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  INTRODUCTION: CHRONIC INSTABILITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST


  MODERNISATION ASTHE CAUSE OF INSTABILITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST – TOOSLOW OR TOOFAST?


  The academic, mediaand public discourse regarding the development of the post-colonial Middle East haslong featured twoviewpointsthat, on the face of it, are diametrically opposed. The first claimsthe region isbackward and rigid, with change taking place tooslowly, if at all. The second believesthat the region istransforming tooquickly and that thisistraumatising and destabilising local societies.


  Thisbookoffersan alternative way of looking at the issue that bringstogether these twoapparently contradictory viewpoints. It conductsatheoretically original and empirically substantiated analysisof the structural causesof Middle Eastern social and political instability, an instability manifest externally in many different forms: the protracted crisisof governing regimesand their ideologiesand legitimacy; an upsurge in different ideologically driven opponentsof these regimesin the form of oppositional political Islam and pro-democracy movements; asurge in political violence in the form of terrorism, civil warsor revolutionsduring the Arab Spring; the chronic post-revolutionary instability of the region, the collapse of many local statesand the erosion of social order resulting in chaos, anarchy and interregnum.


  Monitoring these external, constantly changing manifestationsof pan-regional instability meansunderstanding the Middle East asadramatic chessboard full of constantly materialising and disappearing state and non-state actorsenforcing their interests, promoting their ideologies, and competing with each other, while at the same time entering intooften unexpected coalitionsor, indeed, dissolving them equally unexpectedly. However, the aim of thisbookistooffer an explanation of the deeper causesof achessgame that isbeing played ever faster and during which new piecesare being added and the chessboard itself being redrawn, along with the very rulesof the game. Anew Middle East isemerging, one completely different tothat which we have been accustomed tofor decades.


  How isit possible that, while over the last fifty yearsthe Middle Eastern political chessboard wasone of the most stable, predictable and boring in the world, controlled asit wasby the same figuresplaying in accordance with the same strategies, over the last few yearsthe pace of history hassped up beyond recognition? Iwill argue that thisisthe consequence of the impactsof long-term, subterranean social changesthat have been taking place over the last fifty yearsbut have been hithertounobserved, since most observershave concentrated on the political game and not on the changestoitsdeeper demographic, social, economic and political determinants. And yet the character of these changesisstrikingly reminiscent of what wasapolitically and socially destabilised Europe during the 19th and early 20th centuries. Reminding ourselvesof recent European demographic and social history offersthe possibility of better understanding the causesof the current turmoil in the Middle East.


  EXCESSIVELY SLOW SOCIAL CHANGE


  Those subscribing tothe first viewpoint referred toabove see the Middle East asan underdeveloped region, in which islandsof modernity, progress, education and Western culture are surrounded by an ocean of medieval ignorance, obscurantism and Islamic-backed reactionary forces. According tothisanalysis, the region isexperiencing aform of schizophrenia, with one leg in the camp of modernity, and the other still firmly planted in tradition (e.g. Longrigg, Jankowski1963). More sophisticated versionsof thisline of argument describe the Middle East asaregion inhabited by people whofor the most part have not yet adapted psychologically tothe modern world. Mentally they languish somewhere in the Middle Agesand itstraditions. They cannot be described as“modern” because they are not sufficiently educated, socially mobile and informed. The boundariesof their community are the boundariesof their world. They are stuckin atime warp of tradition. They are walking backwardsintothe future, asit were, soastoreplicate asfaithfully aspossible the patternsof behaviour, identitiesand aspirationsof previousgenerations, which represent their role model and authority. They donot possessnew, expanding consumer and career aspirations, and asaconsequence lackan advanced sense of empathy, namely the ability toimagine alternativestotheir life and the organisation of their community or wider society. They donot perceive themselvestobe an active subject capable of changing the course of history according toaprogramme conceived of in advance, but asapassive object simply being dragged along by history and destiny (e.g. Lerner 1964, cf. Bah 2008). The more vulgar, borderline racist interpretation of the immutability of the region speaksof what it callsthe “Arab mind”, aspecific, unchanging personality archetype common toall Arabscharacterised by an aversion tomanual work, an obsession with sexuality, an overabundance of pride, apartiality for conspiracy theories, areluctance toaccept reality, an unwillingnesstosubmit toanything other than power, and acomprehensive backwardness(e.g. Patai1973, Friedman 2006).


