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  الإھداء

  

  

  

عّھما الله بدوام الصحة والعافیة   إلى والداي العزیزان مت

  إلى أسرتي الصغیرة والكبیرة

ً أھدي ھذا البحث   إلیھم جمیعا
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  شكر وتقدیر
  

  

وأخѧص بالشѧكر  إلѧى كѧل مѧن سѧاھم فѧي إنجѧاز ھѧذا البحѧث،أتقدم بأسمى آیات والتقدیر والعرفان 
الذي أعتز وأفتخر بإشرافھ على ھذا  أحمد محمود علي الثناء أستاذي الفاضل الدكتور/ووالتقدیر 

ً لѧلأخ العزیѧز الاسѧتاذ/ صѧلاح الѧدین محمد علѧي سѧالم البحث ، كما أن الشكر والثناء موصول أیضا
  الذي بذل من الجھد أغزره، فلكم یا أساتذتي من الشكر أجزلھ.

ً فشكري لن یوفیكم ً سعیتم فكان السعي مشكورا    إن قلتُ شكرا   حقا

ّ حبري عن التعبیر یكتبكم   قلبٌ بـھ صفــاء الحــب تعــبیرا    إن جف

  جزاكم الله عنيّ خیر الجزاء.

  

  

 ُّ   التوفیق  والله ولي

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  البحثمستخلص 

  

) مѧن كتѧاب "الخلѧیج العربѧي بѧین المحافظѧة  56 – 15ھذا البحث عبارة عن ترجمѧة للصѧفحات (
، ولأن قضѧیة 2008والتغییر" والصادر عن مركز الإمارات للدراسѧات والبحѧوث الإسѧتراتیجیة 

التغییر في منطقة الخلیج تعد من القضایا الحیویة والشائكة فѧي الوقѧت نفسѧھ؛ فقѧد خصѧّص مركѧز 
 –آذار/ مارس  31ثالث عشر، خلال الفترة الإمارات للدراسات والبحوث الإستراتیجیة مؤتمره ال

لتناول ھذه القضیة بأبعادھا المختلفة، وكان المؤتمر تحت عنوان "الخلیج  2008نیسان/ ابریل  2
  العربي بین المحافظة والتغییر".

واجھѧت منطقѧѧة الخلѧیج العربѧѧي، منѧذ مطلѧѧع القѧѧرن الحѧادي والعشѧѧرین، تغییѧرات أمنیѧѧة وسیاسѧѧیة، 
لات إقتصادی ُّ ً ھائلة على بلѧدان الخلѧیج، ووضѧعتھا وتحو فѧي نھایѧة  –ة واجتماعیة، خلقت ضغوطا

ً  –المطاف  ً جѧذریا حѧُدث تبѧدیلا ا أن تستمر في نھجھѧا وسیاسѧاتھا السѧابقة، أو أن ت ّ أمام خیارین: إم
رھا. ُّ   في النھج والسیاسات والمؤسسات، للحفاظ على وجودھا والدفع بعجلة تقدمھا وتطو

وراق التي قدمت في جلسات المؤتمر، وھو یتناول أوجھ التناقض التي أخذت یضم ھذا الكتاب الأ
تبرز على نطاق واسع داخل بلدان الخلѧیج بѧین التوجھѧات المحافظѧة وبѧین التوجھѧات الإصѧلاحیة 

  في الأبعاد السیاسیة والإقتصادیة والإجتماعیة والثقافیة والتعلیمیة.

ѧѧّى دول الخلѧѧیج خیѧѧار التغییѧѧر والإصѧѧلاح، كمѧѧا تؤكѧѧد الأوراق التѧѧي تѧѧم تقѧѧدیمھا ضѧѧرورة أ ن تتبن
ولاسیما أن الفجوة ما زالت واسعة بین واقѧع ھѧذه البلѧدان وبѧین طموحѧات مجتمعھѧا نحѧو تكѧریس 
التنمیѧة السیاسѧیة والمشѧاركة الشѧعبیة والدیمقراطیѧة، وإصѧلاح عیѧوب نموذجھѧا التنمѧوي وھیاكѧѧل 

البنѧѧاء الإجتمѧѧاعي، وتعزیѧѧز الحѧѧراك الثقѧѧافي، إقتصѧѧاداتھا، وتطѧѧویر المنظومѧѧة التعلیمیѧѧة، وتمتѧѧین 
  وتمكین دور المرأة في الحیاة العامة.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



 

Abstract 

 

This research is a translation of the pages (15 – 56) of ‘The Arabian Gulf 
between Conservatism and Change’, which is published by ‘ The 
Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research’ 2008, since this issue 
is of vital importance and spiny at the same time to the Gulf region, the 
Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research convened its 
Thirteenth Annual Conference, held on March 31 – April 2, 2008, to 
discuss this topic and its various dimensions under the title ‘The Arabian 
Gulf between Conservatism and Change’. 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, political and security- related 
changes have exerted tremendous pressure on the countries of the 
Arabian Gulf, threatening their internal stability and ultimately presenting 
them with two options: either remain on their current course, or opt for a 
change in attitudes, policies and institutions in order to both preserve their 
own existence and accelerate their progress and development. 

This book comprises the papers presented at the conference, seeks to 
tackle the many controversial and contradictory issues that have emerged 
within Gulf countries between traditional and modernist approaches to 
political, economic, social, cultural and educational change. 

These papers stress the necessity of change, reform and modernization in 
the Gulf States, especially since a substantial gap remains between the 
reality in the Gulf countries and the aspiration of their societies to 
consolidate political development, adopt popular participation and 
elements of democracy; combat the weaknesses of their developmental 
models and economic structures; enhance their cultural dynamism; and 
empower women in public life.  
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Arabian Gulf: Between Conservatism and Change 

With the events of September 11, 2001, a critical phase began in the 
history of the Arabian Gulf region. The "War on Terror", which came 
about as a response to those events, had serious security and political 
implications, both regionally and domestically. The military intervention 
in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), the subsequent overthrow of these 
regimes and eruption of chaos, turbulence and civil wars in both countries 
led to a destabilization of the Gulf region which threatens the national 
security of its states.  

In the context of the War on Terror, western powers, particularly the 
United States, have exerted pressure on countries in the region to adopt 
the path of democratization, reform and modernization. This external 
pressure, which aimed to serve the agendas of those powers, has had 
domestic implications, consolidating the positions of the elites and civil 
society powers demanding change and politico-economic reform, and 
forcing political regimes to face the issue of change. 

H.E. Abdulrahman bin Hamad Al-Attiyah, Secretary-General of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), indicates in his keynote address that the 
resultant strategy adopted by the Gulf countries is an approach to 
modernization through gradual progress, rather than sudden mutations. 
He adds that the attitudes of the ruling elites in the region toward change 
are based on ensuring that progress is linked to the stability of existing 
political regimes, preventing imbalance or internal chaos and strife, and 
concentrating on the fact that the causes and initiatives of change must be 
driven by domestic concerns, thereby formulating the most appropriate 
methodology for modernization and development so as not to clash with 
the region's values or heritage. 

H.H. Sheikha Fatima bint Mubarak, Supreme Chairperson of the Family 
Development Foundation, Chairperson of the UAE General Women's 
Federation, and President of the Arab Women's Organization (AWO), 
stresses in her keynote address the need for the Gulf Arab states to 
undertake a comprehensive review of a multitude of political conditions 
and social systems in order to customize and develop them. She draws 
our attention to the vital role that Gulf women play in the process of 
national development at all levels.  



