts to
address corruption levels have been either symbolic or limited at best. This
is evidenced by the case of Hisham Geneina, Egypt’s head of the Central
Auditing Authority, who was fired by President Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi and
accused of “spreading false news and disturbing the peace” simply for publicly stating that he estimated corruption to cost Egypt nearly $76 billion.9
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The damage that these long-term and deep levels of corruption cause to
social trust and peaceful stability cannot be overstated.
Certainly, there is a great appetite for reform throughout the Arab
world. At the grassroots level, the efforts of civil society players have been
heroic despite unhelpful institutional conditions.10 Demographic trends
have also pushed the pendulum toward reform, with nearly 65 percent of
the population younger than 30.11 Despite this yearning for reform, however, efforts within the status quo have been unfruitful. Historic levels of
protests in 2011 motivated reforms by regimes that were in survival mode.
They have also come at the expense of loss of life in addition to unprecedented political and social upheaval that have resulted in a mass exodus
from Syria, a dire humanitarian crisis in Yemen, the political fragmentation of Libya, and a still politically fragile Egypt.
Fundamentally, it would be difficult for any meaningful reforms
to take root based on the current unsustainable model of governance.
Instead, certain fundamental approaches to the concept of Arab identity have to shift. First, there must come the realization that Arab identity
needs to allow and embrace the plurality of all its citizens, including individuals’ rights and freedoms. Second, the political leadership cadre must
forego the institutionalization of an exclusive conceptualization of Arab
identity as the modus operandi of governing. Essentially, a precursor to
achieving more democratic models of governance in Arab societies will be
to take a hard look at the structure of Arab identity and its relation to the
ethnic, religious, national, and individual identities of the Arab peoples.
For much of the last century, the cross-border appeal of Arab identity has
come at the expense of diversity.

Toward a More Inclusive, Pluralist Arab Identity
Change may be inevitable, but it will not happen overnight, as clearly
evidenced by the wave of Arab Spring protests throughout the Arab world
that shook decades-old authoritarian regimes. The relative success of the
Tunisian case compared to the Syrian or even the Egyptian cases is a function of many factors, chief among them is a strong and steadfast commitment to reform and transition to truly democratic notions of governance. An integral first step toward that goal is to revise the conception
of Arab identity—and what it means to be Arab—so that it is reflective
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and inclusive of the diversity and heterogeneity of the Arab peoples. It is
imperative to repudiate the exclusionary and discriminatory ways Arab
identity has been promulgated. A democratic and inclusive notion of Arab
identity will ease the sense of grievance and marginalization that encouraged violent extremists to flourish. It will also validate Islam as a religious
path rather than as a means for dissent and opposition to undemocratic
political regimes. In fact, engaged citizens—at the political, social, and
economic levels—are at the heart of an inclusive model of Arab identity
that caters to all its citizens.
An inclusive model of Arab identity that recognizes the diversity and
plurality of the Arab world would do well to espouse the following democratic notions:
1. Affirming a commitment to the rule of law. This is a foundational element of any effective transition to democratic systems of governance that strive toward equity and peace for
their citizens. Such a commitment includes creating greater
collaboration and harmony between constitutional provisions and the practice, enforcement, and implementation of
laws.
2. Promoting values of individual rights and protections. This
will also necessitate valuing women as vital and essential,
productive, and equal citizens.
3. Guaranteeing freedom of speech and dissent. Basic and mandatory institutional reform must include eliminating laws
that restrict the freedoms of speech and dissent and devising and implementing guarantees and rights that allow for
greater expression of dissent, opposition, and speech. Such
laws are often unenforced or overturned by harshly enforced
lèse-majesté laws against “insulting Islam,” “insulting the
state,” or “disturbing the peace,” all of which are designed to
suppress freedom of speech and expression of political opposition and criticism.
4. Ensuring accountability and transparency. Given the very high
corruption rates in the Arab world, it is critical that politically
independent and well-resourced mechanisms for checks and
balances, auditing, and improving governmental institutions’
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performance—including through the enactment of legislation that protects whistler-blowers—are adopted and implemented. The United Nations Convention against Corruption12
and the G20 Principles on Beneficial Ownership,13 for
instance, provide a helpful set of standards and benchmarks
to measure against.
5. Providing equitable access to resources, development, and economic empowerment. Such access is critical for envisioning
an inclusive form of governance. According to the World
Inequality Lab, during the period between 1990 and 2016, the
top 10 percent of the population in the Middle East enjoyed
about 60-66 percent of the region’s income, while the bottom 50 percent accrued, on average, less than 10 percent of
regional income. More alarmingly, the share of income accruing to the top one percent of the population exceeded 25 percent of total regional income.14
Countries of the Arab world have widely divergent governance cultures, practices, and histories and they do not necessarily share common
approaches to governance. In fact, it is important to caution against seeing or expecting the Arab world to behave as a monolith; what works in
Tunisia is not bound to work in Egypt. However, the five previous recommendations are based on universal values and constitute foundational
best practices necessary for any democratic, pluralist governance system.
Furthermore, they are all linked to indicators of state success like peace,
stability, and economic growth, thus making the right approach also the
best one for governing.15 Following these general norms, each country can
then continue to develop and improve its system of political governance,
one that reflects the choices and plurality of its peoples.

Conclusion
Countries of the Arab world are inherently heterogeneous in ethnicity,
religion, culture, history, and languages. The exclusive top-down imposition of a narrow Arab identity has only served to sharpen the sense of “otherness” and deepen feelings of alienation and marginalization among the
Arab peoples. The current inclination by some Arab governments to vilify
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Iran through reshaping Arab identity in opposition to Iran as a perceived
political enemy and regional threat is very worrisome and ultimately
counterproductive. While the appetite for reform is there, a precursor to
any meaningful and sustainable change must first be the adoption of a
rights-based, good governance model that recognizes the inherent diversity and plurality of the Arab peoples.
Pluralist and inclusive identity flourishes best in an environment that
respects the rights of each human being; it values people as individuals
rather than functioning exclusively on group stereotyping. As such, striving for a model of pluralism and inclusivity will not only require a readiness for tolerance and acceptance, but most fundamentally, it will be contingent on an embrace and promotion of rights and protections, freedom
of speech, accountability, and transparency. An inclusive “democracy
at large” vision for Arab citizenship will help provide a model in which
there is little opportunity for violent and/or extremist groups to arise, and
where active and politically engaged citizens are included and reflected in
what it truly means to be Arab.
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