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It is easy to claim that everything going on in the Middle East today represents 
a return to the region’s status before World War I. After millennia of pillage, 
massacre, and looting, the story goes, Western powers brought order to a 
fractious region and helped create modern states. Now, critics say the borders 
of the modern Middle East have outlasted their utility. They are no match for 
the sectarian feuds and ethnic fault lines that have always underlain—and now 
tear apart—the region’s independent states.
One can use this argument to explain away many of the conflicts in today’s 
Middle East: the battles inside Iraq, Syria, Libya, and Bahrain, and even the 
battles between Israel and the Palestinians. These hatreds supposedly go back 
centuries, so how can anyone hope to sort these countries out?
The argument overlooks the ways in which governments and opposition groups 
have used sectarian and ethnic identity deliberately as a short-term fix to 
modern political problems. In point of fact, there is nothing “natural” about the 
countries’ divisions along ethnic and sectarian lines. While sectarian identities 
do not easily change, their relevance does, and their centrality to modern politics 
is a function of their political utility.  
Looking at Middle Eastern history, it is the change that is most notable, not 
what is enduring. Edomites, Moabites, and Kenites existed in biblical times 
but were long ago absorbed into other populations. Egypt’s Pharaonic religion 
morphed into Hellenism and then Christianity. Islam flowed out of the Arabian 
Peninsula and reached from Morocco to India within a century of Muhammad’s 
preaching. Mongols swept across the Asian steppes and put their own cast on 
the region. Egypt was a Shi‛ite state in the tenth and eleventh centuries, until 
a Kurdish ruler—Saladin—made Egypt Sunni as part of the Abbasid Empire. 
Persia adopted Shi‛ism in the sixteenth century, in part to more sharply delineate 
its border with the Ottoman Empire. And so on.
Throughout this period, the region’s cities were persistently diverse. Often 
polyglot admixtures of Arabs, Persians, Turks, and Franks—the latter being 
Europeans lumped into a single category—the cities featured Muslim, Christian, 
and Jewish communities, and were further split by class, by divisions between 
occupations, and by differences between longtime urban dwellers and more 
recent migrants from the countryside. 

Reading the Signs
California has one sign language 
interpreter for every 46 hearing 
impaired people. Saudi Arabia has one 
for approximately every 93,000.

Out of the Middle East’s 350 million 
people, over 11 million have a 
disabling hearing loss, comparable to 
other regions. But services for deaf 
citizens have not kept pace. The dearth 
of sign language interpreters is partly 
a problem of inadequate recruitment 
and training, and partly a reflection of 
broader obstacles for deaf citizens.

One obstacle is agreeing on just what an 
Arabic sign language should look like. 
Just as there is a single formal Arabic 
for written and spoken communication 
and myriad spoken dialects, so too is 
there a formal, Unified Arabic Sign 
Language and a slew of local variations. 
Some interpreters advocate for greater 
use of Unified ASL in schools and 
professional settings, but their efforts 
have faced significant push-back. Arab 
deaf communities, with the support of 
international organizations, argue that 
deaf students face enough learning 
problems as it is, despite being fully 
conversant in their local sign language. 
Introducing Unified ASL in schools 
would create two challenges: it would 
essentially force deaf students to learn 
another foreign language, and it would 
introduce a stiff formality that is absent 
in everyday deaf communication.  

On the ground, local seems to be 
winning. Saudi Arabia recently created 
the first ever Saudi Sign Language 
Dictionary. A church in Cairo is 
translating and recording the Bible in 
Egyptian sign language,  and activists 
in the UAE traveled the country earlier 
this year to teach people about Emirati 
sign language. ■ 

