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Executive Summary


This book is an attempt to understand the reasons behind the failure of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states to achieve development and security over more than four decades. This failure may be summarised by the fact that the region is currently in the grip of a vicious triangle formed by the hereditary political systems that own large oil-based fortunes, are free of any public accountability and depend on foreign powers for their protection. Therefore, to break this vicious triangle, these countries should begin by adjusting their course and replacing all three sides of this triangle. They should replace the current hereditary succession systems with free, participatory and accountable systems, abandon their over-reliance on oil by training and preparing productive human beings and replace their reliance on foreign powers with efforts towards regional integration and reconciliation within the wider Islamic and Arab milieu. The book utilises the descriptive-analytical method and comprises five parts, distributed between nineteen chapters.


Part I: The Harvest of Autocracy


This part comprises four chapters that reveal the nature of the GCC’s hereditary succession systems and the ensuing marginalisation of certain civil society elements on whose growth and interaction the region’s social renaissance and stability depend. The chapters cover the following subjects:


Chapter One shows how the GCC’s political systems that concentrate power and wealth into the hands of a single family are based on heredity rather than hard work and competence. This means that these countries do not maintain a single citizenship formula that guarantees equality among all social classes, but a hierarchy of classes according to which descendants of ruling families are first-class citizens, and the rest second-class citizens. This two-tier citizenship, or “deficient citizenship”, is encoded in the articles of these countries’ constitutions, which openly state that governance is the exclusive domain of specific families, and grant them financial privileges that other social classes do not have access to (although, as we shall see later, the Kuwaiti constitution did impose certain restrictions on its ruling family’s prerogatives). The book shows how this type of political system has nothing whatsoever to do with the Islamic principle of consultation (shura) which has its own control mechanisms. Nor could one call it a tribal system since it lacks the equilibrium, advocacy and equity typical of tribal systems. Furthermore, hereditary succession was never a popular choice in the region. People have expressed their opposition to it in numerous ways, including writing, demonstrations and, sometimes, more violent means such as coup attempts. This shows that, in order for peaceful change to take place, these countries have to abolish their hereditary systems and replace them in the next few years with agreed-upon alternatives.


Chapter Two addresses a different component of this renaissance, one that has long been the object of ignorance by some and distortion by others, namely the cultural component. In the Arab region, regardless of where they came from, all renaissance leaders have highlighted the importance of culture given its inherent values, history and tenets, and its role in bringing prosperity and stability to the world’s nations. The chapter tries, therefore, to treat Arab-Islamic culture as the basic delineator of the GCC states’ renaissance by making a clear distinction between the pure origins of Arab-Islamic culture, the prime mover behind this culture’s establishment, expansion and dominance, and the cultural accumulations that have distorted it over years of autocratic rule such that people have begun to confuse the two. The chapter clarifies the important role of culture in bringing about progress and stability to different nations and then looks at the condition of Arab and Muslim culture today, a phenomenon we could call “the culture of autocracy”. We then cite the opinions of several contemporary intellectuals to explain the role of authentic Arab-Islamic culture in today’s world and clarify one of its major components, namely the principle of stability and flexibility that allows it to renew itself and keep up with human development through time and space, without stagnation or rigidity.


Chapter Three looks at elites in the Gulf and tries to pinpoint the conditions that led to the weakness throughout civil society in the region, making these countries’ political systems seem more like one-party systems than modern states. Had they been the latter, the GCC governments would have been a reflection of their societies and left ample space for the commercial, professional, cultural and other elites to play their rightful role, avail themselves of the country’s resources, express their fears and aspirations, interact with other groups in society and contribute to building a vital, free and creative society. To this end, we begin by taking a quick look at the relationship between rulers and social elites in the Gulf, prior to the discovery of oil, a relationship characterised by a certain equilibrium since the rulers’ revenue came mostly from pearls, dates, trade and other activities in which the locals were engaged. We then monitor the changes in this relationship as the rulers’ revenues from oil increased and the way they used this newfound wealth to marginalise other social groups through methods differing from one Gulf country to another. We end the chapter by addressing some of these elites’ weaknesses as well.


In Chapter Four, we analyse different state institutions since they are the main elements of renaissance in any society. We start by describing their respective responsibilities which include the mobilisation of individual efforts, the provision of necessary information to ensure wise decision-making, and the execution of contracts between individuals. In the context of introducing these duties, we try to shed light on four major groups of institutions in the GCC, namely the executive, legislative, media and legal institutions, to gauge their performance. This survey makes it clear that appointments and promotions in the GCC’s executive branch do not depend on competency and experience as much as they do on loyalty and patronage. They also show that the legislative branch has hardly any prerogatives, that the media are tools of propaganda and material gain and that the GCC’s legal institutions are mere extensions of the executive authority; in other words, they are not independent except in rare cases where governance is not an issue.


Part II: Oil Policies


Given the strategic importance of oil to the economies of the GCC states as well as the wider Arab world, it is necessary to look at the way these countries have so far managed their relationships with the international oil companies and, by extension, the governments of consumer countries, before examining the way oil revenues have been spent on development. The aim is to gauge the independence of oil-related decisions with regard to pricing, production and the integration of different stages of this vital industry in the national economy.


Chapter Five sheds light on the imbalance of power in the oil sector, since the discovery of oil in the early 1930s, between industry-savvy companies that possess knowledge, skills and technology and enjoy the backing of strong colonial powers, and oil-producing governments that lack accountability, institutional competence and openness towards society. We look at how this imbalance has empowered the oil companies and their governments and kept vital industries under their control, thanks to contracts skewed against the oil-producing countries. These companies rejected all efforts to indigenise this industry which actually has meant prolonging the producing countries’ dependence on them for the management of different stages of this vital industry, a situation that is still ongoing today. This is taking place despite the efforts of some national leaders who appeared on the oil scene during that period, like Abdullah al-Tariki of Saudi Arabia and Juan Alfonso of Venezuela, who tried to rectify the imbalance between the companies and oil-producing countries.


In Chapter Six, we try to show how oil pricing and production policies were always at the receiving end of this unequal relationship between the oil-producing countries and international oil companies. This means that these policies have served the interests of the oil-consuming countries and international oil companies better than those of the oil-producing countries and their Arab milieu. In our opinion, this is undoubtedly due to the autocratic nature of governance in the oil-producing countries which made them more susceptible to foreign pressure and less able to forge a unified position within the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). This will become clear when we look at oil price fluctuations and the quantities produced between the 1970s and beginning of the twenty-first century.


Part III: Development Policies


After addressing in Part II the factors that helped determine the amount of oil revenues that the oil-producing countries have managed to secure, in Part III we evaluate the way these countries have spent their oil revenues. We will assess their successes and failures in achieving their development objectives in terms of diversification of economic structures, human resource development, private sector promotion, foreign investments and aid, and all the corruption and waste that have dogged these countries’ development efforts.


Chapter Seven considers a number of indicators that measure development levels in the different GCC states. The most important are the indicators used in this chapter to gauge the level of economic diversification in the GCC’s economies, over the past thirty years, including the nature of economic growth, the importance of the oil sector to the overall economy, the role of manufacturing and volume of interstate commerce between the GCC states. The results clearly show that the GCC’s economies are still oil driven; in other words, they are highly dependent on oil as the main engine of economic growth. If this source were to suddenly cease to exist, these countries’ standards of living would drop to the level of many poorer nations.


Chapter Eight considers another important dimension of development, if not the most important, namely human resource development in the GCC states. Its importance lies in the fact that at the core of these countries’ development is their ability to use their finite oil resources to build productive GCC citizens able to enjoy good living standards after the depletion of oil by using their skill and knowledge to produce goods and services vital for local and international markets. The reader will come to realise that these countries suffer from a real human resource crisis and that it is first, and foremost, a political crisis. The colonial countries have succeed in convincing the region’s governments that raising the people’s awareness, giving them the sense that they are the rulers’ partners in the community and allowing them to maintain links with their Arab and Islamic milieu, is inadvisable because it is a threat to their own interests and those of the colonial powers. This way of looking at the people still prevails among the region’s governments, albeit less intensely after independence, rendering all attempts at human development rather cautious. For this reason, we have examined the topic before and after independence and tried to support our claims with testimonies from inside and outside the region.


Chapter Nine focuses on the role of the private sector in these countries’ economies, showing how the oil boom and the concomitant overexpansion of the public sector’s role have eroded the position of the commercial class, once the backbone of the pre-oil economy. In the post oil economy, this commercial class was supplanted by a marginalised private sector whose ties to the corruption and cronyism of the state have robbed it of the ability to play any significant role in these countries’ development. In recent years, however, the regions’ governments have begun to realise that the public sector can no longer either absorb the large numbers of university graduates or maintain the welfare state of the 1970s. This has made them pay a little more attention to the private sector and try to develop it in a manner that allows it to absorb the ever-growing number of graduates so as to avoid any negative fallout. This is not a matter of wishful thinking, however, since the governments first have to tackle a series of obstacles. If the experience of the industrialised nations is anything to go by, the private sector’s future in these countries is contingent upon the public sector taking the initiative to launch a genuine development process, including private sector development. We highlight some of these countries’ experiences to warn against the quick-fix solutions proposed by some international organisations, most of which are designed to tighten the industrialised countries’ control on the developing world.


Chapter Ten addresses the GCC states’ foreign investment policies and the aid they have granted to a number of developing countries, starting in the 1970s. Foreign investments once represented a source of income diversification for countries with ample oil surpluses and a limited absorptive capacity. However, although this kind of source diversification is beyond reproach in principle, its implementation on the ground raises a number of reservations and objections, especially regarding their location and the mode of investment, as this chapter makes clear. Just as the GCC states tried to diversity their sources of income, for various reasons, they have also granted generous amounts of aid to other countries since the beginning of the oil boom, despite the negative aspects associated with this, a phenomenon that merits due consideration.


