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Preface


The last decade in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has been one of dramatic change and upheaval. The recent series of revolutionary movements in the region have posed a significant challenge to scholars seeking to explain both their emergence and likely consequences. While some authoritarian regimes have crumbled, others have withstood the deluge, and the success, or failure, of the nascent post-revolutionary structures remains uncertain. Under such circumstances, it has become increasingly important to examine the extent to which the region has been transformed in these last decades, and to come to terms with the potential challenges and opportunities facing the future of the MENA region.


To that end, in December 2012 a postgraduate interdisciplinary conference was held at the Australian National University’s (ANU) Centre for Arab and Islamic Studies (Middle East and Central Asia) (CAIS), titled ‘Change and Continuity in the Middle East and Central Asia’. The conference was opened by the former Prime Minister of Australia, the Hon. Kevin Rudd, and its aim was to further the understanding of the recent political, social and economic changes that were unfolding in the Middle East and Central Asia. The conference was spearheaded and organised by the editors of this volume and also by fellow CAIS postgraduate scholars, Liyana Kayali and Lee Schrader, who made extensive contributions and provided exceptional intellectual and collegial support. Leila Kouatly, CAIS Administrator, contributed administrative support and guidance, which was crucial in ensuring the ultimate success of this conference.


In compiling this edited volume, a selection of papers from this conference were chosen and woven together with the work of a number of renowned Middle East scholars. In taking such an approach, this volume is designed to showcase the often unseen, but groundbreaking work of early career scholars, as well as providing a platform for established scholars to offer their nuanced analysis on the momentous events that have rocked the MENA region.


This volume would not have come about without the tremendous support received from the ANU. In particular, the editors of this volume would like to sincerely thank Professor Adam Graycar, Director of the Research School of Social Sciences, and Professor Amin Saikal, the Director of CAIS, for their support, guidance and encouragement.
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Understanding and Interpreting Change in the Middle East and North Africa


Adel Abdel Ghafar, Brenton Clark and Jessie Moritz


The unleashing of discontent throughout the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region over recent years has fuelled civil strife and led to the instigation of reform and the overthrow of unpopular autocrats. In this maelstrom of disorder, it has become clear that societies in the MENA region have seriously challenged authoritarianism and have displayed a desire to transform their political, social and economic destinies.


In particular, populations of this region have sought to challenge entrenched power structures, redress historical grievances and reshape their relationship with the state. Popular uprisings that have swept through the region have been transformative, generating exciting new research that challenges conventional assumptions about governance, societal placidity and the role of traditionally marginalised groups. Where revolutionary pressures have been absent, slower but equally notable change has still occurred—as in the shifting role of women in the Persian Gulf or the ‘Kurdish opening’ in Turkey since 2009. Change does not occur without some facilitation and organisation of interests, and here the roles of social media and Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) are often touted as instrumental to recent change in the MENA region.


Just as the region itself is changing, so too are our perceptions. Of course, change, to some extent, is constant, and the position of social and elite groups today is certainly radically different from that of the previous generation and even more so from the generation before. Yet the intensity and wide-reaching nature of change over recent years warrants serious scholarly attention, as do the paradigms that purport to explain it. This volume aims to respond to this need, debunking mainstream misconceptions about revolutionary change in the MENA region, questioning common approaches used to interpret change in the Arab, Persian and Turkish worlds, and providing an array of perspectives to highlight how diverse conclusions can be drawn from the same events depending on interpretation.


This is certainly not the only volume to discuss recent change in the MENA region, but its breadth, structure and focus is unique. Unlike other edited volumes that focus only on one region or one aspect of change, this volume is able to place change within a wider context, for example contrasting the use of social media during the Iranian Green Movement of 2009 with the Libyan uprising of 2011. There are volumes that specifically focus upon the Arab Spring,1 on ICTs,2 and even on the two together,3 yet the combination of a broad regional focus (including non-Arab states Turkey and Iran), consideration of multiple types of change (revolutionary versus slower-paced reforms) and a lengthy discussion of the role of ICTs in creating or precipitating change has not been carried out. The volume’s inclusion of a section on ICTs reinforces its immediacy; this is a topic that has excited much interest in the last few years but remains under-represented in the academic literature.


