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Abstract 

The Arab world particularities are not solely the ones derived from natural wealth (oil and gas), but are also driven from 
historical particularities which mark this region, together with specific Islamic politics and economic organizational framework, 
with deep roots in religious concepts. In a global context, where the rules from the West are the ones leading globalization, the Arab 
World brings its contribution, even though the Islamic space defines a different socio-economic concept. In the East lies a series of 
features that place the Arab world in a different plan than the one shown frequently in the discussions about world order, with geo-
political but also economic implications. Conflicts in this region lead to declining sustainable development and trigger the need to 
strengthen the economic resilience. As the least peaceful region of the contemporary world, Arab World integrated the concept of 
economic resilience, in order to recover from shocks and continue further development. 
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1. Islamic and Arab Identity 
 

There are stringent particularities which sets aside the East and the West. Doctrinal differences and different 
behaviors can be noticed in regards with the socio-economic activity, but also different positions in front of the 
globalization process and world inter-connection. Islamic theory sets conceptions which mark the Arab World as being 
in a class by itself. 

Arab identity has the religious element at its center; but, in trying to separate the terms Arab and Muslim, 
Sitaru [9] captures in a meaningful way the approach of the modern world, as political currents that govern Arab 
countries: the Arab identity, presented as a predominantly ethnic identity, and Islam, as a religious entity. Other two 
concepts are often associated to the Arab identity: laicism, pertaining to the social organization and which is closely 
related to the modernization and development in the area of influence of Islam, and secularism, which tends to 
desacralize a vast field, including social organization. Professor Ghalioun  [2] associates to the secularization of a 
society a redevelopment of the public space in compliance with the values of political emancipation freedom 
(exemplifying the British model), and to the laicization he rather associates the French model, where you cannot 
dissociate the domination of religious ideology from the struggle for political and social emancipation. The dissociation 
between laicization and secularism is particularly pronounced in the Arab world, as the socio-religious ties are stronger. 
Thus, the initial process of modernization, when discussing about the struggle against the colonial occupation, the 
religious solidarity was the key factor of social unity, representing an identity and geopolitical support (in current 
interpretations, criticisms are not brought to Islam in itself, but both to the false interpretations given to it and to the 
extremist, fanatical approach). Another viable argument detailed by Sitaru [9] in favor of classifying the Arab societies 
in the secularism trend, is represented by the embracement of the modern trend, of the revival of the Arab societies by 
the ulemas, the Muslim scholars that support the value system specific for Islam in this transition process. These 
modernists physicians in Islam sciences (hereinafter also referred to as legal experts) have become privileged allies of 
the state in the governance process, as they represent a lever in the annihilation of conservative Muslims and of 
extremist movements, but also a support of legitimacy offered to the secular political power. 

There are three approaches which represent people attitude in front of the challenges of modernity, in the Arab 
World: secularism, reform and politics[1]. 

Secularism, as a minority attitude, is a current advocating for imitating the West by adopting democracy, 
liberalism and political and cultural pluralism, adhering for restriction or prohibition of Islamic law (Shari’ah) in public 
and institutional life. 

The reformism is gaining ground on speculative political games but, conceptually and intellectually proves 
devoid of substance: this current proposes truncated understanding of Islamic values by "Western reading" of the 
Quran. Reformist interpretations are ambiguous. 
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 Politics, or the Islamist phenomenon like described by ambassador Chican, ‘has three particularities which 
makes it apart from any other form of expression of Islamic society and mentality in the contemporary globalizing 
concert’. He mentions the absolute adherence to religion and Islamic law, the rejection of foreign influences, and ‘the 
essential fact of transforming the religion in ideology’. 

  
2. Major Historical Event in the Arab Order: the Sykes–Picot Agreement  

 
 Starting from colonial situation, and continuing with the Arab identity in matters of religion, culture and 
politics, it can be shaped a contemporary profile of the Arab World, different from the conventional approaches 
characteristic of most of the international community. Arab identity and Sykes-Picot Agreement capture these elements 
in a suggestive manner. 

One hundred years ago, in May 1916, in the midst of First World War, in Europe the groundwork was being 
laid for the Sykes-Picot agreement, which secretly led to the formation of the current Arab states. In a special report of 
The Economist,  La Guardia [6]  describes how the British and French governments, with the involvement of Russia, 
have appointed Sir Mark Sykes and Francois Georges Picot, along with Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Sazonov to 
decide the division of the territories related to the Ottoman Empire which went to war on the side of Germany and the 
Central Powers. The division from that time (Russia would get Istanbul, Armenia and the passages between the Black 
Sea and the Mediterranean; Great Britain would get Southern Mesopotamia and Basra and the French would get the 
middle slice, including Lebanon, Syria and Cilicia – today’s Turkey, following that Palestine would be international 
territory) did not remain unchanged; in 1918, after Ottoman defence, the territorial lines previously drawn changed 
amid luck and diplomacy. Even before the war, Egypt, North Africa and part of the Arabian Gulf were divided into 
colonies and protectorates. Irrespective of the final circumstances Sykes-Picot became a proverb of imperial betrayal. 
Quoting Rami Khouri from the American University of Beirut, La Guardia surprises the following reality: “Many 
countries have unusual borders. But for the Arabs, Sykes-Picot is a symbol of a much deeper complaint against colonial 
tradition. It is a whole century in which the Western powers played with us and were military involved”. 

