
	

	

	

“After	the	Uprisings:	The	Arab	World	in	Freefall,	Fragmentation	or	Reconfiguration?”	

4-5	March	2016,	Princeton	University	

	

Keynote	Speaker		

Dr.	Fawwaz	Traboulsi	(American	University	of	Beirut):	“The	Comeback	of	Social	Justice."	

	

Two-day	academic	conference	co-sponsored	by	AUB’s	Issam	Fares	Institute	for	Public	Policy	and	

International	 Affairs,	 and	 Princeton	 University’s	 Mamdouha	 S.	 Bobst	 Center	 for	 Peace	 and	

Justice,	 and	 the	 Princeton	 Institute	 for	 International	 and	 Regional	 Studies	Workshop	 on	 Arab	

Political	Development	with	the	collaboration	of	the	Project	on	Middle	East	Political	Science,	and	

the	Woodrow	Wilson	School	for	Public	and	International	Affairs.	

 

	

Good	evening.	It	is	a	pleasure	and	an	honor	to	address	you,	and	I	thank	at	the	same	time	

the	Mamdouha	S.	Bobst	Center	for	Peace	and	Justice.	

	

I	want	to	start	by	quoting	Jean	Genet:	“talking	about	revolutions	is	like	talking	about	a	

dream	after	you	wake	up”.	I	would	like	to	say	first	of	all,	that	there	is	something	very	peculiar	

about	 revolutions,	 and	 that	 is	 that	 they	open	up	 the	 insides	of	 society	 and	 state,	 and	 reveal	

their	hidden	mechanisms,	and	in	that	sense,	they	are	rare	moments	of	illumination	and	action.	

So	the	first	question	is:	What	can	we	learn	from	them?	And	the	second	is	that	revolutions	by	

themselves	 are	 subversive;	 they	 want	 to	 change	 regimes,	 and	 they	 are	 not	 only	 subversive	

against	 the	 status	 quo,	 they	 are	 subversive	 against	 dominant	 prevailing	 ideas,	 hence	 the	

question:	 is	 the	most	effective	method	to	understand	the	revolutions,	civil	wars,	and	counter	

revolutions	necessarily	to	apply	the	latest	fashion	in	academia?	This	is	a	question	I	have	asked	

without	receiving	answers.	Now	let’s	define	revolutions.	They	are	radical	movements	seeking	to	



change	society	and	state	by	 the	 force	of	popular	pressure,	and	 replace	 them	with	new	ones.	

Iam	using	Hanna	Arendt’s	definition	of	popular	pressure,	in	which	she	talks	about	the	force	of	

numbers.	 Force	 is	 not	 violence,	 but	 force	 is	 not	 always	 what	 we	 call	 passive	 or	 peaceful	

movements.	Revolutions	 invite	counter-revolutions	 immediately	from	all	 forces	defending	the	

status	quo	and	the	threatened	regime.		

	

	

Professor	 Arno	 J.	Mayer,	 author	 of	The	 Furies:	 Violence	 and	 Terror	 in	 the	 French	 and	

Russian	Revolutions,	has	a	nice	approach	in	which	he	links	the	two	revolutions	to	the	counter-

revolutions,	and	revolutions	usually	break	up	into	civil	wars,	where	the	society	is	split	between	

two	opposing	civilian	and	military	camps	in	conflict.	Revolutions	might	fail;	they	rarely	prevail	

from	the	first	try.	At	times	one	faction	wins	completely,	such	as	the	Russian	Civil	War	1917,	and	

the	Spanish	Civil	War	1939.	Some	repeat	themselves,	such	as	the	four	revolutions	in	France	to	

achieve	the	Republic.	There	are	many	ways	of	looking	at	revolutions	and	perhaps	many	ways	to	

answer	 the	 question:	 what	 should	 we	 call	 Arab	 revolutions,	 and	 what	 is	 the	 relationship	

between	 the	 local	 and	 the	 regional?	 I	 would	 like	 to	 suggest	 that	 when	 tens	 of	 millions	 of	

people,	 especially	 of	 youth,	 from	 Latakia	 and	 Northern	 Syria	 to	 San’aa	 in	 Yemen	 are	 in	 the	

squares	and	the	streets,	one	possibility	is	that	there	is	a	lot	in	common	among	them	which	has	

to	do	with	their	problems,	their	aspirations,	their	dreams	more	than	anything	else,	irrespective	

of	their	national	 identity	and	a	bit	beyond	their	 local	situation.	The	other	thing	is	that	we	can	

look	at	 revolutions	by	 the	way	they	represent	 themselves.	We	have	all	 those	 tens	of	millions	

shouting	that	people	want	to	overthrow	the	regime.		

