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Introduction


The Arab Spring: How Immune Are the GCC Countries?


May Seikaly and Khawla Mattar


The many events, small and large, now known collectively as the “Arab Spring,” have altered today’s world. The mold of regime authoritarianism and popular impotence, long fixed across most of the Arab world, has been broken. A new generation of political activists, aided by new technology and social media, has announced themselves. Their politics are refreshing in their Universalist concerns with liberty and social justice.1


Events that came to be known as the Arab Spring were initiated by the self-immolation of the Tunisian fruit seller Mohamed Bouazizi on December 17, 2010, in protest against pauperization and government perfidy. This act and the subsequent chain of events—namely, broad-spectrum popular protests and riots—brought down the authoritarian regime of Ben Ali in Tunisia just one month later, on January 16, 2011.


It also ignited the same in other Arab countries. Yemen followed suit with demonstrations on January 23, 2011, demanding the overthrow of the Ali Saleh regime; haltingly, and in stages, it too toppled, on November 23, 2011. Most significant was the crumbling of Hosni Mubarak’s thirty-four year long authoritarian regime in Egypt, on February 11, 2011 following mass protests that began on January 25 of that year. This was not the end in the chain of crumbling dictatorships in the Arab Middle East: Libya’s Mu’ammar al-Qaddafi followed on October 20, 2011.


That year and for similar causes various Arab countries experienced large scale oppositional demonstrations, starting in Jordan on January 25, followed by Algeria on February 12, and in Bahrain on February 14. Bahrain’s uprising in particular was protracted, and as of the beginning of 2014, still has not been resolved. The bloodiest of these oppositional uprisings has been the Syrian protests against the Bashar al-Assad dictatorship, which started on January 26, 2011; almost three years later, it has descended into full-scale armed insurgency with no solutions in sight. It should be noted that while those Arab anti-government protests resolved by the toppling of long-standing regimes have taken center stage in the world’s focus, various more muted and significant protests have also simmered in almost all the Arab countries. Here we should not overlook protests in Saudi Arabia, in Oman, in Morocco and in Kuwait, all of which have carried the same spirit and expressed similar needs as the initial movement hailing from Tunisia.


The Arab Spring has weathered more than one winter, and various backlash events have dampened the enthusiasm of the initial stages of the early months of 2011; however, new sociopolitical and socioeconomic realities have emerged despite the instability and are indicative of significant future trends. The Arab peoples, their societies and their institutions have been shaken to the core, in ways unprecedented and mostly unplanned. The events of the uprisings and the popular reaction to them have awakened the Arab peoples to the power of their numbers, their voice and their rights to demand democracy, justice, reform, transparency, political and social participation and a dignified life. A barrier of fear and powerlessness has been shattered, liberating the Arab nations from the paralysis that had kept them subdued and hopeless for decades.


This emergent reality constitutes a new, and irreversible, stage in Arab history. From this new stage there is no return. In other words, the change is here to stay, and while it might take various evolutionary turns and incarnations, this sense of empowerment has established itself in the consciousness of the people. Amidst this change, the demand has remained constant: to forge a path of freedom and a transition toward a participatory political model whose lexicon and values are drawn from Arab cultures.


The main slogan of this Arab revolution2 has been “The People Demand,” a slogan that reverberated in the main arenas of popular protest from Morocco to Yemen. These demands and their modes of expression have shaken the Arab world’s undignified quiescence of the last sixty years. They have also exposed the many unresolved and suppressed basic existential indignities that the region’s population has endured and that, at this juncture of the globalized twenty-first century, can no longer be maintained. While many of the underlying causes behind the outbursts have been an accumulation of the economic and the political, in their essence these protest movements were a desperate call for social justice, equality, transparency and participation. These events have dramatically unveiled the divide that has pitted the rulers against the ruled, the powerful against the powerless. That divide has been acknowledged by all parties involved and modes of resolution are being molded, negotiated and fought over by the local, regional and global power players.


From its inception, the Arab Spring has been a new, mostly peaceful phenomenon that has empowered individuals and energized the whole Arab world, including the citizens of the Gulf States. The repercussions of these events and the challenges brought forth by the Arab Spring have left a trail of unanswered questions vis-à-vis the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). This volume of essays seeks to investigate these many questions within an interdisciplinary approach. The objective of this volume is to examine the various reactions throughout the Gulf to the Arab Spring, and to analyze its impact on the social, economic and political spheres of both the specific GCC countries and the region as a whole. This volume also seeks to explore the ramifications of the Arab Spring’s intersection between the local and the global, and the opportunities and limitations of a movement anchored in a strategic region in an interconnected world.


Social movement theory, in its classical and revisionist forms, provides a meaningful framework for elucidating the causality behind these contentious political expressions, the political environment in which they emerged and their possible impact. Political opportunity is a particularly constructive building block of the classical paradigm which explains that the coalescing of a movement is contingent upon new opportunities made available in the political environment that allow for unprecedented political action.3 The variation between the different Gulf states in this regard heightens the significance of this structural dimension of analysis. It is obvious that in some countries in the Gulf—like Saudi Arabia and Oman—the organized, but mild, expressions of contention were quickly suppressed, revealing the tightness of these political systems. However, even in the case of these states, along with their opposites like Bahrain, Kuwait and Yemen, activists exploited nontraditional windows of opportunity, a partial explanation of why even the most authoritarian regimes have not been able to completely suppress all dissent.


The revisionist, relational approach introduces identity, interest, culture and communication as “active sites of creation and change” for the development of a movement.4 Whether in the case of the structurally sterile states or those that have been half-heartedly, or even superficially, negotiating reforms with the opposition, these elements are vital to expanding the scope of structural opportunity. While no profound freedoms have been permitted to the populations of the GCC countries, various tools of information and communication technology have been stubbornly transforming the social landscape. New arenas for communication along with better exposure to an outside world, one that is growing more cosmopolitan and interconnected, bring into sharp relief the universal aspirations of this historic stage in human history. Furthermore, technology enables otherwise unlikely interactions that propels forward the likelihood of such movements even in these tightly controlled states.


One scholar has referred to such moral protests as “citizenship movements,” which sheds light on the immediate and broader significance of these popular uprisings. The relationship between the state and its constituencies looms as a site of negotiation for belonging, where the latter seeks to redefine its place, rights, ideals or its very identity in order to live a life more consistent with the ideals of outrage. This relationship and the evolving transformation of the dynamics between power and popular demands in Gulf societies is a major target of the essays in this volume.