In the same context, H.E. Dr. Anwar Mohammed Gargash, Minister of 
the State for Foreign Affairs and Federal National Council Affairs, calls 
on the Gulf Arab States to formulate a clear vision of political reform and 
the institutionalization and development of political participation if they 
wish to deal with an ever-changing world. At the same time, he stresses 
that the Gulf States must strike a balance between the paces of reform on 
the one hand, and political and social reform on the other, thus 
developing a model that takes into consideration local circumstances.  

The Problem of Political Reform in the Gulf 

The Gulf states have attempted to contain the discourse on change and 
accommodate both external and internal pressures that demand political 
reform by stressing that any such reform should be incremental and in 
agreement with the region's characteristics and political culture. Thus, Dr. 
Michael Hudson attempts to determine the attributes of what he calls the 
"Gulf Model" of democratization. At the same time, he criticizes 'one size 
fits all' democratization, since the Gulf Arab states are not identical in 
terms of their political experience and culture.  

Dr. Khalid Al-Dakhil indicates that the political aspect is the most 
important to consider, as it is more expressive of the conservative 
approach of societies in the Arab Peninsula and the Gulf, adding that at a 
time when the socio-economic structure of the Gulf countries is 
undergoing a change, the political structure resists, consciously, the idea 
of change.  

While Dr. Al-Dakhil alludes to the concept of the 'Gulf Model', he 
emphasizes that this model has much in common with other Arab models 
in terms of the lack of an integrated reform program that is based on a 
clear socio-political vision, is target-oriented, and is guided by a 
committed political will. He argues that without such a program, the 
political reform process will only represent quick – and probably 
uncalculated – fixes of contingent conditions, often imposed by the 
requirements of regional and international political circumstances.  

On a related topic, Dr. Ibtisam Al-Kitbi deals with the concept of 
citizenship in the Gulf states, based on the premise that citizenship is a 
benchmark to measure the degree of political development in a given 
society and prerequisite for any democratic regime. Dr. Al-Kitbi 



concludes that the GCC states do not in fact embody the model of the 
'citizenship state'. The relationship between individuals in the same 
society is not based on equality in rights and duties. She argues that the 
establishment of the principle of citizenship in the GCC states is one of 
the key requirements of the process of political and democratic reform, 
and stresses that, in the final analysis, what is important is not passing 
new constitutions and laws on paper, but applying them and abiding by 
them. 

She concludes that the first step in the project of reform is to establish 
relationships between components of society and state on a national basis 
that transcends all narrow frameworks and views, so that citizenship can 
bring together all actors in society. Citizenship would not merely entail a 
strengthening of national rights, but also the imposition of duties and 
responsibilities that must be shouldered by every citizen.  

Regional Impediments to Reform 

Many observers and researchers argue that regional instability does not 
create local circumstances conductive to implementing fundamental 
transformations in the political structure of Gulf States, and any major 
shift in the countries of the region will reflect on the local environment in 
the other states. Therefore, it is important to examine domestic conditions 
in the two major powers in the region and explore the changes taking 
place therein.  

Regarding Iran, Dr. Mansour Farhang explains that the Islamic regime in 
Iran is characterized by factional rivalries that are in turn driven by 
individual ambitions and ideological and institutional conflicts. He 
indicates that there are three competing categories (factions) in the battle 
for control of the executive and legislative branches of government. 
These are: the conservatives, the reformists and the populists.  

Dr. Farhang argues that the rise of the populists (or neo-conservatives), 
represented by Mahmoud Ahmadi Nejad's victory in the 2005 presidential 
elections, constituted a reduction of the influence of the clergy within 
formal state institutions, and led to the emergence of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and the Basij [a volunteer- based 
paramilitary force] as major players in the Iranian politics. Thus, the 
researcher argues that the rise of the IRGC as the foremost power group 



in the Islamic Republic will have a fundamental impact on the Islamic 
Revolution, and expects that those clothed in military uniforms rather 
than religious cloaks will be influential in the Islamic Republic in the 
future. 

Also focusing on Iran, Dr. Mahjoob Zweiri attempts to investigate the 
developments in the Islamic Republic's domestic political landscape. He 
agrees with Dr. Farhang on the division of Iranian politics into three 
major currents; but he draws the reader's attention to one important 
question, namely that the internal political contradiction between political 
trends should not lead us to the erroneous conclusion that it would be 
beneficial to Iran's neighbors by weakening the Iranian interests.  

The validity of this assumption is established by the fact that changes in 
the Iranian political arena do not indicate a fundamental change in Iran's 
foreign policies. In the author's view, the Iranian policy towards Iraq and 
the nuclear program under Ahmadi nejad is no different from that of 
Mohammed Khatami except for the style and the tone of the rhetoric 
used. Many observers believe that Iran's regional supremacy and 
hegemony is one of the defining aspects of its interests, both before and 
after the Islamic Revolution. In any case, activity in the Iranian political 
landscape will continue to constitute a challenge to Iran's regional 
environment owing to the variation in the political discourse of Iranian 
political factions and the nature of the political culture in Iran's regional 
environment, affecting the view of its neighbors and their foreign 
relations with Iranian Republic. 

On the other hand, Dr. Ghassan Attiyah argues, in Chapter 6, that Iran has 
become, over the last few years, a major regional power owing to the 
stumbling of the American project in Iraq. He draws our attention to the 
paradox that the American policy in Iraq and the Arab – and especially 
Gulf – sluggishness in reaching out to Iraq have contributed to Iraq 
turning into a basic sphere of Iranian influence.   

The researcher notes the transformations in the Iraqi situation; he points 
first to a shift in the Iraqi official position towards Iranian intervention in 
Iraq. Thirdly, he indicates that Iraq is now further away from sliding into 
a civil or sectarian war.  



Indeed, Dr. Attiyah argues that Iraq's future options depend largely on 
two factors; first, the security agreement between Iraq and the United 
States, particularly the provisions regarding the American withdrawal 
from Iraq and any future American presence there. Secondly, the next 
elections in Iraq (local elections are scheduled for the end of 2008, and 
parliamentary elections for 2009). In his view, the failure of this process 
will lead to a stifling of the political process in favor of an undemocratic 
alternative, which would mean extending the present Kurdish model in 
Kurdistan to the whole of Iraq. 

While the Iranian political landscape is characterized by factional politics, 
Prof. Henner Fürtig argues that the political arena in Iraq is characterized 
by sectarian and ethnic politics. The paradox in Iraq is that 
democratization has led to the disappearance of secular political parties 
and powers and the emergence of sectarian and ethnic parties. 

Fürtig attributes this state of affairs to two causes; one internal and the 
other is external. The internal cause is the brutal repression practiced by 
the former dictatorial regime that disrupted the deep-rooted tradition of 
secular and nationalist/ leftist pluralism in Iraq. The external reason, 
however, is that the administration of President George W. Bush, in its 
search for quick successes after the overthrow of Saddam and the direct 
US rule of Iraq in May 2005, adopted a policy of power-sharing based on 
sectarian and ethnic affiliations in Iraqi government and administrative 
institutions. Thus, ethnic and sectarian partitions whining Iraqi society 
became the dominant feature of the political landscape, and non-sectarian 
parties no longer had the chance to (re)emerge, develop or prevail.  

