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State of the Arab worldFocus

Middle East meltdown and the age of reform
Beirut

T 

hree elements lie behind 
the political and ethnic 
upheaval convulsing the 
Middle East and con-
tributed in large part to 

the collapse of borders that were 
largely drawn by 19th-century colo-
nial powers, principally Britain and 
France.

These are the emergence of 
Salafist jihadism and the challenge 
to Sunni regimes and monarchies, 
the United States’ decision to re-
linquish its security shield from its 
long-time Arab allies and Iran’s ex-
ploitation of the power vacuum, its 
drive to expand revolutionary Shia 
power.

Much of this is a direct conse-
quence of US imperial overreach in 
the region, particularly by George 
W. Bush and his Machiavellian neo-
con allies, particularly when the 
Americans conveniently removed 
Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein, who, 
whatever else, may have been the 
Arabs’ bulwark against the expan-
sion of their old enemy, Persia.

Indeed, Iran increasingly appears 
to be one of the main winners amid 
the maelstrom of misery across 
the region as state authority has ef-
fectively collapsed. Tehran’s long-

planned and skilfully executed bid 
for regional hegemony means that 
it now controls four Arab capitals 
— Beirut, Baghdad, Damascus and 
Sana’a — and in Lebanon actually 
runs a parallel state structure oper-
ated by Hezbollah.

Iranian control of Yemen, with 
its 1,500km border with Saudi Ara-
bia, would leave the Sunni kingdom 
dangerously exposed, a situation 
that, unless defused soon, suggests 
that a gruelling conflict lies ahead, 
the result in large measure of the US 
decision to abandon its role as the 
guarantor of the region’s security.

In many ways, the border be-
tween Syria and Lebanon ceased to 
exist when Damascus sent troops 
into Lebanon, purportedly to pre-
vent the Maronites from being 
overwhelmed by a leftist-Muslim 
alliance that included the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO).

When the Lebanese war ended in 
1990, when Hafez Assad was given 
the green light by the United States 
to intervene in return for boost-
ing the politically important Arab 
component of George H.W. Bush’s 
coalition to liberate Kuwait from 
the clutches of Saddam, the Syr-
ians, who had long claimed its tiny 
neighbour was historically part of 
Greater Syria, stayed on as quasi-
occupiers.

They finally pulled out their 
troops, but not their power, in 

2005 under international pressure 
triggered by the assassination of 
Lebanon’s leading statesman, Rafik 
Hariri.

That killing, one of a long chain 
of political murders going back dec-
ades, galvanised many Lebanese to 
throw off the Syrian yoke — a dra-
matic and ground-breaking step 
that would echo resoundingly in 
early 2011.

Amid the sectarian and ethnic 
differences within states across 
the Arab region, it was in the end 
economic and societal failures that 
brought about the “Arab spring”. 
Deeply ingrained official cor-
ruption, high youth 
unemployment 
amid burgeon-
ing populations 
and growing 
anger at in-
creasingly 
isolated 
uncaring 
political 
elites were 
the true 
causes of 
the regional 
upheaval 
against re-
gime rule in 
Tunisia, Egypt, 
Libya and Yemen.

“The borders 
have vanished be-

cause of the collapse of regional 
states, something that started in 
1975 with the Lebanese civil war,” 
observed analyst Vicken Cheterian.

For many, the final straw was 
the move towards dynastic rule 
in the Arab republics, a move suc-
cessfully achieved in Syria when 
Bashar Assad took over following 
the death of his father Hafez — “the 
Lion of Damascus” — in June 2000, 
and which Hosni Mubarak of Egypt 
and Ali Abdullah Saleh of Yemen 
sought to emulate, ultimately to 
their cost.

“From Iran to Lebanon, there are 
no borders anymore,” said 

Walid Jumblatt, leader 
of Lebanon’s minor-

ity Druze commu-
nity whose sect 

is divided be-
tween Leba-

non, Syria 
and Israel 
under the 
artificial 
borders 
drawn 

up by the 
British and 

French after 
the first world 

war.
“Officially, 

they’re still there, 
but will they be 
there a few years 

from now? If there’s more disloca-
tion, the whole of the Middle East 
will crumble.”