It is clear that the societies and governments of the Gulf have been immune to neither the message nor the impact of the Arab Spring. In fact, the region, with its specific economic and global links to international politics and its particular forms of governance, has witnessed some dramatic occurrences of its own, including demands for reform and mass demonstrations highlighting people power. Yemen and Bahrain are particular in this instance, due to significant loss of life amidst the protests, while muted and subverted similar events took place in Oman, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. These events illustrate that the existing power dynamics between the rulers and the citizens—arranged around an exchange of political power for economic wealth—has become less tenable. Popular needs have exceeded these traditional contracts. Intellectuals and writers from within the Gulf itself drew attention to these needs even earlier than the popular outbursts for change in 2011.5 Many such authors cautioned against official trivialization of the seriousness of Gulf citizens’ demands for democratization and reform and the urgency of these demands.


These Gulf States and their ruling families have been, to varying degrees, successful in using their resources to maintain stability, to foster acceptance of and loyalty to the regime, and to incrementally offer promises of modern state formation. At the same time, these elites have also persisted in maintaining an ethos of tribalism, nepotism and patronage as the basis of political management. This analysis of the roles of the Gulf’s ruling elites will be found in most of the essays of this book, though each approaches the structures of power from a different angle, as each assesses the ways that the Arab Spring has impacted the GCC.


On the regional levels, these ruling tribal families have led their countries to be viewed as hubs of modern, liberalizing development, by attracting Ivy League universities and world-renowned museums, by creating centers of commerce and business, and by becoming major media hubs. Furthermore, Gulf leaders have served as brokers and financiers of Arab and international economic ventures, and have served as intermediaries to resolve Arab and international conflicts. Nevertheless, when it comes to equality in governance, to the sharing of power, and to women’s rights as well as overall human rights for all residents, these regimes are considered by both local and international standards to be quite remiss. For all their advances, the GCC countries maintain a robust authoritarianism difficult to budge. Therefore, popular uprisings in neighboring Arab states necessitate that Gulf governments face the paradoxes of the dualistic and contradictory systems that they espouse.


The political turmoil of the Arab Spring has reaffirmed various popular demands and projects for reform; at the same time, these events have also exposed the more reactionary tendencies and irreconcilable knots in the governance systems of the region. The essays in Section One of this volume, by Seikaly, Abdulla and Abba Omar, explore the paradox in the relationship between the Gulf’s ruling institutions and its citizens. While various measures have been implemented to mute the protests and to dilute its angst, such as monetary stopgaps in the wealthier states, unyielding and almost unprecedented repressive measures have exposed the inherent instability and the vast gaps between the people and the ruling institutions. This highlights the critical, and unresolved, issues in regards to citizenship and the frame of reference that regulates the relationship between the ruler and the population.


Additionally, the economic and political dynamics of the Arab Spring lead us to explore the development of the modern Gulf nation state, the non-rentier nature of its evolution and the possibilities for muwatana (citizenry) that goes beyond sectarian and ethnic divides and includes both men and women. The economic impacts of the uprisings and their effects on society are touched upon by most essays in this volume, though the case studies in Section Two (by Hunt, Matthiesen, Altorki and Abou-Samra) detail particular Gulf States and the social, cultural and gender developments resulting from these phenomenal changes. These investigations reveal the ability and willingness of certain governments to thwart popular demands, as the cases of Oman, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia have shown. The use of sectarian and ethnic markers as divisive tactics, supporting the isolationist policies long employed by Gulf States, is also investigated and highlighted in the research on identity (Abou-Samra, Matthiesen). Examples of these dilemmas are represented in most Gulf States but today nowhere as pronounced as in Bahrain, Yemen and, to a lesser degree, Kuwait.


Some essays in this volume (Abba Omar, Seikaly) contend that current events in the Gulf reiterate an earlier trajectory, similar to that of others across the globe and in particular to the Arab countries, in which groups of citizens have demanded regime reforms toward democratic governance and full citizenship. History has shown that the course of struggle for democratization in the Gulf is intrinsically linked to its counterpart in the Arab countries, and has followed a very similar ideological and tactical path of struggle dating back to the anti-colonial era following World War I. Stemming from a similar legacy, today’s popular demands in the Gulf have reiterated the anti-colonial and independent tendencies of their counterparts in the other Arab countries both now and in previous decades.


Furthermore, these events have exposed the political malaise and competition within the Gulf. The contestation of Saudi Arabia’s leadership, as well as the ongoing tumult in Yemen and Bahrain, have created open rifts in the presumed united front of the GCC.6 Matthiesen’s essay, for example, follows this contested framework in Saudi Arabia and its links to Bahrain; he and others in this volume provide a lucid and detailed understanding of the dilemmas facing regional leaderships, especially those of Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, but also Kuwait, Yemen and Oman.


Nowhere have the rifts been more exposed than through the uses of new technology. The role of the media and its impact in exposing the paradoxes of the Gulf systems, its relationship to international political actors and its significance for the future of the uprisings, are all explored here. The Arab Spring, also called the Facebook revolution and the media revolution, has been one of the major events in recent history where the media was immediately linked to the success of overthrowing governments and autocratic regimes. Young women and men in Tunisia, Egypt and later in other countries of the region utilized social media to spread the call for uprisings; many Arab youth have also transformed into citizen-journalists, sending messages and broadcasting live coverage from public squares across the Arab world. This material was widely used by satellite television stations when they were not able to cover the events. In countries of the Gulf where freedom of expression and the right of assembly is forbidden, many turned to social media as a tool for expression; some analysts argue that in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere, social media has created a separate, or parallel, society.


While social media was one of the tools used to start these events, traditional media played a major role in covering the evolving events, to the extent that many have thought that they were part of these revolutions. Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya are the two major satellite television stations that have become part of the Arab Spring. In Section Three, Mattar and El-Bathy explore the roles played by social media and traditional media in the Arab Spring. Mattar argues that the Arab Spring has revealed the underlying nature of the region’s two major sources of news—Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya; she shows how each network followed the political line of its owners, namely Qatar and Saudi Arabia. El-Bathy explores the use of social media in Bahrain, showing both the powers and the limitations of this emerging tool.


From these multiple—and multidisciplinary—angles, this volume aims to incorporate the Gulf region, its people and governments, into an enlarged narrative of the Arab Spring. As we expose the impressive changes that these events have brought to the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council, we also explore the great dilemmas wrought by the Arab Spring, not the least of which is a full-blown sectarian and ethnic divide. The contributing authors in this volume, by delving deeply into the dynamics of each region and the unfolding of events since the onset of the uprisings, help untangle the misconceptions common about the Gulf, its peoples and their aspirations; they also expose the many issues this season of unrest has unleashed and exposed, revealing the sources of strength and fragility of Gulf governments and spotlighting the many still unresolved dilemmas of the region.