This volume showcases a broad range of approaches to understanding change in the MENA region. Our authors come from diverse theoretical backgrounds, including international relations, political economy, social movement theory, identity politics and gender studies. Moreover, the volume’s chapters discuss an array of countries, events, actors and issues. The theme of interpreting recent change is consistent throughout the text—indeed, one of the greatest strengths of this volume is that it provides an opportunity to draw connections across countries, disciplines and events. The volume is organised into three parts, each of which addresses important questions about change in the MENA region.



Part 1: The Arab Uprisings: Interpreting Revolutionary Change


The first part of this volume discusses the so-called Arab Uprisings, which have fuelled revolutionary change and significant political, economic and social reform throughout the Arab world. Although the revolutions and uprisings of the MENA region have garnered considerable worldwide attention, it is worth exploring what this volume actually means by ‘revolutionary change’.


There has been a range of definitions elucidated for the term ‘revolution’; for instance Alexis de Tocqueville defined revolution as the overthrow ‘of the legally constituted elite, which initiated a period of social, political and economic change’.4 Samuel P Huntington, in Political Order in Changing Societies, defines revolution as a ‘rapid, fundamental, and violent domestic change in the dominant values and myths of a society, in its political institutions, social structure, leadership, and government activities and policies’.5 Advancing a much more flexible definition, Raymond Tanter and Manus Midlarsky consider a revolution to exist ‘when a group of insurgents illegally and/or forcefully challenges the governmental elite for the occupancy of roles in the structure of political authority’.6 According to such a definition, a successful revolution takes place once the ‘insurgents’ have occupied the roles of the government they sought to challenge; however, as a precondition for revolution, the political or social structures do not have to change. And finally, in her seminal study States and Social Revolutions, Theda Skocpol defines a revolution as a process in which a:


mass-based movement, coalescing with the aid of ideology and organization … consciously undertakes to overthrow the existing government and perhaps the entire social order … and, if it wins, undertakes to establish its own authority and program.7


At the broadest level, this volume considers revolutions to be highly dynamic processes that seek to challenge and overturn established political, social and economic orders. However, just as in applying any theory to the real and complex world of politics, it is difficult to find an ‘ideal’ example of revolution in the MENA region. In Tunisia and Egypt, for example, elements of the ancien régime remain, as was shown in spectacular fashion by the overthrow of President Mohammed Morsi in Egypt in July 2013. In Libya, one is less inclined to describe the changes that have taken place there as a revolution, but rather as a fully fledged civil war between tribes of eastern Libya (centred around Benghazi) and Western Libya (centred around Tripoli and Sirte), aided by an outside military intervention led by NATO forces. In the Yemeni case, while President Ali Abdullah Saleh has been overthrown, much of the existing power structures remain largely the same. In Syria, what started as an unarmed peaceful movement calling for change has morphed into a civil war with continued interference by international players operating for their own geostrategic benefit.


The question therefore must be asked: are the Arab Uprisings revolutions or not? If one applies a strict methodological criteria of total regime change and replacement of old elite power structures with new ones, then the Arab Uprisings have not always resulted in revolution (and even when revolution has occurred it is unclear whether underlying power structures have truly been disrupted). Although it is debatable that revolutionary change in a strict theoretical sense has taken place, the momentous changes that have occurred, and the drivers that brought about these changes, deserve considerable recognition and analysis.


At the heart of each uprising were populations dissatisfied with current state–society relations. While Arab governments successfully maintained authoritarian control over their subjects for many decades, they have failed dismally to meet the political, economic and social demands of their people, with the weight of each of these factors different in each context. For instance, in the Tunisian case, economic factors were at the heart of the uprisings that overthrew the regime of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali. The corruption of the Ben Ali regime and his family, who controlled large segments of the Tunisian economy, had a negative economic impact on the Tunisian people for decades. In Bahrain, political and social factors seem to have been at the vanguard of the protests and unsuccessful uprising that shook the Al-Khalifa ruling family, with the Shi’a majority unhappy over a lack of political opportunities afforded to them by the Sunni minority rulers. However, without the coalescence of all three of these structural factors, these uprisings arguably would not have occurred in the first place. For instance, during the 2011 Egyptian uprising, the leading chant was e’eish, hur’iya, a’adala’h Ijtima’iya! (bread, freedom, social justice!) This simple yet revealing chant clearly stated in a few words the revolution’s economic, political and social demands.