I	 was	 surprised,	 like	 everybody	 else,	 by	 the	 revolutions.	 I	 think	 it	 will	 be	 a	 bit	

presumptuous	to	pretend	that	everything	is	under	control,	and	we	go	along	analyzing	things	as	

if	 nothing	 happened.	 	 I	 think	 this	 is	 the	 first	 time	 that	we	 had	 such	 revolutions	 in	 the	 Arab	

World	for	centuries.	When	you	get	people	who	want	to	overthrow	the	regime,	they	are	using	a	

new	terminology,	and	this	terminology	to	my	mind	is	a	critique	of	a	hegemonic	discourse	that	

has	been	in	existence	for	the	past	quarter	of	a	century.	People	here	replace	civil	society.	What	

the	 people	 want	 is	 an	 affirmation	 of	 the	 people’s	 will	 for	 a	 radical	 approach	 to	 democracy	

based	 on	 popular	 choice,	 and	 the	 dichotomy	 “regime	 versus	 the	 people“	 replaces	 the	

dichotomy	of	civil	state,	civil	society,	and	state.	Not	to	speak	about	the	means,	let’s	talk	about	

the	overthrow,	which	I	repeat	 is	an	act	of	force,	not	the	mere	occupation	of	space	in	a	world	



that	looks	like	a	return	to	the	old	concepts	of	national	liberation,	the	only	revolutions	we	have	

witnessed	in	the	past	century	in	the	Arab	world.	Another	way	of	looking	at	what	happened	is	to	

take	seriously	what	those	tens	of	millions	of	people	were	saying,	what	they	were	demanding,	

and	I	found	quite	bizarre	that	also	people	from	Latakia	to	San’aa	would	be	asking	for	one	and	

the	 same	 thing.	 It	 started	 in	 Tunisia.	 I	 don’t	 know	 who	 started	 it.	 It	 could	 be	 a	 political	

movement,	but	what	is	 important	for	us	to	understand	and	to	think	about	is	that	 it	was	once	

again	demanding	decent	work,	freedom,	social	justice,	and	human	dignity.	I	think	those	were	at	

the	 same	 time	 goals	 of	 the	 revolution	 and	 the	 diagnoses	 of	 the	 reasons	 of	 the	 revolution.	

Unemployment:	it	should	be	known	that	we	hold	in	the	Arab	world	the	record	in	the	world	for	

the	highest	percentage	of	youth	to	population,	the	highest	percentage	of	unemployment,	and	

the	highest	unemployment	of	youth,	according	to	United	Nations	statistics.		

Social	justice:	at	least	the	reference	is	against	social,	regional,	and	class	inequalities;	and	

last	but	not	least,	human	dignity	is	the	emphasis	on	the	respect	of	the	human,	especially	his	or	

her	worth	as	an	 individual.	Let	me	remind	you	that	Syrian	officials,	Syrian	military,	and	Syrian	

intelligence	have	addressed	for	the	past	half	a	century	the	Syrian	citizen	as	‘you	there,	you	little	

donkey’.	That	is	something	that	has	been	used	for	the	past	half	a	century,	and	it’s	only	in	this	

revolution	 that	ordinary	citizens	yelled	at	military	people	or	 intelligence	people,	 telling	 them,	