Furthermore, the United States relied almost entirely on Iraqi politicians 
in exile, clergymen and tribal leaders, rather than the urban middle class 
as the representatives of more significant socio-political groups for 
democratizing the society.   

In fact, the rise of sectarianism and ethnic conflict in the Iraqi political 
order has created some challenges for the Gulf Arab countries in that they 
fear Iraqi sectarian conflicts will eventually spread to Gulf societies. 

 

 



Impact of economic Transformations  

The Arabian Gulf region is currently experiencing accelerated economic 
growth of a magnitude that is unprecedented in modern times. This is 
attributable, of course, to the huge surpluses generated by oil sales when 
prices reached record levels. 

However, Dr. Jean François Seznec argues that the boom experienced by 
Gulf economics is not attributable merely to huge oil revenues, but rather 
to other developments, mainly: the impact of globalization; the attempts 
of the Gulf states to acquire advanced industrial technologies; and the 
policy of trade liberalization adopted by those states, either through 
accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) or the signing of 
bilateral free trade agreements.  

Dr. Seznec substantiates his assumption by claiming that there are several 
states that have earned huge oil revenues, such as Iran, Venezuela and 
Nigeria, yet have not recorded economic growth that matches that of the 
Gulf economies. He considers that the foremost factor in Gulf economic 
success is the political leadership and its vision of linking together those 
developments and enhancing the accelerating growth of their countries' 
economies.  

For the sake of comparison, Dr. Seznec indicates how revolutionary 
ideology constituted a burden on Iranian economy. The insistence of the 
Iranian political leadership on developing nuclear technology incurs a 
huge financial cost and slows down economic growth. Iran's ideological 
approach, based on confrontation, is dragging the country back to 
becoming a third-world economy that deals in a diminishing number of 
commodities, remains at the mercy of volatile markets, and is incapable 
of achieving robust growth in production chains for world markets. 
Although it has a population of 75 million people, Iran is lagging behind 
the GCC countries, the populations of which do not exceed half of Iran's. 
Those countries are increasingly developing economies built on 
knowledge to rank among the world's largest economies.  

On the other hand, GCC countries have paid special attention, over the 
last few years, to developing their financial markets and enhancing their 
role in economic stability, particularly as the development and success of 
financial markets reflect positively on economic growth. 



In spite of the growth in Gulf financial markets, both in terms of the 
number of companies listed and markets values, they suffer from 
shortcomings and volatility. According to H.E. Sultan Bin Nasser Al-
Suwaidi, this is mainly a result of the short history of those markets. He 
stresses that developing financial markets in the Gulf region requires 
establishing a legislative, regulatory and administrative framework that 
corresponds to international best practices, especially in the fields of 
corporate reporting, transparency and institutional discipline, in addition 
to the multiplication of investment tools. 

In the same context, Dr. Sulaiman bin Abdullah Al-Sakran lists the 
weaknesses of financial markets in the GCC countries, which include: 
limited investment options, an absence of specialized financial agencies 
and centers, high volatility of prices of securities, concentration of 
company ownership, and low market information efficiency. He explains 
that the establishment of economic entities and a system which ensures 
that capital is invested by financial market institutions, will support the 
strategy of expanding the economic base, ensuring the sustainability of 
economic growth and reducing the growth volatility in those economies. 

Challenges facing Gulf society 

In spite of their economic growth and prosperity, the Gulf States f\ace 
challenges in ensuring the continued growth of their economies. Foremost 
among those challenges is correcting the core imbalance in their 
developmental model based on an imported labor force, a chronic 
challenge discussed by Dr. Khawla Mattar.  

Dr. Mattar highlights the huge paradox that in spite of the furor they raise 
about the problem of expatriate this problem. These include, for example, 
the urbanization boom in the form of the colossal residential, commercial 
and tourism projects that have been constructed in most Gulf States over 
the last few years. 

The author approaches the problem of expatriate labor from two 
perspectives: the first legal and the second developmental. At the legal 
level, she stresses the need for the Gulf States to start settling the issue of 
labor and fundamental human rights violations against expatriate labor by 
taking vital legislative and executive measures, such as developing 



national labor laws, improving labor administration, terminating the 
sponsorship system, etc.  

At the developmental level, the author argues that putting an end to the 
problem of reliance on expatriate labor in the Gulf region requires 
fundamental solutions that lie in reconsidering development policies. 

Considering the growing importance of the media, amid global 
developments that increase the relevance of its role and provide it with 
new channels via which to function and influence the various trends in 
societies, Jameel Al-Diabi addresses the issue of media freedom, 
indicating that Gulf media has long been subject to the restrictions of 
three establishments, namely the state establishment, the religious 
establishment, and the tribal establishment.    

Al-Diabi discusses a question that faces the Arab world in general –and 
the Arabian Gulf region in particular- namely: to what extent is it possible 
to conceive a free media in societies whose economic, social and political 
growth is not yet complete, especially considering, as the author does, 
that the media and its material are closely connected to society and its 
cultural, social and political movements and trends? In this respect, the 
author indicates that there can be no reform without freedom and no 
freedom without reform. He considers freedom of the media a perquisite 
for proceeding with the reform process in the Gulf region. At the same 
time, he stresses the responsibilities of the media in terms of their 
honesty, professionalism, clarity, and duty not to provoke others or 
infringe upon their freedoms, be they governments, peoples or 
individuals.  

The discovery of oil in the Gulf region, in the first half of the 20th 
century, has transformed the region's economies. This transformation has 
no doubt reflected on the structure of Gulf societies and affected their 
culture and value system, as indicated by Sheikha Mai bint Mohammed 
Al Khalifa. 

Towards the end of the 20th century, another development occurred that 
affected the Gulf region, namely the evolution of the phenomenon of 
globalization which dissolved geographical borders between societies, 
enabled peoples to learn about the lives, physical, cultural values and 
products of other peoples, and transformed the world into what some call 



a "global village". Although the Gulf States constitute a single system, 
they vary, according to Sheikha Mai, in terms of their response to interact 
with the phenomenon of globalization. Nevertheless, it can be asserted 
that Gulf societies in general are among those in the Arab world that are 
most responsive to globalization and open to its culture and tools.  

Developing Education and Modernizing Curricula 

Considering the education crisis presently facing the Gulf countries, the 
most prominent aspect of which is the failure of educational output to 
satisfy the needs of the labor market, the Gulf Arab states have tended to 
develop their own education systems individually. Reinforcing this 
tendency is the revolution the world is witnessing in information and 
communication technologies which has driven countries in the region, led 
by the UAE, to adopt a development strategy based on a knowledge-
based rather than resource-based economy. 

However, Dr. Ali Mohammed Fakhro argues that modernization of the 
education system cannot succeed unless it is part of a comprehensive and 
integrated (economic, political, social and cultural) modernization 
project. Some studies indicate that educational reform alone, without 
simultaneous reforms in other systems, could exacerbate socio-economic 
problems instead of contributing to solving them. 

Indeed, the author focuses on the extremely important issue of whether 
modernizing and developing education in the Gulf countries must be done 
within the GCC system, since that would enhance the results expected of 
development and secure gains that would not be achieved through 
individual action. 

Within the same context, Saeed bin Ahmed Al-Lootah argues that 
modernizing education and developing curricula are not only among the 
necessities of the educational process, but also the requirements of 
contemporary life. 