Chapter Eleven addresses the relationship of oil to corruption and the waste of resources, the most important example of which is the unchecked expansion of the public sector at the expense of the private sector. This is particularly noteworthy since this expansion was not the result of the public sector playing a pioneering role in launching a number of strategic industries, a development that can only happen in the shadow of an integrated vision involving joint Gulf and Arab projects. It was because the public sector acted like a cancerous growth intent on absorbing and controlling all elements of civil society. Other aspects of waste include the special allocations and privileges granted to ruling family members which today constitute a heavy burden on these countries’ budgets, and are one of the reasons why efforts to safeguard public funds and fight corruption have so far failed. Finally, these countries’ military expenditures which account for the major part of their budgets are of no economic or security benefit to the country. They symbolise both the acquiescence to foreign pressure and protection of powerful interests that thrive on bribery in countries where there is no public accountability and where the private intersects with the public.


Part IV: Security Policies


After looking at the GCC’s development policies in Part III, Part IV examines their security policies to find out what happened in the region, and the wider Arab milieu, as a result of these governments’ internal, regional and international policies. We cover these subjects over three different chapters.


Chapter Twelve focuses on the fact that the notion of security that has prevailed in the region since the discovery of oil has nothing to do with ensuring security and stability for the majority of the region’s population. Instead, the term has come to mean preserving the current balance of power to ensure uninterrupted oil supplies to the West and safeguard its other interests. These interests include the Western weapons industry, the flow of oil funds to Western markets, and ensuring that no competent Arab regional order ever exists, as well as protecting Israel and other regional governments allied to the West. Except for a few rare cases, most events that have occurred in the region recently were designed to maintain security in the latter sense of the term, a fact that will become clear from our analysis in Chapter Thirteen.


Chapter Thirteen assesses the geo-political developments in the region over the past thirty years, a period characterised by revolutions, coups, wars, foreign presence and various manifestations of violence. This state of affairs has caused much destruction and the squandering of human and material resources. More ominously, it has led to the dislocation of the Arab regional order which today is on the verge of collapse and incapable of influencing the course of events in the region. Perhaps the most significant aspect of this collapse is the occupation and attempted dismemberment of Iraq and the negative impact all this has had on the Gulf countries’ position vis-à-vis Iran and on the Palestinian people’s position regarding Israel.


We devote Chapter Fourteen to the issue of Iran’s nuclear programme given its significance to this country’s future role not only in the Gulf region, but in the Arab and Islamic region as well. We address the level of progress the programme has so far achieved, the motives behind it and different ways of dealing with it in the next few years, as well as recent developments in this area.


Part V: Towards a Better Future


While the previous chapters of this book evaluate the past and the present, Part V takes a hopeful look at the future. It focuses on the subject of the desired reform by analysing the repercussions of the Arab Spring reforms that are required to correct the course of the GCC states and the wider Arab region. These are dealt with over five different chapters.


Chapter Fifteen analyses the repercussions of the Arab Spring which has lasted for more than four years so far. It focuses on its effects on both the hereditary systems and the Arab republics, and likewise the probable consequences of the Arab Spring on the regional and global balance of powers, particularly in the Gulf region and the Arab world.


Chapter Sixteen looks at the reforms needed in each Gulf country and their associated complexities, such as convincing various stakeholders of the inevitability of reform and defining the nature and issues involved in these reforms. These include the relationship between Islam and democracy, the impact of local and foreign stakeholders, the priorities of reform and significance of adopting a gradual approach, the impact of foreign workers on the course of reform and other issues aimed at redressing the relationship between the governments and their people.


Chapter Seventeen highlights the fact that Gulf unity is an objective of the much-needed cooperation in the region, since it is a prerequisite to achieving prosperity and stability. Experience shows beyond the shadow of a doubt that for economic, human, political and security reasons, the present national entities are no longer capable of achieving any significant progress in the domains of development and security. The chapter starts by evaluating previous efforts towards integration in the Gulf, suggesting a number of mechanisms to strengthen and expand it in the next few years, and highlights the expected economic and security benefits from an eventual successful integration.


Chapter Eighteen demonstrates clearly that although Gulf unity is a step in the right direction, it is not enough on its own, for both human and economic reasons, to ensure that the required development and security reforms do indeed happen. This makes adherence to the Arab regional order a necessity for survival and a condition for sustainable development. There is no conflict between these two paths because the Arab world is like an incubator to which the Gulf countries turn when they feel their development projects are restricted by population shortages, when their soil is not fertile enough, or when their resources other than oil prove insufficient, at which point the Arab world becomes the ideal solution. When foreign labour threatens the Arab identity of the Gulf, Arab workers become the safety valve, which is how the region will gradually gravitate towards more integration into its larger Arab milieu, thus achieving sustainable development, preserving its Arab identity and marking its presence in a stable environment, free from constant danger and war.


The final chapter, Chapter Nineteen, considers a third option that the GCC states, aided and supported by the wider Arab world, can resort to in the future to increase opportunities for further development and security. It is the significant presence they could potentially have within those international organisations which play a growing role and presence in a globalised world moving constantly towards closer integration and interaction. The chapter shows how this international presence requires that Gulf countries, in cooperation with the other Arab and Muslim countries, secure a foothold in these institutions’ administrations and, by doing that, leave their mark on their policies by rendering them more sensitive to Arab and Islamic causes.





Introduction


In a book entitled Dreams and Shadows: The Future of the Middle East, American journalist and author Robin Wright justifies her choice of topic and omission of the GCC states by saying, “Some countries, like Saudi Arabia, I left out because the system has prevailed and the voices of change are not yet noisy enough.”1


The above quote is eloquent enough in describing the absence of alternative voices in the GCC states, even though it has been more than four years since the start of the Arab Spring. However, what is more important than knowing this fact is realising its impact in terms of lost opportunities and the failure to achieve much-needed security in this region. The main idea of this book is that the absence of political participation and its significance in terms of accountability, transparency and scrutiny of government policies, as well as wise decision-making, have rendered the region’s development unsteady and unsuccessful. This has gone hand in hand with official security policies that have resulted in even less security, and weakened the Arab regional order, the safety valve of the region’s security and prosperity. We should also not forget all the blatant foreign interventions in the region’s affairs and the imbalance of power in favour of Israel in the context of the Arab regional order, and in favour of Iran in the Arab Gulf region.


The ruling families’ insistence on monopolising the decision-making process and confining their nations’ wealth to a small circle of people, considering it their personal “booty”, has had a negative impact on these governments’ behaviour, both internally and externally in matters related to development and security.2 Internally, they sidelined the elites and curtailed their role, distorted culture to suit the rulers’ autocratic needs and incapacitated institutions, putting them in the hands of a few select individuals. Externally, autocracy forced these countries’ rulers to compensate for their absent legitimacy at home by doing their best to please foreign powers, which resulted in behaviour mostly subservient to the West since it does not rest on authentic development and security visions based on the local population’s interest, and that of the wider Arab and Islamic nation. The resulting chasm between these governments’ autocratic vision and the requirements of genuine development and security meant that the region’s oil wealth continues to be squandered, and its security policies remain akin to temporary alliances with the big powers. This has only led to further instability in the region, coupled with wasting these countries’ finite resources without ensuring even the minimum level of development.


In this book, we elaborate further on this theory using a descriptive-analytical methodology, relying on available data regarding the region and supporting our theory with a number of relevant studies on the region. The book addresses the GCC states’ political economies since the discovery of oil in the early 1930s, though the main analysis centres around the major events that have unfolded since the early 1970s, a period that witnessed fundamental changes at all levels, to the repercussions of the Arab Spring since 2010. Part I addresses the current condition of elements of development in the GCC states, elements which autocracy, using the national oil wealth and backed by foreign powers, has succeeded in turning into weak building-blocs incapable of sustaining genuine development or security policies. Part II, which is an extension of Part I, shows how those weak elements of developments have, in turn, weakened these countries’ negotiating positions, making them incapable of pursuing policies that protect the region’s resources from the abusive practices of the international oil companies and their governments, practices still ongoing today, albeit to a lesser extent. Part III highlights these countries’ failed development policies resulting from the lack of a shared development vision between the governments and the people. This has led to much waste and limited the success of efforts to diversify economic infrastructures and produce competent individuals with the requisite skills to ensure continued revenues to the country once oil dries up. Just as Part III documents the failure of the GCC’s development policies, Part IV underlines these countries’ failure to achieve security and stability by reconciling the Gulf with its wider Arab milieus and reducing the foreign presence in the region. Part V is a call to correct the present course on three main levels: the introduction of domestic reforms, including Gulf integration, deepening inter-Arab cooperation at all levels, especially in the economic and security domains, and reconciling with the wider Islamic milieu, including an active and competent presence in international decision-making circles. This means that adjusting the course involves replacing the triangle of hereditary succession, oil and foreign powers with another, the essentials of which are freedom, productive human beings and integration in the wider Arab and Islamic milieus and the world at large.





PART I



The Harvest of Autocracy


In any society, development and security depend on the interaction between a number of cultural, political, economic and other elements. The stronger these elements are, the closer this society comes to achieving its objectives, and the more benefit it reaps from its contacts with the outside world. Despite the fact that any human society needs the minimum amount of knowledge and human and material resources in order to grow, examples of development from all over the world, both successful and unsuccessful, show that successful development process depends above all on a clear vision shared by all elements in society. The success of any development process depends also on the level of expertise in the management of the country’s resources, whether in motivating the people and increasing their ability to produce and give, or exploiting various other resources. However, the correct exploitation of resources to achieve the desired development goals requires, in turn, the presence of institutions that act as a liaison between members of society to ensure the transfer of resources, proper exploitation of skills, resolution of conflicts and the unification of efforts. When we have clear development objectives, highly efficient resource management and competent institutions, the ensuing policies are usually correct and their outcome leads to increased prosperity and stability. This is why we decided to begin the section on development and stability in the GCC states by reviewing and assessing the elements of development in these countries, starting with the hereditary succession systems. We will also discuss Arab and Islamic culture and these countries’ elites and institutions to show how the triangle of hereditary succession, oil and foreign powers has played a major role in weakening these elements, preventing them from interacting in a manner to ensure proper development and stability.