 
4. Recent Event with Negative Impact: the Arab Spring 

 
In 2011 the Arabs decided to clearly manifest their discontent. One of the reasons that led to this situation was 

certainly the discontent of the middle class – a sign of profound structural problem in the Arab economy [3]. In 
conjunction with the authoritarian government model, predominant MENA region before the Arab Spring, a model that 
was based on a social contract (sometimes called “authoritarian bargain” [11] ), which ensures free public benefits, 
such as education, health, food and energy subsidies, the guarantee of a job in the public system in exchange for 
political support, etc., the dissatisfaction of the middle class have led to riots. The Arab Spring revealed the cracks of 
this model: large and growing fiscal deficits, inefficient and corrupt state institutions, increased incidence of rent-
seekingi  practices that have constrained the development of the private sector. Monopolizing the market segments by 
politically connected firms led to the slowdown of reforms, innovation and to an increasing unemployment. The energy 
subsidies provided by the state to corporations decreased the budgets that could have been aimed for the improvement 
of the quality of public services, infrastructure and the environment. Thus, the old social contract proved fruitless, 
frustrating the middle class population. So far, the riots have led to an improvement of the situation, but rather in 
certain states escalated into civil wars. The factors that led to the unhappiness of the people are still present; social 
reforms ceased during the Arab Spring and years of progress were wiped because of the civil wars in Syria, Iraq, Libya 
and Yemen. The widespread suffering has reached levels not seen since the Second World War [3]ii . The losses in the 
Levant region due to three years of war in Syria (2011-2014) are estimated at 35 bn. Dollars [4]. 

 
5. Results of the recent conflicts 
 
 Conflicts in the Arab world led to the disintegration of nations, as witnessed by the 4.8 million Syrians who 
have fled the country (along with the 6.3 million who were forced to leave their homes, being scattered throughout the 
country and 13.5 million who need social assistance, according to OCHAiii  [12]  - at the end of 2016), or more than the 
one million Somalis who are scattered abroad and more than one million uprooted in their own country [10]. However, 
the forced movement of people registered in recent years has reached unprecedented levels, by the end of 2014 
registering 59.5 million of forced displacements due to persecution, conflict, generalized violence or violation of 
human rights [10]. 

Middle East and Noth Africa group has the biggest share in total new displacements for 2015 worldwide, 
mainly due to conflicts arised in the Arab World. 4.8 millions of peple were forced to leave their homes in 2015, due to 
violence and conflict [7]. 
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Fig. 1: Displacement associated with conflict and violence, 2015 

 
Source: author’s adaptation after IDMC [7] 

 
3. The Decline of Sustainable Development  

 
The majority of the Arab economies have not developed in a sustainable manner. The monarchies with oil 

reserves proved to be successful, and among the losing models are the republics which failed to enjoy the benefits of 
globalization, because of the  resentments among the population, which led to the overthrowing of the regimes in 
power. As a result of the discontent among the population, in 2011 broke the Arab Spring, a wave of riots and protests 
that led to civil wars and revolutions, starting with the Tunisian Revolution and continuing with insurgencies in Syria, 
Libya and Yemen, with riots Egypt and Bahrain and street demonstrations in Kuwait, Algeria, Oman and other Arab 
states. However, the GCC member states managed to survive because of the money. Amid the turmoil of the Arab 
Spring, the monarchies spent fully on salary increases and the launch of new projects designed to bring the support of 
the population. In addition, they enjoyed the diplomatic and military tacit support of the Western allies (Qatar hosts a 
US air base and Bahrain a naval one). The small protests in Bahrain, where a Sunni minority governs a population 
made up mainly of Shia were repressed with the support of other members of the Gulf Cooperation [6]. 

A description of the sustainability concept is the one defined by the United Nations in 1987, in the report of 
the World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future: ‘Sustainable development is 
development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. It contains within it two key concepts: the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the world's 
poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and 
social organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future needs.’(p. 41) 
 Considering the devastating effects of conflicts in the Arab world, they are a major obstacle for sustainable 
development, affecting primarily the people and secondly environmental systems. Created obstacles lead to wastage of 
wealth, by costuming financial resources that could be allocated for development projects, but it also bring political 
instability. 