The complaint about the shortcomings of educational curricula in the 
Arab world in general is on the increase. A World Bank report, published 
in February 4, 2008, under the title The Road Not Traveled: Education 
Reform in the Middle East and North Africa, indicates that the 



educational level in the Arab world is extremely low compared to other 
parts of the world. 

The author notes the present educational systems and curricula have 
failed to resolve the increasing problems in Arab societies and prepare 
contemporary individuals that are able to contribute efficiently and 
effectively to the development of society. Al-Lootah then refers to the 
experience of the Islamic School for Training and Education. Established 
in Dubai in 1983, the school draws its educational philosophy from the 
cultural heritage and peculiarity of Arab and Gulf societies, and aims to 
prepare students to be productive by the age at which they can work. 

The way in which the Gulf States deal with the dilemma of conservatism 
and change likens them to other Arab states. Yet the Gulf system has the 
characteristics, capabilities and achievements that enable it to settle this 
problem and devise effective solutions. In any case, formulating a 
comprehensive program for change, or reform, that is drawn from 
domestic requirements and is responsive to present and future challenges 
has become a vital necessity for Arab States in general, and Gulf States in 
particular.  
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Dynamics and Determinants of Change in the GCC Countries 

H.E. Abdulrahman bin Hamad Al-Attiya 

The last three decades of the twentieth century saw a succession of armed 
wars and conflicts. Some of them were proxy wars between great powers, 
such as the Afghan war which had its repercussions in the Arabian Gulf 
region and coincided with the armed conflict between two Gulf 
neighbors, namely Iran and Iraq. After the Iran-Iraq conflict come to an 
end the Arab order was shaken violently by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.  

At the beginning of the third millennium, the September 11, 2001 attacks 
took place and led to another war in Afghanistan, with repercussions for 
the Gulf and Arab region, followed by the military invasion of Iraq. The 
effects of over half a century of Arab-Israeli conflict, including wars and 
confrontations, have not been unrelated to those major regional events in 
the Arabian Gulf and Central Asia. In fact, there have been reciprocal 
effects and repercussions, as in the complex and intricate cycles of 
conflict in various regional theaters.  

While these wars and events have raised questions of regional stability 
and security and revealed numerous dangers and external threats, they 
have also uncovered internal issues and threats. 

No other region has suffered the same repercussions of the so-called War 
on Terror as the Gulf States. The military intervention in Afghanistan and 
Iraq and the consequent overthrow of the regimes in both countries (the 
Taliban in Afghanistan and Saddam Hussein in Iraq) have been seen as a 
threat to ruling elites and regimes in the region and have resulted in 
domestic and regional destabilization, thus widening the circle of anarchy 
and uncontrolled turmoil in the area. The downfall of the Iraqi regime, the 
factional domestic chaos which has plagued the Iraqi community, and the 
grave loss of the centuries-long political, ethnic and sectarian balance 
have revealed the fragility and structural vulnerabilities of political 
systems in the region. 

The implications of these huge setbacks on the trends of local and 
regional change have been far-reaching and profound, leading to dramatic 
transformations in the attitudes of ruling elites and their communities 



towards the elements of stability and change. These transformations were 
based on the following principles: 

- The desire for change, the will associated with the stability and structure 
of political systems, and the need to protect society from potential 
domestic sources of danger. 

- Stressing the importance of gradual change in the political, economic 
and social fields. 

- Emphasizing that the basis, initiatives and mechanisms of change must 
be individual to each state and unanimously initiated by social elites as a 
result of their realization that change is needed. 

- Avoidance of creating power vacuums, imbalances or the dangers of 
anarchy and internal conflict. 

- Awareness of the facts that quiet and well-considered preparation and 
planning are required, as well as a smooth transition to maintain the 
atmosphere of stability, unanimity and national harmony. 

- The need to choose the most suitable path to development and 
modernization, making sure that it does not come into conflict with 
traditional values or traditions and meets the aspirations of individuals 
and society in terms of openness and democracy.  

The strategy for the transformation of the Arab Gulf countries has been 
one of gradual modernization rather than abrupt change. It has employed 
the policy of consultation and accord rather than violence or conflict, for 
the desired outcomes will be achieved only through decades of diverse 
civil activity, as well as vocational, cultural, educational and social 
activity. This will achieve high standards of social, economic and cultural 
stability and more effectively utilize the energy of individuals and 
society, enabling them to express their ambitions in a more modern and 
consistent society and to shift their loyalty to society and the nation in 
general rather than to their tribe or sect. 

A very important historical and cultural fact in our analysis of change in 
the Arab Gulf community is that the essence of this change has always 
been inspired by Islam as a belief, legacy, system of values and a basic 
determinant of identity and collective consciousness. This fact does not 



mean isolation from broad human values or lack of interaction with 
civilizations and cultures, but influencing - and being influenced by – 
them, as was the case with our Arab and Islamic traditions in past 
centuries. The dynamics of change in Arab Gulf society still involve 
preserving a balance between our origins and traditions and our 
modernity. 

We are not seeking here to count or list the aspects of change and 
modernization achieved in the GCC on a case by case basis. However, an 
established fact that is documented in the Arab Human Development 
reports and other UN studies is growth of public participation in the GCC 
countries, including: the establishment of various national dialogues; 
setting up legislative, local and municipal councils; organizing public 
representative elections; as well as encouraging Gulf woman to enter the 
labor market and public arena by participating as voters and candidates at 
different levels in the GCC countries. 

Human societies, including in the Gulf countries, are living, interactive 
entities experiencing the effects of globalization and the information 
revolution. In these societies, regimes seek to meet the needs and interests 
of their people through two mechanisms: preserving traditional patterns 
in political, economic, cultural and social life, and instilling creativity, 
renovation and change. Our contemporary situation in the Gulf is 
witnessing various examples in which both mechanisms are employed, 
each for its reasons and motives. 

The forces of innovation and transformation in Gulf communities take 
different forms. Sometimes they borrow patterns from prosperous and 
advanced societies and adapt them, therefore enabling them these 
communities to respond to modern challenges, communicate with 
neighboring communities, or foster cooperation and partnership in order 
to satisfy the needs of economic development and technological 
evolution. 

There is nothing in GCC countries that represents the forces of continuity 
or conservatism as effectively as true moderate Islam, which advances a 
complete social and cultural system that formed the salient features of the 
identity of the region's population over centuries. While confirming the 
central role of Islam in realizing continuity and in the political life of our 



peoples in the Arabian Gulf region, it has become necessary today – in 
view of the existence of repugnant phenomena that betray the tolerance of 
Islam – to emphasize the strong ties between the values of Islam and 
those of democracy; the rejection by Islam of extremism and terrorism; 
and its inherent devotion to peace, dialog, respect for others and for 
human rights, empowerment of women, and the protection of children. It 
is also necessary to close all alleged incompatibilities between the 
principles of Islam and contemporary concepts of democracy, such as the 
rule of law, transparency, righteous government, public accountability, 
and the basic frameworks and methods employed in the processes of 
reform and democratization. 

Within the GCC framework, the path to change – both in terms of society 
and the overall system – is closely related to the development of the 
economy, technology, quality education and media freedom. Therefore, 
the globalization of economy and trade brings with it a strategy of change 
and transformation for the GCC based – as it has for some time been 
stated in economic forums – on future industries, such as new 
technologies, renewable energy, non-oil resources and competition. Any 
analysis of contemporary economic trends and transformations in the 
GCC countries reveals significant achievements, namely the gradual 
transition from a resource- based economy to knowledge- based 
economy. This evolution brings about new forms of knowledge, as well 
as economic development based on creativity, innovation and quality 
education. 