In a short and precise article, Zubaida draws a thorough, succinct and sharp historical summary of the sequence of developments that have led to the state the Arab world found itself in at the eve of the uprisings in 2010/11. This is an important survey for understanding the uprisings and the repercussions still in store. See: Sami Zubaida, “The ‘Arab spring’ in historical perspective” Open Democracy, October 21, 2011, http://opendemocracy.net/sami-zubaida/arab-spring-in-historical-perspective.





The movements of protest that have engulfed the Arab region from 2011 to this day have collectively been called the Arab Spring, Arab Revolution, Arab Uprising or Arab Awakening, or simply a movement for liberation and freedom.
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1


Democratic Challenge in the Gulf: Between Aspiration and Desperation


May Seikaly


The Arab world, including the Gulf States within it, is still rallying from the outbursts of popular oppositional lashings against authoritarian regimes and from the many and tumultuous results of these protests. The events that began with the self-immolation of a Tunisian fruit vendor linger, continuing to reflect inspiration and energy to the Arab people and to the world. However, these events have also produced many setbacks, challenges, entrenchments and counterattacks. Needless to say, much is unresolved; much is worrisome. In addition, the peculiarities of each country have created different trajectories and results, both for the protestors and the regimes themselves.1 One undeniable truth has been reconfirmed: the Arab people are united, at least in their grievances and in their reactions to them, in opposition to efforts to negate their commonality and their linkages since the colonial era. As the heat of the battlefield abates, we are gaining a better view of the roots and reasons, the forms as well as the prospective consequences, of these uprisings. Almost three years since Mohammed Bouazizi set himself on fire, one pragmatic aspect has become clear: the heartland of the Arab uprisings (Egypt, Tunisia and to some extent Libya and Yemen followed by Syria) is in the throes of a transitional process that is opaque at best and cloudy at worst. Many lives and livelihoods are at stake. It will be years before resolutions are reached. For an educated answer to the dilemmas posed by the situation and its repercussion on the Gulf region, we must assess, however briefly, the very recent historical past and its effect on global, regional and local developments.


The ruptures that began in Tunisia and spread through the Arab world have come to be known by several names. This is perhaps due to the fact that their intensities have differed from one country to the next. From these various terms, “Arab Spring” has emerged as the most widely used term. It is a term imposed upon this movement by onlookers who attempt to place it within a greater paradigm fitting other civil protests, for example, the Prague Spring. The term is constrictive and assumes a beginning, middle and end to a process that is erratic and unpredictable. Protesters, however, have accepted it as it promotes hopefulness and longing like that associated with the season of Spring. For this reason this term will be used through this chapter when referring to the revolts that began in December of 2010.


The Arab Spring has also revealed another layer of political maneuvers, as the local Middle Eastern powers anxiously watch these scattered efforts at self-determination. Events of the last three years have evolved projecting opportunities for change, but also produced conditions laden with intense, unpredictable results that have both regional and global powers on the alert. Furthermore, this produced challenges and competition between the major players on the scene; most prominent are the Gulf States, specifically Saudi Arabia and its antagonist, Iran, and also Turkey. None of the three can afford to remain outside the fray. All three vie for influence, leadership and power in a region that each of them recognizes to be its backyard and thus of essential importance for its security and political and economic wellbeing.


While manifestations of these uprisings are still simmering with varying intensity in many parts of the Arab world, the situation has boiled over in Syria, the heartland of the Arab Middle East, with incredibly catastrophic magnitude, horrific human suffering, and an uncertain future. Initially the Syrian case saw a highlighted coalescence of global polarizations: at one end stood Russia, Iran, China, India and possibly South Africa and Brazil, as one or more conglomerations challenging US hegemony with its close allies, Israel, Europe and the Gulf Arab States at the other end. At the end of 2013, however, the Syrian quagmire had to be faced by the international community and its resolution became paramount to all, calling for UN conferences and temporary big power reconciliations. By this date, world attention has been pinned on the region, highlighting the uprisings and their aftermath. From this global perspective, Syria has become the proxy for an international geo political competition over Iran, nuclear power, and global economic and political control. While the fate of Syria still hangs in the balance, the debates are alive on what the outcome of these dangerous and brutal events will bring.


These elements—competition between global powers, immediate regional involvement, and local eruptions of sectarian, religious, ethnic and social dimensions—all work to complicate and entangle the situation on the ground. This web of complexities bars a clear deciphering of events and their meaning on all fronts. In this pressure-laden atmosphere, various elements of political salience come to the forefront, most clearly the victory of political Islam and the pronounced role of the Gulf States and their leaderships. The role of Saudi Arabia and Qatar, in particular, using the umbrella of the GCC with its economic clout and persuasive conflict resolution skills highlights the debates concerning the role of the Arab Gulf vis-à-vis the Arab Spring and its outcomes. As a result of this, many Western observers see the Gulf as the epicenter of the Arab World today. It is the Gulf capitals, particularly Doha, where an atmosphere of debating and planning seems to be centered and from where speculation on the future finds fertile ground. Just as significant, the role of the Gulf countries holds repercussions for how oil wealth will reframe modern Arab history, and perhaps for deciding the immediate course of the Arab uprisings. The impact of the Arab Spring and its repercussions, in turn, has already affected Gulf societies and is bound to leave imprints on the aspirations of those countries and their citizens for reform in a freer and more democratic future.


Events in the region have confirmed what the course of human history had already validated: just as in the past, Gulf regimes are not immune to the wave and spirit of protest movements, and neither are the tribal authoritarian regimes of the Gulf immutable. The historical legacy of such protests discards the contention that Gulf societies have particular qualities that obviate popular movements for democratic rights; protests2 among Gulf nationals are well documented and are still active.3 This essay argues that current events in the Gulf reiterate an earlier trajectory, similar to that of others and in particular to the Arab countries, in which groups of citizens have demanded regime reforms toward democratic governance and full citizenship. The history of struggle for democratization in the Gulf is intrinsically linked to its counterpart in the Arab countries, and has followed a very similar ideological and tactical path of struggle dating back to the anti-colonial era following World War I.


As we will see, the Gulf States, like their Arab counterparts, have struggled with competing notions of the role of citizenship for decades now. Ra’aya, an Arabic term that literally means “subjects,” or “followers and members of the herd,” has been semantically expanded to refer to those who unquestioningly follow the leader. It expresses the autocratic notion of the powerless individual, promulgated by many of the area’s regimes.4 By contrast, muwatana (citizenship) refers to the identity of the people, a comprehensive notion that includes all citizens irrespective of gender, ethnic, social and religious affiliations. The recent uprisings of the Arab Spring are the physical manifestation of the mounting tension between these two perspectives.