 
 

4. Economic Resilience – A Necessary Concept 
 
 An important policy in the Arab region, especially in conditions of instability, is to strengthen economic 
resilience. Governments are forced to identify their vulnerability to shocks and crises, so as to be able to minimize the 
economic consecutive costs.  The growth rates in some countries from the Arab region prove a correct approach 
towards strengthening economic resilience. 
 Like presented by OECDiv, ‘reducing the vulnerability of economies to crises and strengthening their 
capacity to absorb and overcome severe shocks while supporting strong growth -- that is strengthening economic 
resilience -- is a key policy priority’[13]. The concept of sustainability and the economic resilience are two different 
concepts. Sustainability proposes paths of development that could avoid crises and resource depletion (with long-term 
vision) and the concept of resilience emerged subsequently as a solution to occurring or imminent crises (which are 
often a result of unsustainable development). 
 In the first year after the begining of the Arab Spring (2012), literature argues rather the resilience of Arab 
monarchies than a major vulnerability to socks: ‘[...]more surprising, is the relative resilience of the Arab monarchies to 
the Arab Spring: Morocco and Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Oman, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar and 
Bahrain have been reasonably unaffected and remain stable (in spite of the temporary clashes in Bahrain and their 
oppression with the help of Saudi Arabia's army). [...] the social structure of the Gulf monarchies (with large, poorly 
treated migrant labor populations) is not without implications for the future of Arab societies’ [5]. 
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 Subsequent armed conflicts pushed the Arab world to a standstill food security - other causal factor of 
future civil strife. Economist Mohamed AwDahir from FAO's Near East Regionv, synthesize, ‘peace is essential for 
food security, and food security is essential to preserve peace.’ Arab Region catches attention specifically on security 
needs, focusing towards the development and adoption of sustainable policies aimed at increasing the resilience of 
economies. Also, policies, programs and projects designed to increase resilience and improve nutrition can have a 
positive impact in reducing conflicts, as surprise Olivier Ecker, a researcher at IFPRIvi. 
 Al -Riffai, senior research analyst at IFPRI and Muzurovic, specialist in knowledge management at IFADvii 
[8], states that policies and programs aimed at strengthening resilience should focus on increasing the opportunity cost 
of participation at conflicts (human capital formation, rural development etc) and adopt a participatory approach, 
induced by demand, supporting social inclusion and cohesion, therefore gaining resilience for nutrition and food 
security and conflict prevention. 
 Arab world depends on regional cooperation to strengthen resilience to crises, according to the same 
authors. Among the challenges that would be necessary to analyze would be the conflicts and their effects, trade, 
transport and infrastructure policies, water and energy topics, the research and development and supportive actions for 
increasing the flow of foreign direct investment. ‘Building resilience means helping people, communities, countries, 
and global institutions prevent, anticipate, prepare for, cope with, and recover from shocks and not only bounce back to 
where they were before the shocks occurred, but become even better-off’[8]. 
 
6. Conclusions 

 
A cultural barrier can be discreetly noticed just by putting in the same sentence the East and the West. The 

West applies a consciousness of superiority, which is proposed as an example to follow in favour of modernity. But the 
achieved practices are questionable, given the difference between the theoretical, scientific and organizational device 
on which they are based and the means that are used in applying (forced, in many cases speculative) the 
democratization process, legitimizing violence and abuse, often endangering the worldwide balance. On the other hand, 
there are a lot of features that place the Arab world in a different plan than the one shown frequently in the discussions 
about world order and globalization, a situation which generates different types of opportunities and threats. As 
presented, for many years, Arabic societies helped the citizens in easily achieving the first level of the pyramid of 
needs, by the means of the social contract: subsidies for oil, electricity, gas and food, but also by offering plenty of 
well-payed jobs in the public sector. Anyhow, the sustainability of this practice is now questionable: for how long will 
the governments succeed in offering facilities for the people, as the oil price is falling down and the balances of 
payments are worsening? 

But even considering the old advantages, the middle class proved to be unsatisfied, best shown in the uprisings 
and conflicts raised starting with 2011, when the Arab spring came into discussion in Egypt and spread all over the 
Islamic space shortly. Given the present signs, the Arab identity together with the Islamic space seems to be under the 
auspices of threats rather than under the blessing of opportunities. 
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i Gains resulted from market manipulation, not by practicing fair competition; undue financial advantages obtained by a 
natural or legal entity without work or investments 
ii This is an adaptation of an original work by The World Bank. Responsibility for the views and opinions expressed in 
the adaptation rests solely with the author or authors of the adaptation and are not endorsed by The World Bank. 
iiiUnited Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
iv Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
v Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Near East Region 
vi International Food Policy Research Institute 
vii International Fund for Agricultural Development 
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