“The current map of the Mid-
dle East is misleading since the 
neat borders for Iraq, Syria, Leba-
non, Yemen, Turkey etc no longer 
represent reality,” said Cheterian. 
“The border between Iraq and Syria 
ceased to exist in 2012…

“The forces now fighting each 
other are fighting over heritage … 
No one is fighting for Lebanon or 
Iraq or Syria. The current forces 
represent local, tribal and sectar-
ian interests and use violence that 
destroys all without the potential to 
replace it.

“When the chaos ends, the politi-
cal map of the Middle East will be 
very different but we have no idea 
what it will look like.”

Most Arab thinkers agree that 
with despotic, militaristic regimes 
being cast aside, the time has finally 
come for real political, social and 
economic reform. “The monopoly 
of power has ended,” former Jor-
danian foreign minister Marwan 
Muasher, a veteran refomist, told 
a regional affairs conference at the 
Carnegie Middle East Center in Bei-
rut on April 29th.

“Reform is a long-term process 
… We (Arabs) need time … It could 
take 40 years … But it’s about time 
we started working on laying the 
foundations of a new society.”

Ed Blanche

Beirut

W 

hat caused the “big 
explosion” in the 
Arab region that has 
been dormant for 
long decades? It’s a 

simple question that has no clear-
cut answer.

Whether ageing dictatorships, 
corruption, extreme poverty, hu-
man rights violations, lack of free-
doms or social media was behind 
such a “deadly outburst”, the end 
sum is more foreign interference, 
an unprecedented level of violence 
and a large-scale displacement and 
destruction that is changing the 
face of this region.

It will take years of sacrifice and 
more than $600 billion — if the guns 
fall silent today.

Most importantly, it will need a 
clear vision to rebuild the region, 
said Abdullah Dardari, deputy exec-
utive secretary of the UN Economic 
and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA).

“I think the region in a sense is 
paying for its failure to achieve gov-
ernance reforms that should have 
gone hand in hand with economic 
and social changes,” Dardari said, 
presenting his interpretation of 
what has been happening in the re-
gion since the outbreak of the “Arab 
spring”.

In an interview with The Arab 
Weekly, Dardari explained that so-
cietal explosion occurs when “ex-
pectations exceed what the systems 
could deliver.

“If political change doesn’t hap-
pen, there’s going to be an explo-
sion,” he said, referring to upris-
ings that broke out first in Tunisia 
in 2010 and then in Egypt, Libya, 
Syria and Yemen the year after and 
brought down four long-time dicta-
tors.

Dardari observed that change 
was “actually the result of devel-
opment” rather than lack of de-
velopment. In the last 30 years, he 
said, the Arab region has achieved 
“tremendous progress” in educa-

tion, health, social protection and 
even in reducing poverty. This was 
magnified by the emergence of an 
expanding middle class at a time 
when “governance in the region re-
mained stagnant”.

Five Arab countries, mainly Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) states, 
were among the top 20 performers 
in human development in the UN 
development report, while Egypt, 
Tunisia and Syria exceeded expec-
tations in 2010 in achieving Millen-
nium development goals.

Dardari blamed the “crack” in 
Arab societies on the “lack of syn-
ergy between economic and social 
changes on one hand and govern-
ance and political changes on the 
other. This, he said, explains “why 
young Arabs had more expectations 
than the economic and social sys-
tems could deliver and hence they 
wanted to express their frustration.  
Added to that is a long list of other 
“influencing” factors. Among them, 
he said, was a growing foreign in-
terference that took advantage of 
the weaknesses of Arab society and 
“the essential question of the occu-
pation of Palestine, which remains 
an open wound inflam-
ing the region”.

Many ques-
tions are yet to 
be answered, 
including: Did 
the region have 
enough organ-
ised political 
movements 
to lead such a 
change? Why did 
such a 

change occur in 2011 and not be-
fore?

