














Advance Praise for
Understanding Arabs: A Contemporary Guide to Modern Society


“Margaret Nydell blends her informed understanding of Arab history and contemporary politics with deep and thoughtful insight into Arab culture and psychology. Many authors know much about the former, and a few know much about the latter, but only Understanding Arabs conveys a deep understanding of the synergies of both. This is essential reading for those working in—or with—Arab countries, or seeking to understand Arab society.”


—Lawrence R. Velte Associate Professor of Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies, National Defense University, and Associate, Washington Center for Protocol, Inc.


“This book is a must-read for anyone wanting to comprehend the Middle East. The writing is fluid, full of examples, and updated to include the Arab Spring. Dr. Nydell, a world renowned linguist with decades of practical experience in the field, is an authoritative voice. She provides profound insights into Arabs’ perceptions underlying political events, and our interactions with each other.”


—Elizabeth McKune, Executive Director, Sultan Qaboos Cultural Center, and Former US Ambassador to the State of Qatar


“For her understanding of the Arab mind, her expertise in teaching, and her skill in crafting this book, Dr. Nydell is truly a national treasure. Understanding Arabs should be required reading for any professional or policy maker who is involved in any way with working with Arabs or on matters impacting the Middle East.”


—F.L. Rusty Capps, Former FBI Supervisory Special Agent, and President of Counterterrorism, Counterintelligence Training Partners LLC.


“This is an important and fascinating book, especially for Americans in the crucial time in U.S.-Arab relations. Dr. Nydell presents a timely, lucid, and engaging guide to the values and cultures of the Arab world, based on her many years of working and living there, and on her training as a professional linguist. This candid and wonderfully readable book captures the contrasts and the characteristics of this great civilization and brings them vividly to life for a Western audience.”


—Karin Ryding, PhD, Sultan Qaboos bin Said Professor of Arabic, and Chair of the Department of Arabic Language, Georgetown University


“Still the only volume of its kind. This timely and needed volume supports serious-minded efforts to learn, understand, and communicate with Arabs and Muslims. Nydell combines her many years of experience living in the region with her special linguistic expertise to offer today’s students insights they are obliged to critically consider before study or research abroad. The accessible presentation succeeds in humanizing as it reveals both the difficult issues and the abiding values that govern peoples’ experiences. Nydell reminds us that in the Middle East and North Africa there will be much more to grasp as continued rapid change alters those lives daily.”


—Terrence M. Potter, Visiting Associate Professor, Georgetown University
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—Douja Mariem Mamelouk, Assistant Professor, French and Arabic Literatures, University of Tennessee, Knoxville.
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—Max L. Gross, Joint Military Intelligence College
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A MESSAGE FROM THE AUTHOR



I wrote the first edition of Understanding Arabs in the 1980s to provide background and context for increasing cultural awareness between Westerners and Arabs. Since then, the world has been bombarded with conflicting images of Arab culture, from planes flying into the World Trade Center, to Arabs crying in grief over the actions of their extremist counterparts; from the self-immolation of a twenty-seven-year-old Tunisian street vendor that launched the “Arab Spring,” to the joyous faces of Tunisians voting in the October 2011 open election for the Constituent Assembly. The highs and lows of human nature apply to Arabs as they apply to all other cultures. Still, it is no wonder that Westerners (Americans and Europeans) don’t know what to believe when it comes to Arabs. These contradictory images involve one of the most ancient, complex, and interesting cultures in the world.


Arabs are the people in some eighteen countries who speak the Arabic language. The term Arab does not mean that they have the same ethnic (Arabian) origin. Rather, Arab is a cultural and political term, and Arabs are not all alike—they speak different dialects of the language and there are regional differences in customs and appearance. Contrary to the widespread belief, not all Arabs are Muslim. Muslims make up 95 percent of Arabs, while 5 percent are Christians, mainly in Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. A few thousand Jews live in Arab countries, principally in Morocco, and also in Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria. Muslims are spread throughout the world, and only 20 percent of them are Arabs (see the Preface).


The Arabs have always been in the news because of the strategic location of the region, linking Europe, Africa, and Asia. Oil resources in many countries have led to their geopolitical prominence. Now they dominate the news because of the people, who have impressed the world with their brave calls for freedom of thought, governance, and human rights. 2011 and 2012 saw anti-government demonstrations in most Arab countries, calling for democratic rule and the end of their authoritarian systems, some of which have been in place for thirty years or more. This movement, this “Arab Spring,” is being led by ordinary common people from the younger generation, age thirty and under. Their activities have enhanced the image of Arabs worldwide.



[image: images] THE ARAB SPRING



The year 2011 opened with stunning news from the Middle East: the overthrows of the governments of Tunisia and Egypt—Tunisia in a month and Egypt after seventeen days. Such uprisings are an unprecedented event in the Arab world. New ways of thinking and new aspirations have been developing, with communication among the demonstrators greatly facilitated through the electronic social media such as Facebook and Twitter. Wael Ghoneim, who instigated the Egyptian opposition, said, “The revolution started on Facebook.” (1) It would have occurred anyway, as previous revolutions have, but not as quickly and not with such a large number of protesters.


The Arab people have become so energized and hopeful that they continue bravely making demands despite sometimes brutal government reprisals. Regardless of the final outcomes, the people want change. The Arab Spring rebellions occurred seemingly all at once; this was a social and political problem just waiting to boil over. It is a watershed event, and the surface stability imposed by repressive governments will never be the same.