‘‘I’m	 a	 human	 being’’.	 That	 is	 one	 aspect	 of	 what	 human	 dignity	 means.	 If	 that	 means	

something,	 I	 think	 it	 is	strange	that	of	those	four	slogans/causes,	two	were	used	and	focused	

upon,	which	are	freedom	and	dignity.	That	choice	was	not	by	chance,	and	that	choice	subsumes	

that	when	we	talk	about	the	Arab	revolutions,	we	are	talking	about	the	same	old	story	of	the	

transition	 to	 democracy.	 As	 for	 dignity,	 it	 has	 a	 touch	 of	 Arab	 tradition,	 good	 for	 orientalist	

minds,	 and	 the	 two	main	 issues-	 dangerous	 issues-	 of	 unemployment	 and	 social	 inequalities	

were	put	aside.	When	I	decided	to	talk	about	social	 justice,	 I	should	have	added	to	the	title	a	

question	mark:	 is	that	the	comeback	of	social	 justice?	Is	what	is	back,	social	 justice?	Why	is	 it	

back,	 and	 how	was	 it	 before?	 I	 think	we	 should	 all	 agree	 on	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 terms	 ‘social	

justice’	 and	 ‘equality’	 have	been	banned	 from	 this	 literature	 for	over	 a	quarter	of	 a	 century.	

Under	neoliberalism,	this	was	equated	with	communism	or	barbarism.	Friedrich	von	Hayek,	the	

intellectual	leader	of	Mr.	Reagan	and	Mrs.	Thatcher,	opposed	freedom	to	justice	and	equality,	

which	 indicates	 that	 both	 were	 the	 enemies	 of	Western	 civilization,	 which	 was	 born	 of	 the	

development	 of	 the	 individual,	whereas	 justice	 and	 equality	 belong	 to	 the	 inherited	 primary	

instinct.	 Civilization	 could	 not	 be	 whole	 until	 it	 freed	 itself	 of	 those	 instincts	 through	 the	



transition	 to	 the	market,	 a	 crucible	 of	 free	 individuals,	 quoting	Mr.	 von	 Hayek.	 The	 birth	 of	

neoliberalism	was	not	divorced	from	force	or	violence.	Thomas	Friedman	had	said	something	to	

the	effect	that	Adam	Smith	and	the	invisible	hand	needed	the	iron	fist	of	the	US	Pentagon.		

What	 we	 had	 during	 the	 past	 quarter	 of	 the	 century	 in	 economic	 sociology	 of	 the	

market	is	that	growth	replaces	development,	and	the	state	is	pitted	as	an	enemy	that	should	be	

fought	 by	 civil	 society.	 In	 this	 fight	 we	 will	 win	 individual	 freedoms	 in	 the	 present,	 and	 the	

victory	of	the	private	sector	and	the	super-rich	will	lead	to	the	trickling	down	of	benefits	to	the	

poorer	sections	of	the	population.	I	should	be	fair	and	say	that	there	was	talk	about	the	middle	

class	 in	 society.	 Everyone	 talks	 about	 it.	 President	 Obama	 said	 we	 should	 take	 care	 of	 the	

middle	class,	that	the	whole	world	 is	concerned	whether	the	middle	class	 is	expanding.	More	

importantly	you	have	a	middle	class	 in	a	society	without	classes,	because	there	are	poor	and	

not	 rich,	 and	 the	 definition	 of	 middle	 class	 is	 to	 serve	 the	 role	 of	 the	 MDGs,	 which	 is	 the	

eradication	 of	 poverty	 by	 the	 year	 2015.	 So	 when	 the	World	 Bank	 declares	 that	 1.2	 billion	

humans	now	have	graduated	from	poverty,	 they	don’t	 tell	us	 that	 it	was	mainly	 in	China	and	

India,	related	to	rapid	economic	development	and	high	percentage	growth	of	GDP.	You	would	

think	 that	 all	 this	was	done	by	 some	measures	of	 reducing	poverty.	 But	 now	what	does	 this	

mean?	 It	 means	 that	 now	 you	 have	 1.2	 billion	 humans	 who	 have	 joined	 the	 middle	 class	

according	to	the	World	Bank,	and	now	instead	of	making	1	dollar	per	day-	because	the	measure	

is	how	much	you	consume	per	day-	the	individual	now	can	make	2	dollars	per	day,	and	he/she	

graduates	to	the	middle	class,	being	no	less	poor	than	any	poor	person	except	 in	World	Bank	

statistics.	The	term	‘poverty	reduction’	has	dealt	with	poverty	as	a	problem	of	the	poor.	Poverty	

has	very	little	to	do	with	society;	no	poverty	is	related	to	differences	and	disparities	in	wealth,	

property,	opportunity,	access	to	resources,	or	income.	Poverty	is	measured	by	how	much	you	