CHAPTER ONE



The Hereditary Succession System


All the GCC states1 maintain “hereditary succession systems”2 that vest power exclusively in a single family with the final say in important decisions and on all matters related the country’s national assets. It would have been less dangerous had these families simply behaved against the spirit of their countries’ constitutions and laws. In reality, however, and with the exception of Kuwait, the constitution legitimises their behaviour since it codifies their discrimination against the rest of the countries’ citizens. In Kuwait, the constitution imposes a number of restrictions on the ruling family, stating in Article 6, Part One, that, “The System of government in Kuwait shall be democratic, under which sovereignty resides in the people, the source of all powers. Sovereignty shall be exercised in the manner specified in this Constitution.”3


The other Gulf constitutions are very similar to the Saudi Basic Law, which states in Article 5, Chapter Two, that, “(a) The system of government in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is that of a monarchy” and “(b) Rule passes to the sons of the founding King, Abdul-Aziz bin Abdul-Rahman al-Faisal alSa’ud, and to their children’s children.” It totally sidelines the rest of Saudi society from the political scene and bars them from exercising one of their basic human rights. Therefore, any future attempt at reform in these countries should start with the articles of the region’s constitutions to devise a common formula for a single citizenship. Consequently, despite some progress in the domain of public participation since the early 1970s, this participation is still nominal and subject to various restrictions by the ruling families. This forces the majority of the population to live with a deficient citizenship that increases or decreases depending on their closeness or distance from the ruling family’s agenda. The autocratic nature of these governments makes them non-consultative, in the strict sense of not undertaking consultation (shura), and non-tribal, in terms of parity, justice and mutual support among the tribes. Finally, these governments were never entirely welcomed by the people who rejected them and tried to change them, though this rejection varied in intensity from one country to the other.


First: Is it a consultative system?


The GCC’s hereditary systems have given rise to two different visions of development in the region. The ruling families believe that their presence in power, the freedom to use the nation’s wealth at will, and having a free hand in making important decisions constitute their main objective, and all other objectives ensue from there. The people believe, on the other hand, that the ruling families’ monopoly over power and wealth detracts from their fundamental rights as partners in the state. They see this not only as conflicting with the tenets of their religion and the requirements of modernity, but also as contrary to the tribal spirit that prevailed prior to the discovery of oil and advent of foreigners to the region. They also believe that this system has squandered the nation’s resources and scattered its potential, a potential that should go in only one direction, serving all segments of society under a single standard of citizenship, with no distinction between them except based on ability and trust. These two principles are the cornerstones of any renaissance, whether it takes place under religious or non-religious auspices, based on the words of the Qur’an: “One of them said: O my father! Employ him; surely the best of those that you can employ is the strong man, the trustworthy one.”4


No doubt this duality in citizenship and the presence of families with special privileges that set them apart from other members of society without a say in how their country is managed or the spending of their nation’s wealth is, in this researcher’s and other people’s opinion, one of the main impediments to genuine development in the region. We believe, moreover, that this is a key issue as far as development and security in the GCC states are concerned, and is likely to remain so. This is why we can claim that unless this imbalance in relations between the ruling families and region’s people is redressed, the next few years will witness more development failures and retreats in security, regardless of how hard these governments try to pretend otherwise. There is no escaping this fact even if the region’s governments falsify facts, use security scare tactics, buy the loyalties of weak and short-sighted individuals, hide the truth, try to silence the voices of opposition to the status quo, or brandish the support of foreign powers that helped pilfer these countries’ wealth through their oil companies, weapons and consultations. The latter have even infiltrated the region’s education systems to make them more “moderate”, in other words, void them of their Arab and Islamic values and belief systems so that future generations will have no loyalty to their Arab heritage or to Islam. Thus the region will remain in the grips of colonialism, backwardness and division. The events of the Arab Spring have confirmed that the peoples of the Arab world, including the population of the Gulf region, are longing for freedom, justice and unity because small states in the world today are usually on the margin of events and not at their centre.


Therefore, our objection to the current succession systems in the GCC states is based on principle, because heredity is incompatible with Islamic values. It is also practical because these regimes have continuously failed to achieve development and bring security to the region. This will become clear when we examine development and security policies later on in the book. This objection in principle rests on the fact that heredity conflicts with the clear text of the Qur’an, with the Prophet’s personal conduct, with the course chosen by the first four “rightly guided” caliphs and with international law. In other words, this system is in clear contradiction of Islam’s tenets and all legal and international rights, even if it has been enforced for a long time. The Prophet underlines the principle of consultation (shura) in the Qur’anic verses “And take counsel with them in the affair”5 and “And those who respond to their Lord and keep up prayer, and their rule is to take counsel among themselves, and who spend out of what We have given them.”6 The Prophet consulted the Muslims during the battles of Badr, al-Khandaq, Uhud and others, although as the infallible Prophet he could have chosen not to do so. He wanted to highlight and entrench the importance of this principle among his followers. The medieval scholar al-Qurtubi writes that Umar bin al-Khattab made the office of caliph – one of the loftiest positions in the state – a matter of shura.7 Moreover, when Abu Bakr was elected as caliph by the Prophet’s companions, this became an example of direct nomination and election long before these terms came to us from the West, and the same could be said about the election of ‘Umar. Although Abu Bakr chose Umar as his successor, instead of imposing him on the people, he left the oath of allegiance to the caliph (bay’ah) up to the people. The succession of Uthman bin ‘Affan followed yet another form of shura. Umar chose six faithful and capable men and asked them to choose one of them as candidate, then submit his candidacy to the people for their oath. His son, Abdullah, who was the seventh member, was allowed to give counsel but not to nominate or vote.8 Those are the caliphs whose example (sunnah) the Prophet instructed Muslims to follow after his own when he said, “I enjoin you to fear God, and to hear and obey even if it be an Abyssinian slave for those of you who live after me will see great disagreement. You must then follow my sunnah and that of the rightly guided caliphs. Hold to it and stick fast to it. Avoid novelties, for every novelty is an innovation, and every innovation is an error.”9 The shura we are talking about here is “binding”, that is, one that all the rulers should abide by unless there is a text to indicate otherwise; in other words, if the nation’s representatives take a collective decision, the ruler has to abide by it or else, we believe, shura would have no value at all. The classical scholar Ibn Kathir relates that when the Prophet was asked about the significance of the word “decide” in the Qur’anic verse, “so when you have decided, then place your trust in God”10 the Prophet replied, “Seek the counsel of wise men and follow it.”11 Therefore, the real shura at the core of Islam is the binding shura, not the one that is “in the manner of advice”, because it is more logical, especially in today’s world where misguided rulers and complex state management are the rule. Any deviation from this core, even if it endures, will never become “right”, but will remain a deviation. Caliph Umar bin Abdul-Aziz confirms this fact when he was named the fifth caliph after having inherited the caliphate but rejecting it as there had been no oath from the Muslims, saying, “ ‘O people, I was burdened with this matter without my opinion, without my asking for it and without consultation with the Muslims. I relieve you of the allegiance to me that has been forced on you. Choose for yourselves another leader.’ Upon which the people shouted, ‘We choose you, O Commander of the Faithful, and want you, so accept it with felicity and blessings.’ ”12 Is it, therefore, not religiously right, reasonable or fitting to call for correcting the deviation in the course of governance, based on Islam’s core values and the example of Umar bin Abdul-Aziz, instead of seeking guidance from those who deviated from this nation’s tenets and core values? This is all the more relevant given all that autocracy has brought in its wake in terms of backwardness, corruption, dependency, division and marginalisation in the international balance of power. More ominous still is that our silence with regard to this autocracy is an indirect confirmation of the claim, propagated by Islam’s enemies through the years, that Islam is an autocratic religion. It is a claim that reveals a clear confusion between Islam’s tenets that reject all forms of autocracy and this religion’s history where, unfortunately, autocracy abounds. It abounds because of the profit it brings and the shortcomings in the leaders’ performance compared with the lofty purpose God intended for them, a purpose that their ancestors had succeeded in achieving.


Bernard Lewis, the well-known Orientalist, says that the core of governance in Islam is epitomised by the word “justice” and adds that, based on the tenets of Islam, the just ruler should fulfil two conditions: “he must have acquired power rightfully, and he must exercise it rightfully. In other words, he must be neither a usurper nor a tyrant.”13 This is despite the fact, as Lewis points out, that this has often been the case during considerable periods of Islam’s history, and we agree with that. On the subject of governance in Islam, Lewis confirms that: “Equality among believers was a basic principle of Islam from its foundation in the seventh century, in marked contrast to both the caste system of India to the east and the privileged aristocracies of the Christian world to the west.”14 Lewis believes the facts illustrate the point that Islam highlights the importance of equality and has been very successful in achieving it. He goes on to say that even the discrimination against women, slaves and non-believers in certain aspects of life with which Islam is often identified cannot be compared to the long-held discriminatory belief in the United States that “white male Protestants” alone were born free and equal only to their peers. As Lewis observes: “The record would seem to indicate that as late as the nineteenth or even the early twentieth century, a poor man of humble origins had a better chance of rising to the top in the Muslim Middle East than anywhere in Christendom, including post-revolutionary France and the United States.”15 Moreover, Lewis denies the claim by some in the West that Arabs are autocratic by nature and will remain so because of their religion. He says that the most noteworthy finding by analysts of the rich tradition of Islamic political thought is that governance in Islam has three main principles which are somewhat similar to democracy. They are the oath of allegiance (bay’ah) that grants legitimacy to the ruler,16 the consensus of society (ijma’a) which makes participation in decision-making obligatory and restrictions (quyud) on the ruler’s powers based on the tenets of Islamic law (shar‘ia).


