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I dedicate this book to my children: my daughter, Sapir, and my son, Nimrod, who are two Israeli, Jewish young people in the Middle East of the twenty-first century. I do not know where their paths will lead them, but I hope that they will have the privilege of seeing a new, better Middle East in which everyone can look forward to a future of hope.









Foreword








Thirty-four years ago I was born in Dimona, a small, predominately Jewish town in southern Israel. Ten years earlier my parents had made a very courageous decision. They’d decided to leave their home, their family, and their familiar environment in Nazareth, a predominantly Arab town in northern Israel with a large Muslim and Christian population, to move to Dimona to build a new and better life for their family.


Growing up as the only Muslim girl in school was not a walk in the park. One of my earliest memories is sitting with my mother in our small living room the night before I went into first grade. She told me something I’ll never forget: “You are an Arab, a Muslim Arab, you are not Jewish. But that doesn’t mean that you are less than anybody else. You have different beliefs and different customs—but you are a human being. Always be proud of who you are and what you represent, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” It was an important conversation for me and especially for my mother, because that year I had a school vacation that will leave a scar for the rest of my life.


It was in 1987, a very hot sunny Saturday morning. My uncle came with his wife and their two sons to visit us, and they really wanted to travel to the Gaza Strip. My father hesitated, knowing that the security situation was not very good there. After some persuading, my father relented and my mother, my father, my aunt and uncle, my cousin, and I set out for a Saturday drive.


I used to love those trips to Gaza. It was so different than Dimona. But so familiar at the same time. The beautiful coastline was pure and blue and I can still taste the kebab sandwich …
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But that day was different. All the shops that we used to buy from were closed and the old man that used to sell us fish was sick. Before we started heading back, we made one last stop in Bambino, a children’s clothing store. The owner of the shop was on his way out and wanted to close but decided to stay open when he saw us pull up. He told my father that the business was slow because of the “situation.” “They are calling it an ‘intifada,’” he said, “it doesn’t look good.” Before we left he leaned toward my father and said: “Do me a favor. Until you leave Gaza keep your windows closed or just give a sign so they know you’re an Arab—hold a newspaper or something …” My father waved at him and said in Arabic, “Leave it to God.” My father owned a yellow three-door BMW with no air conditioning, and because it was so hot the windows were open. The road was packed with cars. I looked outside and I saw a man holding something in his hand coming toward us. There was something about him that really scared me, so I started squirming my way down the back seat. My mom noticed and yelled, “Lucy, sit up straight!” I kept watching the man getting closer and closer and looking at me; our eyes met and in the background I heard my mom again saying, “Lucy, sit up straight!” The third time I heard her voice, I heard a big explosion. It started getting hotter in the car and then suddenly my face hit the ground. I looked to the side and I saw my mother laying on the ground, holding my aunt and crying. I saw my father pointing a fire extinguisher at my uncle who was holding my cousin who was on fire. My father yelled, “Help Us!” at the people who had gathered to watch the horror. “We Are Arabs Just Like You!” But they just stood there. And in a few minutes two Israeli Army jeeps arrived and rescued us.


After a series of surgeries, my cousin healed. But the scars in my head are still there. I hated the Palestinians. I didn’t want to understand them. I wanted them to vanish. When my father heard me saying things like that he used to say to my mother, “She’ll grow up and she’ll understand that the world is not black and white.” Today I understand that that was one of the reasons my mother had that conversation with me the night before I went to first grade.


The kids in school knew that I was Arab. Because I had nothing to be ashamed of, I proudly shared my identity with all my friends. But then I started getting picked on and beaten up almost every day. And I understood that it was because I was “different.” I was not the “fat” girl. I was not the girl xiwith the braces. I was not the girl with the glasses. I was the Arab girl. And the Arab girl understood very quickly that she needed to excel in everything she did in order to survive. And so I did. I had no choice. My parents made it very clear that a failure was unacceptable. I participated in every school activity. I sang in the school choir. I played the flute in the city’s orchestra. I participated in every single ceremony. I finished first in my class every single semester. In high school it was even harder…. It was the 1990s and Israel was shaken almost every week with another suicide bomber that blew himself up on a bus and murdered tens of people. After every terror attack, all I wanted to do was stay home. I didn’t want to face my schoolmates who blamed me because I was one of “them.” My friends never looked at me differently, but others did. I remember them standing right in front of me yelling, “terrorist,” “filthy Arab get out of here,” and “we don’t want you here.”


Despite their words, or perhaps because of them, I finished first in my class, graduating with honors and majoring in theater and Middle Eastern studies. I wanted to be an actress. I wanted to make people laugh, to make them feel, think, and express themselves. So I went to the university to study Theater Studies and Political Science. Why? Because I was once told that in order to be a good politician you need to have good acting skills. But I really only wanted to be an actress.


I moved to Jerusalem in 2000, the beginning of the second intifada. It was my first encounter with Palestinians since that day in Gaza. It was in this chapter of my life that I discovered how and why it’s not black and white…. My mother’s wise words proved true.


I have always asked myself what would have happened if I had not been born a woman. If I had not been born an Arab woman. If I had not been born an Arab Muslim woman. If I had not been born an Arab Muslim woman in a small Jewish town in the south of Israel. If I had not been born in the Middle East. These questions have become even more relevant with the tremendous chaos surrounding us here inside the Middle East.


My multifaceted identity is, to a large degree, a reflection of the multifaceted identity of the region I was born in.


I’m a journalist now. And as a journalist, in this chapter of my life, I had the honor of meeting Avi Melamed. I met him almost three years ago, just xiiwhen I started anchoring the Prime Time Evening Edition on the internationally broadcasted i24news. My many encounters with Avi, an Israeli Jew with a unique and rare understanding of the Arab world—as well as the Arabic language—contributed yet another dimension to my understanding that it is not black and white. With his calm voice, vast knowledge, profound perspective, and accurate analyses, Avi was able to take my hand and the hands of the viewers and navigate us through the wreckage of what was left of the Middle East. Time after time, Avi methodically revealed layer after layer of a multifaceted, multidimensional, multi-identity Middle East that is never black and white. The Middle East is a place, as Avi taught me, where “One plus one never equals two.”


The question mark that Avi would leave with me and viewers after he’d step out of the studio was not a normal one. The question mark was not one that kept me wondering what he meant, rather it generated more questions that I wanted answers to. It’s a question mark that keeps me excited, intrigued, interested, and thinking. Each time I got to host Avi on my show, I got the front row seat to the best lecture in town, what he masterfully presents here, in Inside the Middle East.


—Lucy Aharish











Preface








In December 2010, a Tunisian peddler set himself on fire. The unprecedented events that followed—a revolutionary shift in the cultural, economic, political, and social tectonic plates of the Arab world—engulfed the region at the end of the first and the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century. Some people call this the “Arab Spring.” Others use a term less commendable-sounding; they call it the “Arab Winter.” I join those who call it the “Arab Awakening.” It was akin to a smoldering volcano whose eruption was the result of the chaotic situation that had prevailed in the Arab world—a condition previously held in check by a layer of oppression and repression. The Arab Awakening was when that layer ripped open, and chaos exploded onto the surface with all its might.


In the time that has elapsed since December 2010, the face of the Middle East has changed beyond recognition. Many of the “borders” are no longer relevant. Iraq, Syria, Libya, and Yemen have fallen apart in a violent process. Lebanon is on a perilous slope toward disintegration. In Algeria, Egypt, and Tunisia, a dramatic political shake-up is underway. In Bahrain, Jordan, and Morocco, the Arab Awakening has accentuated and deepened the internal unrest. And militant Islamist factors, inspired by what they view as the right translation of the Islamic faith, and guided by a vision of restoring the early medieval Islamic caliphate, are building emirates across the Middle East—stretching from Iraq through Syria, the Sinai Peninsula, and Yemen, and across the northern belt of the Sahara desert all the way to Africa’s western shores. Arab societies have been thrust into a powerful whirlpool as they struggle to define their identity, path, and direction. Arab regimes that had been part of the landscape for decades—like those of Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, in power in Tunisia from 1987–2011; of Ḥosinī Mubārak, in power in xivEgypt from 1981–2011; and of ʿAlī ʿAbd Allāh Ṣālih, in power in Yemen from 1978–2012—have fallen.


There are people who claim that the Arab Awakening was responsible for the chaos in the Middle East. Many people in the West even seemed surprised by it, caught off-guard. This intrigued and concerned me, and my career has been heavily shaped by my need to help Westerners understand the unfolding events. The uprising should have been internationally predictable. The fact that it shocked so many people was one of the reasons I wrote this book.


It’s important for me to stress that this book does not purport to present a deep and all-encompassing academic analysis of the Arab world or the Middle East. In this book, I attempt to condense the wide array of processes, trends, and events that have taken place and are currently taking place in the Arab world into a general picture that is clear, yet also expresses the complexity of what is unfolding. My intention is, in the most modest way, to explain the background of the central events taking place in Arab societies; to examine the streams of thought shaping Arab societies; to outline the limitations and constraints of its major players (states as well as movements); and to assess the possible and likely results and repercussions of what is currently taking place within the Arab world.


