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Not Just About Us 
Op Ed Piece by Thomas L. Friedman  - The New York Times – 7 January 2014 

Every day the headlines from the Arab world get worse: An Al Qaeda affiliate group, aided by foreign fighters, 

battles with seven different homegrown Syrian rebel groups for control of the region around Aleppo, Syria. The 

Iranian Embassy in Beirut is bombed. Mohamad Chatah, an enormously decent former Lebanese finance 

minister, is blown up after criticizing Hezbollah’s brutish tactics. Another pro-Al Qaeda group takes control of 

Fallujah, Iraq. Explosions rock Egypt, where the army is now jailing Islamists and secular activists. Libya is a 

mess of competing militias. 

What’s going on? Some say it’s all because of the “power vacuum” — America has absented itself from the 

region. But this is not just about us. There’s also a huge “values vacuum.” The Middle East is a highly 

pluralistic region — Shiites, Sunnis, Kurds, Christians, Druze and various tribes — that for centuries was held 

together from above by iron-fisted colonial powers, kings and dictators. But now that vertical control has 

broken down, before this pluralistic region has developed any true bottom-up pluralism — a broad ethic of 

tolerance — that might enable its people to live together as equal citizens, without an iron fist from above. 

For the Arab awakening to have any future, the ideology that is most needed now is the one being promoted 

least: Pluralism. Until that changes, argues Marwan Muasher, in his extremely relevant new book — “The 

Second Arab Awakening and the Battle for Pluralism” — none of the Arab uprisings will succeed.  

Again, President Obama could have done more to restrain leaders in Iraq, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran or Syria 

from going to extremes. But, ultimately, argues Muasher, this is the Arabs’ fight for their political future. If 

500,000 American troops in Iraq, and $1 trillion, could not implant lasting pluralism in the cultural soil there, no 

outsider can, said Muasher. There also has to be a will from within. Why is it that some 15,000 Arabs and 

Muslims have flocked to Syria to fight and die for jihadism and zero have flocked to Syria to fight and die for 

pluralism? Is it only because we didn’t give the “good guys” big enough guns?  

As Muasher, a former Jordanian foreign minister and now a vice president at the Carnegie Endowment in 

Washington, put it in an interview: “Three years of the Arab uprising have shown the bankruptcy of all the old 

political forces in the Arab world.” The corrupt secular autocrats who failed to give their young people the tools 

to thrive — and, as a result, triggered these uprisings — are still locked in a struggle with Islamists, who also 

have no clue how to deliver jobs, services, security and economic growth. (Tunisia may be an exception.) “As 

long as we’re in the this zero-sum game, the sum will be zero,” says Muasher.   

No sustainable progress will be possible, argues Muasher, without the ethic of pluralism permeating all aspects 

of Arab society — pluralism of thought, pluralism in gender opportunities, pluralism in respect to other 

religions, pluralism in education, pluralism toward minorities, pluralism of political parties rotating in power 

and pluralism in the sense of everyone’s right to think differently from the collective.  

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/opinion/editorialsandoped/oped/columnists/thomaslfriedman/index.html
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The first Arab awakening in the 20th century was a fight for independence from colonial powers, says Muasher. 

It never continued as a fight for democracy and pluralism. That war of ideas, he insists, is what “the second 

Arab awakening” has to be about. Neither the autocrats nor the Islamists can deliver progress. “Pluralism is the 

operating system we need to solve all our problems, and as long as that operating system is not in place, we will 

not get there. This is an internal battle. Let’s stop hoping for delivery from the outside.” This will take time.  

Naïve? No. Naïve is thinking that everything is about the absence or presence of American power, and that the 

people of the region have no agency. That’s wrong: Iraq is splintering because Prime Minister Maliki behaved 

like a Shiite militiaman, not an Iraqi Mandela. Arab youths took their future in their own hands, motivated 

largely by pluralistic impulses. But the old order proved to be too stubborn, yet these youth aspirations have not 

gone away, and will not. 

“The Arab world will go through a period of turmoil in which exclusionist forces will attempt to dominate the 

landscape with absolute truths and new dictatorships,” writes Muasher. But “these forces will also fade, 

because, in the end, the exclusionist, authoritarian discourses cannot answer the people’s needs for better quality 

of life. ...  As history has demonstrated overwhelmingly, where there is respect for diversity, there is prosperity. 

Contrary to what Arab societies have been taught for decades by their governments to believe — that tolerance, 

acceptance of different points of view, and critical thinking are destructive to national unity and economic 

growth — experience proves that societies cannot keep renewing themselves and thereby thrive except through 

diversity.” 