Although it is unclear at the time of writing if populations throughout the MENA region can successfully bring about complete revolutionary change, states that have been rocked by political unrest and upheaval will continue to be placed under extreme pressure by their populations to implement sustainable political, economic and social reforms. Furthermore, what is also clear in the maelstrom of events over recent years is that, while initially successful in dislodging autocrats in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen, the divergent societal forces—youth and labour movements, secular nationalists and Islamists—have thus far been unable to fully shape the trajectory of the state in line with their own ideological and political vision. The Arab Uprisings and revolutions are far from over, and the future political, social and economic shape of the region has yet to be crystallised.


While predicting the future direction of revolutionary change is not possible, the three chapters in Part 1 provide a selection of interpretations about the structural drivers of revolutionary change, the implications for the shape and nature of Arab society and some thoughts on the way revolutionary change is traditionally interpreted in Western academic and popular literature.


Opening this section’s examination of revolutionary change, Amin Saikal provides an erudite historical analysis, situating the current uprisings as a ‘Third Arab Awakening’. According to Saikal, the first awakening came with the advent of Islam in the early seventh century, which resulted in the Islamisation of much of Arab culture and society. The second awakening took the shape of an anti-colonial, anti-imperialist and anti-Zionist pan-Arab nationalist movement, led by Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser. This third Arab awakening constitutes a pro-democratic reformation of the Arab world and an ‘awakening’ of political and social consciousness, and can be considered evidence of the aspirations of Arab societies to independently chart their own socioeconomic destinies and determine who should govern them and how they should be governed. According to Saikal, if this ‘awakening’ is successful, far-reaching implications await the current global political order.


Turning away from Saikal’s broad analysis, Noah Bassil launches a penetrating critique of the established narratives of the Arab Uprisings. Bassil applies a neo-Marxist Gramscian approach, which investigates existing local and international power structures through Antonio Gramci’s ‘hegemony’ lens. In applying this approach, Bassil argues that the dramatic and momentous events that led to the overthrow of autocrats Ben Ali of Tunisia and Mubarak of Egypt are evidence of a breakdown in ‘hegemony’. Hegemony, according to Bassil, is a crucial concept for understanding the fall of a number of the Arab dictatorships, but is also useful for explaining the political machinations that have followed, whereby ruling elites have attempted to recreate an order that placates the protesters while also preserving their own economic and social privileges.


Completing this volume’s section on revolutionary change, Govand Azeez aims to build an historical narrative of previous uprisings in the region and how they have been viewed within an Orientalist lens. Azeez argues that Western perceptions of the ‘Arab Spring’ have been tainted by an ‘Orientalist mirage’. This mirage, according to Azeez, leads the West to declare the Arab Spring as nothing more than an Islamic, anti-liberal, undemocratic event, which has effectively moved Arabs backwards not forwards. The antecedents of this perception can be found in the works of authors such as Ernest Renan, Winston Churchill and Gustave Le Bon, and continue to the present day in the influential writings of social commentators such as Thomas Friedman and Henry Kissinger. Through the adoption of a Foucauldian genealogical approach, Azeez aims to shatter these ossified perceptions of the Arab world and the recent uprisings, illuminating new pathways for the analysis of the recent uprisings.


Part 2: Gender and Identity in the Middle East and North Africa: Interpreting New and Re-emerging Actors


Where the first part of this volume is broad and discusses events that span the entire MENA region, the second part narrows the focus to specific groups whose role and status have changed significantly in the past decade. In the excitement of trying to interpret the Arab Uprisings at a structural or regional level, the implications for sub-state groups can often be overlooked, even among those studies that adopt a country-by-country approach. Yet the shifting position of these groups can be key to understanding the direction and impetus for change in the Middle East, and particularly for understanding the obstacles to the type of liberal change that is ostensibly desired by Western policymakers.


This section touches on the structure–agency debate. Whereas the region-wide analyses covered in Part 1 and debate over the importance of social media in facilitating change in Part 3 of this volume naturally lend themselves to more structural explanations, focusing on specific movements and groups can highlight the agency exercised by individual actors. In some ways, the unrest experienced across the Middle East has been a significant challenge to structural explanations of authoritarianism, prompting much debate and criticism of Middle East Studies as misguidedly focused on the persistence of authoritarian structures.8 Although it is certainly too soon to dismiss many of these theories outright, especially as the veneer of liberation wears off and many states across the region continue to grapple with entrenched elite systems of power, the debate has widened the space to discuss the role of new actors or those who have recently re-emerged onto the public stage.


