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Ramadan Webinar Series 

Lecture #30 Summary 

May 23, 2020 - Ramadan 30 1441 

 

Speaker: Prof. Dr. Sami Al-Arian 

Affiliation: Director, Center for Islam and Global Affairs (CIGA), and Public Affairs 
Professor, Istanbul Sabahattin Zaim University, Turkey 

Moderator: Riyaz Ul Khaliq, CIGA Non-resident Research Associate 

Title: The Dialects Between Colonizers and Colonized, and The Revolutionaries and 
Counter Revolutionaries in The Context of MENA Uprisings 

Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TwdXCiYQ37I&t=47s 

In this presentation Dr. Al-Arian examined the legacy of imperialism, particularly European 
colonization across the globe for the past three centuries. He defined imperialism as “the 
process by which the imperial country would use its enormous economic resources and 
military power against other nations in order to expropriate their lands, exploit their capital, 
control their economic life, and open their markets in such a manner as to increase their 
power, enrich themselves and advance their interests.” Colonialism pursues power to usurp all 
resources of the others by keeping them weak and subservient through coercion or fake 
consent.  

From the extermination and destruction of the indigenous populations and their cultures in 
North and South America, to the cruelty of the colonizers of Africa and Asia by different 
European powers, the speaker discussed the process of colonialization where it was carried 
out under the mantra of “spreading Western civilization” or carrying the “White’s man 
Burden.” The colonizers obscured their real purpose and quest for wealth, control, power, and 
domination by calling their campaigns: mandates, protectorates, and commonwealth. 
Oftentimes, colonizers came with the aura of the puritans and civilized people, moralizing, 
evangelizing, civilizing or “democratizing” but with the gun in one hand and the bible in the 
other. To dominate and control they divided us: Arab against Berber, Turk against Arab, Kurd 
against Turk, Black African against Arab African, Arab against Persian, Sunni against Shi’ite, 
etc. Artificial borders across Africa, Asia, and the Muslim world were drawn and redrawn in 
London, Paris, Brussels, Berlin, Rome, St. Petersburg, or later in Washington and Moscow. 
The challenge now is, and has always been, the capacity of the colonized to first say no, and 
to resist until the colonizer is repelled or defeated, and then to cleanse colonized minds from 
all the harmful effects and manifestations of colonization and rebuild new societies. 
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Dr. Al-Arian then focused on the Middle East, where for the past two centuries, it has been 
dealt with as if it were a playground for the great powers to increase their influence and wealth, 
and to keep the region under control. He surveyed the historical record of colonization by 
Britain, France, Italy, and others including the establishment of the settler-colonialist state in 
the heart of the Arab and Muslim world in Palestine. The process of doing so included ongoing 
looting and pillaging, the use of brute force and military occupations, as well as the employment 
of various tools of hegemony. The modern predicament of the Arab region started with 
Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, which had a long term impact beyond the short military 
occupation, namely the secularization of society, particularly in the areas of education and law. 
By the early 20th century, most of the MENA region came under colonial rule culminating in 
the establishment of the state of Israel, while forcing more than half of the Palestinians from 
their land. For over five decades, Israel had launched several wars to consolidate its existence 
and establish its hegemony. 

After each major war a new Arab political order was established. Before the 1948 war, the Arab 
polity was dominated by a façade of elite parties that adopted the liberal-democratic traditions 
of the colonial powers. But after the 1948 catastrophe, many of the Arab system of governments 
replaced monarchies or tribal systems with republics and revolutionaries. Socialism replaced 
capitalism in many Arab societies as a new class of elites dominated by the military was 
established. But these socialist republics soon lost their legitimacy in the wake of the disastrous 
1967 defeat to be replaced with the new Palestinian national movement led by many Palestinian 
resistance factions under the PLO umbrella. In the wake of the 1982 Israeli invasion of 
Lebanon, the struggle of the Palestinian national resistance movement, dominated for two 
decades by secularist and leftist groups, came to halt. Within a few years, the composition of 
the resistance movements slowly transformed during the first Intifada in the late 1980s to be 
dominated by the Islamic movements, which effectively exposed the 1993 flawed Oslo Process. 
The political legitimacy of the Islamist groups was further consolidated in the Arab collective 
memory when Israel failed to defeat the Islamic resistance groups in four successive wars 
between 2006 and 2014.  

As the Arab world was boiling because of repression, corruption, and political impotence, all 
that was needed was a spark. It came when a frustrated Tunisian vendor was prevented from 
selling his goods and suffered humiliation by a police officer and set himself on fire in 
December 2010. Within days, a revolutionary spirit engulfed the region where millions of 
people in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Libya, Syria, Morocco, Jordan, and Bahrain were in the 
streets demanding freedom and change. The revolutions and transformations taking place in the 
Arab world were nothing short of remarkable. But soon the counter-revolutionary forces in 
collusion with Western imperialism viciously overturned all the gains of the Arab Spring 
nascent phenomena crushing any hopes for the end of repression and corruption, or aspirations 
for democratic governance and economic prosperity. This was not only a betrayal of declared 
values and principles by Western powers, it was a continuation of its legacy to dominate and  
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control, to disrespect the will of indigenous people, and to deny their right to freedom, dignity, 
equality, self-determination, and expression. For over 6 decades, whenever the people in 
Muslim societies try to assert their peaceful democratic rights, their will is suppressed and 
reversed. It happened in Iran in 1953, Algeria in 1992, Palestine in 2006, and Egypt in 2013.  

The speaker then spoke about seven key challenges facing Arab and Muslim societies, and 
asserted that unless these challenges are directly addressed, no meaningful change or long-term 
structured reforms could take place. These challenges are: (1) the challenge of legitimacy, (2) 
the challenge of identity, (3) the challenge of independence, (4) the challenge of sectarianism 
and ethnocentrism, (5) the challenge of social justice and economic development, (6) the 
challenge of modernity, and (7) the challenge of geography and Israel.  

Dr. Al-Arian concluded his presentation by noting that today’s societies in the MENA region 
are polarized, fractured, and boiling. International powers such as the US are tactically 
retreating, but playing a dangerous game behind the scenes by encouraging regional 
polarization and small scale wars in order to weaken the collective will, undermine the forces 
that seek real independence or challenge the colonial discourse, and embolden the counter-
revolutionary forces that reversed the march towards real changes and reforms. The fear of new 
uprisings by imperialist powers and counter-revolutionary forces comes from their potential 
outcome of having the people break free from their control and for Israel becoming less viable 
and dominant. So supporting counter revolutionary forces was necessary to stop that from 
taking place. The end result is ongoing wars and tyranny that hold many potential future 
scenarios, which Dr. Al-Arian briefly discussed.  

The speaker asserted that the Arab uprisings had a tremendous promise to the hopes and 
aspirations of the people across the region. But with this promise came enormous challenges 
and grave setbacks led by the counterrevolutionary forces, as well as the colossal failure of the 
elites to understand the enormity of the moment and the real task at hand. People across the 
region today still reject the status quo of repression, corruption, and incompetence, and yearn 
for change. But this change will only come when a new alliance of real revolutionaries and 
reformers take place, and where free and harmonious societies are assembled, based on building 
a consensus of vision, a consensus of will, and a consensus of action to confront colonialism 
and its local proxies and build new societies. It’s a process that starts with few dedicated 
visionaries and determined leaders, but then grows and flourishes.   
 

Summary by: Omar Fili, CIGA Research Intern 
 
 