The overwhelming majority of the information I present in this book is based on the knowledge I gained about the Arab world during the course of my career, from my own professional experiences, a variety of contacts—both personal and professional—throughout the Arab world, and a wide range of media and professional resources, primarily in Arabic, from within the Arab world. My view of the Arab world is a critical one, but it is not condescending and it is not hostile. The insights I offer are based on an analytic examination that has been constructed on the basis of a great deal of continually updated cumulative knowledge, a constant acquisition of further information, and a relentless pursuit of further understanding. My analysis is subject to the rigorous standards of professionalism that I have adhered to throughout my intelligence, advisory, policy, and educational careers, and it is firmly grounded in an obligatory humility due to my awareness that, despite my best efforts to continually learn and understand more about the Arab world, I am not immune to mistakes or faulty readings.


xv

There is one chapter in the book, Chapter Eleven, which reflects my personal perspectives—as opposed to the professional analysis on which the book is based. In this chapter, I offer my thoughts about the cultural, emotional, and psychological environment that gave birth to the involvement of Westerners in the campaign to delegitimize the State of Israel. It is important to me to point out that the thoughts and insights that I present in this chapter are my own. I am not—nor have I ever been—a member of an Israeli political body, and I am not—nor have I ever served as—an official spokesperson for the State of Israel. Since this book is an honest attempt to present a professional analysis in the most objective way possible, I debated whether this chapter was appropriate to include. I decided to include it because I believe the insights I suggest are important for a better understanding of the manner in which knowledge about the Middle East is shaped in the West and the repercussions of that process on relations between the West and the Arab world, which is the central focus of Chapter Eight.


Over the span of my career, I have had the honor of briefing thousands of people around the world, from high school students to senior diplomats, military leaders to media professionals and politicians. Based on my experience I have developed the following thesis:


The domestic and foreign policy of Western governments is largely shaped by academics, large corporations, media, non-governmental and nonprofit organizations, and politicians. The conversations and thinking within these circles play a significant role in shaping policy. With regard to the Middle East, a disturbing process has taken place over the last generation. People in these circles, and other mediators of knowledge perceived as expert interpreters of the region, have developed concepts, narratives, and theories regarding the Middle East, but because these “guides” almost never speak or read Arabic, they are dependent on mediated, translated, and sometimes deliberately manipulated information. This compromises their ability to critically evaluate the information they are provided and prevents them from having their finger on the pulse of significant events and developments. The “reality” they present, at best, reflects a small part of the picture—yet it creates a “looping echo chamber” that percolates into public discourse. xviThe concepts they communicate become “the facts,” the narratives they convey become “the reality,” and the theories they create become “the truth.”


Unfortunately and dangerously, these Western narratives are often based on a reading that does not accurately reflect or appropriately dialogue with unfolding events. The reality on the ground is often quite different, and this false reading presents two clear challenges: one connected to the United States and one connected to Israel. For the United States, this phenomenon has resulted in accumulating failures of American policy in the Middle East. For Israel, it has resulted in critical rhetoric and forceful attacks—the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) campaign, for example, which is not only an international attack on Israel’s economy but also a challenge to Israel’s right to exist.


This book has been developed for a variety of audiences in the West and I hope it serves as a sort of road map or GPS to help all levels of analysts— mediators of knowledge and laymen, novice students and experts—navigate the region and understand where the Middle East is going as we get deeper into the twenty-first century. My intention is to present views that are rare in Western conversations about what is unfolding in the Middle East; to elucidate extremely complicated subjects in an intellectual yet digestible way; and to deal with the most political issues and yet present them in an apolitical manner. I hope that all readers, regardless of their background, education, views, or faith, will see this book as a tool that offers them an additional layer of knowledge and understanding of this very complicated yet critically important region.


I made a great effort to be certain that the information I present, as well as the quotations and translations, are precise and reliable. I have tried to be as accurate as possible and use the sources and figures I believe to be the most reliable at the time of writing, as well as to maintain the intended meaning of the quotes throughout that I have translated from Arabic to English. If any supplied content is imprecise or mistaken, I take responsibility for it. This principle also applies to the conclusions, predictions, and insights I suggest.


I began writing this book in the second half of 2014 and the final editing was done in January 2016. My biggest challenge in writing this book has xviibeen to update—in real time—the information and some of the predictions I have made. I am happy to say that in all of the cases throughout my writing and editing in which I had to update my predictions, it was because they had come true. I share all this with you to provide a framework for the arguments, analyses, and insights that follow.


It may be helpful to describe my own position in this “arena.” I am an Israeli, a Jew, and a Zionist. I am the fourth generation of my family to be born in Israel—Jerusalem to be exact. My ancestors lived in the old city of Jerusalem in the nineteenth century. My family’s roots are deep in this region, from Jerusalem to Iraq to Turkey, but also as far as Italy and Spain. My grandparents spoke Arabic in addition to Hebrew. Growing up in Jerusalem, many of the games we played as children had Arabic names. Arabic was a natural part of my landscape as a child, and my childhood in Jerusalem was a magical and sweet time filled with powerful and meaningful memories that I carry with me every day. Later, I served in a field intelligence unit in the Israeli Defense Forces. I have held positions connected to the Arab sector both in Israel and beyond its borders in my service to the State of Israel, including my work in Israeli intelligence. And I have had formal academic education in the field of the Middle East.


I have acquired the bulk of my knowledge, understanding, and point of view during my thirty-year career as a Middle East and Arab affairs expert. For many years of my life I operated daily in Arab communities, working in the fields of counterterrorism, intelligence, civil policy, and policy development and implementation. I spent another twelve years as an intelligence analyst and advisor, working both within Israeli intelligence and independently, and a further seven years teaching contemporary Middle Eastern affairs and Arabic. In the course of my pursuits, I have become fluent in the Arabic language and intimately familiar with the social and cultural norms and codes of Arab society. My years of work and my decision to continue in the field after retiring from my formal positions have compelled me to engage in an ongoing, dedicated, daily study of what is happening in Arab societies—from cultural, economic, political, and social angles—and I feel confident in saying that I have developed a deep, intimate, and unique understanding of Arab societies. My decades of experience have enabled me, in all of my positions and most xviiirecently as an independent Middle East strategic intelligence analyst and the Eisenhower Institute’s Fellow of Intelligence and Middle East Affairs, to take pride in a long and proven record of precise analyses and interpretations concerning developments in the Arab world, the ramifications of those developments, and their impact on the region.


We are about to embark on a journey into the dramatically changed Middle East of the second decade of the twenty-first century. I am honored to be your guide and private analyst. I hope my insights help you understand this complicated, fascinating, and critical region. It is closely tied with my personal history, very close to my heart, and critically relevant for all of us.
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Chapter One The Distorted Compass









In 2014, Salman Masalha, an Israeli Druze scholar, wrote that Mohamed Bouazizi, the peddler who lit the fire of the Arab Awakening, was “an agent of the CIA and perhaps even of the Israeli Mossad [one of Israel’s intelligence agencies].” He wrote that “the millions of people who went out to demonstrate and to spread the Arab Awakening throughout the Arab world were actually agents of the CIA and of the West.” These claims were part of an article he wrote titled “The Crazy Person Speaks and the Wise Person Listens.”1


Masalha was not reflecting his own beliefs. He was referring—with despair, frustration, and sorrow—to the fact that many people in the Arab world actually think these things are true. He expressed sadness at the fact that there are many people in the Arab world who believe that the millions of people who took to the streets to demand change and a better future, many of whom did so at the cost of their lives, are believed to have been “acting as emissaries of the CIA or the countries of the West in a plot intended to undermine the resistance axis.”2


Masalha shares these claims to examine the question, “Why are Arabs— more than all other nations—absolutely convinced that all of the problems of the Arab world have their source in local or foreign plots?”3 In his opinion, the answer is that none of the regimes that have risen in the Arab world, nor their consequences, are a result of the free choice of the individual in Arab societies. Masalha wrote that the ongoing war in Syria has “revealed the face of those [in the Arab world] who in the name of the fake slogan of nationalism actually enhanced an Arab fascist and racist ideology, which was disguised with slogans [promoting things] such as ‘the resistance.’”4
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To substantiate his point, Masalha highlighted how the regime of Bashar al-Assad, the president of Syria, strives—through the use of demagoguery, rhetoric, and meaningless slogans—to not only avoid taking responsibility for the tragedy that it is creating but to go so far as to hold the Syrian people, who are only seeking freedom and a better future, responsible for the devastating results. What is even worse, he adds, is that there are so many people in the Arab world who continue to accept the claims, slogans, and propaganda of the Assad regime without doubt, while their hearts “remain impervious to the tragic murder of thousands of men, women, and children, the hundreds of thousands of wounded, the millions of refugees, and the enormous destruction.”


Masalha concluded his article with a searing statement: “Every Arab should hang his head and be ashamed … every Arab should look in the mirror and ask, ‘How did we reach this miserable state? Everything that happened to us has been the work of our own hands.’”5


Masalha is touching on a raw nerve. Arab academics, intellectuals, journalists, and politicians are pondering a similar question—and it’s not rare for them to use descriptions such as “sick” when describing the unfortunate state of the Arab world.6, 7 To understand this, it helps to establish what these “diseases” are and to be clear on their symptoms.