Turning our attention to the changing position of sub-state groups means we can also discuss examples of change without revolution, or change that occurs in a more subtle and slow-paced way. An absence of unrest does not equate to an absence of change, although it does condition the types of change that have occurred. Incremental change outside revolution and outside the realm of the Arab Uprisings is something that has received far less attention within academic and public literatures in the last few years yet is arguably just as critical to any understanding of the status and power of social groups compared to the state.


What becomes immediately apparent about change that occurs without social unrest is that many of the forces pushing for what might be termed ‘liberal’ change, for example, increasing the participation of women in the workforce or revisiting national identities to incorporate previously ostracised ethnic groups, have in fact been state-led. Contrary to a popular understanding of Middle Eastern and North African states and ruling elites as the last bastions of autocracy and backwardness, in some cases state-led reforms have been arguably more advanced than what would have been acceptable to largely conservative societies. What also becomes clear, however, is that this type of change is far from unlimited; indeed, it can form a core element of a strategy of managed change, where elites embrace particular reforms in order to control and manage particular segments of society. Certainly this has been the case for women’s rights in the Arab states of the Persian Gulf, where women’s organisations are almost exclusively state-run and women are encouraged to join the labour force as part of a development strategy aimed at projecting a liberal and forward-thinking image of the state internationally, yet there remains little space for women to challenge the patriarchal system as a whole.


Change, therefore, is not necessarily in a ‘liberal’ direction, or when it is it may be more elite-driven than the dominant public narrative might like to admit. Yet, if nothing else, the Arab Uprisings have reawakened many dormant aspirations among marginalised societal groups (or, more accurately, reminded commentators of the existence and importance of these groups), resulting in the re-emergence of social groups into the public space. The role and position of such groups is hotly contested, and nowhere is this more overt than in Egypt, where Islamist political parties have emerged from three decades of exile in the private sphere to capture the presidency—albeit only temporarily—in Egypt’s first democratic election post-Mubarak. Despite the increasingly prominent role of Islamic political groups in Middle Eastern and North African politics over the last decade, many Western readers remain relatively unfamiliar with the goals, organisational structures and history of Islamic political movements, their views instead shaped by simplistic references to Islamic terrorism and extremist organisations commonly promulgated by Western media. Understanding the dynamics of Islamic political groups in Egypt and, indeed, across the Middle East, requires a strong understanding not only of the desires of Islamist movements at the national or regional level, but of the different Islamic factions involved and the competition, cooperation and bargaining that occurs between them, and this type of analysis is only possible when examining the individual movements and actors involved.


While violence and unrest continues across Egypt at the time of writing and many remain sceptical that an Islamist party like the Muslim Brotherhood would adequately protect the rights of minority groups, the election of an Islamic political party in Turkey in 2002 paradoxically allowed an ethnic minority to reiterate their demands to the state without being vilified as a separatist security threat. In yet another example of managed change, the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, or AKP) responded to the increasing pressure of a financially oriented middle class by pragmatically redefining the question of Kurdish national identity as a socio-political issue rather than a separatist threat to the state. Their move highlighted not only the importance of agency when examining the Middle East, but the diversity of outcomes depending on context. Part 2 of the volume focuses on a variety of case studies to highlight a key aspect of change in the MENA region: that the pace, direction and outcome of change across the region are not uniform and the changing role of specific actors requires careful research and analysis.


Of course, trying to exhaustively cover the implications of change for all sub-state groups in the MENA region would be an impossibly vast task. We have selected three chapters to explore the themes of agency, state-driven reform and the implications of change for sub-state groups. Raihan Ismail leads the section with an exploration of the dynamics between Islamic political movements in post-Mubarak Egypt. As the public space reopens in the post-Mubarak era, Egypt’s society has become dangerously polarised between conservative Islamist and secular liberal groups, yet Western interpretations remain hindered by a limited understanding of the inner workings of the Islamist institutions, their motivations and aspirations. Ismail’s chapter addresses that gap by examining competition and cooperation between the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafis and al-Azhar Islamic scholars in post-Mubarak Egypt. The timeframe she chooses to discuss these political machinations—from the fall of Mubarak in 2011 to the overthrow of the Muslim Brotherhood government led by Morsi in 2013—is ideal; this is the moment where Islamist parties have been most active in the public sphere, negotiating coalitions and campaigning for public support. Crucially, Ismail’s chapter is able to take account not only of the relations between Islamic institutions but within the movements themselves, providing an analysis that can better capture emerging fractures within the Salafi movement, and heated debate among the increasingly independent scholars of al-Azhar University.


