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Society

Young Arabs share ‘individual loyalties’, 
Arab-American historian says

Washington

A
sk a Frenchman 
what it means to 
be French and 
he will likely 
reference 
liberty, equality 
and fraternity. 
An American 

will probably invoke the founding 
fathers and the US constitution.

Ask an Arab and the answer may 
not be so clear.

Palestinian-American historian 
Muhannad Salhi, area specialist at 
the Library of Congress in Wash-
ington, studies Arab nationalism 
and identity. He challenges the no-
tion of nationalism in the contem-
porary Arab world.

While French and US citizens 
often point to their respective 
revolutions as the source of 
national identity, citizens of Arab 
states seem to have no clear refer-
ence point.

For Salhi, who wrote his doctoral 
thesis at the University of Chicago 
on Arab nationalism at the turn of 
the 20th century, this comes as no 
surprise.

“Citizens in the West feel that 
their nation owes them a future 
[and] that the future of the nation 
is also their own,” he said. “Not so 
in our part of the world.”

It may be too early for the “Arab 
spring” to have produced ideals 
similar to those of the French or 
American revolutions but Salhi 
said young people in the Arab 
world might simply be too preoc-
cupied with pursuing their basic 
needs to invest in their country 
or develop ideals for national 
identity.

Therefore, loyalty is not to a 
country but to make a living. The 
economic circumstances of many 
Arabs compel a whole generation 
to be more loyal to individualism 
than to their mother nation.

“You won’t forget that you’re 
Egyptian or Jordanian or whatever 
when you’re living abroad and 
perhaps you feel nostalgic for your 
homeland but, in the end, you’re 
living abroad and saving money 
and maybe you will ‘invest’ in your 
country by buying a house with a 
swimming pool [where] you can 
retire and that’s the extent of it,” 
Salhi said.

Salhi can relate on a personal 
level as he witnessed many of his 
generation of Palestinians and 
other Arabs build their lives in 
exile in the West or in the Gulf 
countries.

“My dad is 89. When he grew up 
he was filled with hope. It’s almost 
heartbreaking,” Salhi said. “Many 
of my father’s generation truly 
believed in Arabism.”

Historically, in times of rela-
tive prosperity when people felt 
little or no pressure to emigrate, 
local nationalism took on similar 
flavours and eventually led to pan-
Arabism.

“People didn’t like to be associ-
ated with smaller groups. They’d 
rather be part of the larger Is-
lamic body [or] a larger Arab party, 
though, of course, they always 
wanted to manage their own local 
affairs,” said Salhi, referencing 
what he described as the general 
sentiment during Ottoman rule on 
the eve of its dissolution.

“And today, that’s why it’s called 
the ‘Arab spring’, not the ‘Egyptian 
spring’ or ‘Syrian spring’ or ‘Tuni-
sian spring’,” he added.

Arab nationalism developed at 
the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries in Greater Syria, and its pan-
Arab and socialist ideals spread as 
far as the Maghreb and the Arabian 
peninsula. Egypt became a centre 
of pan-Arabism because of its rela-
tive autonomy from the Ottoman 
centres of power and its free press. 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, who became 
Egypt’s second president in 1956, 
would come to embody pan-Ara-
bism but Salhi said he is sceptical 
of Nasser’s genuine commitment 
to the greater Arab nation.

“Was he more interested in pan-
Arabism or in Egypt’s geopolitical 
role? Many say the latter,” Salhi 
said.

But pan-Arabists still were faced 
with one fundamental question: 
What makes an Arab an Arab?

This was easier to answer when 
rural populations in modern-day 
Iraq, Jordan and Syria identi-
fied with their tribe, while urban 
populations in Baghdad, Damas-
cus, Aleppo, Beirut and Jerusalem 
identified with their family name, 
mother tongue, religion and 
profession — and everyone was a 
subject of the Ottoman empire.

“Nationalism is an imagined and 
negotiated system,” said Salhi. 
“The nationalistic myth of our 
generation is that the Arabs were 
occupied by the Turks but people 
under Ottoman rule didn’t neces-
sarily see themselves as under 
occupation.”

If socialism and pan-Arabism 
are mostly romantic notions of the 

past and pan-Islamist movements 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
have so far proven nonviable, what 
is next?

Salhi said the ‘Arab spring’ has 
been compared to the European 
revolutions of 1848, when upris-
ings erupted in France, Austria, 
Prussia and Italy before “the bad 
guys won” when “conservatives 
banded together and overcame the 
youth movement”.

Can Europe’s history shed light 
on the future of the “Arab spring”?