Findings in this chapter are based, in part, on twenty-five years of face-to-face interviews and living knowledge of the region, with particular emphasis on its societal and cultural specifics. Utilizing oral histories brings out the narrative of empowerment that several generations of Gulf nationals have sought, through their construction of identity as citizens vis-a-vis the nation and its ruling elites. Thus this essay will frame the background of the uprisings’ demands and highlight the historical antecedents of this trajectory in Gulf societies and its expressions in the voice of the people and their experiences before and during the current season of uprisings.


A Legacy of Demands for Reform


In the Gulf, national demands for political reform and participation date back to the 1930s, and have taken various forms of protests and been embodied in various organizations, from Kuwait to Bahrain, from Oman/Dhofar to the UAE.5 1938 was a landmark in the initial movement demanding reform and representation, through an assembly in Dubai, in Kuwait and in Bahrain. Although it was crushed, the assembly set forth a path for further political activities, demonstrations, and petitions. Starting in the 1950s, organized Arab political parties grew, first the pro-Nasserite movements, then in the 1960s and 1970s university graduates and politicized activists joined left-leaning organizations such as the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM) and the Ba’ath party. The new generation of Gulf nationals, better educated and with links to the outside world, returned from overseas study in the 1980s and 1990s to spread progressive ideas and entrench a philosophy of reform and a political consciousness demanding participation and democratization. With the upsurge of oil wealth between the late 1970s and the beginning of the 21st century, Islamists joined the ranks of reform seekers and the contentious politics between the regimes and an evolving opposition gradually grew; more powerful, wealthy, and suppressive regimes came to dominate the Gulf. Today’s generation, the youth of the current uprisings, are the inheritors of this legacy and their demands are the same: democratization, participation, equal rights, equal treatment of all citizens and dignity. Though the demands remain constant, there is a crucial difference in their reaction and the means to communicate their ideas and wishes. Today these activists are better heard and universally acknowledged. The times have indeed changed.


It is clear that the Gulf States are principle actors in this legacy of protest, and have influenced the trajectory of developments that culminated in the uprisings. The environment that gave birth to the Arab uprising for liberty has also been duplicated to varying degrees across the whole Arab region, including the Gulf. Wherever these outbursts have happened, they are in reaction to the accumulation of political, economic and social deprivations and oppressions strongly felt on the popular front. In the waves of opposition and their slogans is implied the people’s refusal to accept the subordination of their resources (energy and otherwise), their future prospects, their strategic position and their governments to the dictates of foreign, mainly western, neoliberal policies and interests.6 In addition to intense poverty, overpopulation and unemployment of the youth, great shifts in class differences, exploitative, corrupt and oppressive political regimes, and an intense popular sense of indignity had reached an explosive scale. Unemployment and youth desperation posed the most serious situation, according to ILO statistics for 2010, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region had the highest youth unemployment rates in the world at 25 percent; youth unemployment is worse in the Gulf region, where it is estimated to range between 35-40 percent, with the highest in Saudi Arabia.7


The Gulf’s economic policies in the Arab region have dramatically affected these countries’ economic and political pulse for the last fifty years. The direct and indirect impact of this thrust has been projected through employment and remuneration factors, whether in direct Khaliji8 neoliberal-style capitalist investment or in the Wahhabi Islamization of society. While Arab economic deterioration furthered youth unemployment, pauperization and gaping social disparities, the capitalist neoliberal practices of the Gulf economies have paradoxically meant a huge upsurge of accumulative capital, financial clout, and the internationalization of their economies. No surprise, then, that Gulf regimes have actively affected the politics of the uprisings and possibly their outcomes.


In the Gulf itself, regional integration patterns and cross-border ownerships and investments have resulted in the formation of a capitalist class, pan-GCC conglomerates known as “Khaliji Capital” with buying power that goes beyond the Gulf.9 Within the GCC, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have been the home base of many of these conglomerates, which explain their conflicted political response to uprisings that are deemed unsettling to the stability of Gulf capitalism. It also explains how GCC unity on all fronts (economic and political) has become championed by the most conservative elements across Gulf countries, though it is a herculean task that still has not gotten off the ground!


Furthermore, it should be noted that the results of invisible neoliberal economic policies have not bypassed the Gulf, with their selective socio-economic and political implications. As events have shown, a lack of productive investments (both within industries and/or agriculture), unemployment, poverty, and social stratification were immediate causes of the calls for reform and regime change. Prior to the uprisings, in the spirit of this neoliberal policy and to meet growing deficits and enlarged economic burdens, some Gulf States had been attempting to constrict their welfare distributions to citizens. Such tentative and proposed plans for constriction has struck a deep nerve, as welfare has been a part of the rentier10 economic policy practiced since the establishment of the regimes. While most Gulf citizens had become accustomed to them as “given rights” and any move to lessen them were viewed with suspicion and dismay, more so by the already disenfranchised and pauperized sectors of Gulf society. Furthermore, distribution had never been uniform and some sectors of Gulf societies, for various socio-political reasons had fallen from the radar lens of the regimes, such as villages and other rural areas in Bahrain, the poor sectors of Saudi Arabia, the northern emirates in the UAE, and areas of Oman.11 In spite of the immediate rescinding of these plans following the uprisings, and generous handouts to many sectors and regions, though not uniform, basic causes of the outbursts remain, in the most part, unmet with high unemployment, marginalization of certain sectors and unequal distribution. In late 2013 Gulf governments are expected to continue bankrolling the repercussions of the Arab Spring in order to ensure security and buy peace.12


In revisiting the rentier policies of the Gulf in 2012, we find great transformations and no transformation at the same time. On one hand, as Hanieh’s and Gray’s13 research confirms, the rise in energy prices and more sophisticated, better informed and sharp speculative management of oil finances provided spectacular capital portfolios for the regimes and the elites in the Gulf states. Thus this late stage of rentier theory, as proposed by Gray, specifies that in spite of the accumulated wealth the fundamental characteristics of rentierism remained unchanged all over the Gulf: “in none of these states has there been a dramatic transition to pluralistic or Western-style democracy, for example, nor has the allocative nature of the state’s spending shifted very much,” a political economy he finds inadequate at this stage of globalization.14 Many other authors and political analysts of the region question this same paradox: how can oil wealth exist alongside the obstruction of political reform by the regimes? Why the continued unrest when economic distress, though significant, is not the most pressing of the citizenry’s demands?15


It is significant to note that while these authoritarian regimes have witnessed the growing tide of protest for over a decade, they adamantly remained impervious to what was clearly inevitable. Following an ostrich-like attitude to the looming danger of popular discontent and uprisings, the Gulf policy was to project an appearance (manufactured and contrived) of responsiveness and openness, and to promise reform and then retract those promises, all in order to contravene opposition and delay outbursts. The policy of unfulfilled promises has been especially evident in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and to a lesser extent the other Gulf States. It is generally accepted that the causes of these policies have long been simmering below the surface, at least a generation, and are not only financial or material. It is clear that the need for more liberal and reformed governance is the major answer. It is within the intertwined dynamics of the political, social and economic realities governing the relationships between the ruling regimes and the people that the answers are to be sought. As the Bahraini scholar Baqer Salman al-Najjar reiterated in a major study on the elusiveness of democracy in the Gulf, the answers to the dilemmas Gulf nationals face in their struggle towards the democracy they aspire to are not simply from either a historical or topical perspective, but have to be viewed from a web of established realities, accumulated and constantly changing conditions, and policies created specifically to thwart the path of change and reform.16 The underlying causes for the lack of change are to be found in the political, social and economic dynamics of these conditions. A difficult task at best, though the latest events require us to try and disentangle these layers.