Turning from Islamist movements to sub-state ethnic groups, William Gourlay’s chapter investigates the changing attitude of the Turkish state towards Kurds. The immediacy of work on ethnic identity and nationalism is particularly clear, given the reawakening of many sub-state identities across the MENA region in the last decade—from Iraq’s bloody confrontations as conflict escalated in 2006 to the horrific scale of violence, not just between rebels and the state, but between sub-state groups in Syria since 2011.9 While simply describing these events as a sectarian conflict between Sunni and Shi’a oversimplifies the complex nature of sub-state identities at play, it has become increasingly evident that ethnic, sectarian, tribal or other types of sub-state identities are becoming more influential as traditional authoritarian systems come under challenge, and other players—Iran and Saudi Arabia, for example—seek to capitalise on social divisions to reinforce their own positions in a fragmented region. In this sense, the AKP’s move to reopen the question of Kurdish nationalism may actually be an uncommon case where negotiations between the state and a sub-state group can be considered outside a context of civil conflict, although the recent Gezi Park protests may yet alter this situation.


Finally, Jillian Schedneck’s examination of complicity, resistance and responses to state-sponsored feminism in the United Arab Emirates concludes the second part of this volume. In a region where women’s rights are perceived as considerably lacking, the acceptance and support from Emirati women for the state-led project is a particularly interesting challenge to Western preconceptions, tying back to the theme of managed change where the state pragmatically allows reforms in order to project an international image of liberal responsiveness, even as most political power remains within a patriarchal system. Schedneck’s chapter explores why young Emirati women choose to invest in government-sponsored feminism and the complex practice of negotiation that goes into women’s empowerment in the Arab states of the Gulf. Her work challenges not only simplistic preconceptions of Arab women as disempowered and subjugated but also a literature on gender studies that expects resistance against a patriarchal system, rather than the active support for the state evident among young Emirati female students. Agency in this situation clearly does not equate to resistance, instead informing a complex bargaining and negotiation process whereby women work to expand their options within a patriarchal society with the active support of a government interested in appearing liberal to the international community, even as it reinforces its traditional legitimacy domestically.


Part 3: The Capacity for Change: Interpreting the Role of Information Communication Technologies


Without the agency and will of individuals and movements it is impossible to alter entrenched social and political structures. Yet agents are often unable to create change without some tool or form of organisational power—a capacity for change that goes beyond structural and political opportunities. Here, the role of ICTs has been touted as crucial to the uprisings that have gripped the MENA region.


The use of ICTs wielded by a diverse range of state and sub-state actors and movements leading up to, and in the wake of, the uprisings has become a topic of considerable interest in the West over recent years. This interest, which has at times bordered on obsession, has led to the popularity of terms such as ‘Twitter Revolutions’, ‘Facebook Revolutions’ and even ‘WikiLeaks Revolutions’ to describe the events that have rocked capitals from Tunis to Tehran. While simplistic, such descriptions were inevitable in the West, where the conventional media and its consumers crave simple explanations for what were highly complex and multifaceted events.


The use of social media and ICTs were a common sight throughout the region, from tech-savvy Iranians sharing videos and images of regime brutality against street protesters in 2009 with a worldwide audience, to the creation of Facebook groups by middle-class Egyptians that mobilised thousands to protest against the violent rule and corruption of the Hosni Mubarak regime in 2011. The widespread use of social media and ICTs among anti-government activists and groups was seemingly clear for all to see. Western commentators and political elites hailed such technologies as an indispensable tool in allowing the organisation and mobilisation of street protests, the dissemination of information and anti-regime propaganda and facilitating an environment where like-minded individuals could communicate free from the shackles of authoritarian oversight.10 Furthermore, the use of such technologies by an overwhelmingly secularised and young middle class provided Western publics with an insight into a range of political struggles that seemed much more organic and ‘real’ compared to the coverage of such events by ‘out of touch’ Western-based mainstream media sources. To many observers in the West it seemed that the internet had played a central role in encouraging and facilitating these uprisings, bringing new, heretofore silent actors to the vanguard of political struggle.