One disease is the deeply-rooted belief in al-muamira (the conspiracy). This refers to the perception in the Arab world that Muslims, particularly Arab Muslims, are victims of local and foreign plots against them, and that the responsibility for the dismal state of the Arab world does not lie with the Arabs, but with places such as the United States, Europe, and Israel. Arabs who believe in al-muamira believe they are victims of things like imperialism, colonialism, and racism. In an article titled “The Theory of the Plot—The Theory that Will Never Die,” Abdulrahman al-Rashed wrote about this disconcerting belief: “I am not saying that there are no plots at all, but in the overwhelming majority of cases this is an excuse used as a card that is brandished by various factors in the Arab world to justify failures or emergency measures, and we [Arabs] have only ourselves to blame.”8


Other examples of the concept of “conspiracy” embedded in Arab thinking are:
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In 2011, when Muammar al-Qaddafi was facing increasing calls to step down from his role as leader of Libya, he tried to coalesce the Libyan people against an enemy he said was outside, saying, “There is a conspiracy to control the Libyan oil and to control the Libyan land, to colonize Libya once again … This is impossible, impossible. We will fight until the last man and last woman … to defend Libya from east to west, north to south.”9


In the spring of 2012, during the first months of the riots in Syria, the Assad regime claimed that Christians from Lebanon were behind the events in Syria; after, the regime blamed the Israeli Mossad; and later, it blamed intelligence agencies of the West.10, 11


In August 2012, a Salafi-Jihadi group attacked an Egyptian border patrol outpost in Sinai. The attack occurred in the evening, when the Egyptian soldiers were eating at the end of a fast day during the month of Ramadan. Sixteen Egyptian soldiers were killed in the attack. The attackers then infiltrated Israeli territory and were killed by the Israeli army. Arab commentators and news reporters, the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, and some retired senior officers of the Egyptian army claimed that the attack was an Israeli plot.12, 13, 14, 15


In December 2013, then Grand Mufti of Lebanon Mohammed Rashid Qabbani visited a Sunni mosque in Lebanon. While there, he was attacked by worshipers because of his support for Hezbollah16 and had to be rescued by the Lebanese army. Ironically, the next month he proclaimed that the Arabs must “save their countries from the American plots that are meant to sow schisms and hatred between brothers.”17


In an article by Lebanese journalist Basim al-Jisr’ titled “The Conspiracy of the Arabs Against Themselves,” Jisr wrote: “The real plot is that of the Muslim and Arab world against itself because it has not been able put an end to the religious, ethnic, social, and political divisions within it.”18


Another disease of the Arab world is the ocean of demagoguery, fiery speeches, rhetoric, and slogans in which it has drowned itself, spewing phrases such as Arab brotherhood, Arab socialism, Arab solidarity, Arab unity, resistance, the liberation of Palestine, a unification of the lines, and Islam is the solution. These phrases have been propagated by generations of academics, artists, intellectuals, media figures, politicians, and religious leaders.
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The narratives and rabble-rousing serve economic and political interests and have granted a perceived legitimization and immunity to dictatorial regimes and brutal rulers in the Arab world. Demagoguery and slogans have been an effective tool for governments and rulers to avoid responsibility and accountability and to distract the public’s attention from the dismal reality of Arab societies—a reality the Arab leaders, dictators, and government officials are responsible for creating and perpetuating.


On August 2, 1990, an Iraqi regime led by Iraq’s then president, Saddam Hussein, invaded Kuwait, triggering the first Gulf War (August 1990–February 1991), in which a coalition of Western powers and Arab states assembled to force Hussein to withdraw from Kuwait. During the war, the Iraqi dictator oversaw an attack against Israel with scud missiles. Hussein hoped to create an Israeli retaliation that would lead to the disintegration of the Arab-Western coalition. He declared that by shooting missiles at Israel he was fighting against American and Israeli aggression. He’s quoted as saying, “By God, we will make the fire eat up half of Israel if it tries to do anything against Iraq.”19 Other lines of his include:




“Fight them with your faith in God, fight them in defense of every free honorable woman and every innocent child, and in defense of the values of manhood and the military honor … Fight them because with their defeat you will be at the last entrance of the conquest of all conquests. The war will end with … dignity, glory, and triumph for your people, army, and nation.”20


“What remains for [George W.] Bush and his accomplices in crime is to understand that they are personally responsible for their crime. The Iraqi people will pursue them for this crime, even if they leave office and disappear into oblivion. There is no doubt they will understand what we mean if they know what revenge means to the Arabs.”21


“We will chase [Americans] to every corner at all times. No high tower of steel will protect them against the fire of truth.”22
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Through firing fiery rhetoric at Israel and the West, Hussein was trying to divert attention from the fact that his troops had brutally occupied Kuwait. In August 1990, Saddam declared that the army would leave Kuwait only if Israel withdrew from all Arab lands it occupied in Palestine, Syria, and Lebanon.23 Many Arabs and Palestinians were receptive to Hussein’s spin. Crowds of Palestinians cheered him by chanting the slogan (which rhymes in Arabic), “Hey Saddam / Hey dear friend / Give a beating / to Tel Aviv.”24 Ironically, some of the missiles launched by Hussein landed in areas populated by Palestinians. This, however, did not prevent Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat from expressing open support for Hussein, and later the Palestinians paid dearly for this. Following the war, some four hundred thousand Palestinians who worked in Kuwait were expelled by the Kuwaiti government.25 In 2004, Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas formally apologized to Kuwait for the Palestinians’ support of Saddam Hussein.26


More recently, when the riots in Libya that led to the ousting of the Libyan dictator Muammar al-Qaddafi began in 2011, Qaddafi tried to incite the masses, hoping to divert their attention and save his government by calling upon his nation to “go forth and liberate Palestine.”27 Like other Arab rulers, Qaddafi hoped that anti-Israel rhetoric would help him divert the growing discontent of his people and save his own skin. It didn’t work.


Saudi writer ‘Abd al-Salam Wa’il referred to the “Israel phenomenon” in a 2013 article titled “Israel, the Everlasting Arab Treasure.” In it he wrote:




Israel is a bounty for Arab dictators who use the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to rule their countries and make a lot of money by issuing hollow threats to Israel. Israel is a card used and manipulated by Arab rulers for their purpose on issues that Israel had nothing to do with. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a card used by Arab rulers to gain legitimacy while delegitimizing their political opponents.28





Lebanese author, journalist, and political analyst Samir Atallah wrote in 2014 that the “Arab regimes that led the Arab nation with slogans and speeches and proclamations and revolutions left the Arab nation poor and despondent, and now those regimes that oppress and exploit their people are 6sending their subjects to drown in the sea or to drown in the mud or to turn to prostitution in the bitterness of their despair.”29


Another disease of the Arab world is the culture of whitewashing and sweeping controversies and tensions under the rug. Deep conflicts among groups within Arab societies throughout the regions have often been ignored. One of the most common means of covering up the divisions—side by side with hollow slogans and rhetoric—has been to create fancy constitutions lauding the religion and culture of Islam and laden with all the buzzwords like freedom, liberation, and unity. A constitution should express consensus, an agreement on basic principles and values that a majority of the sectors of society share. When four Arab states that are violently disintegrating—Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Yemen—have constitutions, and other Arab states, like Egypt and Lebanon, which also have constitutions, are struggling with serious political violence and instability, it becomes clear that the constitutions in the Arab world do not reflect consensus and are not strong enough to secure their states’ integrity and social fabrics. Constitutions in the Arab world are at best plastering a challenging, fragile reality.


These diseases have prevented the creation of the mechanisms necessary for the development of a healthy, strong, and dynamic civil society. One of the other symptoms of the absence of mechanisms that encourage productive and respectful debate is the verbal and physical violence that has become prevalent in political and public discourse in Arab society. Houses of parliament and television stations in the Arab world sometimes appear to be more like boxing rings in which publicly elected officials, media personalities, intellectuals, and others curse, hit, and even throw shoes at one another, which is considered a serious insult in Arab culture. In 2008, Iraqi journalist Muntazer al-Zaidi bade an angry farewell to President George W. Bush by throwing a shoe at him on his last visit to Iraq.30 In another case, a Jordanian representative of Parliament drew his gun in a television studio.


Abdulateef al-Mulhim, a Saudi journalist and retired commodore in the Royal Saudi Navy, described in an article titled “Arab Spring: Mirror, Mirror on the Wall” how the Arab world does not want to recognize the problems it has. He wrote:
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The Arab world never looks at mirrors. We don’t like to say mirror, mirror on the wall because mirrors don’t lie and we don’t want to know the truth. We can’t handle it. We never blamed our systems for the many failures to develop the Arab mind. We talk about Sykes-Picot [the secret 1916 agreement dividing the Ottoman Empire for the United Kingdom and France], imperialism, and Zionism, but we never look at the mirrors on the wall.31





The diseases of the Arab world have perpetuated and deepened a culture of double standards, self-denial, evasion, and transfers of responsibility. Al-Mulhim described this as “decades of hiding from reality, chasing a mirage of enemies, conspiracies, and blaming the outside world.”32


Instead of looking inward and encouraging critical thinking, reflection, and open and analytical discussions to address its enormous challenges, the Arab world has chosen an approach that has dictated uniformity of thought and strangled expressions of constructive criticism and change.