The need to enhance education systems was articulated by the World 
Bank report issued in February 2008, which identified aspects of both 
achievements and inadequacy in the education systems of the Arab 
region, considering that education is one of the most important tools – yet 
also one of the most serious setbacks – on the path to change. This report 
calls for new strategies to achieve the aims of economic and social 
development in order to address the gaps and deficiencies in our 
education systems. Without wishing to sound conceited, I must point out 
that institutes of scholarly excellence, scientific establishments, advanced 
technology centers, and communities of scholars and innovators in the 
GCC countries represent real oases for investment in the knowledge 
economy and advancement of knowledge in a significant number of GCC 



capitals. This is because the ruling elites and decision makers recognize 
that the future of the region and its strategy of change will be realized 
through modern science, quality education and building the knowledge 
economy. 

We can say with all confidence that there is no room today for old 
fashioned education systems that do not adopt changes in strategy and 
objectives in the near and long term – although they must not neglect our 
cultural heritage. Talk about the desire for change in the GCC should 
cover investment in media technology as an effective tool in the process 
of political and cultural transformation in the Arab Gulf and wider 
Middle East. In this regard, the Gulf media have taken several important 
steps to keep up with these changes. 

In conclusion, I must reassert the fact that the Arab and Islamic nations, 
from the 8th to the 13th century A.D., brought about great leaps in terms of 
advancement of human civilization in the realms of science, mathematics, 
astronomy, medicine, geometry and philosophy. They also employed the 
talents of criticism, reason, freedom of expression and diversity; creating 
– through their innovations and inventions – global knowledge that paved 
the way for the modern European civilization and at the time preserved 
their cultural legacy as pillars of their social structure and national 
solidarity. 

The various aspects of development and modernization, and the 
initiatives needed to bring about change are not ready-made goods, or 
commodities for export or marketing. In essence, they are trends, waved 
like those of the seas and oceans which move from one continent or 
region to another, eventually reaching all corners of the globe, crossing 
all dams or barriers and affecting local environments by producing 
strategies, policies and programs to invest their inherent opportunities and 
control their flow. 

There is no gaping chasm between the need to preserve heritage and 
cultural values on the one hand, and the need to pursue reform, renewal 
and change on the other. Conservatism and change – or continuity and 
renewal – are two inseparable guarantees that bolster the resilience of 
society, two strong driving forces which position the GCC at the forefront 
of progress. 



Development in the UAE 

H.H. Sheikha Fatima bint Mubarak  

 

This conference has been convened to discuss internal and external 
political, economic and social developments witnessed in the GCC States 
which give rise to the dilemma of choosing between conservatism and 
change. Change is an aspect of life and H.H. Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al 
Nahyan, President of the UAE, has confirmed the necessity of looking 
towards the future and continuing the course set by the Founder of the 
UAE, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. We must be inspired by his 
example in order to summon the determination to serve our homeland and 
our generous people in the best way possible. Today, we are called upon 
to bring about change and development in order to adjust to regional and 
international developments and changes. This will allow Gulf nationals to 
acquire elements of knowledge and power that will enable them to play a 
more significant role in formulating their own futures. 

It is important to conduct a comprehensive revision of many of our 
political positions and social systems in terms of their philosophy, laws 
and methods in order to revitalize, develop and support them; this is 
because our hopes and ambitions know no limits. It will require our 
efforts now to consolidate Shoura (Consultation in Islamic heritage of 
governance), the rule of law, and application of justice. Every member of 
society must contribute positively to developing the present and building 
the future. 

It is often said "if you don't want to be worn out by change, you must 
exhaust yourself in your quest for change". Exhausting oneself for change 
can mean several things, such as convening this conference to conduct an 
intellectual dialogue on different issues affecting change and find 
appropriate strategies to bring together heritage, conservatism and 
modernity. The developments experienced by society have taught us that 
those who resist change desist as soon as the realities of change become 
clear to them. Experience has also taught us that prejudging the outcomes 
of change does not affect the ongoing march of development. Hence, we 
must benefit from the academic contributions of this conference in order 
to face the challenges ahead armed with knowledge and experience.  



Our late leader, Sheikh Zayed, was so broad-minded and willing to 
accommodate change and development that his citizens joined him and 
participated in building our country. His life experience has become an 
example to be emulated in a time when creative human models have 
become almost extinct. 

Sheikh Zayed was able to build the emerging state institutions based on 
the skills of the sons of the UAE. He knew no bounds and his 
determination never waned in his quest to realize the supreme national 
objectives of his homeland and society. This inspires us to be honest with 
ourselves, face reality courageously, and work to change reality for the 
better. 

If change is inevitable, we must be prepared to face it and deal with it in a 
universal manner. The characteristics of economics today and the 
challenges imposed by globalization in all spheres demand strategies that 
guarantee the realization of our objectives and vital and strategic interests 
in light of the development boom being witnessed by the Gulf States. 

We must not forget the role of women in the processes of change and 
development. History will attest to the pioneering achievements of 
Emirati and Arab women, their effective participation in propelling the 
process of national development in all spheres, and their belief in the 
right of every human on earth to enjoy peace and stability. 

Emirati women have been at the forefront of the unique development 
experience of the UAE, which is lauded throughout the world. Emirati 
women have steadily progressed to occupy effective leadership positions 
in the various different sectors of the State to embody the positive 
changes witnessed in society. This has been achieved without forsaking 
their authentic Arab- Islamic values or affecting their established 
convictions and their deep commitment to the culture and heritage of this 
country. Emirati women – who have been educated and exposed to 
western culture – have remained a model of understanding, developed a 
comprehensive awareness of modern developments, and been inspired by 
positive ideas while maintaining their impressive tariffs of mediation and 
moderation. 

Through their experience over the past four decades, Emirati women have 
acquired an amazing ability to assess the views, ideas, policies, 



behavioral patterns and lifestyles that they have lived through both inside 
and outside the State. They have chosen what is good and beneficial and 
avoided what does not suit our society, customs, or religious 
particularities, without undermining the status of others or denying them 
the right to live their lives in the way they choose. 

The strategies put forth by female leadership have provided Emirati 
women with an opportunity to develop, and these ideas have been 
augmented by a vision that enlightened thought has been supported and 
well-received by Emirati girls, who have proved that they are trustworthy, 
revealing their true nature to the leadership of the State. The leadership is 
well aware that employing their creative energy will be a step of 
paramount importance in building the country as a whole. Time has 
proven that Emirati women are more than capable of meeting the 
responsibilities bestowed on them by the leadership. 

Reality dictates the presence of a major issue involving the process of 
choosing between conservatism and change. This issue raises major 
questions such as; is there a true, clear and realistic path to change? Are 
there objective and scientific bases for this change to occur? Can thinkers, 
researchers and experts find appropriate solutions to the difficult 
conundrum of guaranteeing the requirements of change whilst 
maintaining tradition? Are we making the changes we aspire to or merely 
attempting to emulate the change of others? These questions and more are 
posed to this esteemed conference and I trust that they find suitable 
answers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Necessity of Reform and Stability in the Gulf Region 

H.E. Dr. Anwar Mohammed Gargash 

 

The Gulf region is undergoing numerous political and economic changes 
that will have an impact not only on the future of the region but also on 
the wider world. This necessitates complete awareness of our surrounding 
conditions and anticipation of related repercussions. It also entails the 
formulation of careful plans to ensure a better future, without 
exaggerating outcomes or underestimating our achievements.  