The Moroccan intellectual Muhammad Abed al-Jabri observes in the same context that the oath in early Islam was always conditional and the outcome of a consultative process, starting with the oath in the time of the Prophet and ending with those made to the four rightly guided caliphs Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali. Al-Jabri seems to say that obedience at that time was conditional upon consultation, especially when there was no text to support it, just like Western democracies are today conditional upon the consent of the governed. As to the obedience to the rulers that has prevailed since the end of the rightly guided caliphate to the present day, in al-Jabri’s opinion it is akin to the one that prevailed in ancient Persia, a type of obedience that the Arabs knew neither prior to Islam nor under the rightly guided caliphate.17 The best testament to al-Jabri’s words concerning this Persian-style obedience, or blind obedience as we like to call it, is that which prevailed when the Arab Muslim leader Mughirah bin Shu’bah wanted to sit on the throne of Persia near the king prior to the famous Battle of Qadisiya; Rustum’s servants prevented him from doing so, and when Mughirah asked why, the answer was that this throne belonged only “to the king of Persia”. This prompted Mughirah to utter his famous words, “I now know for certain that your king will soon disappear, and that you, Persians, enslave one another, while we, the Muslim Arabs are God’s slaves, God’s and no one else’s. A king that rules through enslavement and autocracy will not last long.”18


One wonders how did the Arab nation, a nation of over three hundred million people in the midst of over one billion Muslims, find ourselves in the early twenty-first century ruled by governments more Persian than those of Persia itself, even if some of them have fallen since the emergence of the Arab Spring and others are expected to?


Second: Is it a tribal system?


We should stop here and reflect on the claim, often touted by the ruling families and some of those who support them, that the Gulf societies are tribal in nature and that the current regimes are but a reflection of these societies. Our answer to these claims is that despite the dearth of documented information regarding the policies of the tribal systems that once prevailed in the region, the little that does exist refutes these claims because these simple systems were closer in nature to present-day democratic systems. They were closer to them in terms of advocacy, accountability and the protection of the rights of individuals who always played a role in their society. Tribe members played an active role in the affairs of their tribe and the tribe was active within the tribal association. Through this hierarchy, no one prevailed over anyone else, even despite the imbalance of power between the tribes; everyone had a voice and everyone had rights that merited protection. On the other hand, the regimes currently in power reduced this tribal system to single-family systems, the same families that once depended financially and in matters of security on other families and tribes for the establishment of their respective emirates. However, when they no longer needed these local tribes and families, thanks to the discovery of oil and advent of foreigners to the region, these ruling families managed to monopolise the region’s wealth and decision-making processes, and made governance in the region akin to the caste system in India, a situation that still prevails today. Ali Khalifa al-Kawari, a Gulf researcher and activist, confirms this imbalance of power between the region’s people and ruling families: “In general, these changes gradually transformed the region’s governance systems from traditional tribal alliances, where the alliance is key and the Shaikh is first among equals, into royal family-led governments. Although they rule through overwhelming power, they left in place some of the trappings of the old tribal system, with its familial relationships and social decorum. What enabled this transformation to take place were the agreements that Britain concluded with the region’s rulers and the financial resources that became available to these governments, first from customs duties and, later on, from oil. This transformation, which weakened the position of the tribes and families and strengthened power at the centre, led to the retreat of political participation, in general.”19


Another researcher on the region says that Kuwait’s governance experience began when the pearl and fish merchants appointed as emir a man they trusted, named Abdullah al-Sabah. This appointment was tantamount to a distribution of roles between commercial and administrative affairs, and by no means implied that the emir should enjoy privileges that set him apart from the rest of the people, or that his family would occupy a position above all other families. This researcher believes, therefore, that the emir’s appointment was merely the act of entrusting an individual with the task of protecting society’s interests, rather than a licence to seek his own, meaning that the other families were neither his nor his family’s subjects. Moreover, politics at the time was not deemed more important than the economy; it was on an equal footing with it, if not dependent on it, given the merchant class’s important role in financing and ensuring the survival of both the emir and his emirate. Furthermore, the emir did not resort to the use of force to ensure his and his emirate’s survival; he relied instead on consultations and consensus among members of his society. This made his position rather similar to that of a chairman of the board charged with a specific task, which he neither can perform on his own, nor can he impose any decision that board members do not agree with.20 This description of the Kuwaiti ruling family’s relationship with the people is typical of the situation in all other GCC states prior to the discovery of oil, the exponential increase in the big powers’ role, and the impact of all this on the relationship between ruler and subjects in the region.


Third: Is it widely accepted?


This is why the ruling families’ gradual marginalisation of various sectors of Gulf societies has elicited so many objections and rejections, and why the people launched various counter movements in the twentieth century, particularly in the 1920s and 1930s.21 Calls for political rights came in various forms, from making peaceful demands, forming labour unions and launching national liberation movements, to attempting coups. There is no doubt that all this pressure and advocacy helped, among other things, to introduce some form of participation at the municipal and consultative council levels, though most did not last long due to regional and international circumstances, except in Kuwait. Below are a number of examples of how the region’s people showed their displeasure with hereditary systems before the Arab Spring, the repercussions of which will be discussed in Chapter Fifteen.


1. Kuwait


The Kuwaiti experiment is the best and most effective in the region in terms of seeking to establish a balance between the ruling family and the people, to provide an environment of accountability and open healthy channels of public expression. Although this experiment began in the 1920s, it became active in 1938, a year that witnessed a series of events culminating in the constitution of 1962. The discovery of oil in the country that same year caused a shift in the balance of power between the ruling family and the people represented by the commercial class and other elites. No sooner had oil revenues started pouring into the country’s coffers, than the al-Sabah family began asking for an increase in their allocations, at a time when the country’s notables and merchants realised the need for public oversight of the management and distribution of this national resource. Emir Ahmad al-Sabah’s response was to increase the ruling family’s allocations and impose additional customs duties on the merchants.22 This drove a large number of them, and some notables, to convene a secret meeting to draft a list of demands. Among these was a call for Ahmad al-Sabah’s resignation in favour of Abdullah al-Salem, who was close to the opposition at the time, as well as demands for reforming the education and health systems and containing the spread of corruption.23 However, despite the government’s response with a number of arrests and other negative measures, a group among the opposition held its ground and insisted on its demands. They saw their efforts rewarded with the establishment of a Legislative Council with its own basic law. The law extended the Council’s oversight prerogative on a large number of public institutions, among which were the treasury, judiciary, security services and service-oriented institutions. Emir Ahmad al-Sabah had no choice but to sign the Council’s basic law which, despite lasting only six months, managed to score a number of successes, including placing limitations on the emir’s prerogatives, reducing financial waste and establishing a number of important social institutions.24 However, although the British government had earlier encouraged some form of partnership between the emir and his people, the Council’s achievements, especially those related to oil, prompted it to take a middle-of-the-road position in recognition of the Council’s power. Subsequent events that pointed towards the imminent dissolution of the Council revealed the true opportunistic face of British policy. When Emir Ahmad consulted Gerald de Gaury, the British Political Agent in Kuwait, regarding his intention to dissolve the Council, he agreed but cautioned against the risk of failure, as if encouraging the emir to deal a fatal blow to the Council. After the Council’s dissolution, the Political Resident (the most senior British representative in the Gulf) wrote to his government, saying: “the balance of power as between Shaikh and Council has been readjusted in favour of the former which suits us.”25


Britain’s above position, compounded by its policies in other parts of the Arab world, mainly in Palestine, encouraged the alignment of various elements of Kuwait’s opposition with the Arab Nationalist Movement against Britain. One of the outcomes of this shift was the formation of committees to gather donations in support of the Palestinian cause.26 The 1938 uprising, or intifada, and the concomitant increase in oil revenues, prompted the emir of Kuwait to change his alliances in a manner that allowed him to reduce his reliance on the merchant class and establish a one-family, rather than a one-man, system. With this shift, as several sources indicate, came a 40 per cent to 50 per cent increase in the al-Sabah family’s allocation and, in some cases, as much as 200 per cent. Family members hastened to acquire public lands, either to sell them off or to distribute them among their followers, and soon set their sights on the country’s public positions.27 These newfound privileges fostered among these family members, intentionally or unintentionally, the sense that they were a privileged class superior to all others in rights and responsibilities.28 As a result, they no longer saw their family as being equal to others, or one among many, as was the case earlier under the tribal system. This feeling, nourished by newfound privileges, is common among all other ruling families in the region, albeit with some differences in the size of the gap between them and the people. In 1950, when Abdullah Salem al-Sabah took over power, he moved to organise and unite the ruling family, while using the increasing oil wealth to reduce the power of the merchant class and the opposition, in general. He did this either through the establishment of the Council for Development and Reconstruction, or the replacement of elected municipal council members with appointed ones, mostly ruling family members. He established the High Executive Committee, mainly staffed by family members and their supporters, and refused the merchants’ request to be part of these institutions. Even the British Resident saw these steps as a clear retreat in the Kuwaiti people’s attempt to manage the affairs of their own country.29


The 1950s witnessed the spread of nationalist sentiments, especially Nasserism. Like others in the region, the Kuwaiti government was anxious to avoid or, at least, contain its impact on the opposition as a whole. However, the winds of Arab nationalism continued to sweep the region unabated, compelling large segments of the Kuwaiti society to turn their cultural clubs into platforms for anti-British and French sentiments. In August 1956, around 4000 demonstrators gathered at the National Cultural Club to hear a speech in support of Nasser, and Abdullah Salem al-Sabah used various means to show his opposition to this nationalist fervour. At first, he tolerated peaceful popular manifestations, like the distribution of pamphlets and holding of speech rallies, and tried to distance the local population from the Arab immigrants to mitigate their impact, though he finally resorted to more forceful means like surveillance, bans and detentions.30 However, as we shall see later, this attempt to prevent the citizens of the Gulf from opening up to the changes sweeping the rest of the Arab world was an entrenched British policy aimed at maintaining the colonial powers’ domination of the region. The policy also aimed at keeping in place the region’s incumbent family-led regimes and discouraging local attempts to take part in political decision-making. We already mentioned how the British Political Agent in Kuwait had not objected to but rather encouraged Shaikh Ahmad’s dissolution of the Council, established in 1938, when he felt that it was interfering in matters related to oil and the oil companies’ privileges. Thus, the fortunes of the Kuwaiti opposition, which involve numerous factors, have continued to ebb and flow to the present day. However, we could summarise the experience by saying that it is a political experiment born from a mixture of internal and external motives and challenges. It continues to function within parameters imposed by a lack of conviction on the part of some ruling family members about the validity of the entire process. Many emirs have found themselves, as a result, between those who oppose the process as a whole and popular opposition. Sometimes, the winds of change blowing across the region and the world blew in the direction of a ruling family trying hard to maintain its control on the affairs of states, using its political power and oil wealth together. At other times, it blew in the direction of an opposition trying in vain to raise the ceiling of its demands because this opposition has so far failed to act based on the common denominators among its different components. Instead, it allowed itself to sometimes get involved in tangential issues or self-interested pursuits.31 The last episode in this ongoing struggle was the dissolution of the National Assembly in February 2008, though it was a constitutional solution, and the new elections that allowed Kuwaiti women to secure a foothold in the National Assembly for the first time ever. It is worth mentioning that one of the most important developments in the post oil period in the Kuwaiti political scene was the merchant class’ retreat from political decision-making. They shifted from pearl fishing, related trade activities and political influence, prior to the discovery of oil, to contracting, commerce, services and agencies, coupled with a drop in their political influence. This shift in the balance of power between the ruling family and the merchant class was due to several factors, the most important being, of course, the accumulation of oil revenues in the government’s coffers and expansion of the related administration and services sectors under the ruling family’s control. Other factors include the rise of new social groups with their own cultural, confessional, regional and even ethnic dimensions, which helped the ruling family maintain and strengthen its control over power. The merchant class abandoned its political role in return for many privileges, including a free hand in running the country’s private sector.32