The first uprising was in Tunisia, spurred by a seemingly routine (but highly significant) event. A poor street vendor in Tunisia was abused by a police officer and, in his despair, set himself on fire in front of a police station. This shocked the people and pushed them to indignant action, with very fast results: the president, Ben Ali, departed the country after just a month.


In Egypt, a longstanding resistance had been forming too, enabled by communication through Facebook in particular. Action was initiated after a young man was beaten to death by police. Again, it was one symbolic action that brought forth the latent outrage. The Egyptians massed in a downtown square every day and relentlessly called for the end of the Mubarak regime until they had success. Their demand was granted after seventeen days. Now it remains for both Tunisia and Egypt to work out their future governing systems. In each country, there is concern about the continuing presence of many figures from the old regime. In Egypt, there are worries about the role of the military after elections are held; elections were postponed twice.


Resistance and demands for political and economic reform caught on virtually everywhere in the Arab world. The ideas took on a depth and momentum that propelled the demonstrators to face violence and overcome fear of their despotic regimes.


In Bahrain, the Shia majority (70 percent) rebelled against the Sunni government headed by a hereditary Emir. This rebellion was decisively crushed when the government arrested demonstrators en masse, largely through intervention of the Saudi army (Saudi Arabia also contains its own restive Shia).


A rebellion in Yemen was met with harsh reprisals. The president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, left the country, then returned, then left again in early 2012 for medical care. He promised several times to give up power, then recanted. The opposition movement appears to be faltering due to conflicting tribal interests and lack of organization. The situation may well lead to civil war, between tribes and between the regular army and military defectors to the opposition.


Libya is in a real state of flux. President Qaddhafi was killed in October 2011, and much readjustment is coming, as Libya forms a government and officials try to mediate among different factions of the opposition. Early on, the Eastern part broke away and formed its own state. This is a natural division; Libya was three entities until united by Italy after World War I. Unity was promoted by President Qaddhafi and most Libyans want this to continue. Potentially, however, a civil war looms.


Finally, Syria has experienced much turmoil and many civilian deaths, as the highly centralized Assad regime continues to imprison and kill large numbers of the demonstrators, with no end in sight. More than 7,000 were killed by early 2012. Entire cities are besieged and chaos reigns. To date, international sanctions and statements of condemnation have had no effect, and the protesting and killing continue.


In other countries, including Morocco, Algeria, and Jordan, spontaneous demands made by demonstrators have led to promises of reform by governments. Lebanon has had demonstrations, but its government is relatively open and so far has absorbed dissent. In the wealthy Arabian Peninsula (Saudi Arabia and the Arabian Gulf states), the rulers have confronted demands, but so far, they have been able to buy off or placate the people with stipends and promised economic growth, as well as more elected positions in the government.


As methods of governing change, the Islamic political parties are looming in the background. Many protesters want secular, democratic rule. Some fear that an Islamic state, should it come into being, would also be repressive, replacing one authoritarian government with what is bound to become another. But the majority of voters elected Islamists in Tunisia, Egypt, and Morocco.


The Arab Spring has been effective, as some countries strive to create democratic governments and others are slowly giving in to demands for more freedom and representation. All leaders have promised economic reform to ensure higher employment and more equitable distribution of wealth. The demands will not go away. None of the regional governments can complacently stay as they were before this call to transform their societies. The protesters have taken attention in the media from the constant news about terrorism in the Arab world. This is certainly a time of transition.



[image: images] TERRORISM



Equally as newsworthy as the Arab Spring—and the source of much misunderstanding between Westerners and Arabs—is terrorism. We have just passed the tenth anniversary of the attacks on September 11, 2001, the worst terrorist attack in American history. This event changed the public mindset in the United States, and all Americans know where they were when they first heard the news of planes crashing into the Pentagon and the World Trade Center. I was in Washington, D.C., and in the late morning that day I walked from the Georgetown University campus and crossed the Key Bridge into Virginia. I found many buildings evacuated, public transportation stopped, and all roads going past the Pentagon blocked off. I finally found a taxi, and the driver assured me that he would help me get home to Crystal City by skirting around the Pentagon area and going far into the Virginia suburbs. He did so, using small residential streets, until I was close enough to walk home. It took over an hour. He was Pakistani and Muslim. He was near tears. (I was crying openly.) He did not want to take any money. He said he was going to do this all day as a public service. I gave him money anyway and told him that if he didn’t want to take it, he could donate it to charity.


The September 11 terrorist attacks left Americans and millions of others around the world bewildered as well as shocked and angry. As the smoke cleared, a Saudi Arab, Osama Bin Laden, became identified as the chief perpetrator, commanding a network called Al-Qaeda (pronounced al-KAH-e-da, not al-KAY-da), which was previously unknown to the general public. Its known members and accomplices were mostly Arabs and all Muslims.


People all over the world asked why. The media, impelled as always to provide instant answers, came up with a variety of theories of varying degrees of merit. Some of them were based on popular misconceptions about Muslims, notably:


[image: images] This is a religion- and culture-based clash: the “clash of civilizations” theory. The Bin Laden group and others like it are characterized as representative of the thinking of the majority of Muslims.


[image: images] The attackers (and others who “hate America”) are envious of the American way of life. They want to change American values and eliminate American freedoms.