While the Gulf region is currently witnessing promising opportunities for 
development and prosperity as a result of the recent high oil revenues and 
owing to the capacity of these countries to develop their economic and 
human resource structures, they cannot disregard the challenges they are 
facing and which require preparation and planning at the economic and 
political levels. With achievements come new challenges, especially in 
today's world which has become – according to the media – a global 
village. 

From the economic perspective, it is necessary to further the region's 
economic development, avoid the negative impacts of economic 
globalization and benefit from its positive effects by adopting clear 
strategies and ambitious plans. Such strategies and plans should not only 
target the completion of infrastructure construction, but also involve 
investment in human resources to improve technological and cognitive 
standards, to paving the way for a civilized development boom in all 
fields. The ongoing concern among Gulf countries concerning education 
is proof of their awareness of the central role which qualified human 
resources play in development, modernization and change. 

The demographic changes which have led to an imbalance in the 
population structure of the GCC states pose one of the most serious 
challenges accompanying economic development in the region. This is 
because the rapid growth of the economies and labor markets in the GCC 
countries necessitates recruitment of foreign manpower, especially from 
East Asian countries, which suffer from an excess of labor. The 
increasing proportion of foreign manpower leads to the problem of 



demographic imbalances in Gulf societies, which is a major challenge 
that affects the future of Gulf communities. Understanding the nature of 
this demographic challenge and identifying strategies with which to 
combat its effects is necessary for the formulation of realistic proposals 
and recommendations in this regard. 

The UAE strategy for the forthcoming years, as outlined by H.H. Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the UAE Vice President, Prime 
Minister and Ruler of Dubai, has stressed the priority of drawing up a 
comprehensive policy for education and training of citizens using the 
latest knowledge and technologies and taking into consideration market 
conditions. This policy must complement the needs of development plans 
to produce a dynamic Emiratilization plan that will be effective in 
responding to forthcoming changes in the labor market. 

From the local political perspective, the Gulf countries, in their ongoing 
efforts to deal with a changing world, should have a clear vision 
regarding political reform and institutionalization and development of the 
channels of political participation. This process should proceed 
incrementally, take into consideration growth and development, consider 
regional circumstances and balance between the process of reform on the 
one hand and political and social stability on the other. In this balancing 
process, we should put our minds above our emotions and develop a 
model which takes our circumstances into consideration and is 
complementary to – and supportive of – the performance of our political 
system and social order. 

From the foreign political perspective, the region, since the birth of the 
UAE on December 2, 1971, has witnessed a number of political troubles, 
regional disputes and conflict between international strategies. This is one 
of the most dangerous challenges of political globalization for the Arab 
world as a whole, and the Gulf region in particular. In an area that 
continues to be a stage for completion between international and regional 
powers, we find that attempts for political change continue at both the 
Arab and the Middle East levels. As a result, a crescent of crises has 
extended from Afghanistan in the East, to the Horn of Africa in the south 
through the Arab Gulf region, which has witnessed violent political 
events, including the Iranian Revolution 1979, the long and bitter Iran- 
Iraq war – which depleted the human and financial assets of both Muslim 



countries - the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the tragic 
repercussions that ended in the occupation of Iraq by foreign forces and 
the ongoing suffering of the Iraqi people from continuous violence, 
sectarian division, lack of security and stability and continued depletion 
of resources. Furthermore, the Israeli occupation continues to subject the 
Palestinian people to oppression, siege and starvation, and the internal 
divisions witnessed in the Palestinian arena that have worsened their 
tragedy and increased their suffering. These grave events and their tragic 
repercussions have helped to sow the seeds of religious extremism in the 
region. 

The events and conflicts that surround our region mean that the Gulf is 
sorely in need of stability to provide a suitable environment for 
development and planning for a better future. Leaders in the Gulf 
countries are conscious of the importance of stability in achieving 
development and prosperity for their people, so they have long been 
trying to bolster the stability and security of their countries by avoiding 
uncalculated political adventures, threatening language or wars. 

We are probably aware now, from the lessons derived over the past three 
decades, that enthusiastic political discourse exacerbates unrest and 
tension in the region, and that the use of force does not bring about 
stability or solve problems; on the contrary, it aggravates crises and 
complicates problems. The scenes in Iraq and occupied Palestinian 
territories are perhaps clear evidence of the fact that the use of force 
brings no security, but rather leads to uncontainable repercussions. 

Change is a sign of vitality and activity that breathes life into economic 
and political systems; it is the antithesis of stagnation, which means 
inactivity and retardation. However, change must occur in keeping with 
the characteristics of the people of the region, based on their original 
heritage and values. 

The preservation of Arab and Islamic identity, while adopting 
modernization, is one of the challenges that we must confront. This will 
require genuine cooperation between the governments and peoples of the 
region in order to achieve cultural and academic development, whilst all 
the while promoting the values of tolerance and acceptance of others 
which characterize Gulf societies, and which have created a way of life 



which rejects discrimination and believes that coexistence is essential in a 
cohesive society. 

Let the coming years be characterized by our meeting the various 
challenges of change and development; challenges that mobilize our 
potential and provide an atmosphere of stability and security that can 
bring about growth and prosperity.  
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Political Reform in the Gulf Region 

Dr. Khalid Al-Dakhil 

 

The States of the Arabian Peninsula and of the Gulf currently represent a 
clear – perhaps strikingly clear – model of the debate over conservatism 
and change in the region. It is no exaggeration to say that over more than 
thirty years the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf region have become a fine 
example of non-stop economic growth, characterized by infrastructure 
projects, urbanization, educational development and factory construction 
– especially in the petrochemical and foodstuffs industries. The city of 
Dubai adds a unique Arab model to the region in terms of the spectacular 
success it has achieved in transforming into a global tourist destination 
and financial center. All this clearly indicates that the Arab world is 
undergoing an unprecedented change – albeit at the economic level. This 
change has also had social implications, especially in terms of 
demographics, with the emergence of professional and business classes 
and the wide participation of women in the work force of the Gulf States 
in general – with the exception of Saudi Arabia. In this context, students 
presently account for a large portion of the demographic pyramid in Gulf 
societies.  

Alongside these developments, however, conservative approaches to 
development also exist. The paradox lies in the fact that the most 
prominent of these approaches are to found in the economic field. What is 
striking in this respect is that, unlike in other parts of the world, the great 
strides made by the societies of the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf in the 
economic field have not led to the emergence of a national working class. 
On the contrary, the greater part of the economic development has been 
achieved by way of importing labor and technology from abroad. This not 
only applies to areas such as urbanization and industrialization, but also 
to project management, banking and the development of financial 
markets. Even in terms of the national media – satellite TV channels in 
particular – Gulf citizens have become aliens in their own homelands. 

A nation's labor force is its principal source of production, education, 
scholarship and civilization. The absence of this force in the development 
process of the Gulf clearly indicates a conservative aspect. The failure of 



development programs to create a national labor force indicates that the 
cycle of economic change that has occurred in these societies remains 
incomplete. This can be attributed to the fact that the ongoing economic 
development in the region is not part of an integrated reform program. It 
could also be partly a result of the rentier nature of the financing of this 
development, which has nurtured the values and culture of consumption 
rather than production. 