Democracy is the Means and the Aim


Unsurprisingly, the uprisings of the Arab Spring did gradually reach the shores of the Gulf. The discourse of dissent that finally made it through social media demonstrated the intersection between repressive, intractable governance and economic discontent, and expressed itself in loud, fatal uprisings in Bahrain, Yemen and Oman, and in more muted, though variable tones, in Saudi Arabia, the UAE and even Qatar.17 From their inception these uprisings in the Gulf States followed almost identical trends: they were non-sectarian, youth-driven demands for democratic change and participation. Their strength shattered the myth of the immunity of authoritarian regimes, and of their supposed grip of fear that silenced people’s voices against oppression.


Arab regimes generally, and the Gulf ones in particular, have long been characterized as oppressive, dictatorial and autocratic in particular by international and human rights organizations but even by some theorists and historians, as well as a segment of national citizens of the Gulf, even if in hushed tones by the latter. Thus the spread of the Arab Spring came to be seen as vindication of the silenced masses. Research has shown that the governments of the Middle East have been the most resistant around the globe to the introduction of democratic systems and procedures. The region has lagged behind most regions of the world, a deficit not due to culture, religion or the ambitions of its people; as most analysts seem to concur, it is oil wealth that has created an intransigence born from western support, a sense of omnipotent power and a tribal, primordial approach to modern demands. While authoritarianism and suppression are characteristic features of most Arab States, they are more intensely felt in regions that are wealthy with petrodollars, namely the Gulf.18 There seems to be a broad acceptance among Arab, even among some Gulf and western scholars that oil has been the “curse” that has kept these regimes resistant to democratic overtures from their constituents; however, there are significant signs that this stalemate is being breached, albeit incrementally, due to the impact of the uprisings and their international reach.


In spite of the lack of democratic rights and an atmosphere throughout the Middle East that often criminalizes expression of democratic rights, groups of citizens across the Gulf have persistently, both directly and indirectly, yearned and fought for just those rights. Such desire is confirmed by the many public opinion polls that have been assessing the Gulf climate for the last decade. During the first months of the uprisings, The Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies (Doha) published its Arab Opinion Index for 2011, revealing predominant support for a democratic political system and a persistent appeal for social justice, democratization and equality as citizens. Such results have been mirrored by polls carried out by many other international and local projects in addition to UN studies.19


Gulf societies have survived through many predicaments and paradoxes as they searched for full human rights. For at least a century, nationals of the Gulf have gone through various evolutionary stages in formulating a modern sense of who they are, and a socio-political consciousness in which tumultuous events have molded their experiences and explain their identity today. The colonial policies of Britain and France kept Gulf societies isolated from each other, and from their brethren in the Arab region, but since independence these societies have linked again with their Arab and Muslim roots. Nevertheless, when we talk in terms of affiliation to a group identity, this socio-political consciousness has to be understood in terms of the history of the region, of the makeup and origins of the population, and of traditional mechanisms of inter-racial, inter-ethnic and inter-religious relationships. In the Gulf, more than in other Arab states, this identification occupies a contentious space that is colored by the region’s resources (oil wealth) and its strategic position for western and global powers, and also by its diversity, expressed in tribal and urban polarization, and in ethnic, religious and sectarian conflicts.


The prominence of both tribal control and rentier policies across the Gulf has entrenched and affirmed differences rather than promoting universalism among citizens; as a result, opposition is confined to embattled fragments rather than a consolidated front. The age-old technique of “divide and conquer” as used by the British to control the region was continued under the policies of the successor monarchies after independence. Such policies have ensured that identifications became an arena of political contestations, and used as such in the service of power contests especially between the ruling regimes and those demanding the rights of citizenship.


Such a strategy was made easier to apply in the Gulf through a wealthy rentier economy, supported by western interests and by local and regional proxies. We have seen this diversion of the opposition through financial incentives and outright payoffs (makramas), as well as extreme coercion and suppression.20 Although persistent in its varied and innovative methods, such efforts also have faced continuous counterattacks at various junctures of Gulf history. Projects by the people for national reconciliation and a united front have surged in the 1930s, 1950s, 1980s and today.21 Thus a common legacy and history of struggle has long been in the making, and the events of the Arab Spring are only the latest in a long history.


In the transitional and still unfolding stages of the Arab uprisings, confronting the policy of splintering the opposition with a message of unity is paramount. This situation is confirmed by the December 2012 polarized strife in Egypt and the continued divisive and confrontational strife in Bahrain, Yemen and Saudi Arabia. Differences among the amorphous opposition to the regimes have been highlighted and utilized by reducing the causes of revolt to ethnic and or sectarian divisions. This impediment particularly in moments of national strife, further exacerbates and deforms the depiction of identity and the efforts at nation-building by the opposition. As a result, efforts aimed at nation building and empowered citizenship are distorted. In spite of certain regional characteristics differentiating them, Gulf nationals, through the tumults of events of yesterday and today, are bonding and coalescing around an identity, more generally associated with new wealth, a cultural legacy and now grounded in protest and demands for democratic participation and full citizenship rights. It is within this framework of a “nation of its citizens” where differences within the affiliated group are accepted and accommodated.


These expressions of who Gulf nationals are, as individuals and groups, were reflected in the responses of my interviewees to direct questions on identity. These encounters and responses date back from the mid-1980s until 2012. Those of my respondents with more political awareness and education expressed their sense of identity in broad, comprehensive terms such as “nationalist-qawmi,” meaning Arab nationalist, or by “citizen-muwaten” (plural, muwatineen), or as “Khaliji-Gulfi.” Others, in opposition to this broad conception, gave direct more narrow identifications, pertaining to their particular town (“Muharaqi” or “Dubaini”), to their village and quarter, or to their ethnic group, such as Hawala or Ejmi. Some identified with tribal alliances, such as Mirri, Shammary, or Ben Ali. Sometimes identifications and terms referring to one’s links and identity crept into discussions unconsciously, and at other times with the intention of showing differences between self and “other,” often with an elitist attitude and an emphasis on difference.


