Negotiating Identities: conflicting models in the Arab world.
In an informal social event, a US embassy official was overheard lamenting the high support among many of Lebanon’s “intellectual elites” for the “terrorist group” Hezbollah. A recent Zogby International poll (released February 8th, 2007), in six Arab countries
 indicated unambiguously that the most popular Arab leader in all six countries and by a large margin, is Hezbollah’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah.  How is it possible that Western educated journalists, doctors, lawyers, professors, who openly espouse a liberal way of life, also extend their strong support for a militant, doctrinaire and religious “Party of God” rather than “moderates and secular parties”? 
How do some Arab youths negotiate their identities and what processes contribute to understanding their choices?  This paper reviews some key points necessary for the understanding of negotiated identities leading to supporting political Islam, and proposes a model to understanding the dynamics of identity selection and conflicts between groups. 
Historical background:

It is important to realise that both conflict and identities in the Middle East have been shaped by a history of dialectical interaction between colonial designs and indigenous aspirations for self-determination.  Western interest and meddling in Arab affairs intensified dramatically throughout the 19th century, leading to direct colonisation of the Arab world by French and British troops at the beginning of the 20th century. French and British officers planned the dismembering of the Ottoman Empire and its division along artificial lines to suit the needs of colonial powers
. The geo-strategic importance of the Middle East cannot be understated: it is a geographical crossing point between East and West, and the location of a large proportion of world oil reserves. Controlling this area is of strategic importance for the survival of any world power (French, British, or American).The post colonial legacy and the continued importance of the Middle East as a geostrategic area are essential to understanding the dynamics of today.  

Social Reality:

Social reality for individuals in the Arab world is not enviable. The United Nations’ Arab Human Development Reports (AHDR, 2002, 2003, 2004, and 2005) highlight the high levels of illiteracy rates, gender inequality, huge disparities in wealth between rich and poor with a majority living in poverty, decrepit health care and educational systems, among many others ills... In addition, governance reports point to the presence of autocratic and perennial regimes, nepotism, cronyism, corruption and abuse of power by ruling elites. Foreign military occupation, wars, civil strife, insecurity and torture only add to this bleak picture.  
Requests for democratic elections, transparency and accountability of governance is met by fierce opposition by Arab potentates, and their Western backers. When democratic elections are held (Algeria in the early 1990s, Palestine, Egypt, Lebanon), Western powers actively engage in fighting them: massive repression in Algeria (backed by France), complete boycott (and bombardment) of Hamas in Palestine (Israel- US- EU), widespread repression of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood (with the silent approval of the US administration), and war on Hezbollah (US airlifted weapon supplies to Israel during the summer 2006 war). 
The basic motive is simple: governments representing the will and needs of the people are unlikely to give unrestricted access to natural resources (oil), territorial space (military bases that project Western power to central Asia), or unmitigated access to corrupt businesses (see the BAE armament scandal obfuscated by the British government 2006-2007). Protect the few ruling elites in return for control of resources, policy and territory, at all costs. 
Negotiating identities:
Many individuals in the Arab world seem forced to choose between one of two alternatives: resistance or submission to the status quo. If the former is chosen, three options seem available: Takfeeri groups (Al-Qaeda, Salafi and Wahabi groups), mainstream Islamic groups (Hezbollah, Hamas, Muslim Brotherhood), and secular-moderate groups (NGOs, political parties etc.). 
Takfeeri groups are extremely radical groups claiming affiliation to Islam, and denouncing members of any outgroup (including other Muslims) as heretics. These extremist groups cannot have mass appeal since their inclusiveness criteria are rigid and narrowly defined, and exclude large sections of the Muslim population. Furthermore, while their methods of indiscriminate killing (Afghanistan, Iraq) make news headlines, they still repel ordinary citizens. Their open criticism of mainstream Islamic parties (Hezbollah, Hamas) only contributes to weakening their appeal. 
Moderate secular parties do not have much credence either: they have no record of achievements they can build on, their influence in shaking corrupt government is weak to inexistent, and their agenda is met with suspicion (public endorsement by US administration and Bush’s Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) do not help). Many lack organisation, funds, and credibility. 
Mainstream Islamic groups: parties like Hezbollah have garnered an impressive record that appeals to many in the Arab world. These groups derive their ideological platform from religious sources, and define themselves as resistance movements (to Western hegemony, and corrupt leaders). The appeal of Hezbollah is strengthened by a series of factors: social support and service networks (schools, hospitals etc.), ethical conduct (they have not been implicated in financial scandals, public plundering, deceit, theft, abuse of power, or other practices and transgressions associated with governing forces), military achievements
, and pragmatic policies that do not alienate local populations (Hezbollah does not impose its religious views or will on local populations). 

These mainstream parties seem to provide a serious alternative to current governance, and infuse a positive self-image to their supporters. Furthermore, and unlike both Takfeeris and the “moderates”, mainstream Islamic groups seem capable to achieve their clearly defined goals, and thus offer hope to their followers. By opposing the West (US, EU, Israel etc.) in the dialectical discourse, they engage the needs of Arab youths. It is not surprising that many in the Arab world, secular and religious alike endorse the proposed identity and platform of mainstream Islamic parties. 
Theoretical model:

Identity and group dynamics: ingroup/outgroup

Social categorisation:
Social cognition researchers have long identified the inherent limitations of our information processing system, and pointed to the necessary phenomena of social categorisation: the classification of people into groups on the basis of common attributes. The process of categorisation leads to two unintended consequences: the overestimation of the difference between groups, and the underestimation of the difference within groups
. 