[image: images] These particular attackers were motivated by visions of rewards in Paradise because for them this was a Jihad (a so-called Holy War) against infidels.


All of these explanations are incorrect. They do not conform to the facts. They confuse the motives of this particular terrorist group with the prevailing discontent in the Islamic world. But the Al Qaeda group did not come out of nothing; it is an aberrant, cult-like faction that grew out of the Middle East milieu.* This and other terrorist acts are rooted in political grievances, expressing anger at American actions and policies through terrorist violence.


Statements such as “They hate American freedom” and “They want to destroy America” do not satisfy for long; they are impossibly vague. As time passes, we have identified reasons that make more sense. We must dig deeper, because unless the terrorists are all crazy or all evil, there must be more accurate reasons. If the statements listed here were true, they would lead us to despair, then to defiance, and ultimately back to despair.


Resentments against the United States in particular have grown out of a context with which few Americans are familiar. The resentments are not primarily against American wealth and power as such. Rather, many people in the Middle East are profoundly angry at how they perceive America using its wealth and power when dealing with other countries and regions.


Perceptions become realities to people who hold them, and people who lack cross-cultural experience can easily misunderstand the attitudes and behaviors they confront. Americans are notoriously ill-informed about the Middle East. In turn, the average Middle Eastern individual actually knows very little about Western (American and European) societies. Each side has enormous misconceptions about the other.


Language is a huge barrier. If we accept the premise that all people express themselves more accurately and candidly in their own language, then we should be skeptical about statements being reported from conversations with foreigners, filtered through English or other languages. Unfortunately, too many of our Middle East experts and reporters do not speak the local languages (imagine an expert on the U.S. who did not speak English). Thus they have severely limited access to information, and they may gravitate toward people with whom they can communicate easily, people who sometimes misrepresent the thinking of the general populace.


There are many arguments that can be made on both sides, but one thing is certain: the language barrier accounts for much of the misunderstanding. In the forty years I have been listening to political discussions in Arabic, among Arabs who were talking to one another and not to me, I have never heard resentment expressed about anything American except for foreign policy. Middle Easterners in general care only about American activities that negatively affect their own lives. Consider the following explanations offered by the terrorist leaders and others we have associated with terrorist movements. We must not ignore what they are saying; we must try to understand their statements, recognizing that this does not require agreeing with them:


[image: images] Bin Laden, 2001: “They violate our land and occupy it and steal the Muslims’ possessions, and when faced with resistance, they call it terrorism…. What America is tasting now is something insignificant compared with what we have tasted for scores of years. Our nation has been tasting this humiliation and this degradation for more than eighty years.”†(2)


[image: images] Muhammad Omar, former leader of the Taliban: “America has created the evil that is attacking it … the United States should step back and review its policy.” (3)


[image: images] Ayatollah Sayyed Ali Khamanei, religious leader in Iran: “We are neither with you nor with the terrorists…. They [America] expect the entire world to help them because their interests demand it. Do they ever care about others’ interests? These are the characteristics that make America so hated in the world.”


None of these statements express threats that any group or faction is setting out to conquer the United States, force it to change its society, or impose its own ways of thinking on us. The September 11, 2001, attacks were not aimed at targets like the Statue of Liberty, a cathedral, or a packed baseball stadium, but at structures that symbolize U.S. economic and military power.


How do Americans respond to this kind of criticism? Righteous indignation is natural but not very productive over time. We need to examine the anti-American statements and try to understand the context out of which they come. It is not appeasement to search for knowledge we do not currently have. How can terrorist acts be prevented from happening again if the real reasons for the acts are left undiscovered—or worse, ignored? In my opinion one of the most tragic aspects of this trauma has been that thousands of victims and families are left damaged or bereaved, and they do not know why this happened to them. Perhaps this book can help.


I offer here some salient points that I believe must be considered as the world’s people decide how as nations they will cope with very real terrorist threats. My purpose is to list what I believe to be objective facts rather than to interject recommendations or to suggest specific solutions.


[image: images] Mainstream Muslims do not approve of terrorist acts. In fact they are horrified. The decision to engage in terrorism is the response of fanatic, misguided cult-mentality groups. Terrorism is in no way supported by the doctrines of the Islamic religion, which has always placed emphasis on human relationships and social justice. (There is much material on this topic, some of it available on the Internet.)


[image: images] Al-Qaeda group members in the 9/11 incident disguised themselves as immigrants to the U.S. who wanted to share in the bounties of the West, thus taking advantage of the good reputation Middle Eastern immigrants have earned. As a group, the immigrants to the U.S. are known to be industrious and family-centered. The terrorists had an entirely different agenda and betrayed these people.


[image: images] Mainstream Muslims do not want to change Western (or other non-Muslim) cultures. Many Muslims do not want some Western values to enter their own societies, but so long as their own lives are not affected, Muslims (and Middle Easterners in general) are not concerned with how Westerners and others structure their own lives. The vast majority do not resent Western prosperity and freedom; in fact, millions of them immigrate to the West because they admire many of the social values and want to participate in Western society. They want their children to grow up free and with the possibility of prosperity.


[image: images] We must not allow a cult or extremist subgroup to represent an entire religion. The bombing of abortion clinics is not justified by mainstream Christian faith. Sectarian violence in Ireland does not represent mainstream Protestantism or Catholicism.