Jon Alterman Named Senior Vice President
The Center for Strategic and International Studies has appointed Jon B. 
Alterman to the role of senior vice president. “For the last three years, as the 
Middle East has been embroiled in turmoil, Jon has distinguished himself as 
one of Washington’s most sober voices and skilled analysts of the region. 
At the same time, he’s continued to produce important scholarship and he’s 
led a number of internal initiatives that are important to the Center’s future,” 
said John J. Hamre, president, CEO, and Pritzker Chair at CSIS. ■
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This system fostered deep tensions, but it fostered connections, too. Christians 
had affinities with other Christians, regardless of their origin, blacksmiths shared 
interests with blacksmiths, and goldsmiths had common cause with other goldsmiths. 
Trading families related to other trading families, and they shared interests with both 
those they bought from and those they sold to. Tribes divided rural areas, but some 
tribes had Sunni and Shi‛ite branches. This web of affinities helped mediate hostility 
between groups and ensure that all groups in society felt some sort of connection to 
the others. Individuals clung to multiple identities at once, knitting—or sometimes, 
stitching—together the entire social fabric.
Colonial powers stepped into this environment, and foreign powers have played an 
ongoing role in more recent years. Foreign rulers often hoped to minimize sectarian 
difference, seeing it as an embarrassing remnant of traditionalism. Yet they also 
used sectarian identities as a political tool. They sometimes accentuated differences 
by bestowing privileges on certain ethnic or sectarian groups, encouraged minorities 
to cling to foreign embassies for protection against the majority, and used sectarian 
allies to advance their interests in a country. 
For a time, modern politics transcended these divisions. In the twentieth century 
Middle East, most political identities pivoted on ideology. Ba‛athists battled 
communists, Nasserists battled Wafdists, and secularists battled Islamists, and the 
fights were often vicious. Importantly, though, in time some Ba‛athists became ex-
Ba‛athists, and some communists became ex-communists. Ideologies are, by their 
nature, mutable.
Sectarian identities—unlike sectarian conflict—are immutable, and their use as 
a political marker has risen in the last three decades. In Iraq and Syria, Saddam 
Hussein and Hafez al-Assad used sectarianism instrumentally to keep majorities off 
balance and privileged minorities close to the palace. Authoritarian leaders sought to 
divide societies between an “us” and a “them” to reinforce short-term stability, and 
sectarian identity provided a useful and clear indicator of loyalty. 
Yet, the tactics that gave sectarian identity a larger role in the modern Middle East 
have led to intractable conflicts. This is in part by design: aspiring political groups 
seek to highlight identities that are hard to escape, and sectarian identity is certainly 
one. A Sunni may not feel sympathetic to the Islamic State, for example, but an 
explicitly Sunni organization is well positioned to protect Sunnis from outside 
attack or represent their grievances. Shi‛ite militias protect Shi‛a, and Kurdish 
groups protect Kurds. Conflict empowers the thugs within a group, and the rise 
of thugs in one group empowers the thugs in another. When one’s name or place 
of origin is a telltale sign of identity, vulnerability to attack—and loyalty to group 
out of necessity—increases. The process creates a spiral of distrust that makes it 
less likely for individuals to find safe harbor when not embedded in their sectarian 
or ethnic groups, driving divisions still further. Families flee their homes for safer 
neighborhoods, creating more unified enclaves and tearing apart the very connections 
that stitched together the Middle East for centuries before.
What is important to note about this process is that leaders use it consciously in a bid 
for political control. They seek to erect barriers so that they can govern (and exploit) 
all that is within their domain. They create threats so that they can then protect their 
subjects from those threats. They stake their future on the presence of enduring 
conflict and their ability to protect populations from it.
It is easier to erect these divisions than tear them down, but the first step in doing so 
is to recognize that they represent a departure from history rather than a return to it. 
Recreating shared interests that cut across identities is an important step, and creating 
security for all is another. Sectarian difference isn’t new, but its overwhelming 
importance is. Allowing that difference to determine everything is not a return to 
the past but a step into a different—and likely more violent—future. ■ 08/06/2014
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Links of Interest
Reuters quoted Jon Alterman in 
“U.S. diplomats’ return to Libya 
could be more hazardous than exit.” 
Fox News interviewed Haim Malka 
in “Report: WH ‘fuming’ over 
Israeli criticism of Kerry.”
U.S. News quoted Haim Malka 
in “Egypt’s Good News in Gaza 
Likely Short-Lived.” 
Jon Alterman spoke on a panel on 
“Violence in Iraq” hosted by the 
American Task Force on Palestine 
on June 23, 2014.
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