While the mainstream Western media, and so-called ‘cyber-optimists’ and ‘digital evangelists’ hailed social media and ICTs as indispensable in bringing about the fall of authoritarian leaders throughout the MENA region,11 there were also many others who took a less sanguine view regarding the role of these technologies in facilitating these uprisings. A number of so-called ‘cyber-sceptics’ and ‘techno-realists’ believed that there was a widespread exaggeration of the capabilities of social media and ICTs in bringing about political change within the MENA region.12 Furthermore, a number of analysts viewed platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and other social media and networking sites as ‘useless’ in the furtherance of opposition goals, with such tools in fact being more useful for regime security forces in monitoring and cracking down on dissent.13 Sceptics have noted the belief that it is in fact impossible to instigate a revolution without taking incredible risks in physically mobilising on the streets and confronting authoritarian rulers and their security apparatuses. In this view, social media and ICTs can act as a conduit for expressing dissent, but they cannot act as an alternative or inspiration to actually get out on to the streets and protest.14 Furthermore, many sceptics took a critical view of the importance local, tech-savvy, Westernised middle-class actors and groups had played in bringing about uprisings and revolutions. As sceptics accurately pointed out, across the MENA region there were considerably low penetration rates for internet usage. In particular, in Iran and Egypt only a small minority of the population use Facebook and an even smaller segment of that minority know what Twitter actually is—a strange state of affairs for two countries that had apparently experienced Facebook and Twitter ‘revolutions’.15


Within these popular discussions, both the ‘revolutionary’ and ‘counter-revolutionary’ role these technologies played in apparently fomenting unrest or solidifying authoritarianism in the MENA region has been consistently emphasised. Rather than engaging in zero-sum debates as to the relevance of such technologies, a number of scholars have instead sought to focus upon the complex interactions between the use of these technologies and the conditions of Middle Eastern and North African societies on the eve of unrest and revolution.16 In this view, social media and ICTs are neither the ‘main cause’ behind the overthrow or solidification of authoritarian rule, nor were the revolutions and uprisings ‘single ingredient’ events.17 The use of social media and ICTs neither precipitates the failure or success of revolutions, nor can their use be seen as removed from the complex social realities that publics faced and continue to face in the MENA region. For instance, without structural factors such as widespread corruption, food shortages, political repression and economic dysfunction—factors that publics have faced for decades in the region—there would have been no mobilisation on the streets. As noted by Sahar Khamis and Katherine Vaughn, social media was ‘only effective because of the willingness of large numbers of people to physically engage in and support peaceful social protest, sometimes at great personal cost’.18 The internet can indeed serve as a vital fillip and first step in providing a means for political engagement online, which can then be carried through offline.19 However it cannot be viewed as the key or single mechanism in the overthrow of authoritarianism.


While it is still open to debate how crucial social media and ICTs actually were in deposing authoritarian leaders in the MENA region, what is clear is that such technologies will only become more crucial in political struggles in years to come, for authoritarian regimes and opposition groups alike. As put succinctly by Vasileios Karagiannopoulos: ‘the internet and social media are entrenched in our everyday lives and it would seem unimaginable that there could be a future political struggle without entailing internet communications and applications’.20


This book’s contributors add to the nuanced and highly contextualised accounts already provided by a range of academics who have sought to unpick the role social media and ICTs played in the uprisings that have rocked the MENA region. However, the accounts in this volume differ substantially in their emphasis on examining why these uprisings took place, while also examining the role played by social media and ICTs during these uprisings. Many academic accounts have instead focused overwhelmingly on how social media and ICTs were used in the uprisings, without dealing with why these uprisings took place to begin with. Contributors to this volume do not seek to provide a definite argument for or against the importance or unimportance of social media and ICTs, but instead seek to place the role of these technologies within a broader context, which captures both the complexity of events and the highly contextualised nature of each uprising and revolution.


Opening the section on ICTs and the capacity for change, Negar Partow examines the growing use of social media networks, in particular Facebook, in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Partow argues that the growing use of the social media networks such as Facebook has caused a degradation of state-sponsored ‘traditions of solidarity’, which has undermined the political legitimacy of the Islamic Republic. The use of these technologies has provided Iranians with access to information free from the ideological strictures set by the ruling theocratic regime.


