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L
ike many children of 
Arab descent in 1990s 
Europe, I grew up 
with Al Jazeera TV 
and Arab entertain-
ment and cooking pro-
grammes. They were 

practically the background music 
at home. It was the age before 
tablets and smartphones.

I loved hearing different ver-
sions of spoken Arabic. The 
images that shaped my views of 
the Middle East and North Africa 
region were largely male and 
overwhelmingly violent — bomb-
ings, corpses, rivers of blood on 
the streets, executions — but also 
domestic violence and many 
scenes of shouting people in 
films.

Until my early 20s, I did not 
realise the cumulative effect of 
those experiences on my percep-
tions and I lived almost like a 
carefree European.

Then, as an Erasmus Pro-
gramme exchange student in the 
Netherlands in December 2010, 
I saw the Arab world aflame on 
Facebook. The images on my 
computer screen made me realise 
that I was unprepared — despite 
those childhood images — for a 
messy groundswell for change. 
Growing up in Belgium, despite 
those childhood on-screen en-
counters with the Arab world, I 
was unprepared for a movement 
that appeared to have bubbled up 
from the bottom.

The memories resurfaced 
during the Arab Conference at 
Harvard last November. It was 
billed as the largest pan-Arab 
conference in North America and 
it brought together approximately 
1,300 students and professionals 
to discuss issues with the region’s 
most prominent politicians, 
business people and civil society 
leaders.

The 2017 conference aimed, as 
its organisers said, to combat the 
“reductive imagination surround-
ing the Arab world that dimin-
ishes it to a geography of  
violence and failure.”

At my session, many people 
about my age asked why I was 
leading a project to build an app 
for Arab youth. I sensed various 
levels of emotion across the spec-
trum of hope. As an entrepreneur, 
I understand the essence of action 
and I believe optimism is probably 
the biggest call to action.

To serve fellow Arabs in the 
Middle East and North Africa 
region, I chose optimism to per-
ceive the possible. Change, like 
death, is a certainty. It is bound 
to happen. It might be wise to 
manage it. Entrepreneurs build on 
the hope that people will leverage 
new realities once they become 
aware of the possibilities.

I’m not a fan of the word “em-
powerment” because it focuses 
too much on external agency and 
yet I firmly believe that people 
make their own decisions to 

invest time and attention on ideas 
and products that fill a gap.

The need for digital Arabic 
content is societal. It will help 
diversify our economies and it 
is key to building a knowledge 
economy. It is also a way to feed 
the hunger for information among 
the increasingly restless and mo-
bile millennial generation.

My recent travels throughout 
the region showed the depth of 
the desire in young people for 
information that’s relevant to 
their reality and that can also be 
transformational with respect to 

their reality.
As a European Arab, born and 

bred in Belgium, I am conscious 
of the advantages I’ve had. I’ve 
had the freedom to know, to 
act and to decide. This must be 
leveraged and shared with other 
young Arabs, in the Arab world 
and beyond.

A community can only grow 
and prosper by determining how 
it thinks of itself, how it wants to 
think of itself and how it wants to 
be seen.

There is no reason for the Arab 
world not to aim to be the best.

European Arabs have a distinct view of the region
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lifelong learning.
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S
uppose, for the sake 
of argument, that 
the Western mind, 
initiator of today’s 
intellectual and 
scientific revolution, 
had decided to take it 

easy and stay away from critical 
thinking.

Any researcher will tell you that 
we would be living in a differ-
ent world — a dark and shattered 
world, perhaps a continuation 
of the Middle Ages. Without a 
critical sense of observation and 
questioning, the world would 
have stagnated to a suffocating 
degree.

Today, the world is on an ex-
press train to the future. There is 
a profusion of technical innova-
tions and milestones. There are 
affordable generic medications 
available around the world, 
which could  cure most diseases. 
Bumper crops are filling bellies 
and an abundance of texts, imag-
es and television shows compete 
for people’s minds.

Leaps in physics and biotech-
nical research have pushed the 
boundaries of progress beyond 
limits never imagined by the best 
philosophers. Anti-depression 
drugs can change for the better 
the lives of millions of people. 
Cell phones have made it possible 
for billions to communicate with 
each other like never before. Just 
imagine: How many times is the 
word “hello” uttered around the 
world each day?

The problem with today’s 
mind-blowing progress is that 
it can easily backfire. Before 
considering how that happened 
in the Arab world, look at what 
is happening in the West. Tweet-
ing, a by-product of technological 
progress, allowed totally unpre-
dictable and egocentric personali-
ties such as US President Donald 
Trump to emerge and dominate. 
The best British daily newspa-
pers, famous for their ground-
breaking reporting, are helpless 
against the tide of false news 
sweeping across social media.

In Britain, false rumours 
and claims have, in an instant, 
swept aside years of efforts by 

politicians, intellectuals, media 
people, economists and business 
leaders to build a stronger Europe 
with Britain in it. In Germany, the 
government and civil society are 
to be praised for their steadfast 
opposition to campaigns against 
foreigners mounted by xeno-
phobic groups and individuals. 
The problem, however, is that 
these worthy efforts are more 
the result of a collective wish to 
expiate historical sins rather than 

of a collective awareness of the 
importance of new blood for any 
society.

Modernist critical thinking was 
at the basis of modern Western 
civilisation and, by extension, of 
modern world civilisation. This 
same thinking is bewildered and 
helpless against populism and 
populist thinking. But not to fear: 
Western modernist thought will 
eventually overcome the popu-
list reaction because it knows 

the chaotic consequences of the 
absence of critical thinking.

In the Arab world, the situa-
tion is completely different. We 
Arabs were quickly overtaken 
by progress and modernism. In 
Europe, for example, the avail-
ability of more food did not result 
in a population boom, but more 
available food led to a population 
explosion in the Arab world that 
has consumed most resources. 
Cairo’s sewage system is strained 
beyond capacity and so are class-
rooms and streets.

In the domain of population 
control, rationality took a leave 
of absence and Arab governments 
surrendered to the metaphysical 
elucubrations of the clergy. So 
parents took liberties giving birth 
to one daughter after another un-
til a male progeny arrived, then 
his brother and his brother.

Look at how technology is 
dealt with. The digital revolu-
tion gave birth to a critical mass 
for rebellion. Arab intellectuals, 
whose main task should have 
been deconstructing the ensu-
ing   chaos, found nothing better 
to do than to opportunistically 
ride the waves of chaos. Some 
discarded critical thinking tools 
and became permanent political 
commentators in online discus-
sion forums or in racist sectar-
ian and religious sites that have 
mushroomed in the area.

Before overthrowing the 
politicians, computer technol-
ogy exposed the hypocrisy of 
so-called intellectuals. They are 
more inclined to criticise than to 
critique, to insult than to discuss. 
The previously much-praised 
critical thinking in the Arab 
world not only failed to raise 
consciousness, it failed miserably 
to be present during the crucial 
turning points of our history. 
Instead of being at the heart of 
modernist discourse, it has been 
used to justify conflicts built on 
age-old facts and fictions.

In the Arab world, critical 
thinking has become another 
term for a dangerous dilemma. It 
has become a reactionary path to 
stagnation instead of being the 
engine for change.

The Arab world’s critical thinking dilemma
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The future of the Arab world

Beyond limits. A Saudi man chats with a robot on the sidelines of 
the Future Investment Initiatives conference in Riyadh, last 
October.                                                                                                         (AFP)

Hunger for information. A Saudi university student checks out a 
website on his computer at a cafe in Riyadh.                                    (AFP)

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               1 / 1

http://www.tcpdf.org