Amidst the persistent conflicts across the Gulf, my discussions with interviewees were often highly emotive. In an environment that lacks a culture of pluralism and democracy, biases emerge easily. Respondents were quick to highlight difference, commenting on what “we” do, or how “we” think or react, in comparison to what “they” do. Such stereotypical reasoning confirms the success of policies of division, both colonial and otherwise, and exemplifies the wall of fear and defense that each ethnic and religious group has been encouraged to build around its particular identity.


Within the fluid terrain of national identity, as we know, ethnicity and religion always lurks and become more pronounced during periods of national strife. While such tensions can be found in other parts of the world, in the Gulf—with its geostrategic and demographic uniqueness, enhanced by the wealth and growing influence of the region—these tensions assume significant dimensions and are expressed in a sharply polarized politics of nationhood and identity. It is in the narrative of everyday life where these identities are enacted, experienced and understood.22 Looking at this issue from the vantage point of European history, both Rogers Brubaker and Charles Tilly23 emphasize the importance of democracy, human rights and the rule of law to minimize the impact of tradition and a community’s narrative or culture, in order to find the balance in pluralist societies. This difficult lesson is evident within the upheavals of the Arab Spring. Understanding the rights of the “other” and accepting pluralism and difference takes time, and can best be appreciated only by living acceptance. That is, by living in an accepting, democratic environment. In their mix of religious, ethnic, and to some degree linguistic and cultural differences, Gulf societies are facing this dilemma linked with the acceptance of the rights of all, and need to recognize it, because it is especially under conditions of strife that the fault lines deepen and undermine a people’s embryonic unity of purpose.


Through more than two decades of discussions, including in the midst of the current uprisings, almost all have expressed concern over the issue of sectarian, and to a lesser extent ethnic, difference and the way it had impacted their everyday dealings and their relationships with others. Common was discussion of the manipulation of differences for political reasons and the urgent need to rebuild a national cohesion and balanced existence. They bemoaned the deteriorating relationships across ethnicity and religion, and stressed the need to reaffirm commonality rather than difference. Of course Bahraini respondents have had a slightly different experience. Bahraini society has been historically made up of a Shi’a majority and a smaller Sunni community. Both communities were strongly affected by the shifts in their society where conditions of sectarian strife have impacted the political scene even before the latest events. Nevertheless Bahrain’s struggles, like those across the Gulf, are of course directly linked to the relationship between identity and citizenship.


Citizenship, with its full application of rights and duties, always emerges as the solution to problems between the Gulf’s rulers and its nationals. In the tumultuous history of this relationship, Gulf intellectuals, political activists, writers, social reformers and even the public have expressed the need for a transformation of their status from followers to citizens—from ra’aya to muwatineen, from being subjects and thus members of the herd to being independent citizens. With that aim in mind, the process of reform that can be traced to the 1930s has been painfully slow, torturous and full of dead-ends. That process has been accompanied by the explosion of wealth and power for the ruling regimes, by the transformation of western influence from colonial rule to the region’s global incorporation, and by great strides in the education, maturity and modernization of Gulf societies. These developments, on one hand, have enhanced the demands for political reform, but on the other hand, have complicated the mechanics of resolution and entrenched the authoritarian power opposing concessions.


The Intellectual Roots of the Arab Spring


As we have seen, Gulf nationals have been involved in the struggle to achieve full representative membership in a state or a government of citizens since before independence from British colonial rule in the 1970s. The trajectory of this struggle during the last decade highlights the efforts of Gulf nationals who became adults as independence dawned and the struggles in the process of liberation after independence. The age range of this pioneering generation is between 40 to 60 years of age today, a generation that has experienced the pre-oil era as well as the many dramatic events of the last fifty years. It should be noted that Gulf society today, impacted by modernization and globalization, is made up of at least two to three generations since the discovery of oil. While the older generation, or the first pioneers of the dramatic change were born prior to independence and have experienced within their lives a transformation of their community from a set of urban and rural villages to mega-metropolis with much of what wealth can give, they also know the Arab Gulf’s former self, with its poverty, harshness and its simple beauty. As for the new generation, or the second generation, the youth mostly born after independence and into a very different reality than that of their fathers and mothers, they do not know the harshness of life prior to oil wealth from experience, though they know it from museums and stories told to them by family members. They know more about cellphones and the global scene at least through virtual means. These two generations, although carrying somewhat different experiences, are living within a singular moment in history. This period, in retrospect, explains the formation of a nascent popular stance in which the ideological currents of the older generations with the help of technology and social media, acquired a following that could translate ideas into action. The slogans of the uprisings, and the petitions and programs of various coalitions, have adopted the themes of this persistent, long-standing struggle—the demand for just governance and democracy.


Most national debates on these themes criticized the deficits of both society and the ruling regimes, citing them as the impediments to achievement of full citizenship. Critics questioned the readiness of tribal autocratic regimes, as well as Gulf societies as a whole, to implement citizenship in its broad, mainstream sense. It has generally been accepted that the Gulf region presents more complex conditions that impede and delay the application of a “state of citizenship,” due to the regimes’ rentier policies as well as the reticence by nationals to forsake their acquired wealth, benefits and consumer habits in order to demand citizenship. Within the rentier economic states of the Gulf the relationship between state and citizen is markedly different. The rationale behind the rentier philosophy is a paternalistic relationship whereby the state collects and allocates funds from rent sources. In that sense the subjects of the state become beneficiaries profiting from this condition. Furthermore, the absence of genuine civil societies that would absorb differences and diversity and teach tolerance and acceptance, though deplorable, is for the most part a reality. These conditions have reinforced and transformed the meaning of beneficiaries within the rentier economic states of the Gulf by increasing the state sponsored acquisitions for those who conform, even at the expense of accepting half-formed and deficient reforms, as well as new identities that do not necessarily meet their hoped-for expectations.


A major breakthrough came in the first decade of the twenty-first century, when debates for reform, and the possibilities for less autocratic rule through reform, were taken up by western and international efforts and enthusiastically supported by various intellectual circles in the Gulf.24 Although Gulf initiators and pioneers for change and reform had started early on, their struggle was stifled and their voices submerged in the growth of oil power. Globalizing developments and western interest (particularly under the Bush administration) in bringing change and democratization was the reason that Gulf authorities felt compelled to sanction local organized discussions openly.