Here is an example: In March 2014, an eight-minute-long film named Yarmouk created by an Israeli director of Palestinian descent, Mohammad Bakri, was posted on YouTube. The film tells the tragic story of the largest Palestinian refugee camp in Syria, al-Yarmouk, which functions as a very densely populated residential suburb of Damascus. In the only scene in the film in which there is dialogue, the father (implied to be a Palestinian) and his daughter are sitting in an old car that is facing a luxury Mercedes. There is a man (implied to be a sheikh from the Gulf) dressed in traditional Arab clothing in the back seat of the Mercedes. The driver of the Mercedes gets out of the car and goes over to the father’s car. He gestures to the daughter to open her mouth and he examines her teeth. He then pays the father money, but the father protests and says that the agreed fee was higher. In response, the man says, “The fee didn’t include treatment for rotten teeth.”


The scene depicts a transaction in which the father is selling his daughter to another Arab to be able to buy food for his family who is suffering from hunger. The sale of the daughter addresses one of the tragic aspects of the war in Syria: the huge wave of poor refugees it has created. Most of them are living in improvised refugee camps, in wretched conditions, and are engaged in a 8daily struggle to survive. This extreme distress has led to many Syrian families “marrying” their daughters to men from all over the Arab world (and mainly from the Gulf) in exchange for money.


To comprehend this phenomenon, it helps to understand the cultural context. One of the core values in Islamic and Arab culture is known by the term al-’ard; its literal translation is “display” or “exhibit,” and it is a reference to female valor—the importance of a woman’s good name and purity. Islam considers women to be the face or facade of the family. A family’s honor is dependent on the perception of the women in it. Any kind of “moral misbehavior” or “immoral actions” attributed to a woman in the family—such as adultery, drug addiction, prostitution, or sexual relations before marriage— tarnishes the family’s good name and disgraces its honor. The blight can only be removed by severely punishing the woman, even killing her. To avoid this and keep a family’s good name intact, and also for much-needed money, it’s common for Syrian families to arrange marriages for their daughters.


In Muslim culture there are contracts for “limited duration marriages” or “temporary marriages,” which are legal according to the sharīʿah, the Islamic religious code. In Shiite Islam, these marriages are known as zawaj al-mutʿah (a marriage of pleasure). Sunni Islam forbids this kind of marriage, yet a similar phenomenon they call zawaj al-misyar, a “travel (tourist) marriage,” is legal. Both Shiite and Sunni values allow for the marriage of girls at a young age and the marriage contracts often have expiration dates. In 2010 it was reported that forty-two thousand marriages of girls between the ages of ten and fourteen were formally registered in Iran.33 In 2013, a Jordanian Salafi cleric issued a fatwā, an Islamic religious ordinance, ruling that due to the large number of men killed and the growing vulnerability of women as an outcome of the war in Syria, a man can marry fifty women through a contract known as a milk al-yamin, a property by oath. This agreement defines the obligations of the man to the woman, her children, and her relatives—and the woman, in return, agrees to become his slave in a ceremony conducted by an ordained Muslim cleric. In the ceremony the woman recites the phrase, “I do hereby proclaim that my soul is your property.”34


The film Yarmouk highlights another unfortunate result of the war in Syria: the poor living conditions of Palestinians living in the Yarmouk refugee 9camp. In October 2015, the Action Group for Palestinians of Syria35 reported that the camp had been under siege by Assad’s forces for more than eight hundred days and nearly two hundred people had died as a result of starvation or a lack of medications. It’s been reported that inhabitants of the camp have had to eat stray cats and dogs to survive.36, 37 In April 2015, the International Union of Muslim Scholars launched an emergency campaign called “Save al-Yarmouk Camp.”38, 39


The film was met with widespread criticism from Palestinians and non-Palestinian Arabs alike. Palestinians blamed Bakri for what they perceived as him humiliating them. One Facebook user wrote that he was “undermining the suffering of the Palestinian refugees by emphasizing the tragedy of Syrian female trafficking.”40 Non-Palestinian Arabs viewed the film as having been intended to be an allegory of the gloomy situation of the entire Arab world. They believed this for a variety of reasons, including that the film ends with a line from Bakri—“to the Arab nation”—and, accordingly, expressed that they too felt humiliated. One commentator wrote that the film “diminished the tragedy of the Syrian refugees while emphasizing the suffering of Palestinian refugees.”41


In response, Bakri issued a statement expressing his apologies and quickly pulled the film from YouTube.42 He stated: “Had I been able to, I would have gone myself to the al-Yarmouk refugee camp … All I wanted was to draw the world’s attention to the tragedy of the al-Yarmouk camp.”43, 44 His apology and the pulling of the film were surprising given that the film is on-point and reflects reality. The harsh conditions in the camp have led to a severe humanitarian crisis, and Arab and non-Arab organizations are documenting the tragedy of Syrian female trafficking in the Arab world—as well as the exploitation and sexual abuse of Syrian women in the Gulf states, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, and other places.45, 46, 47, 48


The pressure on Bakri, which may likely have included threats and not just verbal criticism, is reflective of the refusal of many people in the Arab world to look in the mirror. Not for the first time, Arabs prefer to kill the messenger rather than admit and resolve the situation.


Another dynamic of the Yarmouk episode relates to the fact that Mohammad Bakri became famous for a documentary titled Jenin, Jenin that 10he produced and directed. Jenin, Jenin documented the alleged war crimes committed by Israeli soldiers during a military operation in a Palestinian refugee camp in Jenin in April 2002. The true story of Jenin is that following a massive wave of Palestinian suicide bomber attacks on Israeli civilian targets, Israel launched a military campaign to restore security and control in the West Bank, where the overwhelming majority of Palestinian suicide bombers were dispatched from to carry out their missions. The Jenin refugee camp is in the northern part of the West Bank, and for twelve days, April 2–14, 2002, fierce military clashes took place between the Israel Defense Forces and Palestinian militants inside it.


Following the clashes, the Palestinians accused Israel of genocide, claiming that the Israeli attacks killed hundreds of Palestinian civilians, including babies. An official report published in July 2002 by Kofi Annan, then the United Nations Secretary General, dismissed this claim as unsubstantiated and supported previously published accounts that said fifty-two Palestinians had been killed in the Jenin refugee camp, along with twenty-three Israeli soldiers.49


Israeli soldiers who’d been involved in the fighting in Jenin accused Bakri of deliberately misrepresenting the events, and the Israeli film censorship board ruled that the movie should not be publically screened. Bakri and Israeli human rights organizations appealed to Israel’s supreme court, which in 2003 dismissed the ruling—not because it supported the film, but because of Israel’s commitment to individuals’ freedom of self-expression.


The legal battle, however, did not end there. Israeli soldiers who had fought in Jenin and families of Israeli soldiers who had been killed in Jenin filed a lawsuit accusing Bakri of defamation. The appeals were discussed in two Israeli courts until finally, in 2011, the Israeli supreme court rejected the lawsuit. The court again protected Bakri; however, its judges decisively ruled that the film was deliberately distorted and replete with lies. Judge Dalia Dorner said, “The fact that the movie includes lies does not justify preventing its screening.”50


In a way, the story of Bakri’s films, Jenin, Jenin and Yarmouk, is also the story of the differences between Israel and the Arab societies. Israel, as a democratic society, enables freedom of speech and pluralism, even if it is hard to swallow and offensive to many people. Arab societies refuse to face criticism and prefer 11to shoot the messenger until the message goes away—or in this case, is pulled from YouTube. If Arab societies enabled criticism, dialogue, and the sharing of different opinions, they might be in a better place today. Disturbingly, they all too often promote ignorance at all costs and in so doing fail to make rational assessments and logical connections. In essence, they fail, by choice, to accept reality and purposefully distort it.


The Arab mindset’s perception of reality is all too often not subject to an analytical process based on the rational analysis of facts, logical connections, the chronological order of events, actions and reactions, and causes and outcomes. It allows, evens encourages, cause to be turned into effect; defeat to be turned into victory.


Noted Egyptian political science analyst and news executive Abdel Monem Said reflected in an article titled “Concerning Defeat and Victory” that in 1968, when he began his work as a journalist, he was amazed to discover that the 1967 War, the Six-Day War, in which Egypt suffered a bitter defeat, was perceived within Egyptian intellectual circles as a victory.51 The logic behind this outlook was the perception that the war was an American-Israeli plot that was meant to lead to the ousting of Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser—and the fact that Nasser stayed in office “proved” the Egyptian victory. That mindset, he lamented, has persisted since 1967; and the same distorted way of thinking in the Arab world, which ignores outcomes and facts, was also manifested after the war between Hezbollah and Israel in 2006 and again after the military confrontation between Israel and Ḥamās during July and August of 2014.