consume	 per	 day,	 and	 there	 is	 poverty	 again	 without	 wealth.	 Only	 Oxfam,	 once	 per	 year,	

reminds	us	that	world	poverty	has	been	increasing	tremendously	as	have	the	world’s	wealthy	

been	 increasing	 tremendously.	 The	 last	 statistics,	 if	 you	 remember,	 indicate	 that	 63	 of	 the	

richest	people	in	the	world	own	half	of	the	total	wealth	of	the	globe,	whereas	the	wealth	of	the	

poorer	people	has	been	reduced	by	47%.	Oxfam	statistics	are	not	used	and	are	not	a	measure	

once	you	deal	with	poverty	in	different	times.	You	do	not	study	poverty	versus	wealth	in	any	of	

the	 countries	 of	 the	world.	 	 The	other	way	of	 camouflaging	 inequality	 is	 the	 shift	 from	 class	

social-based	 inequality	 to	 space-based	 inequality.	 A	 certain	 executive	 at	 the	 World	 Bank	

decided	 that	 three	quarters	of	poverty	 in	 the	world	 is	no	more	social,	and	he	calls	 the	social	



aspect	of	poverty	 ‘Marxist’.	 	Three	quarters	of	poverty	 in	the	world	 is	no	more	Marxist	but	 is	

geographic.	This	 is	what	allows	our	 friend	 from	Aleppo	to	consider	 that	southern	Aleppo	and	

upper	 Aleppo	 are	 geographic	 differences	 not	 class	 differences,	 where	 the	 poorer	 are	 in	 the	

north	and	the	more	affluent	ones	in	the	south.	

One	 study	 that	 declares	 that	 three	 quarters	 of	 the	 inequalities	 are	 now	 between	

geographic	areas,	but	how	do	we	deal	with	the	remaining	quarter?	Moreover,	if	usually	this	is	

between	 city	 and	 countryside,	 what	 do	we	 call	 social	 differences	 and	 inequalities	 inside	 the	

city?	Are	those	geographic	or	social?		Those	are	problems	we	have	to	face	whenever	we	study	

social	 inequalities	 in	 Lebanon,	 and	 at	 IFI	 we	 deal	 with	 this	 also.	 The	 discussions	 concerning	

social	justice	have	a	huge	problem,	because	‘inequalities’	is	quite	a	recent	term.	Usually	we	talk	

about	 “equity”,	 and	once	we	 stop	 talking	 about	 equality	we	 should	disassociate	 justice	 from	

equality.	Justice	should	bring	equal	opportunities,	and	you	end	up	with	social	justice	and	social	

protection.	These	are	the	main	goals	defined	by	the	World	Bank:	protection	for	the	poor,	good	

jobs	 for	 the	 rest,	 social	 protection,	 which	 emphasizes	 the	 fact	 that	 we're	 not	 talking	 about	

rights.	The	 last	 transformation	of	 the	 issue	of	social	 justice	 is	 to	bring	two	meanings	of	social	

justice.	One,	 social	 justice	as	a	quest	 for	equality,	 and	 the	other,	 social	 justice	as	a	quest	 for	

difference,	where	now	social	justice	will	mean	those	who	are	excluded	(sex,	gender,	religion).	I	

haven’t	found	an	answer	to	why	can't	they	be	related	together,	but	at	least	we're	going	to	see	

how	the	shift	is	becoming	more	and	more	interesting.	I	want	to	make	the	point	that	the	Arab	

revolutions	 have	 been	 a	 very	 loud	 warning	 against	 the	 deficiencies	 of	 the	 system	 and	 the	

failures	of	dealing	with	poverty,	and	the	greatest	failure	of	dealing	with	hunger.	Mentioning	this	

is	not	enough;	one	should	add	that	the	year	2011	was	the	year	in	which	the	World	Bank	started	

revising	 its	policies	and	strategies	concerning	this	quest	for	social	 justice.	After	the	revolution	

erupted	 in	 Tunisia	 and	 Egypt-	 remember	 that	 they	were	 the	 two	modern	Arab	 countries	 for	

economic	development	on	 the	basis	of	neoliberalism-	 the	 first	 reaction	of	Robert	B.	 Zoellick,	

president	of	the	World	Bank,	was	that	the	revolts	in	Tunisia	were	caused	by	too	much	red	tape.	