What is more important, and most illustrative of the conservative 
approach of the societies of the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf, is the 
political aspect. While the social structure of Gulf society is undergoing 
change, the political structure resists, consciously, the idea of change. 
This paradox results in an ever-widening gap between a society that is 
expected to keep on changing and a political power structure (or 
authority) that is expected to preserve itself at all costs. Most probably 
there exists some kind of misunderstanding of this issue; a change in the 
structure of power does not necessarily mean a change of leadership or of 
the foundations of that power, it simply means that any power has a social 
foundation and when that foundation changes, the authority must 
eventually respond from within. Otherwise, the structural relationship 
between both sides would most probably descend into crisis. 

What is evident here is that the Gulf model of change and conservatism 
does not indicate that the states of the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf 
represent an exceptional case to other Arab states; for example, reference 
can be made to three Arab development models: the first is the Egyptian 
model which started at the beginning of the nineteenth century and lasted 
until the first half of the twentieth century; the second model is that of the 
Sham region (present- day Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan and 
Alexandretta) and Iraq which extended from the end of the nineteenth 
century to the second half of the twentieth century; then comes the third, 
or Gulf, model which began at the end of the second half of the twentieth 
century. 

In spite of all the differences that can be observed between these three 
models, the commonalities between them justify the assertion that they all 
belong to the same historical pattern. Among those commonalities is the 
lack of an integrated reform program that is based on a clear socio-
political vision, is oriented towards a clear and defined target, and moves 



under the guidance of committed political will. A second commonality is 
that development in each model is concentrated in social structures. 
However, in the absence of a program, this development would be 
haphazard and irregular. In all three models there is a widening gap 
between the structures of authority and wider society. Authority in each 
of these models is eventually based – or tends to be based – on family or 
tribal lines. In the first two models, the nature of the political power, the 
nature of that power's relationship with society, and the resultant rigidity 
of that power all caused the eventual failure of the development model. 
That is something that the Gulf model must take into consideration in 
order to avoid a similar fate. 

It is noteworthy in this context that the main feature that differentiates the 
Gulf development model from the other two models is its lack – so far at 
least – of a local labor force in the various sectors. In this respect, the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) constitutes perhaps a specific model within 
the broader Gulf model considering the massive social and demographic 
imbalance in the country. The danger that this poses to the development 
experience of the states of the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf is that it 
could turn, over time, into an additional factor to impede, and perhaps 
reverse such development. 

 

Political Experience and the Conservatism vs. Change Debate 

The Gulf development experience and the model it represents are 
therefore an inseparable part of the debate on conservatism and change at 
the pan-Arab level. This debate is the most salient feature of the Arab 
experience over more than a century, be it political, intellectual or social. 
On the intellectual side, one must consider the dualities that control Arab 
thinking: tradition vs. modernity, state vs. religion, the Sharia vs. the 
Sharia's intents, consultation vs. despotism, etc. Arab thinking, 
specifically at the political and ideological levels, is still stuck between 
those dualities and cannot decide which direction to take. Even the 
attempts to harmonize those dualities or parts thereof by coming out with 
a third concept or a single concept that brings together all components 
and requirements of the basic concepts, could not escape this fact and 
thus were destined to fail. This could be attributable to the fact that the 



dialectical reasoning that controls such dualisms and others is not 
recognized and therefore, is ineffective as the arbiter in such a case. 
Dialectical reasoning requires that a third concept, or the product of the 
interaction of both concepts, replace both concepts as a final alternative, 
which has not yet occurred. 

On the political side, the dualism takes the form of cohabitation with, 
even adaptation to, the paradox between the political experience on the 
ground and political rhetoric that is both evasive and fragmented. On the 
ground, the Arab political experience -for centuries- was based on a 
central and predominant concept that jurisprudents call the "rule (or 
authority) of the mutaghallib (dominant, usurper or overpowering)". 
According to this concept, the legitimacy of the Arab state is based, first 
and foremost, on the ability to grip power and establish security and 
stability. Everything else is considered to be a supporting factor, or detail, 
that can be considered at a later stage. Because of this concept, the 
question of government in the Arab and Islamic culture – as the central 
concept of the political process – has remained unanswered.  

The first time the question of government was put to Arabs and Muslims 
was at Saqifat Bani Sa'idah (the roofed conference hall used by Bani 
Sa'idah tribe) in Al-Madinah Al-Munawwarah (the Holy City of Madinah, 
Saudi Arabia). This was on the day the Prophet Mohammed (Peace be 
upon him) passed away, most probably on 12 Rabie Al Awwal, 11 AH 
(631 AD). This means that the issue dates back almost fourteen centuries. 
It could be asserted that this fact is in itself a shining aspect of this 
culture, reflecting a historic precedent to address the core historical 
question in the life of any nation. Yet this precedent, on the other hand, 
hardly exceeded the limits of posing the question of governance. Ever 
since that day, the question has been hovering in Arab political culture 
without a clear and binding answer on which there was consensus within 
any political entity that emerged after Islam. When a serious question 
remains unresolved within a particular culture this indicates how far that 
culture is from reaching its political maturity. Indeed, it is evidence that 
this political culture has entered into a phase of stagnation where it has 
become isolated, moving in a vicious circle through the centuries. 

What exactly is the question of government? It is that which deals with 
the problem of government with its four principal components: who will 



govern? How? What are the limits of the authority of the governor? And 
for how long is the governor entitled to remain in power? These are basic 
elements that branch out into other questions and issues that do not 
concern us here. However, it is noteworthy in this context that what was 
posed at the Saqifah does not exceed the first component of the question, 
i.e. who is entitled to succeed Allah's Messenger in ruling Muslims? 
Historical accounts of the period agree that the difference over this 
question was limited to this particular problem: was the Caliph 
(Successor) to be from among the Muhajireen (the Immigrants with the 
Prophet from Mecca to Madinah) or the Ansar (the resident supporters 
from Madinah)? The Messenger passed away without directly designating 
anybody to succeed him. Thus, he provided people with the opportunity 
to decide their own political affairs. Yet as it turned out over Islamic 
history, things became worse instead of better. 

Those congregating at the Saqifah did not address the other components 
of the question. Perhaps this was normal in the seventh century AD in a 
society that was taking its first steps towards state formation. In any case, 
the political factor in its tribal form played a clear role in settling the 
dispute in favor of the Muhajireen. Nevertheless, what is noteworthy here 
is that the Messenger (peace and blessings be upon him) did not designate 
anybody from (his own tribe) the Bani Hashim. Likewise, his successor 
Abu Baker did not designate any of his children or fellow tribesmen, the 
Banu Taym; instead he designated Umar ibn Al-Khattab who also did not 
designate any of his children or fellow tribesman, the Banu Adi, to 
succeed him. This was an indication of a strong and clear commitment to 
the precedent set by the prophet. 

From this perspective, the tribe maintained its presence and carried out its 
activities in the political process at the time within the framework of the 
ideology of the new religion and within the political framework of what is 
known as the era of Al-Khalefa Al-Rashida (the rule of the four rightly –
guided successors of the Prophet). There is also the difference in the 
method by which each of the four rightly-guided successors came to 
office (Khelafa). Thus, it is possible to assert that the Islamic political 
experience in the era of the Khelafa Al-Rashida progressed cumulatively, 
which could have paved the way to posing the other factors of the 
question of government that were not previously discussed.  