Dardari, who served as minister 
of planning in Syria from 2006 to 
2008, said he was not surprised by 
the outbreak of popular movements 
in some Arab countries, including 
his own, but rather by the level of 
violence that accompanied them.

The threats facing the region are 
huge, he said, adding, “It is one 
of the least productive regions” 
in the world. He emphasised the 
need for “completely reversing the 
situation” by investing in economic 
diversification, integration and re-
search development.

He warned that “if we don’t 
change the productivity of Arab 
economies, no matter how much 
natural resources we have, it will 
not be sufficient to fill the gap.”

The other major challenges in-
clude the lack of representative in-
stitutions, weak infrastructure and 
an education system that needs “a 
paradigm shift” towards innova-
tion. Social protection, the role of 
the private sector and civil society, 
as well as the media, need to be ad-
dressed.

Dardari cautioned that these is-
sues should be tackled with “a clear 
vision and strategic planning,” em-

phasising that “the threats fac-
ing the region from inside and 
outside require dramatic action 
in the areas of security and eco-
nomic growth.”

On ESCWA’s call for Arab inte-
gration at a time the region is fall-

ing apart, Dardari said the devel-
opments “only vindicate” such 

a call. “One major ele-
ment for getting 

out of the situ-
ation in which 
we are today, 
is through 
Arab integra-
tion … to the 
benefit of a 
large mar-
ket of 400 
million Ar-
abs…

“Each 
country, 
on its own, 

proved una-
ble to achieve 
sufficient 
economies of 

scale condu-
cive to higher 

growth, higher 

employment, innovation and satis-
faction of youth expectations. Each 
Arab country alone is too small to 
do so, even the largest of them. ”

Arab integration has become “a 
must and a prerequisite for our fu-
ture” in view of the “existential 
threats” facing the Arab states, 
Dardari stressed.

He argued that “a supra-national 
identity of an Arab citizenship is a 
must … for the Arab region to come 
out of this debacle.”

Calling it a wake-up call, Dardari 
said: “Finally, people are going back 
to their Arab identity.

”Such a new identity emerging 
out of this nightmare should, how-
ever, be based on inclusive political, 
social and economic systems, em-
powerment of the ordinary citizen, 
economic diversification, science 
and technology innovation and re-
gional integration.

“If we don’t build our future on 
those pillars we’ll just repeat the 
same mistakes.”

Although he acknowledged that 
the situation in the Arab region is 
“disastrous”, Dardari still main-
tained a sense of optimism for the 
future. “This part of the world has 
seen worse disasters than what 
we’re seeing today and has risen 
much more successfully than one 
would have expected,” he said.

He estimated the losses incurred 
by the ongoing conflicts in the re-
gion at around $600 billion. The 
figure includes damage on the infra-
structure and loss in gross domestic 
product (GDP) of countries that 
were either directly or indirectly 
affected. He said the bill could be 
“manageable”, taking into consid-
eration “the fortunes and resources 
of the region which can turn this 
challenge into a great rebuilding op-
portunity”.

But a prerequisite for success is to 
have the “right representative insti-
tutions to manage a reconstruction 
exercise of $600 billion, take dif-
ficult decisions and make painful 
choices”.

Arab countries should not expect 
any foreign help in post-war recon-
struction, he said. “Reconstruction 
can only be done by Arab countries 
… Europe and the US have no more 
resources for us.

“We need to stretch and reach out 
to old and new centres of economic 
powers in the world,” he said, refer-
ring to China and the BRICS coun-
tries, which include Brazil, Russia, 
India and South Africa, in addition 
to China. But, he wondered, do the 
Arabs have the convincing argu-
ment and a clear vision?

“Elements of such an Arab vision 
are evolving … but I don’t think an-
yone could claim that such a vision 
exists yet,” Dardari said.

Dalal Saoud is the deputy editor in 
chief of The Arab Weekly and has 
been covering the Arab region since 
1990. She is based in Beirut.
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