  The latest perspective on the region isthe influential seriesof studiesentitled the Arab Human Development Report (2002, 2003, 2005, 2009), compiled under the auspicesof the UN by Arab scholarsand intellectuals. These reportstraced the deeper cause of the backwardnessof the Arab world backtoacombination of three deficits: the freedom deficit, women’sempowerment, and the knowledge deficit. Democratisation and the promotion of constitutional liberalism are not taking place, while, on the contrary, authoritarian and oppressive regimespersist. The statusof women isnot improving fast enough. The participation of women in different social spheresremainslow, while oppression and discrimination remainshigh. Asaconsequence the human potential of an entire half of the population liesidle. Finally, the reports’ authorssay, the region isunable tomount an effective fight against illiteracy and toproduce asufficiently well educated population. It isunable togenerate innovation and new knowledge. On top of thisit isunable toavail itself of the innovationsand knowledge generated elsewhere in the world. The Arab world lagsbehind other global regionsin all respects.


  One of the consequencesisalackof economic growth. In addition, what economic growth there isfragile, since it iswholly dependent on the export of raw materials, aburgeoning, ineffective state sector, and on family businessesfrom the informal sector on the boundary of the grey economy that are incapable of generating stable jobsor expanding because they cannot apply for bankloans. By contrast, the sophisticated output of stable firmswith high value added playsaminimal role. Job creation issluggish and the region isunable tocompete within the global economy. Another consequence of the three deficitsisthe lackof functioning state institutionsthat would ensure effective, transparent and high quality governance and thusareliable frameworkfor economic development and atranquil, safe life for the population. Quality of life lagsbehind other regionsof the world because of the ongoing riskof poverty, poor health and deteriorating nutritional and ecological standards(AHDR 2002, 2003, 2005, 2009).


  The approach taken by the Arab Human Development Report team selectsdevelopmental indicatorsfrom the many gathered by the World Bankand highlightsthose that show the Arab world tobe lagging behind other regions. Not only doesthe Arab world occupy alowly position in these rankings, but the situation isimproving at aslower tempo(cf. Amin 2006). Such studiespoint out with relish that not asingle Arab university featuresamong the 500 top universitiesin the world. The Arab publishing market representsonly 1% of global booksales, afigure completely incommensurate with population statistics. While Turkey and Iran have multiplied several timesover their scholarly output over the last decade asmeasured by specialist articles, the Arab world doesnot research or publish and isstagnating academically. The Arab world haslow newspaper circulation per capita, limited telephone coverage, and translatesonly one bookayear per one million of the population: in Hungary and Spain these figuresare 519 and 920 respectively. All of thisisintended toillustrate the region’sintellectual stagnation and itsaversion tonew ideas(e.g. Zewail 2011).


  One variant of the argument that the Middle East isdeveloping tooslowly involvesanarrative of chronically unsuccessful modernisation projectsand developmental strategiesimposed on atop-down basisby enlightened dictatorson asubservient and backward population. Thisoften involvesreformist leadersrecruited from the army, who, face toface with military defeat and their country’sobvioustechnological and economic inferiority ascompared tothe West, attempt toimplement adefensive modernisation strategy aimed at closing the gap. Above all they attempt toestablish amodern, powerful army and toembrace new technology soastobe able toresist the pressure of the West and play acommensurate role in international politics. However, generally speaking they are only able tocreate astrong army having first established afunctioning secular education system and an effective state bureaucracy based on acodified, Western-style legal system. Thisstrategy, based on the assumption that successful modernisation alsorequiresacertain degree of cultural Westernisation, wasfirst attempted by the Ottoman Turks, followed by the Arabs, Iranians, and Afghans. However, for the most part the strategy failed and encountered opposition on the part of apopulation unsettled by attemptsat what they saw asexcessively rapid change. What ensued were repeated wavesof Islamic fundamentalism driven by the belief that, on the contrary, the region lagged behind the West because it had deviated from itsown culture and religion (e.g. Lewis2003a, 2003b).


  Both the more sophisticated scholarly and the more vulgar non-academic versionsof the slow-development theory of the Middle East region and itsallegedly medieval character are often close tothe discourse of orientalism, i.e. the set of widespread and deeply entrenched Western ideas, clichésand stereotypesregarding the Orient. Orientalism isbased on the binary opposition of twointerdependent categories– the Occident and the Orient, civilisation and barbarism – each of which makesnosense on itsown. The ideaof aMuslim Orient asthe antithetical image of Europe, and later the United States, had alwaysenabled the West todefine itself by virtue of what it wasnot, locate itsessence, and confirm itspositive self-image asbeing in contradistinction tothat of the Other, Oriental and inferior. Thisstereotype viewsacitizen of the West asbroadminded, rational, active, industrious, peace-loving, progressive, dynamic and civilised, while the Oriental isprone todespotism, slavery, irrationality, savagery, fanaticism, indolence, violence, unbridled sexuality, primitivenessand barbarism (Said 2008, Halliday 2005, Barša2012). The basisof the Orientalist discourse isessentialism, i.e. the ideathat the present attributesof Oriental people are determined by an ancient barbaric culture of primitive desert Bedouins, whose influence they cannot shake off, and that these attributesare intrinsic, not subject tohistorical development, and fixed in time. The only thing that can liberate the Oriental from being suspended in timelessnessand stagnation isan external shockor intervention in the form of colonialism or neo-colonialism (Abdel-Malek1963).