[image: images] Muslims, Arabs, and other Middle Easterners do not blame Americans as individuals. Their assumption, right or wrong, is that the people of the United States cannot be held personally responsible because they are generally unaware of their government’s activities abroad. Americans are known in other nations as being uninformed about their country’s foreign policies. (Less obvious to Middle Easterners is the fact that many Americans, at least prior to 9/11, also didn’t care.) Unlike the terrorists’ sympathizers, most Middle Easterners have genuinely grieved for innocent lives lost in any violent warlike act. They are like people everywhere.


[image: images] The 9/11 attack was not a real Jihad. The term Jihad, as used in mainstream Islam, is misunderstood. In fact, its primary meaning is not “Holy War,” although that has become its meaning in Western languages. Most pertinent here, a true Jihad must be a response to an overt attack or threat made by non-Muslims toward the Muslim community. Muslims may not initiate a Jihad. The terrorists have interpreted Western, and most recently U.S., political and military power in the Middle East as an attack on their people.


[image: images] The terrorists are trying to promote enmity between Islam and Christianity. They are misusing the term Jihad just as they misuse terms like Crusade, infidel, and unbeliever. The term Jihad has become politicized and is constantly being invoked and misused for political purposes. During the war between Iraq and Iran, for example, each declared a Jihad against the other.


[image: images] The Qur’an and other Muslim sacred scriptures, like those of other religions, are long, complex, and open to wide-ranging interpretations. Emphasis on details such as presumed rewards in Paradise for people who die in a Jihad are, frankly, irrelevant and insulting to most educated Muslims. Muslims are not religiously motivated in any way to harm or kill non-Muslims. As with any body of sacred scripture, a selective choice of quotes can “prove” anything, including completely opposite ideas.


[image: images] Focusing on Islamic terrorists is too narrow a goal. It will not end the threat. These terrorists are short-term enemies, current targets against whom the United States wages war. But even if the groups are eliminated, the root causes of resentment will continue to exist. The U.S. must reverse the negative perceptions about itself, and this cannot be done by force. No security is effective enough to prevent an attack by a person who is willing to commit suicide. Long-term strategic thinking is needed.


Sweeping statements that are frightening but do not suggest a remedy are not a solution. What use is a statement such as “Terrorism threatens all humanity”(4)? If American leaders blindly declare that the terrorists hate Americans for their freedom and democracy, where does it lead? It does not help in framing an appropriate response. If the United States and the Western world continue to ignore accusations, especially those they do not fully understand, they do so at their own peril. What brings forth statements that America is “morally corrupt and hypocritical”?(5) Why is America accused of “supporting state-sponsored terrorism”?(6) These are the types of statements that must be thoughtfully considered.


This book is intended to shed light on the causes of anti-Western terrorism, especially anti-Americanism, as a first step in addressing the problem. But this book is decidedly not about politics or U.S. policy; it is about understanding. I hope it will contribute to policies that help keep our country safe.



[image: images] LOOK ING TO THE FUTURE



There is much hope for the future. Despite political problems, Arabs as a whole like America and Americans, and Westerners in general. They continue to immigrate to the U.S., Canada, Australia, and Europe. They admire orderly Western societies and want to benefit from political freedom and better economic opportunities. They want to escape despotic governments (and now there is finally hope of change).


We sometimes read outrageous statements made about each other’s culture, invariably by ignorant people or those with a political or religious agenda. Unfortunately, these get into the news, especially on the Internet. They do a lot of damage, because many people assume that such characterizations represent everyone in the other culture.


But this is balanced by the great mass of ordinary, well-intentioned people who are open to new ideas. I have lived among Arabs in the Middle East for four decades now and I have seen the goodwill and curiosity of those I meet. On the whole, they are nice people, in many ways not all that different from us.


An Arab saying is “Seek knowledge” (Utlub al-’ilm), and another is “Kindness is a mark of faith” (Al-hanan ‘allamat al-iman). May we learn to understand and be good to each other.


[image: images]
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PREFACE



Understanding Arabs: A Contemporary Guide to Arab Society is a handbook, intended to be read, easily and quickly, by people who are not specialists in the Middle East. The purpose of this book is to assist ordinary people, especially Westerners in America and Europe, to understand modern-day Arabs. This includes looking at the thought patterns, social relationships, and ways of life of urban Arabs in the twenty-first century. The majority of today’s Arabs, the people we are likely to encounter in the media or in person, are mostly middle class (or slightly above or below), not exotic Bedouins from the desert. It is time to get away from “the Bedouin ethos.”‡ When you picture an Arab in your mind, think of a computer programmer who lives in a high-rise building.


It is essential that we look at Arabs realistically as they are today, and not attempt to describe and explain them in terms of Middle East history that goes back centuries. Ancient and medieval history cannot be used to provide reasons for the present-day nature of Arab society—there have been too many changes, especially in the last one hundred years, approximately since the end of World War I. I think we have heard quite enough about pre-Islamic Arabia, the Muslim conquests, the eleventh-century Assassins, the twelfth- and thirteenth-century Golden Age, the harems, the House of War, the dragomans in Ottoman times, and the like. This information comes from outdated and sometimes discredited sources.


Most of us are aware of the degree to which different national and cultural groups stereotype each other, at a distance or in person-to-person relations. When Westerners and Arabs interact, especially if neither understands the other, they often come away with impressions that are mutually negative.