By 2008, such debates were publically discussed by Gulf intellectuals who for decades had been awaiting and promoting such views, culminating in various conferences on how democratization could lead to empowered citizenship. One such conference, “Culture of Citizenship in the Countries of the GCC,” was held in Manama, Bahrain, sponsored by the Bahrain Institute of Political Development, in February 2008. Intellectuals, writers and scholars representing most of the Gulf States met, presented papers and debated the subject of citizenship and the handicaps to its achievement in the Gulf.25 Prior to these conferences, intellectual circles across the Gulf, representing all the GCC states, had informal mini annual gatherings under the umbrella of Muntada al-Tanmiyya (the Gulf Development Forum) to discuss particular Gulf political and societal concerns rotating its meetings between the capitals of the Gulf.26 Furthermore, for almost two decades prior, some of these circles held local discussion groups, including diwaniyas in Qatar and in Kuwait and elsewhere, and some of their activities branched further afield to Lebanon and Egypt.


The conference in February 2008 was followed by similar forums for debating these themes which met in Abu Dhabi, Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar. These same groups of scholars and intellectuals delved into the heart of the region’s political grievances boldly and sensitively. Some of these scholars, who had been exploring questions of citizenship for decades, at this point felt empowered to publically present them in lectures, in newspapers and even in book manuscripts. A wide variety of themes emerged, considered essential for understanding the difficulties of local acceptance. These themes were broad and can best be described as topics on challenges to the identity of Gulf nationals in the frame of a rentier economy, within Muslim societies challenged by a western globalizing process and facing waves of introspection on the causes of the divisive challenges brought by sectarian, ethnic and tribal particularities. Discussion of these themes in open forums worked to highlight the concerns and growing awareness that the society at large was living through and facing. Yet even more provoking themes emerged, such as the population imbalance due to the huge influx of foreign labor; and the final vexing issue that superseded ethnic and religious differences, political naturalization. This refers to the policy of some Gulf regimes, like Bahrain, of giving naturalized status to foreigners, mainly Sunnis with tribal affiliations from Syria, Jordan and Yemen, who serve in the armed forces or security forces; the government can thus alter the population ratios between Sunni and Shi’ite, a deliberate sectarian ploy.


Gulf societies, since independence and even more in the last decade, have been subjected to tremendous economic, political and social shocks. Simultaneously, these societies have become increasingly polarized, between a strengthened, rentier-based regime and a population, though amorphous in its orientations, whose political and social consciousness has grown. These developments explain the politically rooted and divisive narratives of ethnicity, origin of nationals to prove authenticity and belonging as well as religious affiliations. Such narratives impact the way that Gulf citizens identify their priorities, particularly in moments of upheaval, as seen in the 1980s and now again since 2011, when many of the regimes have retrenched even their most basic services. These divisive narratives about ethnicity also help explain the more obvious phenomena of unemployment, poverty and marginalization that the uprisings exposed, such as in Bahrain, Yemen, Oman and Saudi Arabia. This does not obviate the fact that conditions of strife have impacted society and polarized opinion for and against the events of the Arab Spring as in Bahrain and Yemen. Economic turmoil and profit losses, a market that has almost been paralyzed, and nostalgia for normalcy or what life “used to be like,” also emerge as a way to express the concerns of some. These concerns, though important, often disguise the deeper rifts of ethnicity and religion and the ways that those rifts have been manipulated by ruling regimes to impede a united citizenry.


In the midst of these tumultuous events, discussions about the underlying issues continue, as do efforts to identify the conditions of the uprising and possible solutions out of the impasse. Amidst the violence of the Arab Spring and the repressive responses of some governments, these discussions have by necessity adopted a low profile. In February 2012, for example, Muntada al-Tanmiyya held its annual conference—its 33rd consecutive meeting27—this time in Doha, in the midst of the uprisings of that year. Issues of governance and the lack of democracy and freedom of speech were debated and analyzed once again.


This pioneering generation of active intellectuals was the first within Gulf society to have experienced independence, a greater exposure to education, the upsurge of Gulf wealth, and more recently, globalization. These men and women experienced, many with horror, the creeping effects that a globalized world has on society, and have come to understand, however grudgingly, the boundaries and limits constraining them. They saw these experiences and their developments as being imposed upon them and they did not see themselves as party to the policies of its execution. These intellectuals expressed the danger of globalization to their societal values and way of life. In light of the liberating opportunities at hand, as well as their own sense of the urgency and threat to their society, they have forged ahead and broached topics with a clarity and directness rarely used before. Though diffuse, with voices spread out in the major centers of the Gulf, these intellectuals nevertheless attracted the attention of a younger generation, who had both more technical savvy and a greater sense of desperation. In the meetings and conferences of the last several years, circles of younger scholars gradually joined and were exposed to the views of the previous generation, and in turn articulated their own take on these ideas. Thus the uprisings came in this atmosphere of heightened political and social awareness among the political circles of society, including the youth.


The Youth


Across the Gulf, there seems to be a qualified difference in attitudes towards social issues between those born prior to independence and those born after independence, in other words between those in their teens and twenties and everyone else. The politically active, or at least socially aware, segments of today’s younger generation, many of whom share similar educational experiences as well as modern globalized influences, often see the divisions in their society as artificially imposed. They express the need for a common ground beyond ethnicity, sect and religion, implying the need for full citizenship.28 The evolution of political perception and precocity between these generations is impressive. The first generation had to contend with incredible changes in comparison to the pre-oil era, namely access to education, wealth, and a diversity of experiences. These changes together provided a repertoire of assets that triggered a need to preserve what had recently been acquired and at the same time an urge to be part of the political and social developments of their neighbors in the Gulf and in the Arab world. This evolving self-awareness took place within the context of authoritarian regimes that provided both opportunities and controls. These controls worked to confine and manipulate the development of social identification. The second generation has clear assets—they are independent of the legacy of pre-oil poverty, with better education and access to a globalizing world, and thus have contacts beyond the confines of the region, and an understanding of our interconnected world and the power of social media. To most of these men and women, democracy is not confined to a region or a society, it is a human must and a right.


In the uprisings that started in 2011, youth from diverse backgrounds became active participants in the opposition movements in the Gulf, similar to the efforts of their peers across the Arab region. The spread of social media, and the gradual catching up of traditional media, has brought this generation to the forefront and their roles have been well recorded. It is noteworthy to see that, similar to the young participants of the Arab uprisings, Gulf youth have made an imprint, participated as demonstrators, as bloggers and supporters.29 Even in Saudi Arabia, the most conservative and authoritarian regime of the region, we have seen that youth voices have registered, through petitions and activism, their identity a rallying cry for national demands that supersede ethnic and religious divisiveness. Though their demands have ranged from requesting reform within the system and religious context of Islam, they also supported the right of women to drive, and the release of bloggers and political prisoners.30 It is interesting to note in one recent petition circulated on the Internet in March 2012 they expressed a strong refusal to return to the culture of in-fighting and marginalization, to a culture that does not believe in pluralism, in the need for responsible freedom and civil society, and in the necessity of a unified nation which includes all citizens in spite of their various orientations.