2. Dubai


Another group to call for reform in the region was the Council that a number of notables and merchants from Dubai established in 1938. Among these were members of the Emirate’s merchant class, like members of the al-Ghurair, Bin Dalmuk, Bin Thani and al-Huraiz families, and the group enjoyed the support of certain members of the al-Maktoum family, including Mani bin Rashid al-Maktoum.33 Their demands were reform oriented, rather than revolutionary; in other words, they wanted to ensure a wise administrative decision-making process, a share of the Emirate’s revenues, an independent judiciary, and to reduce British influence on the then ruler, Shaikh Said bin Maktoum. The reformists asked the ruler to allow public oversight of 85 per cent of the Emirate’s revenues, and spend it on socio-development projects. The Political Resident (Britain’s most senior representative in the Gulf) described these demands as “a democratic wave that aimed at putting more power in the hands, of the people”, therefore it is not surprising that he deemed it more dangerous than transferring power from one ruler to another, at least from his own country’s perspective.34


Nevertheless, though the Council that made these demands was short-lived, some believe that it managed to introduce a wide range of reforms, including establishing a municipal council and social security system for the elderly, electing customs officials accountable to the Emirate rather than the ruling family, and establishing a department of education.35 When Shaikh Rashid assumed power in 1958, he personally adopted a number of the reformists’ demands, including the municipal council whose decisions and financing he placed in the ruler’s hands, despite the reformists’ request that it be both elected and independent.36 However, the period that followed the discovery of oil was again witness to a decline in the merchant class’ political role, in return for privileges and influence in the economic sphere. Some say that many merchant families still own the same commercial agencies since the 1960s as a reward for staying away from politics.37



3. Qatar


The Qataris similarly showed their displeasure at the expanding power of the ruling family, at the expense of other sectors of society, in a variety of ways. In April 1963, while a demonstration in support of the proposed union between Egypt, Syria and Iraq was passing through one of Doha’s streets, it was intercepted by a member of the ruling family who fired on the demonstrators and killed one of them. The incident was the spark that led to the formation of an opposition movement called the United National Front which promptly organised a strike that lasted an entire week. The Front’s demands included curbing the ruling family’s privileges, increasing social services, reducing the number of foreign employees in government departments and the oil sector, instituting a special budget for national revenues, establishing an elected municipal council and officially recognising labour unions.38 The Front’s membership included workers, a number of breakaway members of the ruling family and a few notables, led by Abdullah bin Misnad and Hamid al-Atiyyah. Shaikh Ahmad al-Thani, the ruler at the time, responded in two ways; on the one hand, he detained, exiled or imprisoned some demonstrators and, on the other, he introduced a number of reforms including reducing his and his family’s allocations and making members of his family subject to the laws of the land like everybody else.39


4. Saudi Arabia


In Saudi Arabia, opposition to the regime took several forms, both in terms of the people’s demands and the means used to make themselves heard. Faisal al-Duwaish, leader of the Muslim Brotherhood which formed the backbone of the effort to establish the Saudi Kingdom, rebelled against the Saudi government in 1927. He accused the royal family of subservience to the West, cooperating with the British, deviating from the true course of Islam and, consequently, of not being eligible to rule over Muslims. Ibn Saud cooperated with the British to quell the Muslim Brotherhood and al-Duwaish’s rebellion, and the latter later died in prison.40 On November 20, 1979, Juhaiman al-Utaibi and his followers occupied the Holy Sanctuary at Mecca during the annual pilgrimage and accused the Saudi government of allying itself with the United States, of relying on them to ensure the Kingdom’s security and of being corrupt and dissolute. The Saudi government used French troops to put down Juhaiman’s movement, and beheaded the man.41 A Western observer described the objections behind the events in Mecca: “What the Mecca rebels rejected were the levels of corruption within the Royal Family and the inevitable acquiescence of the ulama [religious scholars] to such behaviour. Clearly, what is implied in the accusations made by the attackers is that the ulama have reconciled themselves to exercising their religious authority in tandem if not in the shadow of the political authorities.”42


Another Western researcher confirms that the events that have taken place since the early 1990s show that a large segment of Saudi society sympathised with Juhaiman’s demands, even if they choose other means of expressing them.43 After the occupation of Kuwait, and the ensuing foreign presence in the region and apparent vulnerability of the Saudi regime, other mostly peaceful forms of opposition emerged in the Kingdom, calling for reform. In 1991, over 400 Saudi personalities signed a letter calling for reform of the Saudi system, most of whom were members of the Islamic “awakening” movement (al-Sahwa). A year later, in September 1992, around 107 Saudi religious scholars signed what became known as the “memorandum of advice”, the response to which was detention, dismissal or containment.44 In one observer’s opinion, the Saudi government’s response proves that although the Saudi royal family clothes itself in Islamic garb, its interests and influence take precedence over these religious scholars’ opinions.45 This unfortunate and rigid official attitude was the main reason behind the rise of an Al-Qaida offshoot in Saudi Arabia, and the instability it brought in its wake.46 Like other opposition movements that came before, that of Osama Bin Laden was against Saudi Arabia’s policy of seeking America’s military assistance and allying itself with it.47


5. Bahrain


Bahrain was not an exception to the other GCC states as it too saw movements calling for the reform of the hereditary political system and voicing their opposition to several domestic and foreign policy decisions. In Bahrain, several factors motivated the calls for reform, some of which had to do with the education system and its impact on the people’s level of awareness of issues in general, compared with other states in the region. Other factors ensued from the government’s limited resources that reduced its ability to contain or weaken the opposition, while others had sectarian connotations. This explains the period of instability and demonstrations Bahrain went through in the 1950s during which people expressed their desire for political reform and rejected the British protectorate over their country, manifested in the British fleet’s presence in Bahraini waters. They also protested against British troops taking part in quelling the demonstrations, against the Baghdad Pact and the tripartite attack on Egypt in 1956.48 The Committee of National Union led the opposition that comprised both Sunni and Shi‘a members, many of whom were either detained or deported. Later on, there were other reasons for continuing the protests, some of which involved teachers, oil workers and others and arose in reaction to events unfolding in the wider Arab region.49 In the wake of the Iranian Revolution in 1979, the main character of the opposition to the Bahraini government shifted from nationalist to Islamist, particularly among the Shi‘a who got involved in violent and bloody confrontations with the regime, though the Sunni opposition did not disappear from the scene either.50


6. Oman


In Oman, the largest expression of popular discontent with the political status quo was the Dhofar Rebellion that started in the mid 1960s and went on to assume wide regional implications. The military intervention by the Shah of Iran in 1973 succeeded in ending the rebellion by summer, 1975.51 The Shah justified the move to help the Omani government quell the rebellion in Dhofar, saying: “Take the Dhofar rebellion in Oman. If it ever succeeded, just try to imagine what we would be faced with in Muscat, the capital, right in front of the Strait of Hormuz. At first a few a few rifles and then naval guns and missiles. It’s a familiar pattern. I cannot tolerate subversive activities – and by that I mean anything that is imposed from the outside ... They [Oman] asked for our help and we sent it.”52


No doubt, Sultan Qaboos’ removal of his father, Said bin Taimur, from power with British approval shows that the former regime was incompatible even with the most basic hopes and aspirations of the Omani people. There was a need, therefore, to pre-empt the downfall and introduce enough reforms to absorb the people’s ire, without significant changes. Moreover, some say that in 1994 the Omani regime learned that an opposition group, believed to be Sunni, was planning a coup involving a number of top commanders with foreign links, and although thirty-one of them were tried and condemned to death, a year later the Sultan pardoned them all.53


Fourth: The need to abolish the hereditary succession system


Although in the post independence period most of these countries drafted their own constitutions, ensuring popular participation and citizenship rights, they only served to strengthen the ruling families’ power even further. They remain on paper until today, with the region’s dictatorial regimes having obliterated anything positive in them by staging decorative exercises that fail to achieve the minimum level of participation by the region’s people in determining their own affairs, with the relative exception of Kuwait.54 We will come back to these experiences when we address the institutional environment underlying these states. Therefore, just as the election of Abu Bakr, the earliest example of Islamic consultation, is no longer workable given the complexities of this day and age, the old tribal formula, prior to reducing it to the one-family system that it is today, is incapable of keeping up with the necessities of modern life. Gulf researcher Said Harib agrees and says, “It is no longer possible to govern modern states and societies according to the systems and practices of a bygone era. It conflicts with democratic behaviour patterns founded on principles, criteria and tools that are missing from the tribal systems, which today are no more than a social reference framework, especially in light of the weakening ties between tribal members.”55