In an article titled “The Arab Spring and the Israeli Enemy,” Saudi journalist Abdulateef al-Mulhim wrote:




Why didn’t the Arab states spend their assets on education, healthcare, and infrastructures instead of wars? … The Arab world wasted hundreds of billions of dollars and lost tens of thousands of innocent lives fighting Israel, which it considered its sworn enemy, an enemy whose existence it never recognized. The Arab world has many enemies and Israel should have been at the bottom of the list. The real enemies of the Arab world are corruption, lack of good education, lack of good healthcare, lack of freedom, lack of respect for the 12human lives, and finally, the Arab world had many dictators who used the Arab-Israeli conflict to suppress its own people.52





Abdel Monem Said, Abdulateef al-Mulhim, and other Arab journalists are willing to accurately and publicly assess the flaws of the Arab world, but so many of its other journalists and politicians continue to brainwash the Arab people with their distorted perceptions of reality. One of these journalists is Abdel Bari Atwan, of Palestinian origin, who was, until July 2013, the editor-in-chief of the widely-distributed Arab newspaper Al-Quds Al-Arabi, and whose distorted perception of reality can be found in many of his articles. In his article “Sinai Is the Nightmare of Israel,” Atwan wrote that “Israel is the source of all of the problems, the troubles, and the instability of the Middle East.”53 The article was published in September 2012, at a time when tens of thousands of Syrians were being openly murdered by the Assad regime. An equal amount were being killed in nonstop violence in Iraq, Libya, the Sudan, and Yemen; demonstrations were flooding city streets across the Arab world; educational, physical, and social infrastructures were collapsing throughout the Arab world; and public and personal security did not exist in many cities, towns, villages, farms, mosques, schools, markets, streets, and even private homes throughout the region. Placing the blame on Israel for what was happening in the Middle East, as Atwan did, is a quintessential expression of a distorted reading of reality.


Atwan lives in London. He is one of the most veteran journalists in the Arab world—and among the most controversial. Since leaving Al-Quds Al-Arabi, he has become the editor-in-chief of a new Arabic news site, Rai al-Youm (Today’s Opinion), and he continues to be a welcome guest-of-honor and contributor to many media outlets in the West, like BBC and the Guardian.54, 55 He is certainly aware of what is truly going on in the Middle East, so why does he propagate a distorted explanation of reality? A partial explanation lies in the fact that Atwan is deeply hateful of the State of Israel, a sentiment he unabashedly expresses in his articles and public appearances. In a 2007 interview he gave on the Lebanese television station ANB, he expressed his hope that, “God willing, Iranians will attack Israel.” He said, “[I]f Iranian missiles hit Israel, I will dance in [London’s] Trafalgar Square.”56 13More recently, in a January 2015 appearance on Lebanon’s Al Mayadeen television station, he said:




In my view, jihad must be directed first and foremost against the Israeli enemy. This is the enemy about which there is consensus. Arabs who do not think that Israel is an enemy are neither Arabs nor Muslims. Our compass must point toward that enemy. All our guns must be pointed toward that enemy regardless of our differences because this is the only thing that unites us.57





Atwan knows that Israel is not the source of all of the Arab world’s problems, but he also knows that he can get away with his outrageous claims because many people in the Arab world really think this way and will condone, embrace, and even spread this mindset.




The Resistance


One of the most powerful slogans used in the political and cultural discourse in Arabs societies is the slogan of al-muqāwamah, “the resistance.”


Inspired by the armed groups who helped the Allies fight the Nazi regime in Europe, particularly in France, the concept of “the resistance” in its Middle Eastern version first appeared in Algeria when it was under French rule. It fueled nationalist sentiments and sparked an uprising in 1954, which resulted in the independence of Algeria in 1962, ending 125 years of French rule.


The core of “the resistance” is the promotion of a proactive struggle against the existing political order, borders, and arrangements that were determined following World War II as well as a struggle against the West and Israel. It’s also meant to lead to the transformation of Arab and Muslim society through reinforcing the foundation of its defining element, Islam. Al muqāwamah provides feelings of dignity, hope, self-worth, and pride on both a personal and a nationalist level.


In the 1950s, the resistance in Algeria inspired Arab societies who were contemplating their own political identities and the meaning of concepts 14like Arab nationalism, pan-Arab nationalism, Arab socialism, and political Islam. Later, the discussion of these concepts was warmly embraced in a wide range of Arab circles. Part of the discussion involved the Arab-Israeli conflict.


Arab armies had suffered a humiliating defeat in the 1967 Six-Day War against Israel, which had been launched by Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser, Syrian President Ḥafiz al-Assad, and Jordanian King Ḥussein ibn Ṭalāl, whose shared goal was to destroy Israel. In just six days, the Arab armies were badly defeated, and Egypt, Syria, and Jordan lost territory. Following the war, Israel occupied the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula, which were ruled by Egypt; the West Bank and East Jerusalem, which were ruled by Jordan; and the Golan Heights, which was ruled by Syria.


The defeat shocked the Arab masses and generated a process of self-criticism among Arab intellectuals. Egyptian author and 1988 Nobel Prize winner Naguib Mahfouz wrote of how profoundly impacted he was by the defeat; Syrian poet Nizar Qabbani wrote a poem named “Notes on the Book of Defeat” (1968) describing it; and Syrian scholar Sadiq Jalal al-Azm explored the roots of the defeat in his book Critique of Religious Thought (1969).


After the Six-Day War, a gloomy atmosphere pervaded the Arab world, and allegiance to “the resistance” was perceived to be even more important. It was considered a way to end the poverty and unemployment rocking Arab societies, to restore pride, and to offer a path to rehabilitation and recovery; in essence, a way to cure all problems. Other major tenets of the resistance were the centrality of Islam, a reference to the core of the individual as well as the collective identity, the proactive struggle to spread Islam, the rejection of the West and its values, and the restructuring of the current political structure and borders. Militant Islam completely rejects the origin of the resistance: the desire for an independent national state.


The resistance was widely, publicly adopted and warmly welcomed by the Palestinian National Movement, which began in the twentieth century as a struggle against Zionism and the British mandate (1920–1948). The mandate had been set up by the League of Nations to govern the territory of Palestine/ the land of Israel, which had been ruled by the Ottoman Empire until the end of World War I.
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When the Palestinians embraced the concept of the resistance, they recast it as an adherence to the use of violence as a way of life, one marked by determination, patience, and total sacrifice. The concept of resistance became the central tenet in an uncompromising fight against Israel until its extinction.


It was until just a few years ago that images of Syria’s president, Bashar al-Assad, and Lebanese political leader and former secretary-general of Hezbollah Hassan Nasrallah, adorned streets and stores in the Arab world. For many Arabs, Assad and Nasrallah symbolized the “victory” of the “path of resistance” over Israel and the West. They were considered the spearheads of the resistance. In the eyes of many Arabs, Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, which ended eighteen years of Israel’s military presence in Lebanon, was due to the fact that Israel was defeated militarily by Hezbollah.


This adoration wasn’t a universal sentiment—there were people who criticized Assad and Nasrallah’s methods and leadership and voiced extreme suspicion over their motives. The critics had not forgotten that Hezbollah had conquered West Beirut, the capital of Lebanon, by force in 2008. They had not forgotten the involvement of Hezbollah and Assad in the assassination of their political opponents in Lebanon and Syria. And they had not forgotten the mass demonstrations in Lebanon from February–April 2005, called thaw-rat al-Arz (the cedar revolution), that had accused Syria of being behind the February 2005 murder of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri and had resulted in the withdrawal of Syrian forces from Lebanon in April 2015.


When the war in Syria broke out, it put the blind admiration that existed for Assad and Nasrallah into question. Before the shocked eyes of the Arab world, “the resistance” became a slogan that was used to justify the indiscriminate killing of Syrian citizens, including the elderly, women, and children, by the Assad regime and its allies—Hezbollah and Iran—and to authorize the rape of Syrian women by militias of the Assad regime.58, 59, 60 It bestowed the stamp of approval on the destruction of Syrian cities and villages and the transformation of millions of Syrian citizens into refugees.


The yellow flag of Hezbollah bears the slogan, “The Islamic Resistance in Lebanon.” Hezbollah flags found in the possession of Hezbollah militants slain in Syria have been imprinted with the phrase, “The Islamic Resistance in Syria.” The resistance is no longer about fighting Israel and has instead become 16about fighting Syrians—and this has shaken the Arab world to its core. “The resistance”—the slogan that only yesterday was, as far as many members of the Arab world were concerned, the light that would show the right path—has revealed itself as a fabrication, a cynical and manipulative lie. It’s shown itself as a compass that has purposefully distorted and misled.


A long line of writers, intellectuals, and politicians in the Arab world talk openly about this deception and fraud.61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66 Jordanian businessman and journalist Dr. Fateen al-Baddad wrote in a 2014 article that “Nasrallah keeps on selling us stories about resistance while his militants in the service of the Iranian butcher are starving Palestinians who eat cats in the Yarmouk camp … How long,” he asked, “will this person [Nasrallah] continue to deceive and tell us stories and slogans about resistance and conspiracies while he and his master, the Iranians, are destroying the region?”67


Al-Quds Day, an annual event held on the last Friday of Ramadan, was initiated by the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979 to express solidarity with the Palestinian people and oppose Zionism and Israel’s existence. In Iran, several other Arab countries, and Muslim communities elsewhere in the world, it is marked by demonstrations against Israel and showcases of solidarity with the Palestinian people. On al-Quds Day in July 2015, as Hezbollah was facing mounting losses in fierce battles in the southwestern Syrian town of al-Zabadani, Nasrallah delivered a televised speech in which he said:




The road to al-Quds [Jerusalem] passes through Qalamoun, Daraa, al-Zabadani, Homs, Aleppo, al- Ḥasakeh, Swaida, and other [Syrian cities] because if Syria was lost, Palestine would be lost too…. Every martyr falling for us in Syria and laid to rest here in Lebanon is a martyr for the sake of Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine…. After God, Iran is the only remaining hope to free Palestine…. If you are an enemy of the Islamic Republic of Iran, then you are an enemy of Palestine.68





In response to Nasrallah’s comments, a Twitter hashtag was created whose meaning translates to, “the road to Jerusalem does not pass through al-Zabadani, Hassan Nasrallah.”69, 70 In response to his speech, one Twitter user wrote that “the way to Jerusalem does not pass through the scalps of Syrians.” Another 17wrote, “Perhaps we should begin on the road to Jerusalem by going through Iran and we’ll do it the exact same way the Iranians are doing it in Syria.”