Similarly, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is about Israelis and Palestinians of today, who are not the same people referred to in the Bible as Hebrews and Ishmaelites (Arabians). Many Israelis are of European and other non-Semitic origins. The Palestinians are Arabs but not Arabians from the Arabian Peninsula.§ They are descended from indigenous populations such as Canaanites, Moabites, and Phoenicians. The current conflict is political, a clash over land, and has its origins entirely in the twentieth century.


It is important to understand that the conflict is not religious; Islam is far closer to Judaism than is Christianity. Muslims accept all of the Jewish prophets and many of their religious practices. Muslims have no historical grievance against Jews and did not engage in periodic persecutions as happened repeatedly in Europe, causing many Jews to flee south. However, after seventy years of bitter conflict, the religion of Judaism and the political ideology of Zionism have become mixed, by both sides. Still, I have never heard an Arab or a Muslim say anything negative about the Jewish faith, or Jews as people, except in the context of Israel and its policies.


The shared origins of Islam and Christianity have often been overshadowed by the historical conflicts between the two religions—the Crusader mentality, the clash of civilizations. Both religions have a concept of Holy War—Crusade and Jihad. Conflicts have accentuated the differences and polarized the West and the Middle East, obscuring the shared beliefs of the three great interrelated monotheistic faiths: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.


A word about the title: Arab is a very general term, something like the word European. People in these groups have much in common, but there are distinct regional differences. The term Arab is useful, though, in contexts such as the Arab League, the Arab world, and pan-Arabism. Arab refers not to ethnicity, but to all Arabic-speaking people regardless of origin or appearance.


We must not confuse Arabs with Muslims. There are eighteen Arab countries referred to here (it is a matter of definition; there are twenty-two members of the Arab League). There are 1.8 billion Muslims in the world and they are a majority in fifty-six countries. (3) There are currently about 360 million Arabs, 5 percent of whom are Christians or practice other religions. Owing primarily to immigration, Islam has become the second-largest religion in both the United States and Europe.[image: images] (4)


Understanding Arabs deals with the Arab countries in the Middle East and North Africa. It does not include the primarily Muslim but non-Arab populations in Turkey (where people speak a language of Mongolian origin) or the Middle Eastern countries in which people speak Aryan languages, which are part of the Indo-European language family: Iran (Persia), Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the Kurds. In contrast, Arabs outside of Africa, those in the center (Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, Jordan, Iraq) and the Arabian Peninsula, are Semitic in their ethnic origin. Semitic groups orginated in the Arabian Peninsula and include the Hebrews** and many Ethiopians.


Foreigners find very little material available to help them understand modern Arab society. Not much has been written on the subject of current cultural and social practices, either in Arabic or in Western languages. A great deal of the material that exists is thirty to forty years old and appears dated to anyone who is familiar with Arab society today.†† Some observations made two or three decades ago are no longer applicable. Many foreign writers and reporters have very limited contact with Arabs, often only government and military officials, intellectuals, the media, and people who speak English. In recent years, changes in education, housing, health, technology, and the media (especially the Internet) have had a marked effect on attitudes and customs; this is well illustrated by the sudden appearance of uprisings and political opposition in many Arab countries in 2011, the so-called “Arab Spring.”


The most serious deficiency in research about Arab society is the lack of attention given to the large majority of urban, educated (often Western-educated) Arabs. Researchers, especially anthropologists, have mostly focused on village life and nomadic groups and on the study of traditional, sometimes quaint, social patterns. Interesting as these studies are, they offer little directly applicable information for Westerners who will, for the most part, encounter Arabs who are well educated, well traveled, and sophisticated. Keep in mind that the large majority of the people (more than 95 percent) are never mentioned in the news, because they are getting on with their lives and do not engage in newsworthy activities.


This book is an attempt to fill that gap. It focuses on the middle and upper classes—businessmen and -women, bureaucrats, managers, scientists, professors, military officers, lawyers, banking officials, and intel-lectuals—and the way they interact with foreigners and with each other. At the same time, many traditions and customs still affect the Arabs’ way of life, including their goals, values, and codes of accepted behavior. The many similarities among social groups and among the various Arab countries still outweigh the differences, so valid generalizations are possible. Any significant differences among groups will be pointed out.‡‡


Scholars have varying opinions about the sociological effort to characterize groups of people as the same, different, ahead, or behind. Multi-culturalists say that all cultural practices are equally valid, so attempts at comparisons can be a form of racism. Other scholars are quick to criticize certain cultures and quick to draw their own conclusions, especially when compared to, in this case, the West. We hear of “cultural stagnation” and “cultural failure” and the justifications for creating such labels—it’s amazing how observers, from historians to reporters to government officials, are never lacking in confidence when it comes to explaining what the Arabs think.


These opinions are often based on erudite references to events back through several centuries, and they come to sweeping conclusions such as “The fury of the Arab world is that it isn’t really about us. It’s about their own internal demons…. They prefer to blame others, to sleepwalk through history…. The truth is that Arabs have a deep inferiority complex. They’re afraid they really might not be able to build a successful modern state, to say nothing of a postmodern, information-based society.” (6) My goal, in contrast, is to present what most Arabs believe and leave it at that.