Therefore, the fundamental tenets of Islam conflict with the region’s hereditary systems. The behaviour of the first generation, namely the rightly guided caliphs, was based on consultation and choice. The real emirs could have once inherited leadership but their strong religious beliefs and deep knowledge of this religion made them turn it down, like Umar bin Abdul Aziz. Even the Orientalists attest to the fact that the fundamentals of Islam are founded on justice and consultation. Today’s governments do not even portray the spirit of the old tribal system that once prevailed in the region and today we live in an age where democracy in its different shapes and forms prevails because the human mind realises that freedom is the cornerstone of social renaissance and stability. Since all the above is absolutely true, why do the ruling families in the Gulf expect their people to live outside their cultural heritage and human consensus, only to allow them to keep their autocratic rule in place, continue to squander the country’s resources and turn their societies into a wilderness where the strong eat the weak? Can renaissance or stability take root in countries where the majority of the population has been turned into second-class citizens while members of the ruling family enjoy first-class citizenship, not because they are pious and capable, like God wants them to be, as is the case in all advanced societies, but only because they belong to the ruling family? We do not think so; what we do think, however, is that this view and this path, which started when Caliph Mu’awiyah assumed power after the rightly guided caliphs, has marked the beginning of a period without accountability, and signalled the Arabs’ decline at all levels. This means that the notion and the path behind this form of government, which for a long time have been the reasons behind the backwardness and stagnation of the Arab-Islamic world, should be adjusted in line with the concept behind Mughirah bin Shu’bah’s words. It is the notion of equality in the belief in God, and the need to seek inspiration in His words: “Surely God enjoins justice and good conduct and the giving to the kindred. He forbids indecency and bad conduct and oppression. He admonishes you that you may be mindful.”56


If we look at the Western nations’ experience with hereditary systems, especially European countries like Britain and Denmark, we will realise that they would not have stabilised or developed over time had they not first abolished their hereditary systems, like in France, or turned them into “constitutional monarchies” where the monarch retains a ceremonial role, like in Britain. In these countries, political parties representing the will of the people compete for votes, and the party that wins the majority of seats in Parliament forms the government. The monarch does not interfere in the ruling party’s affairs because the people have chosen it, and only they can hold it accountable based on the programme that brought it into office. This is the principle that underlies the exercise of power and accountability at all levels, and the safety valve on which contemporary Western societies rely; it is also the best of what the human brain has been able to conceive in this day and age. It is the closest to the spirit of the wise caliphate because, as noted by Abdul Rahman al-Kawakibi, one of the pioneers of Arab reformist thought, this modern system, and those who stand behind it, have benefitted from Islam more than the Muslims themselves did. He says in this context, “This lofty style of leadership is one and the same as Prophet Muhammad’s, and no one has really followed him on that path save for Abu Bakr and Umar. It then began to decline and, from Uthman’s time until today, the nation has continued to mourn it and ask for its reinstatement. They will continue to mourn it until the end of time if they are not wise enough to replace it with a political consultative (shura) system, the same system that some Western nations have adopted. We could say of these nations that they actually benefitted from Islam more than the Muslims themselves did.”57





CHAPTER TWO



Arab-Islamic Culture


Amidst all the stagnation, defeats and various manifestations of backwardness the Arabs are wallowing in today, there are voices calling for them to give up all of their long-standing values and traditions, heritage and history, even language. This is based on the belief that replicating the Western nations’ experience, both positive and negative, is the Arab nation’s only way out of its backwardness and misery. We believe that this view deserves some consideration in order to refute it and gauge its validity as far as Arab-Islamic heritage is concerned, with the hope that this exercise will serve as warning and a reminder that neither everything new is a sign of progress, nor is everything old a sign of backwardness. Given the present critical conditions the Arab nation is experiencing and their impact on the interaction between its different religious, sectarian and ethnic components, the use of the term “Arab-Islamic heritage” is our attempt to draw the attention of the new generation, whether Muslim or Christian, to the fact that the culture we are talking about here is the outcome of efforts by Arab Muslim alongside those of their Arab Christian brethren. This means that the future renaissance will only take place if the Arab world’s constituent elements work together in harmony to solve various issues, especially controversial ones, in an atmosphere of honesty, freedom, mutual respect and diversity which avoids the majority’s domination of the minority.1


First: The importance of culture in the Arab renaissance


Every society has its own reservoir of culture that defines its identity and forms a bridge linking it to its past and future. This reservoir also acts as a motivator because it provides society with the value system that unites its members, helps them formulate their vision of the universe they live in and allows them to prosper and achieve happiness and stability. It teaches them how to manage their relationships with other human beings and with the rest of God’s creation, like animals, plants and the environment. This is why we believe Samuel Huntington, the father of the “clash of civilisations” concept, highlighted the importance of protecting the cultural components that make up Western society, or what he sometimes calls its “identity”, the very reason behind its progress and stability. As Huntington sees it, among the most important components of the American culture, or identity, are language, religious values, especially Protestantism, the political and social values that determine the good from the bad and the institutions that reflect and express these values.2 However, Francis Fukuyama believes that society’s prosperity and renaissance depend on the social customs, values and morality prevailing in society, and these are “attributes that can be shaped only indirectly through conscious political action and must otherwise be nourished through an increased awareness and respect for culture”.3


Natan Sharansky underlines the fact that the imagined struggle between freedom and identity among an increasing number of Western intellectuals is entirely unfounded. He believes that it is even wrong to believe in it since democracy cannot, on its own, fight against autocracy and terrorism. He adds that although democracy is well able to mobilise its human and material resources, “The enemy’s will is strong because his identity is strong. And we must match his strength of purpose with strong identities of our own.”4 While addressing identity and its importance, Sharansky argues that when the spiritual leader of Al-Qaida, Osama Bin Laden, says, “We are going to win, because they love life and we love death,” he is actually drawing attention to the power of identity. Sharansky writes: “This evil man is correct about one thing, identity is such a powerful force because it opens a world of meaning larger than physical and material life. It asserts that all of life is not merely immediate and that there are things for which life itself is worth sacrificing. By repudiating his words, the free world underestimates the power of its message at great peril.”5


However, regardless whether we agree with Sharansky or not, what he is doing here is highlighting the fact that man’s identity, with both its religious and secular dimensions, is a spiritual source and a self-renewing force in his effort to build the world and forge links with others, whether their outcome is positive or negative.



Second: The state of Arab-Islamic culture


There is no doubt that the cultures of societies, and whether they help them to advance or keep them back, is one of the most important subjects of current debate among research institutions and other international forums aimed at better understanding the factors of progress and backwardness. In recent years, an international project was launched in the United States of America, with the cooperation with experts from all over the world, aimed at better understanding the role of culture in the development of societies. This assessment of culture’s role in development is based on a set of factors, the most important of which is finding out whether a given culture deepens society’s ethical values that promote prosperity and stability. These values include: diligence, industriousness, discipline, desire to win, acquisition of knowledge, honesty, courage, education, productivity, love of competition, creativity, obedience to the law, fight against corruption, protection of rights, promotion of family ties and social harmony. When these factors were applied to 117 different countries, the results showed that Protestant values promoted modernity more that Catholic values did, and that Confucian values of China and other South-East Asian countries promoted growth and development more than Muslim values did. They also showed that the current condition of the world’s Muslims puts them at the bottom of the list, in all categories, compared with Western and Confucian religions and values, although the researchers admit that the values currently prevailing among Muslims are not the same as those of the golden age of Islam.6 We appreciate this outcome and largely agree with it, though we disagree with some of its details. Although it confirms the importance of culture as a determinant of development, it does indicate that the Muslim’s current culture is an obstacle to development. For our part, although we do not deny the backward condition of the Muslim world today, we believe that the above statement is too general. It needs further discussion and clarity to avoid falling into the trap of judging Islam based on the Muslims’ experience and current behaviour, which might or might not be in line with their true values. If these findings claim that the problem lies in Islam’s original values, then we cannot agree with them because it means that we should abandon our values and adopt a different culture, something that no intelligent person would consider. On the other hand, if it means that the problem lies in the Muslim’s behaviour and deviation from their true religious values, then it is incumbent on us to rediscover and reclaim these values. We should build our modern societies on this basis and, at the same time, benefit from the reservoir of knowledge and creativity gained by other cultures, provided it does not conflict with the spirit of our own values and without any embarrassment or shame, because this is what we have been ordered to do. Indeed, we have exported to the West much of the knowledge on which their contemporary civilisation was founded, as we will clarify later.


Third: Culture between theory and practice


To admit that the current culture of Arabs and Muslims is an obstacle to their renaissance and that it is not the same culture on which their golden age was built, as the above study shows, makes it imperative that we distinguish between the sources underpinning this genuine culture and those that underpin the culture of despotism by highlighting the following:


1. We should distinguish between the genuine Arab-Islamic culture, whose tenets are drawn from the Qur’an and the practice (sunnah) of the Prophet, and Arab-Islamic history which is rife with alternating periods of relative closeness and distance from this genuine source. Thus, while no one denies that the Arab and Muslim nation today is in a state of stagnation, if not backwardness, on more than one level, it is also true that at different historical periods this nation has reigned supreme as a pioneer and world leader, a fact many Westerners willingly admit. On the subject of culture as the delineator of development and renaissance, it might be useful to quote from Bernard Lewis’ book What Went Wrong?. We should point out that by “wrong” Lewis refers to the deviation of Arab Muslim culture from its true path, i.e., the multi-faceted retreat it is witnessing today in the early twenty-first century. Lewis says that many wonder whether Islam is actually an impediment to the Muslims’ progress and asks, “if Islam is an obstacle to freedom, to science, to economic development, how is it that Muslim society in the past was a pioneer in all three, and this when Muslims were much closer in time to the sources and inspiration of their faith than they are now?”7 He says that the right question to ask here is not what has Islam done to the Muslims today, but rather what did the Muslims do to Islam to get them where they are today? Indeed, these words are those of an Orientalist whose sympathies are not necessarily with either Arabs or Muslims, a man who is aware of his reputation as a historian. Consequently, though we disagree with some of his interpretations and other positions, even with his intentions, the fact remains that he confirms what others have already said, that the genuine Islam was a pioneer among other world cultures. Historian Will Durant writes that while Europe was in a deep slumber in the Middle Ages, Arab-Islamic culture was living its golden age and contributing to humanity in a variety of fields, like the natural sciences, medicine and philosophy. For example, “Avicenna was the greatest writer on medicine, al-Razi the greatest physician, al-Biruni the greatest geographer, al-Haitham the greatest optician, Jabir probably the greatest chemist, of the Middle Ages” and Ibn Rushd (Averroes) was the most renowned philosopher. Durant goes on to say that the Arabs were instrumental in the development of scientific research methods, and that Roger Bacon was under the influence of the Muslim Arabs of Spain when he carried these methods to Europe. In fact, the European scientists of the Renaissance stood on the shoulders of Arab giants while building the foundations of their modern culture.8 Contemporary economic historian David Landes says that in the period between 750-1100 ad, the Arabs surpassed the Europeans in science and technology. He underlines the fact that Europe attained these sciences from its contacts with the Arab Muslims of Spain and that, during that same period, Islam was Europe’s teacher.9 Landes also states that when the Crusaders occupied Jerusalem in 1099, they wreaked destruction, raped and killed, but when Saladin restored it to Muslim hands in 1187, he took care of it and did not do what the Crusaders had done.10