What is bewildering is that the political practice of the Prophet and the 
Two Sheikhs and the precedents it set did not transform or translate into 
binding legal rules later on. This becomes clear the selection process 
between Ali ibn Abi Talib and Uthman ibn Affan by Abdulrahman ibn 
Awf when he was required to select the Caliph after the death of Omer 
ibn Al-Khattab within the framework of the board of six members set up 
by the Caliph Omer before his death. The question that ibn Awf posed to 
both Ali and Uthman was: do you vow allegiance to me in accordance 
with Allah’s book (the Holy Quran) and his Messenger’s Sunnah and the 
method (path) of the two Sheikhs? This particular question indicates the 
abiding by the political precedents was, in this case, on optional matter. 
Thus, Ali committed himself to the first part of the question and rejected 
abiding by the method of the two Sheikhs, preferring decide at his own 
discretion. Uthman, however, committed himself to all the elements of 
the question. It is well known that Uthman’s choice was what secured his 
position as the third Caliph. 

Was the non-transformation of the precedents set by the Prophet and the 
Two Sheikhs after him into binding constitutional rules the reason for the 
continued absence of the other components of government? Perhaps, 
there is another question that complements the first: could it be asserted 
that the Fitnah (revolt) which broke out under the Caliph Uthman in 
Affan and ended with his assassination by the rebels was the result of not 
directly confronting those components? That is another important 
question. 

What is evident is that after the end of the era of Khelafa Rashida as a 
result of the civil war caused by the Fitnah, the path of the political 
experiment changed or deviated. Since the Umayyad Caliphate (the 
second of the four Arab Caliphates established after the death of the 
Prophet), the first component of the question of government had been 
finally settled in favor of the tribe, and outside its framework at the 
Saqifah. From then on, things have not changed. This is perhaps strange, 
since the tribe managed to preserve its ideology within the structure of 
this state for a long time in spite of the cracks in its structure due to 
continued migrations and resettlement, and in spite of the foundation of 
the state. It is also strange because it represents a kind of mutual support 
between the ideology of religion and the ideology of the state where both 



operate within the logic of the state. What is worse is that the other 
components of the government question have finally been disregarded, 
especially in our modern age, to become in themselves "undiscussable" in 
Arab political culture up until today. 

The question of government is the core of historical questions. Thus, it 
could not be withdrawn and distracted from political culture. What 
happened was that it was simply ignored in all its aspects, including the 
first component which was the subject of debate at the Saqifah. 
Therefore, it was ignored by governments and political religious elites, or 
the Ahl Al-Hal wa Al-Aqd (a consultative body of authoritative and 
popular jurists). Indeed, the silence kept by all concerning the 
government question was at times imposed by force and at others by 
debate, until attempts to discuss it openly or pose it anew elicited 
accusations of splitting off from the congregation or of using it as a 
springboard to obtain power. Jurists were among the most significant 
forces that worked to marginalize the question of government by 
adopting, under the influence of the Great Fitnah and its implications, the 
concept of the "rule of Mutaghallib", which eliminated whatever scope 
remained to tackle this serious question. Over time, this corrupt situation 
turned into a political culture value to guide the vast majority of Arabs 
when confronted with the question of government. It is a confrontation 
that mostly does not occur in the open, but rather behind closed doors, 
and when an open confrontation on this question does not take place, it is 
usually through the use of general rather than specific expressions, as in 
the case of this paper. 

The Gulf Experience 

 The above was an historical Arab and Islamic background that would 
serve as a reference for all Arab states, including the states of the Arabian 
Peninsula and the Gulf. It is a background that unveils the extent of the 
dualist logic of Arab thinking, and demonstrates itself here in the dualism 
of politics and religion. What is noteworthy is that this was absent in the 
Khelafa Rashida experience where politics and religion worked together, 
leading to their intermingling in a way that transformed politics into a 
mechanism that serves the religious call. Afterwards, the two were 
practically separated, but remained linked to each other theoretically, 
whereby religion became an ideological mechanism that serves the 



political project. This development continued and led, eventually, to the 
crystallization of a dualism where religion and politics became the two 
active components of the political process. 

In my opinion, the problem of political reform in the states of the Arabian 
Peninsula and of the Gulf needs to be considered first against this 
historical background, as a common Arab and Islamic reference, with a 
view to identifying the nature of political reform in those states. 

The first striking aspect in this matter, as I referred to earlier, is the 
absence of political reform as part of an integrated reform program in 
most states of the Arabian Peninsula and of the Gulf. An exception here is 
the political reform experience of the State of Kuwait which began in the 
1960s, yet stagnated afterwards for more than 40 years. With the political 
crisis that followed the demise of the late Prince Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmed 
in 2006, which coincided with the illness of the then-Crown Prince 
Sheikh Saad Al-Abdullah, the subject of reform was re-opened for 
discussion. This crisis effectively allowed Majlis Al-Ummah (Kuwaiti 
national Assembly) to play an effective role in overcoming the crisis for 
the first time. The assembly appeared at the time as the maker of Princes, 
which could be the start of a re-consideration of the issue of political 
reform in that country. Likewise, there is the reform experience of 
Bahrain which started in 2001, when the national Action Charter was 
prepared and submitted to a popular referendum and parliament was re-
activated. This experience was, and remains, a renewed start in the right 
direction, and is therefore still materializing. 

Political reform experiences in the other Gulf States, however, are 
significantly less successful. It is noteworthy that both the UAE and 
Saudi Arabia lead in terms of the narrowness of their political reform 
programs although they were the two Gulf States that took major steps 
along the path of economic and educational reform. The situation in the 
State of Qatar is not much different in this respect. The Sultanate of 
Oman comes third, perhaps, after Kuwait and Bahrain. 

To sum up, it can be asserted that there are plenty of factors conductive to 
reform in general and political reform in particular, in the States of 
Arabian Peninsula and of the Gulf. Foremost among those factors are: 
Political stability and the legitimacy enjoyed by the political regime and 



society – this is thanks to the traditional nature of both and considering 
that the regimes stem from within the society and were not imposed upon 
it from outside. All this has allowed for an almost common starting point 
for both political regimes and societies. This should facilitate 
development and reform and prevent a clash between the two. However, 
as things look at present, Gulf Society is moving ahead of the State or 
political regime along the path of development and reform. An additional 
conductive factor to reform is the financial surplus in those countries 
which makes it both a source of finance for, and a catalyst of, the reform 
process as a whole. 

Yet the idea of reform, as an integrated and ongoing process, still faces 
numerous obstacles in those states. What is more, the process seems to be 
proceeding under external pressure instead of being in response to local 
socio-political needs. The Kuwaiti case is perhaps an exception in that the 
dynamism of political action in that State operates within the framework 
of a constitution that is almost fifty years old. It is a dynamism that could 
lead to reforms necessitated by local needs instead of outside pressures. 
Otherwise, the idea of political reform and the achievements made in this 
field in the other States are sparse.  

Once more, there is no integrated program for political reform in the 
States of the Arabian Peninsula and of the Gulf, no program that is based 
on a clear vision, has clear time-bound phases, and is oriented towards 
well- defined targets. Without such a program, the political reform 
process continues to comprise instantaneous, and perhaps uncalculated, 
responses to contingent circumstances often imposed by the requirements 
of regional and international conditions. 
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