Muasher, who is returning to Jordan to participate in this struggle for diversity, dedicated his book to: “The 

youth of the Arab World — who revolted, not against their parents, but on their behalf.”  

A version of this op-ed appears in print on January 8, 2014, on page A23 of the New York edition with the headline: Not Just About Us. 
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Middle East: Side-taking policy a failure 

By Fareed Zakaria – The News-Press – 20 January 2014   | 

Over the last few months, the Middle East has become an even more violent place than usual. Iraq is now the 

second bloodiest civil war in the world, after Syria. Watching these horrors unfold, many in the United States 

are convinced that this is Washington’s fault or that, at the very least, the Obama administration’s “passive” 

approach toward the region has allowed instability to build. In fact, the last thing the region needs is more 

American intervention. 

The Middle East is in the midst of a sectarian struggle like those between Catholics and Protestants in Europe in 

the age of the Reformation. These tensions are rooted in history and politics and will not easily go away. 

Three factors have led us to this state of affairs. First, the structure of Middle Eastern states. The modern Middle 

East was created by the colonial powers at the end of World War I. The states the British and French created, 

often with little forethought, were comprised of disparate groups that had no history of being governed as one 

entity. Iraq, for example, was formed by putting together three Ottoman provinces that had little in common. 

The colonial powers often chose a set of rulers who came from a minority group. (It was a cunning strategy. A 

minority regime always needs the help of some outside force to rule.) Thus the French, when facing a 
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nationalist insurgency in Syria in the 1930s and 1940s, recruited heavily from the then-persecuted Alawite 

minority, which came to dominate the army and in particular the officer corps of the country. 

The second factor at work has been the rising tide of Islamic fundamentalism. Its causes are various: the rise of 

Saudi Arabia and its export of puritanical Wahhabi ideas, the Iranian revolution, and the discrediting of 

Westernization as the secular republics in the region morphed into military dictatorships. 

The most important states in the Middle East — Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt for example — were not 

sectarian, in fact stressed their secular mindset. But over time, as these regimes failed, they drew increasingly 

from particular tribes that were loyal to them. Saddam Hussein’s Iraq went from mildly sectarian to rabidly so 

by the 1990s. 

Often the new sectarianism reinforced existing patterns of domination. When you travel in the Middle East, you 

often hear that these Sunni-Shiite differences are wholly invented and that people always lived happily together 

in the old days. These comments are almost always made by Sunnis, who assumed that their Shiite brethren, 

who were rarely seen or heard in the corridors of power, were perfectly content with their subordinate status. 

The third factor is one involving Washington deeply – the invasion of Iraq. If there was a single action that 

accelerated the sectarian conflicts in the Middle East in the last few decades, it was the decision of the George 

W. Bush administration to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime, dismantle all structures in which Sunnis had 

power, and then hand over the Iraqi state to Shiite religious parties. 

Washington in those days was consumed with the idea of transforming the Middle East and paid little attention 

to the sectarian dimensions of what it was unleashing. I met with the current prime minister of Iraq, Nouri al-

Maliki, in 2005 when he held no office. I described him then as “a hard-line Shiite, unyielding in his religious 

views and extremely punitive towards the Sunnis. He did not strike me as a man who wanted national 

reconciliation.” It was also clear that, having lived in exile in Syria and Iran for almost two decades, Maliki was 

close to both those regimes, which had sheltered him and his colleagues. Bush administration officials 

dismissed these concerns and told me that Maliki believed in democracy and pluralism. 

The consequences of these policies are now clear. The Shiites proceeded to oppress the Sunnis, seemingly with 

Washington’s blessings. More than 2 million Iraqis (mostly Sunnis and Christians) fled the country, never to 

return. The Sunni minority in Iraq, which still had delusions of power, began fighting back as an insurgency and 

then became more extreme and Islamist. These tribes are all tied by blood and kinship to Sunni tribes in their 

next-door neighbor, Syria, and those Syrian Sunnis were radicalized as they watched the Iraqi civil war. 

As violence has flared up in Iraq again, a bevy of Bush administration officials have risen to argue that if only 

the United States were more actively involved in Iraq, had a few thousand troops there, fought against Sunni 

militants while pressing Maliki more firmly, things would be very different. 

Not only does this misunderstand the very deep nature of the conflict in the Middle East, it also fails to see that 

Washington choosing one side over another actually made matters substantially worse. One more round of 

American intervention, in a complex conflict of religion and politics, will only add fuel to the fires in the 

Middle East. 

 

 