Later	 he	 and	Mr.	 Strauss-Kahn	of	 the	 IMF	would	decide	 that	 the	GDP	 growth	 as	 an	 index	of	

successful	economic	performance	does	not	necessarily	 lead	 to	 job	creation,	after	25	years	of	

this	discourse.	The	two	successful	countries	blew	up	in	revolution,	and	we	have	discovered	that	

job	 creation	 is	 not	 served	 by	 the	main	 goal	 of	 the	World	 Bank.	 The	 last	World	 Bank	 report,	

Inequality,	Uprisings,	 and	Conflict	 in	 the	Arab	World,	 is	 a	 good	example	of	 the	beginnings	 of	

looking	into	inequality,	which	has	infiltrated	the	terminology	of	the	World	Bank,	where	almost	



everything	is	a	repetition	of	previous	attempts	at	juggling	and	manipulating	social	justice.	Most	

of	 the	 terms	used	were	 taken	 from	new	social	movements,	 and	most	of	 them	 relate	 to	how	

people	feel	about	their	social	situation.	Terms	like	wellbeing,	satisfaction,	inequalities	between	

ethnicities	 and	 spatial	 inequality	 have	 returned;	 social	 inequalities	 are	 rarely	 mentioned.	

Gender	 inequality	 exists,	 and	 social	 protection	 exists.	 Has	 social	 protection	 helped	 people	

maintain	their	level	of	poverty,	or	has	it	helped	people	grow	out	of	poverty?	I	want	to	say	a	few	

words	about	corruption,	a	term	that	has	simply	dominated	all	forms	of	economic	projects.	One	

thing	which	 is	 statistically	 obvious	 is	 that	 corruption	has	 tremendously	 increased	 in	both	 the	

public	and	private	realms.	Privatizing	 the	public	 is	one	of	 the	most	 interesting	phenomena	of	

globalization	 of	 neoliberalism,	 where	 public	 and	 private	 interests	 seem	 to	 be	 now	 totally	

confused.	I	want	to	ask	what	do	we	do	about	the	kind	of	corruption	that	we	have	in	the	Arab	

world.	 Imagine	a	 family	 like	 the	Gaddafis	who	dispensed	with	Libya	around	1.2	billion	dollars	

through	their	control	of	national	sovereign	funds.	What	do	we	call	the	fact	that	six	Saudi	princes	

received	daily	the	equivalent	of	1	million	Saudi	Arabian	Riyals?	What	do	we	say	about	a	Qatari	

prince	buying	the	decision	to	host	the	next	Olympics	in	Qatar?	The	United	Nations,	after	having	

absolved	Ali	Abdallah	Saleh	of	32	years	of	cruelty,	six	wars,	one	invasion	of	the	southern	part	of	

his	country,	money	laundering,	corruption	and	other	crimes,	now	decides	to	reveal	the	wealth	

of	Ali	Abdallah	Saleh.	When	there	was	a	problem	with	him,	he	resigned,	but	he	did	not	 leave	

the	country.	Well,	this	is	the	UN.	Ali	Abdallah	Saleh	reportedly	owns	USD	62	billion.	What	do	we	

say	 about	 a	 Syrian	 businessman,	 called	 Rami	Makhlouf,	 the	 cousin	 of	 Bachar	 Assad	 and	 his	

partner,	 who	 boasts	 that	 he	 controls	 60%	 of	 Syrian	 income?	 Let	 me	 add	 3,000	 Lebanese	

businessmen	and	politicians	who	have	deposits	worth	USD	4.2	billion	in	one	Swiss	bank,	while	

the	country	is	lauded	for	having	a	solid	banking	system	based	on	banking	secrecy.	Why	do	they	

prefer	to	put	their	money	in	Switzerland?		