I hope that this book will help alleviate stereotyping in two ways:


1. By explaining some of the behavioral characteristics of Arabs in terms of cultural background, thereby deepening the reader’s understanding and helping to avoid negative interpretations, and


2. By serving as a guide to cross-cultural interaction with Arabs, which will help Westerners avoid inadvertent insults and errors of etiquette, and help them make a favorable impression.


Westerners who interact with Arabs should be aware of the particular characteristics of Arab etiquette and patterns of behavior and thought, since the differences may be quite subtle and, initially, hard to identify. It is easy to be lulled into the security of assuming that the superficial similarities of appearance, dress, and lifestyle among educated Arabs mean that they are “just like us.” One is more likely to remain alert for different social proprieties when seated in a tent or a village house; it is not so easy to remember the differences when seated in the living room of a modern Arab home, surrounded by Western-style furnishings and English-speaking Arabs.


Any attempt to describe the motives and values of an entire people is challenging. On the one hand, it leads to generalizations that are not true in all cases, and, on the other, it necessarily involves the observer’s perspectives and interpretations and leads to emphasizing some traits over others. I hope to present a balanced view, one that is generally descriptive of Arabs throughout the entire cultural area of the Arab world. Most of the material in this book, including anecdotes (I have hundreds), comes from my own personal experiences and from interviews with others. These interviews have taken place in virtually all of the Arab countries—in North Africa, the Levant, the Fertile Crescent, and the Arabian Peninsula.


American college students return from a stay in the Arab world enthusiastic, even effusive, in their praise of the Arab people they have come to know, and they are anxious to find a way to go back. “They are so friendly … they were so nice to me … everyone was helpful … people in public would say ‘Welcome’ in English … I loved sitting in a cafe playing backgammon with Syrians and Iraqis”—not what we would expect based on media images.


There are many delightful surprises that await foreigners as they come to know more: the hospitality, the wonderful food, the kindness to children and elderly people, the large, loving families. But this is not a book for tourist agencies. We also need to look at the problem areas, as many of them as possible, in order for this book to be helpful. Many factors can lead to mistaken interpretations, on both sides, and perhaps lead to serious errors in judgment.


The Arabs have been subjected to so much direct or indirect criticism by the West that they are very sensitive to a Westerner’s statements about them. I have made an effort here to be fair, honest, and at the same time, sympathetic to the Arab way of life, especially when contrasting Arab and Western cultural behavior. Value judgments do not belong here; there is no assumption that one cultural approach is better than another.


Note: Arabic words may be written in English in their conventional spelling, or spelled in a way that is closer to the actual Arabic pronunciation. Both ways are fine; it depends on your purpose. We see variant spellings: Moslem/Muslim, Mohammed/Muhammad, Koran/Qur’an, and names with Abdul/Abdel. You will also see the prefix al- (or el-, il-, ul -), which means the and is often included in names.


Finally, the word Shiite in English was coined so we could add -s and make it look like an English plural. In Arabic, the singular is Shii and the plural is Shia. Shia is the term used in this book.
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INTRODUCTION: PATTERNS OF CHANGE



Arab society has been subjected to enormous pressures from the outside world, particularly since World War II. Social change is evident everywhere because the effects of economic modernization and political experimentation have been felt in all areas of life. Even for nomads and residents of remote villages, the traditional way of life is disappearing.



[image: images] MODERNIZATION



Most social change has come through the adoption of Western technology, consumer products, healthcare systems, financial structures, educational concepts, and political ideas. These changes, necessarily, are controversial but inevitable and are present to varying degrees in all of the Arab countries.


The Arab nations have experienced an influx of foreign advisers, managers, businesspeople, teachers, engineers, healthcare and military personnel, diplomats, politicians, and tourists. Through personal contact and increased media exposure, Arabs have learned how outsiders live. Thousands of Arab students have been educated in the West and have returned with changed habits and attitudes. The spread of the Internet has had a major impact as well.


Tens of thousands of Westerners live, or have lived, in the Arab world, and most of them love the experience. Many stay on for years and have a wide circle of Arab friends. They comment that human relations seem deeper, and friendships, even business transactions, feel more personal and meaningful than in Western societies.


Arab governments are building schools, hospitals, housing units, airports, and industrial complexes so fast that entire cities and towns change their appearance in a few years—it is easy to feel lost in some Arab cities even if you have been away only a year or two. Modern hotels are found in any large city; the streets and roads are jammed with cars; and the telephone, fax, and Internet services are often overtaxed. Imported consumer products, ranging from white wedding dresses to goods in supermarkets, are abundant in most Arab countries. While these are surface changes, they also symbolize deeper shifts in values.


Overall rates of literacy have skyrocketed since the 1960s. In 1980, an Arab fund was created for eliminating illiteracy. (1) In the last fifty years, the number of educated people more than doubled in some countries and increased ten times or more in others. Literacy in the Arab countries has reached an average of 65 percent, (2) and literacy in the states of the Arabian Peninsula rose from about 10 percent in the 1970s to above 90 percent today. Literacy rates are much higher among youth than among older citizens, and they are higher in urban areas: 90 percent average for males and 81 percent for females. (This gender disparity is most prominent in Morocco, Egypt, and Yemen.) (3) The lowest literacy is in Yemen, and the highest is in the Palestinian Territories. The only country where literacy has declined is Iraq, which once had one of the highest rates.


Education at the university level is rising even faster, sometimes doubling or tripling in one or two decades. The following table shows what has happened since 1980.