The name Nasrallah means “Allah’s triumph,” and as an expression of the growing anger toward Hassan Nasrallah, people in the Arab world have used insulting nicknames for him on Twitter. Some of the names translate to “Satan’s Servant” or “The Piper”; others use Hassan but have changed his last name to Nasrallahat, which means “triumph of goddesses” and insinuates that he is pagan and not Muslim.


Today, much of the admiration in the Arab world for Assad and Nasrallah has been replaced by a burning hatred. Hezbollah flags are publically burned; posters and billboards that only yesterday hailed Assad and Nasrallah as heroes now portray them as monsters, wolves, and bloody predators.


Muna Fayad, a human rights activist and former assistant professor of psychology at the Lebanese University in Beirut, implored Nasrallah in an article titled “What Nasrallah Has to Hear” to remove his fighters from Syria and “return to the path of resistance against the real enemy—Israel.”71 The reactions of Arab readers to the article have largely been expressions of sarcasm. One reader asked, “How can Hezbollah continue to operate undisturbed in Lebanon as an Iranian agent?” and answered sarcastically, “There is nothing preventing it because Lebanon has stopped existing as a state since Hezbollah took it over in the name of the resistance.”72


The reality is that Lebanon has been taken hostage by Hezbollah under the pretext of “the resistance” and that Hezbollah does not truly care about the Lebanese government or its people. A number of facts demonstrate this:




1. Hezbollah refuses to turn over senior personnel who are wanted by the Special Tribunal for Lebanon as persons of interest in the 2005 murder of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri.


2. The 2006 war with Israel that Nasrallah initiated resulted in enormous damage to Lebanon.


3. The weapons that Hezbollah describes as “the weapons of the resistance” were used by it to conquer West Beirut in 2008.


4. The weapons of the resistance are actually being used by Hezbollah’s militants to kill Syrians.


185. Hezbollah refuses to comply with the repeated requests of Lebanese politicians and leaders to disarm on the pretext that the weapons of the resistance are meant to protect Lebanon from alleged Israeli plots. This is in spite of the fact that Israel completely withdrew from Lebanon in 2000, in full compliance with United Nations rulings, and has no presence on Lebanese soil.





Yet, despite the facts, there are still people in the Arab world who adamantly stand by Hezbollah and are committed to “the resistance” it promotes. Many of them truly believe that Israel wants to conquer Lebanon. A possible explanation was provided by Iraqi journalist Hadir Taher, who wrote in his article “It Is Because of My Admiration for Israel that I Had to Cut Relationships with My Friends” that “time and time again, Arab media brainwashed us that Israel desires to occupy the Middle East regardless of the fact that Israel withdrew from Egyptian, Jordanian, and Lebanese lands and is willing to negotiate withdrawals from other lands as well.”73


Experiencing the world through the lens of conspiracies, seeing the world through a shift of responsibilities to the other, and being immersed in deeply embedded hollow slogans and inciting demagoguery continues to be a broken compass by which the Arab world navigates. And this is why the Arab world has lost its way. To confront and overcome their immense problems, Arab and Muslim societies must change their political and cultural discourse. A change like this is possible, but it is complicated and will take time. If people like Abdel Bari Atwan continue to shape the conversation, the Arab world will go more and more off-course. And the price of this—both for Arab societies and their neighbors—will continue to rise.


Thankfully, the Arab Awakening offers hope. It symbolizes the beginning of the disengagement of the Arab world from demagoguery, rhetoric, and slogans.


In April 2014, a reconciliation agreement was signed, for the fourth time, between the two central powers in Palestinian society: the Fatah Palestinian Organization and Ḥamās. According to the agreement, which is based on previous agreements signed between the sides, a Palestinian unity government will be formed and elections to a newly created Palestinian parliament will be 19held in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Initial discussions of this Palestinian schism followed a violent coup that Ḥamās perpetrated in the Gaza Strip in 2007, in which it violently overthrew the Palestinian Authority. The inner Palestinian split has been one of the the central subjects on the agenda of the Palestinian public, which is eager to put an end to the rift. Each of the previous times that a reconciliation agreement was announced, the speeches and slogans of leaders on both sides were laden with hackneyed clichés, such as “Palestinian brotherhood” or “shared destiny,” and were accompanied by expressions of excitement and joy in the Palestinian cities. Processions and rallies were held, and sweets were given out to mark the events. But after the signing of the latest agreement, the picture was completely different: the slogans and festive processions were replaced by a sober, skeptical view among many Palestinians. They weren’t convinced that the conciliation agreement would succeed.


Young Palestinians from both camps—who were accustomed to disappointment from previous failed attempts at conciliation—established a Facebook page named “The Reconciliation Meter” to track the status of the implementation of the agreement requirements.74


The reaction on the Palestinian street to the agreement reflected a process of maturation, and similar processes are happening throughout the Arab world as it begins a new chapter on a long, difficult, even dangerous path. Masalha may have been right when, in referring to the fake slogans of the Arab world, he said “that merchandise no longer has buyers in the young Arab market.”75
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Chapter Two The Arab Awakening: Screams of Anger









December 17, 2010. A new day dawned over the Tunisian village of Sidi Bouzid. In a small stucco house, a young man, Tarek al-Tayeb Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor, was getting ready for work. Bouazizi had never finished high school because, from an early age, he had to work to support his family. In that respect, Bouazizi was no different than millions of other young men of his generation in the Arab world.


By the time the sun set that day, Bouazizi would be hospitalized in critical condition after having deliberately set himself on fire, protesting the fine he was given by municipal authorities for the illegal peddling of fruits and vegetables. There are uncorroborated reports that he was beaten by the female inspector who fined him. Whatever the story, the frustration, the anger, and the absence of hope that he would be able to eke out a living and have a future with honor broke Mohamed Bouazizi’s spirit.


Bouazizi died from his injuries, but his death granted him eternal fame. The flame he ignited on his body became a mighty and destructive fire that spread across the Middle East, generating a process of change of historic proportions that would influence the lives of hundreds of millions of people. It was an outcry, an outpouring of anger and frustration, and, most of all, it was a demand for change. The Arab Awakening is the scream of people throughout the Arab world who are demanding that their leaders and governments offer real solutions to their real problems. Like Bouazizi, they demand a future with honor and hope.
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And indeed, the Arab world is facing enormous challenges. By every criterion—civil rights, development, education, employment, housing, literacy, personal safety, poverty, public services, scientific research, etc.—the majority of the Arab world, the twenty-two countries representing more than $369.8 million with a GDP of $2.853 trillion,1 is in a dismal state.


The Freedom House, a Us advocacy group that studies political freedom and human rights, publishes an annual Freedom in the World report, a large-scale assessment of civil liberties and political rights in countries around the world. According to its 2015 report, “Ratings for the Middle East and North African region were the worst in the world.”2


The report’s key findings stated that “a troubling number of large, economically powerful, or regionally influential countries moved backward.” Egypt, the most populous country in the Middle East, and Turkey were on this list. The “Worst of the Worst” countries included Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and the nearby countries of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.3 Syria, a dictatorship it called “mired in civil war and ethnic division and facing uncontrolled terrorism,” received the lowest Freedom in the World score of any country in over a decade.


One of the underlying problems in Arab territories is the poor educational system. In January 2014, the Arab League Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization reported that the “illiteracy rate in Arab countries exceeded 19 percent or nearly 97 million.”4 A 2014 report by the International Monetary Fund stated that 39 percent of the workforce in the Middle East and North Africa region is “inadequately educated.” This is the highest percentage among the world’s regions.5


Unemployment is also widespread. At the February 2014 Arab Forum for Development, sponsored by the World Bank in partnership with the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the Arab Labor Organization, Inger Andersen, vice president of the Middle East and North Africa region at the World Bank, stated:




The unemployment numbers are staggering. The Arab region persistently ranks higher than any other region and overwhelmingly reflects the numbers of youth and women. Joblessness is as high as 54 percent, which includes inactive and unemployed individuals 23between the ages of fifteen and sixty-four. Three of four working-age women do not participate in the labor force and constitute over 80 percent of the inactive population in the region.6





In an October 2014 interview, Andersen described the poverty prevalent throughout the region. She said:




If we just look at the poverty delineator of [the number of people living on less than] 1.25 [Us dollars per day]—then Mena [the Middle East and North Africa] has achieved the [goal of] eradicating extreme poverty. But that doesn’t really quite work; if we take it up to two dollars a day, then all of a sudden we are at 13 percent [of the population living in poverty]. It is only 3 percent at 1.25 dollars. But if we take it up to four dollars—in the Mena region living on four dollars a day is impossible—then we are talking 53 percent. Then all of a sudden we begin to see that any little crisis, any little thing, can cause more people to fall into poverty, and cause more people to fall into extreme poverty. And that of course is the tragedy of the conflict we see in the Mashriq [the vast region extending from the western border of Egypt to the eastern border of Iraq], the turmoil we are seeing in Libya, as well as what we have witnessed in Yemen: that any little thing can then have a massive impact on nearly half the population when we are talking about [living] on four dollars a day, when 53 percent [of people] are living below that.7





To get perspective on the scope of the problems in the Arab world, let’s first look at Saudi Arabia, the richest Arab state and one of the wealthiest countries in the world, and Egypt, the most populous Arab state.