Human	 rights	and	social	and	economic	 rights:	 I	 find	 it	a	bit	 strange	 that	human	 rights	

have	 been	 reduced	 to	 personal	 and	 individual	 rights,	 with	 my	 full	 enthusiasm	 and	 support,	

whereas	as	I	far	as	I	know	there	are	other	rights	which	are	no	longer	active	rights,	and	those	are	

the	 rights	 that	 exist	 in	 articles	 22-26	 of	 the	 Universal	 Declaration	 of	 Human	 Rights:	 social	

protection,	 which	 was	 then	 called	 the	 minimum	 wage,	 providing	 life	 to	 men	 and	 family	 in	

existence	and	conformity	with	human	dignity.	That	was	the	old	conception	of	protection.	The	

right	to	life	that	ensures	health	and	happiness	in	terms	of	food,	medical	care,	social	security	in	

case	of	unemployment,	 sickness	or	old	age,	 the	right	 to	education,	and	others,	are	 the	social	



and	 economic	 rights	 that	 the	 Universal	 Declaration	 has	 provided,	 and	 I	 wonder	 what	 has	

remained	of	it.		

Lastly,	two	comments,	one	on	ISIS.	What	do	we	have	in	terms	of	statistics	vis-à-vis	ISIS?	

My	question	 is	why	do	young	Arabs	 join	 ISIS?	We	spend	too	much	time	asking	ourselves	why	

Western	Arab	Muslims	in	the	EU	and	the	US	join	ISIS.	The	question	is	why	tens	of	thousands	of	

young	 Arabs	 and	Muslims	 join	 ISIS.	 Now	 the	 first	 thing	 to	 answer	 is	 the	 question-	 or	 to	 go	

beyond	the	question:	 is	 ISIS’	 theology	or	political	 ideology	 real	 Islam,	or	not?	What	 I	want	 to	

suggest	 is	 that	 all	 religions	 need	 to	 interpret	 their	 sacred	 texts	 because	 they	 need	 to	 give	

contemporary	meaning	to	a	text	which	is	not	contemporary,	yet	must	be	valid	for	all	times	and	

places.	 There	 are	 interpretations,	 because	 the	 original	 text	 doesn't	 answer	 everything.	 But	 I	

would	like	to	emphasize	that	we	cannot	understand	ISIS	without	the	American	invasion	of	Iraq,	

and	there's	no	Syrian	 ISIS	without	 Iraqi	 ISIS,	and	the	role	of	 the	Syrian	 intelligence	 infiltrating	

tens	 of	 thousands	 of	 jihadists	 during	 the	 American	 occupation	 in	 Iraq.	 And	 there's	 no	 ISIS	

without	 the	major	 parties	 in	 the	 region	 intervening	 in	 backing	 ISIS,	 Saudi	 Arabia,	 Qatar,	 and	

Turkey,	 to	 name	 the	 main	 ones.	 Now	 ISIS	 is	 so	 contemporary,	 so	 modern,	 that	 it	 is	 a	 very	

sophisticated	Mafia.	It's	a	Mafia	in	the	economic	and	the	scientific	sense;	Mafia	networks	that	

now	 are	 auto-financed	 by	 control	 of	 oil	 fields,	 dams,	 rivers,	 water,	 contraband	 and	 other	

income.	 ISIS	 in	 Syria	 controls	 the	 two	 rivers	 of	 Syria	 and	 Iraq,	 the	 Euphrates	 and	 the	 Tigris.	

Speaking	of	this	issue,	how	significant	is	it	that	oil	is	rarely	mentioned	when	it	comes	to	growth	

and	development?	We	are	served	the	need	of	development,	but	never	the	need	to	use	oil	and	

gas	resources	for	development	in	the	Arab	and	Muslim	countries.	Would	there	be	revolutions,	

ISIS,	 and	 civil	 wars,	 had	 modernism	 gone	 beyond	 elites	 in	 the	 cities,	 had	 the	 contradiction	

between	 the	 city	 and	 the	 countryside,	 rich	and	poor,	 and	 center	and	periphery,	been	 sizably	

reduced?	 Would	 there	 be	 revolutions,	 ISIS,	 and	 civil	 wars	 had	 a	 small	 part	 of	 oil	 and	 gas	

revenues	 and	 Arab	 funds	 invested	 abroad	 been	 used	 to	 create	 a	 productive	 economy	 that	

produces	 jobs	and	meets	basic	human	needs?	And	 lastly,	 there's	no	military	solution	 for	 ISIS.	

Previously,	there	was	talk	about	drying	up	the	financial	sources	of	terror.	I	think	we	should	be	

talking	about	drying	up	the	sources	of	group	injustices,	social	marginalization,	unemployment,	

and	social	and	regional	inequalities.		

	