  In Western popular culture Orientalism ismanifest, for instance, in television programmesand Hollywood filmsin which for ahundred yearsArabshave been depicted asone of the “three Bs”: belly dancer, billionaire or bomber (Shaheen 2001, 2008). In Western politicsOrientalism isthen manifest in the justification of military intervention (Afghanistan, Iraq) in order tospread democracy, freedom, human rightsand the emancipation of women. It isassumed that any change tothisinflexible region can only come from without, and it isemphasised that the backwardnessand absence of democracy in the region breedsviolence and terrorism (Amin 2004, Amin 2006, Zogby 2012). The first tocome up with the argument, still being recycled tothisday, that justifiesWestern political violence against non-Western partsof the world wasNapoleon Bonaparte during hisexpedition toEgypt in 1798 (Said 1981, Wallerstein 2008).


  The basic premise of thisbookwill perhapsseem counterintuitive in that it takesMiddle Eastern societiestobe relatively modern, aviewpoint at oddswith the discourse of Orientalism. The fact isthat over the last few decadesMiddle Eastern societieshave changed far faster than have Western waysof thinking about the Orient, which remain rigid and incapable of adapting tothe new reality. Thisiswhy we have aproblem in understanding and correctly analysing the new Middle East.


  EXCESSIVELY RAPID SOCIAL CHANGE


  The opposite opinion viewsthe Middle Eastern region aschanging rapidly, afact that over the last few decadeshastraumatised the population and driven them intothe armsof both moderate and militant Islamists. For instance, in the religiousrevivalsand the creation of new movementsand sects, Saïd Amir Arjomand seesaglobally intensifying processtaking place in parallel not only within the frameworkof mainly Muslim regions, but within the frameworkof many other religioustraditions. The common denominator isexcessively rapid social change that all over the world seesthe recycling of local versionsof traditional fundamentalisms. Thisfliesin the face of mainstream modernisation theories. The processesthat were supposed tolead inevitably tosecularisation and the death of religion have instead resulted in arenaissance and even the politicisation of Islam and other religions(cf. alsoHuntington 2001).


  In the case of Muslim societiesthisinvolves, in approximately chronological order, the following processes, now running in parallel and overlapping, that escalated after World War II: (1) the integration of the Islamic world intothe international economic and political system in the form of colonialism, imperial intervention, Christian missions, and economic, cultural and political globalisation, (2) the expansion of communication and transport technology and infrastructure, (3) the acceleration of urbanisation, (4) increased literacy and greater accesstoeducation in general, and (5) the creation of centralised nation statesand the politicisation of the massesaccompanied by repression on the part of regimes(Arjomand 1986, 2006). While the first four processesfollow asimilar trajectory in all countriesand lead, arguably, tothe unification of revivalist religiousmovements, the last factor isvariable and leadstodiversification asthe character of political regimesformstoasignificant extent the character of Islamist movementswithin each nation state (Arjomand 1995).


  An approach that emphasisesthe rapid social change taking place in the Middle East often attemptstouse thisfact in order toexplain the rise of oppositional political Islam, which hasbeen going on since the 1970s. Though Islamic movementsare highly heterogeneousinternally and the formative influence of the specific national context in which they are rooted can be tracked down in the case of each, thisisaphenomenon of international dimensions. The main causesof thisupsurge must therefore be common toall movements(Dekmejian 1995). Individual writersthen argue astowhether affinitiesand analogiescan be found between current Islamism and earlier European Marxism (Gellner 1995, Roy 1992, 2004, Eisenstadt 2003), Russian anti-Tsarist anarchism (Gray 2004), German Nazism (Lewis1990, 2003, Burumaand Margalit 2005), or secular nationalism (Juergensmeyer 1994). However, they all agree that the broad and internally highly differentiated current of Islamism isfar more the product of the modernisation of the Middle Eastern region in the same way that the European political movementsreferred toabove were the product of modernisation in their time, and not the consequence or residue of the Middle Ages, asproponentsof the secularisation theory still thought until recently. Iwould agree with Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt (2000, 2003) that these movementspossessed significant ambitionstodefine themselvesin respect of the Western version of modernity, tobe inspired selectively by it, and tocome up with an alternative version or variation alsoinspired by domestic tradition, be this“invented” or genuinely authentic.


  

  



  The End of Preview
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