The youth of the Gulf today make up a layer of Gulf society that is socially and politically conscious and is concerned with their society and its destiny. In the events leading to the Arab Spring, this stratum of active youth spearheaded a profound assessment of their society, its identity and prospects for the future. In addition to this group there are inevitably those who follow the tone of their divisive society, as well as those who are so globalized that they are detached from social and political consciousness. But from my personal experience and interviews, the forces of the status quo are losing strength, while the politically engaged are gaining strength. The youth involved are very aware of the social cleavages in their society, and they seem to navigate the debates and the dangerous challenges with courage, and with innovative uses of communication. These young men and women are more accommodating to mainstream ideas of human rights, freedom of opinion and expression, the rule of law and the importance of democratization.


Where to From Here?


The Arab region as a whole has entered a period of transition. The results are unpredictable, though it does not augur well for the political arena so dearly fought over. The pendulum of authoritarianism, particularly in the Gulf region, has been swinging for decades, as various states test hesitant liberalizations but eventually return and confirm new versions of autocracy. As S. Heydemann puts it: “Authoritarianism in the Arab World is not what it used to be. Arab regimes have adapted by reorganizing strategies of governance to adjust to new global, regional and domestic circumstances…. Regimes have turned instead to a process that can best be described as ‘authoritarian upgrading’.”31


Recent events are, of course, inconclusive and opaque, and final democratic solutions can only be fully realized in the schemes of a utopian imagination. While the early euphoria of the uprisings promised great aspirations, as time passed the forces of authoritarian control have repeatedly tightened, causing dreams and hopes to shatter into near despair. Nevertheless and in spite of the challenges of this stage, it should be recognized that the events of 2011 and 2012 have coalesced demands for meaningful liberal reforms, for steps towards democratization and towards equal participation, and have again reiterated old mantras for a change in the structures of the staunchly authoritarian regimes of the region. Gulf citizens have voiced their aspiration, along with other Arab activists, to participate in a new social and political order. The slogans of these men and women reveal what compels them: the demand for democracy, which means dignity, and a say in their economic and political destiny. Gulf nationals, whether Shi’ite or Sunni, tribal or urban, of Arab or Iranian origins, all face challenges similar to those of citizens throughout the broad wave of Arab uprisings. Gulf societies, however, have been more reticent in their demands, asking merely for reform, and not straining towards violence or revolution. Although violent popular clashes with the regimes were few and scattered in the Gulf, the cases of Yemen, Bahrain, Oman and even Saudi Arabia have been well publicized (as we’ll see in later chapters of this volume). Having said that, Bahrain’s crisis seems to have assumed significantly more aggressive demands for regime change. Yet even there it was only heard from a limited group, as a response to what is viewed as the country’s strong legacy of oppression.


In the struggle to assert their voice, both ruling institutions and aggrieved parties are inching towards more pragmatic governance. Conceivably, in the proposed unifying regional projects, not only in terms of the already evolved economic integration of GCC capital, social and political changes have to assume a more uniform shape. This is necessary in order to minimize differences and accommodate the drastic outbursts from the new generations of discontented youth. Governments have an opportunity to endorse more basic, balanced approaches to governance, and to offer serious, tangible concessions in line with the main principles that caused the uprisings in the first place. Such steps have the potential to create a culture of citizenship that is integrative and recognizes differences while also averting separateness, isolation and marginalization. These innovations, ultimately, are indicative of this historical moment. In this era of globalized knowledge, the desert is losing its isolating protection, and the means of propagating new knowledge is immense; options for authoritarianism and autocracy become less appealing and less sustainable. The result is an immense opportunity for implementing democracy as a safeguard and a means of ensuring continuity and internal peace.


Gulf and Arab intellectuals, in spite of the pervasive environment restricting their productivity and reach to the public, have in this period offered more vigorous scholarship and attempts to broach the region’s taboos and restrictions. There seems to be a general consensus, among Gulf intellectuals in particular, after living through the un-reforming reforms of the 1980s and 1990s that concrete reform at this stage has to be mediated between the regimes and the citizens. A constitutional monarchy could represent a convenient mediator to cross the divide between the two, with elements beneficial to both. A constitution would safeguard citizens’ rights, it is hoped, and could be the path to full and effective citizenship. The argument for constitutional monarchy is that it would provide democratic advances in small doses rather than in full measure, making it palatable to some analysts and to the regimes. With education and the ubiquity of technology, reform is inevitable. The question now concerns how reform is mediated and whether change comes via peace or via violence.


Though intellectuals have offered much analysis, we must also acknowledge that the cataclysms of our day do not concern only the intellectuals in their towers. What does the silent majority wish for? How far will they accept an upending of the cart still providing rentier goodies? What about the new generation of globalized Gulf technocrats—how do they benefit from a democratized society? What do the youthful advocates of democratization, those activists who insist on more substantial change, expect? How does the example of upheaval (as in Egypt, Libya and Syria), and the Islamist resurgence and possible al-Qaeda infiltration (in the afore-mentioned as well as in Yemen), figure in their hopes and aspirations?


Such a project still stands as the largest looming unacceptable possibility for the ruling regimes in the region. How do the ruling regimes view these aspirations from their citizens? The monarchs know that, at the moment, the permanence and continuity of their regimes is assured through powers beyond their citizens and by wealth not dependent on their citizens. At least in the short term this is the reality, but how can they be convinced in terms of the long term good and benefit to all parties?


In spite of that, the new generation of young activists, from all social strata, are now vocal participants in a vast, if not always consensual, dialogue. With their future at stake, they will hopefully resolve this paradox by building institutions and constituencies as the basis for a more democratic future. If the transitional stages underway in most of the Arab Spring countries are any indication, the process of negotiating, accepting and digesting change brought about by the uprisings and the blood of protestors is already progressing. As a result, one fact has been established ­– that the people of the Arab region and the Gulf have been propelled to recognize the possibilities that can make their lives better and more dignified. Hopefully this round of protests precludes recurrences and will push all sides to find solutions, albeit with recognized and negotiable contentions. Though we cannot see the end of these momentous events, it is clear that we have witnessed the birth pangs of a new, hopefully more democratically conscious Gulf region and Arab world. In order to better understand what may yet unfold, let us proceed to delve more deeply into the political, historical, and cultural elements of these tumultuous events.
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