“The human spirit is the human 
spirit. You always want that stake 
in your future and if you’re dispos-
sessed, you want to be heard,” he 
said. “But I hope we’re not look-
ing at decades of more wars and 
revolutions and instability like in 
the decades that led up to World 
War I.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Why I’m building a free learning
app for MENA youth

T
he Middle East and 
North Africa region 
(MENA) needs its 
education empire. It 
also needs its social 
network and its Mark 

Zuckerberg. The MENA region 
needs to exercise as much 
influence as the influence it 
receives. It needs to start leading 
again, too. Just like what we used 
to do through innovation, 
knowledge development and 
cultural deployment centuries 
ago. I like to think it was not that 
long ago.

Instead of waiting for some 
miracle to happen, I am building a 
free web-based application, a 
learning content sharing service 
for young people in the region. I 
allow myself to dream big. I aspire 
to go worldwide — breaching 
borders and designing the future 
of learning engagement. This is 
not pretention, it is ambition.

I believe learning for all 
transforms societies systemically. 
I believe everyone deserves a 
chance to learn. I believe in a 
quality education, accessible to 
all. I believe individual engage-

ment in learning creates social 
cohesion. I believe it can and 
must be done. It must be achieved 
if our societies are to thrive 
through innovation, economic 
redistribution and social cohe-
sion.

We owe it to our young people. 
The very ones who found them-
selves with invaluable talent and 
capabilities but without even a 
window of opportunity, let alone 
a door. And we also owe it to the 
ones who found themselves 
contemplating their futures 
without hope.

How do we get this new 
paradigm off the ground?

Change does not start through 
revolutions in the streets. It starts 
in people’s minds. Modernity 
does not come about by welcom-
ing fast-food chains into a 
country. It happens by embracing 
new habits of thoughts. Advance-
ment does not happen by invest-
ing in fancy buildings. It is reaped 
through nurturing the talent and 
potential.

We need to leave a certain 
number of thinking patterns, not 
people, behind. We should accept 
the idea of failure, which is only 
but a symptom of success. Pure 
perfection does not exist. Perfec-
tion is a state of moving forward 
constantly. We need to let go of 
autocratic selfishness, which has 
silently but dangerously killed 

our people. We need to communi-
cate openly and throw the 
sometimes needless culture of 
secrecy away.

Today MENA is being trans-
formed through entrepreneur-
ship. On that note, I believe any 
venture in the region should look 
beyond solving people problems 
and to disrupt the status quo. 
Ventures should empower people 
through free choices as well as 
exposure to ideas, realities and 
landscapes.

It is this philosophy that 
underpins SEJAAL, an app that 
supports people aged 18-30 to 
share learning content with their 
followers from existing platforms 
that we select for relevance and 
quality. Our members will have 
the ability to post infographics, 
videos, articles, e-learning 
courses, podcasts and other 
multimedia content on SEJAAL. 
They will have the ability to save 
that learning content on personal-
ised boards as well as select 
themes that interest them 
because we believe in empower-
ing people.

They will be able to share their 
thoughts and ask questions of the 
wider community of learners. 
That is how social learning takes 
place. Our editorial line will 
curate content on personal and 
professional development as well 
as the humanities, to regenerate 

societies with new energy and 
aspiration. We are building a 
prototype to submit to students in 
the region so they can create 
human-centred design solutions 
for and by people. We expect to 
have a beta version by June 2017.

I find it important to emphasise 
that modernity does not mean 
rejecting our culinary, musical, 
historical, folkloric or clothing 
traditions. It means making the 
decisions that serve the whole 
community. This can happen by 
understanding the strengths of 
respective national history as well 
as crafting an inclusive vision that 
covers ethnic differences, 
languages and faith.

The good news in all of this: We 
do not necessarily need money. 
We need attitude, mindset and 
will. These are free. They do not 
cost anything. Their currency is 
love for the community.

Khadija Hamouchi, a social 
entrepreneur, is founder of 
SEJAAL, an initiative that is 
building an app for young people. 
She has received six international 
awards, including Stanford 
Business and Innovation Fellow, 
Morocco’s African 
Entrepreneurship Award and San 
Francisco’s Parisoma Accelerator 
Programme. 
www.sejaalproject.com. 
Twitter: @khadijahamouchi.
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“Citizens in the 
West feel that their 
nation owes them a 
future... not so in 
our part of the 
world.”

Muhannad Salhi

 The economic 
circumstances of many 
Arabs compel a whole 
generation to be more 
loyal to individualism 
than to their mother 
nation.

Change does not start through 
revolutions in the streets. It 
starts in people’s minds.