Minimal Group Paradigm 

One of the more dramatic effects of intergroup dynamics was demonstrated by Tajfel and his associates (1971) through what is known as the minimal group paradigm. The mere categorisation of individuals into groups is sufficient to trigger ingroup favouritism, even when these small groups are formed in a completely arbitrary fashion. If mere categorisation into random groups is sufficient to trigger intergroup rivalry, how will it be when historical narratives and stereotypes contribute to exacerbating hostility between existing groups and identities?

The necessary process of comparison:

Groups do not exist in void and tend to be defined in contrast/comparison to other groups. The ingroup outgroup differentiation is part and parcel of identity negotiation, whereby the “other” provides us with a frame of reference or mirror with which we define (and negotiate) our identities. Social comparison, whether at the individual level or group level, helps in the process of self-definition and identity, and seems to be an unavoidable and necessary natural and evolutionary phenomenon. 

Multiple identities: Hierarchical model

Individuals manage several concomitant identities (my gender, profession, nationality, political views etc.). Context and situational cues may bring specific identities to the fore during an interactional exchange. These identities are thought to exist in a hierarchical model of inclusiveness (see figure/appendix), moving from the individual/individuated level to larger collectives (us versus them) and humanity.  

The individual’s multiple identities (e.g. female, scientist, Paris, France, EU etc.) exist in contrast to their immediate alternatives (e.g. male, non scientist, from another city, country, region, religion etc.). The expression and choice of a specific identity is partially determined by the outgroup with which we are interacting with at any one point. 
Vertical and Horizontal mobility:

The importance of this multi layered identity model rests in the ability to move both horizontally and vertically within its structure. Conflict between two specific parties can be shifted horizontally or vertically, leading to significantly different consequences. 
For example, the conflict between Sunnis and Shias in Iraq can be reduced by transferring the conflict horizontally to another group of the same interactional layer (for example Shia-Sunni versus Kurds or US forces). Vertical mobility is significantly more dynamic. Conflict between Sunnis and Shias in Iraq can be shifted upwards to identities with wider inclusion criteria, through appeals to nationality, religion or region (for example Iraq-Iran, or Christianity-Islam). Alternatively, conflict could be shifted downwards to lower order identities, by appealing to localised, community based identities or competing tribal affiliations. 
While horizontal mobility simply shifts the focus of conflict and alliances, vertical mobility is likely to create its own series of problems: either a conflict becomes fragmented into a multitude of smaller conflicts (downward mobility) or a conflict conflagrates into a wider clash that engulfs larger networks of individuals (vertical mobility).

Identity negotiation between layers of identity does necessarily lead to conflict. The current negotiation between the higher order national identity (British, French, European), and smaller subcultures (e.g. Muslim, Jewish, or Homosexual subcultures) is a case in point. Some groups (e.g. France) have determined that specific lower order identities are incompatible with their shared identity, and require minorities to conform to their conception or they are penalised. Other groups are still negotiating the interaction between national and sub-national identities, and are bringing amendments to both. The case of wearing a veil and the controversies surrounded it illustrate this dilemma perfectly. 

Conclusion:

Identity negotiation, interaction and conflict are inevitable and necessary. They constitute a natural system of selection and self-preservation, one in which identities are constantly reshaped, endorsed or discarded. Collective identities remain subjective creations that give meaning and purpose to their affiliates. Each of these has rational socio-historical narratives that provide justification and continuation for their existence
. Their perspective is no worse or better than ours. The process of managing these identity negotiations may help in understanding emerging conflicts and the choices made by those endorsing them. 
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Appendix
Table: Identity motives

	Motive
	definition

	Self-esteem
	the motivation to maintain and enhance a positive conception of oneself

	Continuity
	the motivation to maintain a sense of continuity across time and situations within identity

	Distinctiveness
	pushes towards the establishment and maintenance of a sense of differentiation from others.

	Belonging
	refers to the need to maintain or enhance feelings of closeness to, or acceptance by, other people, whether in dyadic relationships or within groups

	Efficacy
	oriented toward maintaining and enhancing feelings of competence and control.

	Meaning
	refers to the need to find significance or purpose in ones own existence


Adapted from Vignoles et al., 2006

Figure: Hierarchical model of identity structures
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� Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia (KSA) and UAE


� Sykes-Picot agreements of 1916, and the Balfour declaration of 1917.


� Hezbollah leadership claims that in its 25 year history, it has never met military defeat, only gained in strength; the recent war in the summer is a case in point (see the interim Winograd report – released April 30th, 2007).


� Studies have demonstrated the powerful effects of two interrelated phenomena: Outgroup homogeneity effect (the tendency to assume there is greater similarity among members of outgroups (them) than among members of ingroups (us)) and ingroup favouritism (the tendency to discriminate in favour of ingroups over outgroups). Combined, these two effects contribute greatly to intergroup dynamics, discrimination and conflict. 





� The elements of asymmetrical relations and power play are essential factors that have not been sufficiently explored in this essay. Without these elements, a realistic (ecologically valid) appraisal of intergroup conflict and negotiation will be lacking.  