PERCENTAGE ENROLLED IN UNIVERSITY EDUCATION (4)


[image: images]


Arab women are becoming more educated and active professionally. In 1973 only 7 percent of women were employed in the workforce, (5) whereas currently the average is 30 percent. Arab women are aware that this percentage is still well below the worldwide rate. The industrial world, by comparison, averages from 40 to 50 percent female employment.


As more women enter the workforce, they will constitute a large, well educated, and largely untapped resource, which will greatly strengthen the societies of the region. More and more women are working as professionals.


PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN IN THE WORKFORCE (ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE) 2005 (6)


[image: images]


Improved health care—including the vast number of new hospitals, clinics, and medical graduates—is changing the quality of life. Life expectancy has increased dramatically, as well.


LIFE EXPECTANCY (7)
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This increased longevity is reflected in population statistics. Since the 1950s, the average rate of population growth has ranged between 2.5 to 3 percent, as high as anywhere in the world. In the four years between 1986 and 1990, the overall Arab population grew 5 to 7 percent (8 percent in the UAE and 10 percent in Oman); it has leveled out to 2.3 percent. An increase in education and the availability of contraception accounts for the lowering of the birthrate. U.N. data show a dramatic fall in rates in the last five to ten years, especially among women under age 20. (8) Birthrates in the UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait, Lebanon, and Tunisia have almost reached the low European levels.


By 2009, over 30 percent of the entire Arab population was age fifteen or under; over 50 percent was under age twenty-four. The World Bank estimates that the population of the Middle East, including non-Arab nations, will increase from 450 million to 650 million by 2050. (9) With youth unemployment at about 30 percent, the region will need 51 million more jobs by 2020 to avoid a further increase in unemployment. (10) Currently, 100 million people are between ages fifteen and twenty-nine. (11)


All over the Arab world, the population has been shifting from farms and villages to large urban areas, most dramatically during the period from the end of World War II to 1980. The magnitude of urbanization is illustrated by comparing the rates in recent years (numbers rounded off). Some countries are among the most urbanized in the world.


PERCENTAGE URBANIZED (12) (13)
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Throughout the Arab world, 85 to 90 percent of the land is uninhabitable desert.


Urbanization brings its own problems. Except in the Gulf countries, governments face housing shortages, overuse of municipal services, and overburdened social services, such as schools and healthcare centers. For example, Amman, Jordan, has water only a few hours per day; public transportation is almost impossible in Cairo; everywhere traffic is far more than the roads were designed for. In the poorer countries, notably cities such as Casablanca, Algiers, and Cairo, unauthorized housing proliferates; in fact, 20 percent of Cairo’s population live in illegal housing, not registered with the municipality. And occasional political crises contribute to problems. At the end of 1990, after the invasion of Kuwait, four to five million people left the Gulf region, exacerbating the problems of housing, schools, and unemployment in their home countries. (14) In 2011, refugees were created from Libya, Syria, and Yemen, who fled to neighboring countries and put more strain on their resources.


Internet access and usage illustrate the current situation well. In the poorer countries, 5 to 10 percent of the people have access; in the rich countries, 20 to 30 percent access the web, with a high of 55 percent in the UAE and 50 percent in Kuwait. (15) This is compared to 55 percent in the U.S. and 40 to 50-plus percent in the developed world. (16)


Some of the other major social changes and trends in the Arab world include the following:


People have far more exposure to newspapers, television, radio, computers, and the Internet.


Entertainment outside the home and family is increasingly popular.


More Arabs travel, work, and study abroad.


Political awareness and aspirations have greatly increased.


International trade is booming.


More people are working for large, impersonal organizations and industries.


Educational and professional opportunities for women have changed family life.


Parents are finding that they have less control over their children’s choice of career and lifestyle.


Family planning is promoted and increasingly practiced in most Arab countries, and it is accepted as permissible by most Islamic jurists.



[image: images] THE ARAB HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORTS



The publication of the Arab Human Development Report in 2002 was the first of its kind, a major event in Arab self-appraisal. It was written by a group of Arab intellectuals from the twenty-two countries in the Arab League and funded by the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, which is part of the United Nations. The report was notable for its frankness in pointing out the region’s lack of freedom, economic development, and achievements in science and technology,§§ as well as gender inequality, and the high rate of illiteracy. In the report it was stated, “There is a serious failing in the Arab world, and this is located specifically in the political sphere.” (17) It called for greater political freedom, a sharing of absolute ruling power, and a curtailment of corruption. It also expressed complete acceptance of “liberal democratic ideals.”


The 2002 report[image: images][image: images] also mentioned that the Arab world had lost 25 percent of its university graduates to emigration because of poor economic conditions. Between 1998 and 2000, 15,000 medical doctors emigrated. Today, economic conditions remain poor in many countries, and the “brain drain” to Europe, America, Australia, and the Arabian Gulf is still very real.



[image: images] THE EFFECTS OF CHANGE



The disruptive effects of the sudden introduction of foreign practices and concepts on traditional societies are well known. The social strains among groups of people who represent different levels of education and exposure to Western ideas can be intense. In fact, mutual frustrations exist to a degree that can hardly be imagined by Westerners.


Both modernist and traditionalist ways of thinking are present at the same time in modern Arab society, forming a dualism. Modern science and technology are taught side by side with traditional law and religious subjects.