What other culture, we wonder, can claim the same level of grandeur and development as that of the Arabs and Muslims when their culture was based on authentic religious sources rather than the dictates of autocracy in its various shapes and forms? Yes, the Muslim world is indeed backward today; however, we are certain that this backwardness is not due to our commitment to our faith and the desire to base our lives on its tenets, but to the fact that we have strayed from its authentic sources and the values of Arab Islamic culture. It is this Arab-Islamic culture that distinguishes us from other cultures, just like Landes’ above example on the difference between Saladin and the Crusaders’ behaviour in Jerusalem. Indeed, we might be equal to other cultures in terms of material and scientific achievements, and some cultures might do better than we are at certain times, yet we will always be ahead of all the others in terms of values and morality. History attests to that fact, especially when we are at the apex of our success, because humility is a virtue learned from our true leader and inspiration, Prophet Muhammad. Though he entered Mecca as a conqueror, he remained humble and merciful, telling the people of Mecca, “Go your way, for you are free”, a civilised stance the likes of which has not been witnessed among either new or old cultures. Events in Iraq, Afghanistan, Gaza and Guantanamo Bay stand as at stark condemnations of today’s occupation forces, or of the “great powers”, and add a new dimension to what human beings are capable of when their behaviour does not conform to strict moral codes. The best testament to what we are saying here can be found in a speech by Prince Charles in 1996, in which he underlined the importance of culture in people’s lives and the pioneering role that Arab-Islamic culture could play in humanity’s renaissance. He said in this context, “There is much we can learn from that Islamic world view in this respect. There are many ways in which mutual understanding and appreciation can be built. Perhaps, for instance, we could begin by having more Muslim teachers in British schools, or by encouraging exchanges of teachers. Everywhere in the world people want to learn English. But in the West, in turn, we need to be taught by Islamic teachers how to learn with our hearts, as well as our heads.”11


2. We would like to draw attention to the fact that neither the retreat of Arab-Islamic culture, nor the current crisis that Middle Eastern and Islamic countries, including the GCC, are going through, should prevent us from appreciating the depth of either Arab-Islamic culture or the value system that this religion has entrenched, despite all the backwardness and crises. Today, despite their undeniable shortcomings, some Islamist movements have achieved a number of successes to date, successes considered the cornerstone of our future renaissance. These include preserving the nation’s identity, liberating occupied lands, uncovering the governments’ efforts to use religion to advance their narrow personal agendas and safeguarding the nation’s assets. Several objective researchers, who owe these movements no particular debt, attest to the validity of these preliminary achievements. Arab researcher Abdelilah Belkeziz states, in the context of assessing these movements and after warning them against monopolising religion like certain regimes do, “This critical remark does not change our belief, whether intellectual and moral, that the major role played by contemporary Islamic movements should be recognised. We should also recognise the numerous sacrifices they made in the social, political and cultural struggle against injustice, marginalisation and repression to safeguard the nation’s identity from disintegration and liberate lands from occupation, contributions that brought them considerable political power in the past twenty years, and raised their profile and credibility among the public.”12


3. Should we be content with this sense of pride in our past, and just stand there with our arms folded while security and development in the Arab and Islamic worlds decline at all levels? Of, course not. We want to be as precise as possible in diagnosing its present crisis, instead of allowing others to diagnose it and impose their findings on us, regardless whether their motives are good or bad. In light of the above situation, the logical question we need to ask ourselves here is not what did Islam do to us, as if all our ills could be blamed on our religion, but rather: in what manner did Arabs understand and apply this religion to end up bringing the rear of the human caravan? The short answer to this important question is that the root of the problem lies at the feet of our autocrats, and this state of affairs that permeates every aspect of our lives has been going on since the end of the rightly guided caliphate. The autocrats began with politics and turned it into a hereditary system. They then shifted to the economy and made it a den of looting and theft, to education and made it a hub of ignorance, numbness and stagnation, and to the media and turned them into tools of publicity and distortion. Autocracy then dug its claws deep into the public administration and turned it into a deadly routine and a centre of endemic corruption. It assailed the family and turned it into a nucleus devoid of creativity, thought or distinction. One way or another, despotism permeated and destroyed every corner of this Arab nation, and became like a virus that attacks the body’s defence system, allowing various diseases to attack the nation’s heart and limbs, causing it to decline and its influence to wane. In doing this, they allowed its enemies to attack and incapacitate it, to better pillage, divide and destroy it later on. Here we are today, witness to an Arab world that does not enjoy the freedoms that others do, does not abide by the same rules, has neither the same awareness level nor the same living standards as others, and pays less attention to cleanliness, although it performs ablution before prayer five times a day. It is a world that has no appreciation for the value of time and could easily be up to one hour late for a personal appointment, despite knowing that prayer is a time-punctuated endeavour. It is a world that talks about responsibility towards one’s country, family, institutions and religion, but its behaviour says otherwise. It talks much about trustworthiness, honesty and doing one’s best but leaves room for deception, profiteering, abuse of power and a lack of diligence in the workplace. Here is the Arab world today, with over 350 million Arabs, yet a marginal European country like Spain manages a higher economic output in one year than the Arab countries combined. If we deduct the oil revenues from the gross domestic product, the Arabs’ output would be half that of Spain’s. In the same vein, although the population rate in the Arab world as a whole is close to that of the United States of America, our economic activity is less than 10 per cent of theirs. Serious personal ambition and distinction are the stuff of dreams, trustworthiness is a wasted asset gifted from the rulers to workers, and constructive criticism is lost between cowardice and subservience, on the one hand, and silliness and stupidity on the other, and the same can be said about all the lofty values that our religion has taught us. These are the values on which our forefathers have built their culture, and thanks to which many modern countries’ achievements were made possible. They include respect for specialisation, diligence at work, respect for the rights of others and for the rule of law, flexibility in dealing with others and benefitting from their experience.13 Of course, although these are the dominant patterns of behaviour in the Arab world, including the Gulf region, it does not mean that this region is devoid of individuals whose behaviour is a model for others to emulate; unfortunately, however, they have very little influence on society. The fact that we are taking the time to reflect on these tangential issues is proof of our belief that such behaviour is an indication of how ready Arab society is for a renaissance. We also want to show the extent of the disaster wrought by centuries of autocratic rule and subjugation, a system that led the people to where they are at today.


Fourth: Culture between stability and flexibility


If we understand that the problem is within us, rather than our religion, and if it becomes obvious that autocracy and the ensuing distortion and disfigurement of our culture was this nation’s first deviation, not to mention the destruction of successive generations, the first step on our long journey towards a renaissance should be a return to our authentic cultural sources. We should re-examine all aspects of this culture, whether political, economic, literary, poetic, historical, or local and international relations, even those related to jurisprudence, and purify them from centuries of autocracy to serve as the solid basis of our future renaissance. We are certain that, just as it did in the past, this examination, or re-examination, and the ensuing purification of our accumulated traditions coupled with a return to the authentic sources of our religion, will form the basis of our future renaissance. If this actually happens, we will realise that much of what the autocratic culture has caused, in terms of division and disagreements in society, will no longer be there, and that the chasm between us and several manmade elements of the modern renaissance is actually the logical basis for them. We will realise as well that the legal tenets and basic principles we hold onto, and of which we constantly reminded, were and still are the safety valve against intellectual extremism, or forced extremism, as is clear from our current culture’s shortcomings and increasing failures at all levels. These tenets are akin to the lines on a football field meant to prevent the players from straying from the main objective of scoring goals; since overstepping these lines becomes a costly endeavour, the player can use his mental and physical faculties to stay within them and secure victory for his team. We could say the same about the legal religious tenets whose role is to prevent people from overstepping their boundaries, whether on a whim, out of short-sightedness, for lack of experience or for any other momentary reason. Within the boundaries of these tenets, people could use their mind and abilities to understand this universe and its laws, use them for their benefit as they create and build as God has ordered: “He brought you into being from the earth, and made you dwell in it.”14


Many daily life experiences emphasise the importance of these tenets. In the domain of governance, for example, we believe that Islam does not specify a particular system of government, or prescribe a particular way of electing the ruler. What it does do, however, is draw a set of general principles, centring round justice, equality and consultation, and leaves the manner of their implementation to man’s judgement based on his circumstances, environment and the challenges he faces.15 This is where the miraculous genius of this religion lies; it establishes a set of flexible tenets that do lend themselves to rigidity, yet leaves a wide enough space for creativity, invention and keeping up with the modern ways of life, while providing, at the same time, protection against extremes and extremism, of all kinds. What further confirms this fact are the numerous ways in which the Muslims elected the four rightly guided caliphs. Abu Bakr was nominated by Umar and then elected by the Muslims. On his deathbed, Umar nominated six companions of the Prophet with his son Abdullah as the seventh to break any eventual tie, yet prevented him from being a candidate. The group of companions chose Uthman and the Muslims approved their choice. After Uthman’s death, a group of them nominated Ali who then won the allegiance of the majority of Muslims.16 All the above election methods have national consensus at their core, without the slightest hint of heredity or specifying a particular formula to elect the caliph. The Muslims could well decide one day that one of the manmade formulas is more appropriate for this day and age, and adopt it; this does not mean that they deviated from the spirit of their religion, since the rightly guided caliphs would remain their main example as far as their firm and constant morality, beliefs, faith and practices are concerned. Other modes of behaviour imposed on the Muslims by a particular set of circumstances and their simple way of life, are no longer binding on subsequent generations. They might even conflict with the spirit of their religion because Muslim societies could remain stuck at the level of old simple formulas that were meant for an entirely different set of circumstances. If the first rightly guided caliph was elected in a small gathering place (known as the Saqifah Bani Sa‘idah) because the Muslims were few in number, it does not mean that the nation should hesitate to choose a more modern method better suited for the large numbers that go to the polls today.