Constance Duncombe examines how ICTs have been portrayed in Western media and academic discourse, focusing on the examples of Libya and the Islamic Republic of Iran. Duncombe argues this discourse has led to the popularisation and dominance of a narrative of ‘enlightened West versus subordinate non-West’. Within this dichotomous narrative are material and cultural representations of Western and non-Western ICT use which are misleading, and result in problematic assumptions about the role of ICTs in the MENA uprisings overall.


Rounding out this volume’s section on social media, ICTs and the capacity for change, Alasdair Hynd offers a stinging but thoughtful analysis on the way Western media, commentators and political elites have used the narrative of ‘Revolution 2.0’ to overstate the role of social media, while downplaying the structural factors that played a major role in bringing about the uprisings of Tunisia and Egypt. Many in the West attributed the uprisings to the liberating qualities of these Western technologies, wielded by secularised Western middle-class Tunisians and Egyptians. Forwarding this view had the effect of removing responsibility and agency away from the real actors—those in the streets actually protesting—instead placing such agency in the hands of a small few, far removed from actual events on the ground.


The final chapter in this volume turns its attention to the implications of recent change for scholarship on the MENA region. As F Gregory Gause famously asked in 2011, why did Middle East Studies miss the Arab Spring, and where should the focus lie?21 Although Robert Bowker and Minerva Nasser-Eddine rightly note that academia should not be in the business of prediction, their chapter does provide an insightful analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of scholarship in the Middle East, driven particularly by the momentous changes since December 2010. Their concluding chapter speaks to one of the core motivations of the book—to not only analyse change but to examine common interpretations of change. They focus especially on the particularities of funding and establishing academic work in the Australia and New Zealand region that impact the type of research being pursued. Their conclusions for the field of Middle East studies are important, since our intention is not only to interpret change in the MENA region but also showcase recent Australian and New Zealand scholarship on the region with a mix of early career researchers and more established academics. Drawing together the findings from the chapters, Bowker and Nasser-Eddine present a nuanced picture of where scholarship on the MENA region has been, where it is now and what direction might be most useful to pursue in the future.
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The Arab Uprisings:


Interpreting Revolutionary Change
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The Third Arab Awakening and its Geopolitical Implications


Amin Saikal


Introduction


The popular revolts that began to sweep across the Arab world from late 2010 have resulted in a number of watershed historical efforts for self-determination on the part of the Arab peoples. These revolts, whilst not amounting to what has been popularly dubbed an ‘Arab Spring’, given all the carnage, bloodshed and future uncertainties that have surrounded each of these revolts, constitute an ‘awakening’ in the form of a heightened political and social consciousness among the Arab peoples. They have clearly displayed a nascent desire of Arab societies to chart their own national destinies, determining who should govern them and how they should be governed. Considered in this light, the Arab Uprisings mark the third major Arab awakening in the last fourteen centuries, with an emphasis this time on pro-democratic reformation. Although not that successful so far, this awakening has the potential to restructure not only Arab politics, but also the regional geopolitical landscape, with far-reaching implications for the wider global political order.



First Awakening


The first Arab awakening came with the advent of Islam in the early seventh century, which resulted in the Islamisation of much of the Arab culture and society. Islam provided the socially divided and feuding Arabs with an impetus that proved instrumental in enabling them to spearhead the building of a multicultural, and multi-ethnic, empire of faith, springing from the Arabian Peninsula and stretching from Spain to the borders of China. The civilisational achievements of the early Islamic empires, which involved the participation of many non-Arab Muslim, Jewish and Christian thinkers and scholars, revolutionised the world of mathematics and made significant contributions to many other fields, ranging from astronomy to architecture, literature, medicine and historiography.1 The names of such Muslim figures as Abū ’Alī al-Husayn ibn ’Abd Allāh ibn Sīnā (or Avicenna), Abu Rayhan al-Biruni, Abu-at-Tayyib Ahmad ibn al-Husayn al-Mutanabbi and Abū Zayd ’Abdur-Rahman bin Muhammad bin Khaldūn al-Hadram (or simply Ibn Khaldūn), to mention but a few, are ingrained in history as great and innovative thinkers. The contribution of Islamic thought to the intellectual and cultural achievements of the European Renaissance during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was arguably greater than what the Arabs themselves had drawn from Hellenistic thought or even, for that matter, the Syriac and Persian civilisations.2
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