Arabs, particularly the younger generation, are very attracted to and appreciative of American culture and its products, including entertainment, music, clothing, and liberal ideals such as freedom and equal opportunity. The generation gap is very painful for some communities and families. Some of the younger people are liberal and influenced by the West, while others have become more conservative and religious. All this affects family decisions. A Westernized Arab once equated the feelings of an Arab father whose son refuses to accept the family’s choice of a bride with the feelings of a Western father who discovers that his son is on drugs.


A common theme of Arab writers and journalists is the necessity for scrutinizing Western innovations. They emphasize the need to adopt those aspects that are beneficial to their societies (for example, scientific and technical knowledge) and reject those that are harmful (such as lessening concern for family cohesion or social morality).


Arabs have long been concerned that Westernization is often a part of modernization. They want to modernize, but not at the expense of certain traditions. It is a mistake to assume that Arabs aspire to create societies identical to Western models. Many Americans, in particular, find it surprising that most foreigners are not interested in the ways Americans do things, in personal life or in society. At the same time, it’s important to note that although Arabs often disapprove of what they hear about American or European social problems and moral standards (understood correctly or not), they have no interest in changing the Western way of life. They just don’t want it imposed on them.


The issue for Arabs is how they will be able to adopt Western technology without adopting the Western values and social practices that go with it, and thereby retain their cherished traditional values. Their ideal society would retain its Islamic character, relying on Islamic values while undertaking reform. Most Arabs do not want an Iranian-style theocracy or a completely Western-style democracy. The large majority both reject the militants and have serious reservations about the West—they want a “soft revolution” within their own cultural and religious context.



[image: images] THE MUSLIM VIEW



Interpretations of Islamic practices vary widely. Many of the customs that distinguish Middle East countries stem from local cultural practices (family relationships, women’s role in society, people’s manner of dress, child-rearing practices, female circumcision), not religion. Because Sunni Islam has no organized hierarchy and no central authority, decisions by religious scholars often vary as well.


Most educated people want to “renew” Islam, in order to face the new conditions of modern life. But this is more easily said than done, particularly in light of the recent emphasis on traditional Islam.


All over the Arab world and the entire Middle East, religious studies have increased in universities, as has the publication of religious tracts, and more religious orations are heard in public. This has been going on for a long time—the number of religious broadcasts and Islamic newspapers and books tripled in the 1980s alone. (18) There has also been a steady increase in Islamic-oriented organizations, laws, social welfare services, educational institutes, youth centers, publishers, and even Islamic banks. Many tradition-oriented Muslims have entered politics. A more visible Islamic dimension has become a part of everyday life.


The resurgence of conservative religion further supports the views of the traditionalists, who oppose any reinterpretations of Islam, and this group contains many government authorities, military officers, teachers, journalists, and intellectuals. But traditionalists are not fundamentalists if we use the term fundamentalist to mean “militant Islamist.” Traditionalists want to maintain cultural and religious authenticity; they are exactly like traditionalists in other religions. The Muslim traditionalist view is that while Islam must accommodate modernity, modernity must also accommodate Islam. (19)


Muslims are determined to deal with change their own way. They believe they can contribute to the changing world, to a possible new global order. While the West excels at progress through the development of technology, Islam can provide a humanizing factor—morality. The goal is a universally moral and materially advanced global world order. Many non-Westerners believe that the Western exercise of world power lacks a strong underpinning of morality that leads to preferences for their own interests, without consideration of whether the policies are right or wrong for all people.


Benazir Bhutto, the eleventh prime minister of Pakistan, once characterized two groups of Muslims—reactionary and progressive:


I would describe Islam in two main categories: reactionary Islam and progressive Islam. We can have a reactionary interpretation of Islam, which upholds the status quo, or we can have a progressive interpretation of Islam, which tries to move with a changing world. (20)


Islamic societies will change, but they will always reflect diverse influences, lifestyles, and ideologies.



[image: images] ISLAMIC EDUCATION



There has long been discussion about how Islamic education could or should differ from Western education, and this subject is often mentioned in the media. Of particular concern is how science and technology relate to traditional Islamic values and ways of looking at the world, and how these values can be retained. Many Muslim commentators believe that Western education relies too exclusively on process, without the spiritual dimension. They contend that the search for knowledge about the world constantly changes, but values do not change.


Many Muslims believe that textbooks should be prepared so that they reflect the Islamic outlook even as they present pertinent modern theories and discoveries. One educator, for example, suggested that, in the natural sciences, the word nature could be replaced with God so that it is clear that God is the source of natural growth and development, of the properties of chemicals, of the laws of physics and astronomy, and the like. Historical events are to be evaluated not for military or political significance but by their success in furthering the spiritual aims of humanity; for example, an agnostic society that amassed a great empire would not be judged as successful. (21) It seems to me that evangelical Christians would find very little to differ with in these kinds of statements.


The relationship between Islam and science is uncertain and attracts many opinions. Some assert that “Islamic science” does not exist, saying that Islam does not encourage free, creative inquiry, while others are confident that the two can be reconciled. (22) Some Muslims find Western science lacking in that it asks “what” and “how” but not “why,” the latter bringing in a religious and philosophical dimension.


Muslim intellectuals everywhere are actively seeking Islamic alternatives for their societies. In many countries young people belong to informal groups in which the role and contributions of Islam to modern society are avidly discussed.
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