Saudi Arabia


On the 2015 Forbes list of the world’s billionaires, ten were Saudi nationals, with a combined fortune of $51.9 billion. Saudi Arabia has approximately 266 billion barrels of oil reserves, plus an additional 2.5 billion barrels in the 24Saudi-Kuwaiti shared neutral zone. With 16 percent of the world’s proven oil reserves, Saudi Arabia is the largest exporter of total petroleum liquids, maintains the world’s largest crude oil production capacity, and is the second largest petroleum exporter of oil to the United States, after Canada.8 According to the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, in 2014, Saudi Arabia’s exports totaled $377,013,000. Of that, petroleum exports equaled $321,723,000.9 On the surface, Saudi Arabia seems a prime example of a wealthy, thriving country. Within, things are much different.


In April 2013, the office of Saudi Prince al-Walīd ibn Ṭalāl ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Āl Saʿūd’, better known as bin Ṭalāl, warned officials via his office’s Twitter account that “there are five ticking time bombs in Saudi Arabia: a lack of diversity in sources of income, a diminishing need for oil, high population growth, the housing crisis, high unemployment, and poverty.”10


Saudi Arabia is a country of more than twenty-seven million people.11 Most of them are young people, at or approaching working age—80 percent of Saudi citizens are younger than forty, about 67 percent are under thirty, and 35 percent are under fifteen12—and the majority are educated. Unlike most of the Arab world, Saudi Arabians increasingly have access to education. In 2014, the average literacy rate for Saudis older than fifteen was 87 percent. And literacy is not gender limited. Eighty-two percent of Saudi women are literate. They’re even increasingly able to access higher education. In February 2015, Al Arabiya, the Saudi-owned pan-Arab television network, reported that “64 percent of bachelor’s degree graduates from public and private universities in the Kingdom in 2010, 2011, and 2012 were women.”


But even with education, employment is not guaranteed. According to the Saudi Statistics Authority and the Saudi Ministry of Labor, the rate of unemployment in Saudi Arabia in 2014 was 11.7 percent.13 Other estimates quote unemployment as high as 25 percent.14 It’s said that at least 11.2 percent of Saudi males are unemployed and that despite accounting for 51 percent of Saudi graduates, Saudi women occupy only 13 percent of private and public positions occupied by nationals.15 The statistics include women with undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate degrees and those who studied in Saudi Arabia as well as those who studied abroad. It’s also particularly hard for immigrants to get employment, and 25a heavy 30 percent of Saudi Arabia’s population is immigrants,16 people highly unlikely, given the country’s strict laws, to ever become citizens.17


The housing crisis is also an ever-increasing problem. There is a staggering lack of housing for young couples in Saudi Arabia. In January 2015, a reported 70 percent of Saudis were affected by the country’s housing crisis. According to an article on the Middle East news website al-Araby al-Jadeed (The New Arab), “The Saudis are suffering from the biggest housing crisis in decades. Unofficial statistics claim that 60 percent of Saudis don’t have homes and that about 30 percent of homeowners live in inadequate housing.” A member of the Real Estate Committee of the Council of Saudi Chambers of Commerce stated that the Saudi Building Ministry completely failed to meet the program designed by the late king of Saudi Arabia Abdullah bin Abdulaziz al-Saud to build five hundred thousand housing units.18


Let’s look now at Egypt, the most populous Arab state.







Egypt


On February 9, 2015, Egypt’s Central Agency for Public Mobilization (Capmas) reported that the population of Egypt had reached eighty-eight million. It reported that 5,695 babies are born in Egypt every day, which equals a baby being born every fifteen seconds. The report stated that in less than six months, between August 2014 and February 2015, Egypt’s population grew by more than one million people.19 The skyrocketing population goes hand-in-hand with a young population. According to Capmas, 75 percent of Egyptians are under age forty, 61 percent are under thirty, and 31 percent are under fifteen.20


Like Saudi Arabia, Egypt also has great wealth within its borders. It, too, had ten nationals featured on Forbes’s 2015 list of the world’s billionaires. Its listed billionaires had a combined fortune of $23.45 billion.21 And like the Saudi ones, most of their fortune is from oil profits.


In the Us Energy Information Administration’s 2014 country brief, it states, “Egypt is the largest non-OPEC [Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries] oil producer in Africa and the second largest dry natural gas producer on the continent.” However, the profits from oil are unsustainable. It noted that “one of Egypt’s main challenges is to satisfy increasing 26domestic oil demand amid falling production. Total oil consumption grew by an annual average of 3 percent over the past ten years, averaging almost 770,000 bbl/d [barrels per day] in 2013. Egypt’s oil consumption has outpaced production since 2010.”22


Egypt has a much higher illiteracy rate than Saudi Arabia. In 2014, Capmas reported that 25.9 percent of Egyptians were illiterate. The rate of illiteracy among women in Egypt is almost double that of men—18.5 percent of men and 33.6 percent of women cannot read or write—and nearly 30 percent of youth over fifteen are illiterate.23 One study found that “34 percent of [Egyptian] jobs require a technical education, but only 11 percent of the graduates have this level of qualification.”24


Alarming rates of unemployment and poverty also shake the Egyptian way of life. The World Bank’s January 2014 Mena Quarterly Economic Brief described the unemployment situation in Egypt, focusing both on the reasons for the continued strain—“political instability” and “escalated violence”—and what would be necessary to prevent its continued increase. It read:




Unemployment rates have been increasing, reaching 13.4 percent in the third quarter of 2013…. This figure includes only registered workers and does not take into account the informal economy where unemployment is believed to be higher than the official rate. The period July to September 2013 alone saw an additional 30,000 unemployed Egyptians due to ongoing political instability and escalated violence. Official data show between 700,000 to 800,000 new job seekers entering the job market every year, some of whom will add to the already large stock of unemployed standing at 3.6 million. Estimates by the World Bank show that the economy needs to grow by at least 6 percent to make a dent in the unemployment rate by 2020.


The gap between female and male unemployment rates, which pre-dates the 2011 revolution, has widened sharply. The male unemployment rate stood at 9.8 percent, while that of females reached 25.1 percent as of [the] end [of] September 2013. Data from the recent labor survey in Egypt show that approximately 74 percent of the unemployed are between 15 and 29 years old, of which 42 percent are in the age 27group of 20–24 year-olds. More than 76 percent of the unemployed are educated, with 30 percent having university degrees and above.25





Regarding poverty, the report notes that official data shows rates are high, and increasing:




The poverty headcount (number of people living under the national poverty line of EGP 3920 [$569] per person annually) has increased to 26.3 percent in 2012/13 compared to 25.2 percent in 2010/11. The extreme poverty headcount (defined as EGP 3570 [$518] per person) increased tenfold after the 2011 revolution reaching 4.4 percent in 2012/13.26





In January 2015, Capmas and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), published a document stating, “Child poverty has grown continuously in Egypt over the past fifteen years, with a marked acceleration since 2010/11.” In 2012 and 2013, 9.2 million children (age 0–17) lived in monetary poverty in Egypt. An additional 7.5 million children were vulnerable to extreme poverty, living somewhere between the national lower and upper poverty lines.27


Housing in Egypt is also a problem. In February 2015, Egypt’s National Council for Human Rights accused the Egyptian government of not doing enough to solve the country’s housing crisis, stating that more than 15.5 million Egyptians are living in shacks in slums and 1.5 million are living in cemeteries. The council argued that there is a need to build 450,000 housing units every year in Egypt.28







Israel


By all modern criteria, the Arab world is in a deep and serious crisis. Academics, intellectuals, journalists, politicians, and social activists in the Arab world speak openly and with great pain about its dismal state. In this context, Israel serves as a model for comparison of the dire situation in the Arab world.


In the spring of 2013, Khalil Ali Haidar, a Kuwaiti journalist, wrote that “an Israeli earns, on average, ten to twenty times what an Arab earns and 28enjoys a thousand times the freedom that the Arab has.”29 A month later, Dr. Hussein Amar Toka, a former Jordanian ambassador to Libya and a senior strategic analyst, wrote that “Israel manufactured so many satellites at a time when the Arab world manufactured nothing, nothing, nothing.”30


Dr. Amal al-Hazzani, an assistant professor at King Saud University in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, made a speech in 2011 that focused on Israel’s place within the academic ranking of world universities. She noted the technological and scientific accomplishments of Israel as compared to the total failure of the Arabs in this arena. In explaining why she chose Israel as a source for comparison, she said:




It is the only scientifically superior [country] in the Middle East, with scientists who just two days before won a Nobel Prize in Chemistry, and although it is not rich in oil and its security is unstable…. [I]t ranks highly in the fields of mathematics and computer science. Five Israeli universities are at the forefront of the top one hundred universities in the world…. [A] stunning achievement in record time … [W]hile Israel is succeeding, Arab states top the list of the least developed countries.31










The Scream of Anger


The smoking volcano of corruption, illiteracy, lack of services, poverty, unemployment, violence, etc. has erupted into an inevitable outcry of anger and frustration. In 2012, Syrian artist Rudy Khalil created an exhibition of nine posters to represent the Arab people’s cry. He named the series “The Scream of Anger”, and in an interview he gave to Al Jazeera, a Qatari-based news network, he explained that each poster stood for one Arab state that is in a “revolutionary phase as an outcome of the Arab Awakening.” Khalil said the series expresses his belief that “the Arab Awakening is a scream of liberation that will inevitably result in a better, enlightened reality for the Arab world.”32 To understand the viability of Khalil’s vision, it’s necessary to journey deep into Arab society.
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Chapter Three Political ISLAM: Belly Dancing in the Driver’S Seat









The term “political Islam” refers To movements and parties in the Muslim world that have the following things in common:




	Their ultimate goal is to create a global Islamic cultural, political, and religious entity known as a khalifa, caliphate, in which no independent or sovereign state exists.