Flexibility within the context of constancy is not limited to governance in Islam, but applies to life’s other aspects, as well. For example, there are constants in the economy like almsgiving and prohibiting usury, gambling, the production of harmful goods and services, and immoral practices including monopolies, cheating, injustice and other practices prohibited on account of their negative impact on the exploitation and fair distribution of resources. Once it abides by these constant tenets, a Muslim society could then work at developing its modern financial and administrative institutions in a manner that best serves its needs and interests. It could do this without being required to reproduce any of the old Muslim financial and administrative institutions, unless they are still of benefit today. What applies to politics and the economy applies to all other domains; there are constants and flexibilities relative to the family, the penal code, international relations and the treatment of minorities, among others. They are designed to keep Muslim society in a state of perpetual forward movement and constant change and creativity, and allow it to keep up with novelties without falling by the wayside or pursuing a path that could eventually lead to its decline, dislocation and weakness. The circle of constants is very limited, just as the lines of a football field are limited compared to the size of the overall field. In short, what should be emphasised here is that nothing in Islam will conflict with modern democracy, as long as we see it as an instrument for managing governance that fosters an environment of accountability and oversight, guarantees the freedom of the press, protects the judiciary’s independence and ensures freedom of expression and a method of exercising power. However, as many contemporary religious scholars indicate, none of these principles should in any way conflict with the text and spirit of the Qur’an or the sunnah, or detract from the general intent of the shar‘ia.17 It is apt to highlight here the opinion of Gulf researcher Ali Khalifa al-Kawari expressed in the course of a debate on Islam’s compatibility with democracy. Al Kawari said, “What is being said about the conflict between Islam and democracy emanates, in my opinion, neither from the core of Islam, nor democracy. It emanates either from an exclusive liberal view that sees democracy as a mechanism particular to the liberal doctrine and consistent with its values and references. Or it emanates from an extremist religious interpretation that confuses elements integral to Islam, namely the revelations and Islamic jurisprudence, with practices that reflect human thought and should be understood in their proper context, historical period and level of human knowledge at that particular time.”18


The insistence on the lack of conflict between Islam and democracy, as a governance system, not only encourages a rapprochement between different reformist currents in the Gulf, it refutes the power pundits’ theory that democracy is incompatible with shar‘ia.19 As for judging different patterns of behaviour based on their compatibility or incompatibility with Islam’s legal tenets, we should be careful to avoid going to extremes or extremism. We should instead rely on clear legal and credible mechanisms to prevent the issue from becoming a cause for dissent and division, at a time when these societies badly need more national unity and solidarity. We should remember, in this context, that what we are talking about here is an Islamic society, rather than a theocracy governed by religious leaders, like Iran or the Vatican.


This is why we are certain that when the level of freedom allows the establishment of schools, universities, banks, media outlets and other modern institutions, within the framework of Islamic moral and doctrinal codes, the world will then judge for itself these institutions’ worthiness and their ability to achieve progress, harmony and stability in a modern society. We are not speaking here about past experience but the present day. Despite all the obstacles, many Islamic economic institutions have proved more efficient, fair, stable, and more able to contribute to economic development than those that rely on usury and betting. It is the same with academic institutions, as evidenced by a number of schools in Britain whose academic achievement levels are superior to others with different underlying beliefs. Even at the government level, we have the example of Turkey’s Justice and Development Party whose success, especially in the economic field, surpasses the achievements of all other parties combined since independence. We should not forget present efforts by many Islamic charitable societies that have come to the aid of the poor all over the world, and managed to become a partner in development and solidarity, so much so that they became targets in recent years. Let us also not forget the spirit of resistance born of this religion that was able to score a number of successes that took the enemy by surprise in Palestine, Lebanon, Iraq and Afghanistan. In short, the period of slumber that autocracy has imposed on us, and the concomitant obliteration of this Godly path, has lasted far too long; it is hard to believe that our culture today is the same Islamic culture whose glorious past, and few contemporary bright spots, we depict in this book. Is it time, therefore, to remove the residue that autocracy has heaped on our authentic Islamic culture in order to build our current lives on solid bases, or should we continue to submit to the waves of Westernisation, and fight everything related to our cultural fundamentals like our autocratic governments have recently done under foreign pressure, even if at varying degrees? We hope that the Arab Spring, which the Arab people have been living through since 2011, will be a turning point that corrects the track of these governments for the better.





CHAPTER THREE



The Elites


Just as autocracy has obliterated and distorted Arab Islamic culture, it has marginalised the social elite including, among others, the religious scholars, business people, intellectuals, managers and various professionals. In order to grasp the nature of this marginalisation and the reasons behind it, it is necessary to compare the relationship between the rulers and people in the Gulf, before and after the discovery of oil. This will help us to shed light on the circumstances that led to the marginalisation of different social elements in the Gulf.


First: Before the discovery of oil


Prior to the discovery of oil, the social composition of Gulf societies included social, economic and professional elements akin to what we know today as civil society, but much simpler in nature. Alongside the ruler, the merchant class and the religious scholars (ulama) enjoyed a level of influence in society, whereby the ruler depended on various social sectors in economic and security matters. This was at a time when the main sources of revenue were pearl fishing and its related activities like shipbuilding, and trade in agricultural products, such as dates and livestock in desert areas.1 The pearl merchant class, or what we know today as the business class, was independent of the ruler to such an extent that some of these merchants had their own tribunals for conflicts associated with pearl fishing.2 The pearl trade actually refers to an entire industry that included the ships’ captains, divers, ship crews, and the buyers of these pearls who sold them to Indian or other merchants in return for foreign currency, which they then used to buy products from abroad.3 Pearl fishing also contributed to the shipbuilding industry, whose products like ropes and sails were imported from Africa.4 British historian John Lorimer estimates that in 1980 the income of the ruler of Abu Dhabi, Zayid bin Khalifah, also known as Zayid I, was around £6711 from various sources. The pearl trade accounted for 82 per cent of it, while the rest came from taxes on dates from the Liwa and Burimi oases, and from taxes the Sultan of Muscat paid Zayid I in return for preventing tribes from the al-Dhahira region from attacking his borders.5 The income of Dubai’s ruler was estimated at £4569, and those of Sharjah and Umm al-Quwain’s rulers at £2227 and £1285, respectively. The size of their incomes was linked directly to the number of commercial diving ships owned by each emirate, with the largest part of this income going to cover the expenses of the rulers’ family and guards. The rulers maintained neither administrative or judicial institutions nor an army, and did not have security and intelligence services to spy on their people, meaning that their responsibilities were very limited.6 Jill Crystal, a researcher on Gulf affairs, says that the situation in other Gulf countries was no different from the coastal emirates. In Kuwait and Qatar, political life was subject to the alliance between the merchants and the emirs because the former were the link between the ruler and the funds he needed and, prior to the discovery of oil, this money came from the sea, i.e., from the pearl trade. The merchant class got the money from the divers and gave it to the rulers in the form of customs duties, taxes on diving ships or personal loans, and held sway in society thanks to marriages with members of the ruling families.7 According to Saudi researcher Madawi al-Rasheed, Ibn Saud’s income prior to the discovery of oil was made up of grants from the British government, income from the annual pilgrimage (hajj), alms (zakat) money collected by various regional princes and shaikhs, and the taxes imposed on the Hijaz. Ibn Saud used to force his country’s merchant class to cover many of his expenses, including the war against the Saudi Muslim Brotherhood in 1927, and some of these merchants even represented the Saudi Kingdom abroad.8 Likewise, most of the Bahraini ruling family’s income came from pearls, trade and dates.9 The economic power of the merchants prior to the discovery of oil was used often for political ends and, as described in the chapter on hereditary systems, the merchant class joined the call for political reform. After the discovery of oil, the relative equilibrium between the governments and the merchant class prevailing in the region prior to the discovery of oil turned into attempts by the governments to contain the merchants’ power, though the level of this containment differed from one country to the other.


In the case of the ulama, the fact that these were Islamic societies gave them an influential position in the country, although the importance of the role they played or the level of their religious acumen and ethnic backgrounds differed from one country to another. Islam was a way of life for the region’s people rather than just a matter of civil status. Hence, they rejected usury, and even the system based on which the pearl divers divided the cost of preparing the ships and distributing the profits relied on agreed-upon percentages and was meant to avoid usury. Some Western researchers saw this as a kind of class-alignment system when in fact it was not that but a pattern of behaviour based on these individuals’ faith.10 This was also the case when the ulama were needed to teach in Qur’anic schools or help manage family relationships, and so on. The ulama class, however, played a more important role in Saudi Arabia where the state was founded on an alliance between a religious leader, Shaikh Muhammad bin Abdul Wahab, and a political leader, Muhammad Ibn Saud, a situation that gave the ulama a prominent position in the country early on.11 Their role in Saudi Arabia was not limited to the religious domain, that is, bestowing religious legitimacy on the Saudi ruler; many ulama had played a role in the wars that led to the creation of what we know today as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In other words, they played a jihadist role in the Kingdom, if we can use this term to describe the wars of expansion that Ibn Saud waged in order to establish the Kingdom, in 1932.12 After the discovery of oil, however, the ulama’s fate was not all that different from that of the merchants. When Faisal Bin Abdul Aziz assumed power, the Saudi government reduced the ulama’s role and made the position of the chief expert in Islamic law (mufti) part of the executive authority which is led by the King’s leadership. Thus, in a country founded on Islamic legitimacy, the ulama could no longer rely on their independence to bolster their credibility. We will revisit this subject later in the book.
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