	They believe the caliphate should be governed and ruled by their definition of Islam’s moral and religious laws, called sharīʿah (the path).


	The ruler of the caliphate will be the khalif, the highest executive position in the caliphate.


	The khalif will be monitored by the Supreme Council, Majlis al-Shura, which will make sure that the khalif governs according to the sharīʿah.


	They believe sharīʿah is the “master plan” given by Allah to mankind and the manifestation of Allah’s ultimate will, and that it should therefore govern all areas of life, public and private, and be the only source of all legislation.


	They believe that any differing political philosophy (communism, democracy, socialism, etc.) is unacceptable because it is man-made, in defiance of Allah’s will, and therefore imperfect, unjust, and doomed to fail.


	They reject democracy but consider it legitimate to use democratic elections and democratic government systems, such as parliamentary and multi-party political systems, as tactical tools to achieve their ultimate goal of creating a global caliphate.


	
30They oppose, and their values are in direct conflict with, Western values such as gender equity, homosexuality, liberalism, pluralism, and secularism, and they have little tolerance for freedom of expression, freedom of religion, freedom of thought, human rights, individualism, and liberty.


	They view Western values as an imminent and existential threat to Islam.


	They garner support and strengthen their power base by creating economic, educational, social, and welfare programs that benefit the broad public, especially people on the lower end of the socio-economic scale.


	They create educational and religious programs and institutions to embed the values of political Islam into as many people as possible, and they use these platforms to percolate and spread their ideology as much as possible.


	They have and require an absolute and uncompromising opposition to the existence of the State of Israel, and they refuse to recognize a Jewish nation. They justify their animosity with Islamist theology, believing that Judaism was once a “valid religion,” but that the Jews betrayed Allah’s master plan for mankind and therefore Allah punished the Jews, dispersed them in the world, and provided Islam to guide mankind.


	They believe that a Jewish state is a direct defiance of Allah’s will.





The most prominent representative of political Islam is al-Ikhwān al-Muslimūn, the Muslim Brotherhood, the biggest mass movement in the Muslim Sunni world. The Muslim Brotherhood was founded in Egypt at the end of the 1920s by Ḥasan al-Bannāʾ, an Egyptian teacher and iman (preacher) who was alarmed by what he perceived to be a Western threat to Islam and an attack on Islam’s codes, morality, and values—things ranging from male-female social interactions and women’s liberation to movie theaters, music, and Western dress. He created the Muslim Brotherhood as a revolutionary group to restore the caliphate through education, preaching, indoctrination, and proselytization. The process is known as da’wa (a “call” or “invitation”).


Another major group within political Islam is the Salafi movement. Salaf means the past of something—its origin, roots, and primal source. Salafi thinkers and theologians believe that Islam will flourish again once its followers adopt the Islamic codes as they were in the time of the Prophet 31Muhammad—Abū al-Qāsim Muḥammad ibnʿAbd Allāh ibnʿAbd al-Muṭṭalib ibn Hāshim—and his first four successors, al-khulafāʾu ar-rāshidūn (the righteous caliphs who lead the path).


The ideologies of the Salafi movement and the Muslim Brotherhood have a lot in common. However, the Muslim Brotherhood leaves room for a more flexible translation and implementation of Islamic religious law and thus sometimes adopts a more pragmatic approach toward different aspects of everyday life. Salafis tend to be less flexible, ultraconservative. They believe in a tough, dogmatic implementation of Islamic religious law.




Political Islam’s Political Parties


Political Islam did not incite the Arab Awakening; however, as it unfolded, it became clear to its adherents and leaders that it was a source of great opportunities—one of which was the opportunity to create political parties. With their own political parties, the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi movement would be eligible to compete in elections. In Tunisia, the Muslim Brotherhood created the Nahḍah (“Awakening” or “Renaissance”) Party in March 2011. In Egypt, it created the Ḥizb al-Ḥurriya Wal-’Adala (the Freedom and Justice Party) in April 2011. In Kuwait, its al-Haraka al-Dosturiya al-Islāmiyyah (Islamic Constitutional Movement), known by its Arabic acronym, Hadas, developed in 1991. In Jordan, its Jabhat al-’Amal al-Islami (the Islamic Action Front) developed in 1992. And other countries stretching from the Arab Gulf to North Africa were developing their own offshoots. The Salafi movement in Egypt also had its own party, the an-Nour (“the Light”) Party.


For political Islam, the creation of these parties was an important move. As the first waves of the Arab Awakening were rolling across the Arab world in 2011, the parties began to gain popularity, even taking power in some countries.


Tunisia, October 2011: In Tunisia’s first free election, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Nahḍah Party wins the most seats in Tunisia’s newly created Tunisian Constituent Assembly and becomes the largest party in the Tunisian government.
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Egypt, November 2011–January 2012: The Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party and the Salafi an-Nour Party win an overwhelming majority of seats in the Egyptian Parliament.


Kuwait, February 2012: The Muslim Brotherhood’s Islamic Constitutional Movement, Hadas, and the Salafi movement increase their seats in the Kuwaiti parliament from nine to twenty-three.1


Egypt, June 2012: The Muslim Brotherhood candidate, Mohammed Morsi, the chair of the Freedom and Justice Party, wins the presidential elections and becomes the president of Egypt.


Syria, April 2013: About two years after the Syrian Civil War began, the Muslim Brotherhood formally announces the renewal of its activity. This comes after more than forty years of suppression by the late Syrian President Ḥafiz al-Assad, the father of the current president, Bashar al-Assad.2


From 2011–2013, across the Arab world—Tunisia, Egypt, Kuwait, Syria, Jordan, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Qatar—the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafi movements gained momentum. In February 2013, Algeria’s minister of religious affairs said that 80 percent of the mosques in Algeria were influenced by Salafi preachers.3


The more powerful political Islam became, the more its intolerant face was exposed. In November 2012, a senior Salafi leader in Egypt demanded the demolishing of Egypt’s pyramids and sphinx, arguing that they were pagan, non-Islamic symbols.4 In April 2013, a senior clergy member of the Muslim Brotherhood ruled that it was prohibited to wish Christians in Egypt a “Happy Easter.”5 In March 2012, Salafi activists in Tunisia replaced the Tunisian flag atop the entrance to Manouba University with the Salafi flag, resulting in violent clashes between students.6 In 2013 Salafi activists began patrolling the streets in Tunisia, acting as a moral police force to impose strict code of Islamic dress.7 In Jordan, they stormed Halloween parties, declaring the holiday an infidel ceremony offensive to Islamic values.8


In March 2013, the Muslim Brotherhood rejected a United Nations declaration calling for an end to violence against women and the safeguarding of women’s rights—including those of lesbian and transgender women. The Muslim Brotherhood described the charter as a threat to the societal structure 33and moral values of the Muslim world, arguing that it would lead to the “complete disintegration of society.”9 In an announcement published on its website, the Muslim Brotherhood listed ten reasons for its objection, explaining that the suggested charter stood for ideas such as female equality, LGBT rights, legalization of prostitution, and others that are in full contrast with Islamic values, so are completely unacceptable.10


The major contributing factors to the success of political Islam at the beginning of the Arab Awaking were:




	 Community support: From its early days, the Muslim Brotherhood and, to a lesser extent, the Salafi movement had been building far-reaching economic, educational, social, and welfare programs. They built, funded, and managed schools, religious study programs, and youth centers. They ran medical clinics and provided material and financial aid to the needy: orphans, widows, and others. These activities provided a wide base of emotional and political support, particularly for the Muslim Brotherhood.


	 Organization, presence, and infrastructure: An efficient organizational structure and a large and broad infrastructure with a clear set-up and hierarchy, defined roles and responsibilities, and a clear succession plan provided steady footing. Mosques were used for religious purposes and as community centers and held administrative offices and the parties’ headquarters. Today the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt has thousands, some claim tens of thousands,11 of mosques that are used for religious events, praying, preaching, and classes, as well as for community gatherings, meetings, and social get-togethers. They also house the offices of the Egyptian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood.


	 A vision that resonates: Political Islam offers a way of life and a vision for dealing with the challenges that the people of the Arab world are facing. The Muslim Brotherhood’s slogan, “Islam is the solution,” is well-known in the Arab world, commonly spoken and frequently appearing on signs and billboards.





The Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi movement saw tremendous growth; however, they were quick to lose office in Egypt and Tunisia, and the momentum they gained in other countries did not last long.
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