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Few predicted the Arab awakening that 

swept through the Middle East and north 

Africa in 2011. It served as a reminder for 

Arab leaders that their constituents, especially 

the youth, were tired of the perpetual politi-

cal status quo that had created and enabled 

the repressive regimes to stay in power for over 

three decades. The youth demanded their right 

to join the liberal world order and reap the 

benefits that would come with it: democratic 

institutions, better governance, a more open 

society, and economic growth. They were in 

search of meaning, for their identity as young 

Arab members of liberal societies. 

The year 2016 has demonstrated that the 

West, the liberal order the Arab World sought to 

become a part of, was going through an identity 

crisis of its own. In many liberal democracies 

those who feel left out, pushed aside, or forgot-

ten by their establishment politicians have this 

year spoken out for change, against the mainte-

nance of the status quo. Few analysts predicted 

that britain would leave the European Union, 

that donald Trump would become the next 

president of the United States, or took seriously 

the rising tide of rightwing populist politics 

gaining ground in Europe and beyond. The rise 

of populism in the post-2008 financial crisis 
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era has demonstrated that liberal democratic 

systems were neither perfect nor immune to an 

awakening in the age of globalization. 

There are many reasons for this. The appeal 

of populism in the West grew when economies 

became sclerotic and establishment politi-

cians seemed to favor the status quo. Wages 

stagnated, jobs for decades had moved from 

the rural areas to the urban centers, and low-

paying jobs offshored to India and China. At the 

same time, education and living costs increased 

while political leaders assured their constitu-

ents that things were getting better. The richest 1 

percent were getting richer, which to many indi-

cated that globalization was benefitting mostly 

the wealthiest sectors of society, the elites, who 

had the resources to benefit from offshoring and 

the seemingly borderless flow of capital from 

london to new york to hong kong. The politi-

cal and corporate elites appeared above the law 

while heavily regulating the lives of others. 

For many the frustration that ensued is 

exacerbated by the liberal and international-

ist norms that come with globalization and are 

espoused by many elites and cosmopolitans: 

more openness, be it in terms of free trade or 

the promotion of multiculturalism and diversity.

Especially after the start of the Syrian civil 

war and the subsequent refugee crisis over-

whelming the European Union, immigration 

has become an increasingly contentious issue. 

Immigrants, coming from the global south, were 

seen not only as catalytic, stealing the jobs of the 

working class, but more importantly as changing 

the social fabric in many Western countries. Even 

though globalization had increased the flow of 

capital, goods, information, ideas, and people, 
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it had not undermined attachment to national 

identity or enhanced the level of tolerance in our 

societies. Globalization and cosmopolitanism 

have failed to offer the same sense of belonging 

that adherence to national identity can foster. In 

fact, for many, globalization had resulted in the 

degradation of their nations. Populist slogans that 

tout the need to “take back control” and “restore 

our country” appeal to those feeling alienated 

by globalization and cosmopolitan norms that 

impinge upon national sovereignty. 

People began to lose their faith in interna-

tional and regional institutions whose job was 

to facilitate the process of globalization and 

economic integration while maintaining and 

promoting the liberal international order. The 

forces opposing globalization saw their coun-

tries being bound by transnational rules and 

international laws that reduce policy options 

available to domestic policymakers, thus 

impinging upon their national sovereignty. Rus-

sian President Vladimir Putin has argued that 

this liberal world order was politically motivated 

and directed by the West. Many governmental 

authorities in the Middle East and beyond share 

this belief. Thus, the politics of Putin and Trump 

are seen by many as a positive force in the 

global arena, steering the focus from promoting 

liberalism to a more realist approach to domes-

tic affairs and international diplomacy.

The current world order was established in 

1945 after World War II. This order has resulted 

in the longest period of peace among states and 

spurred unprecedented economic growth, espe-

cially in the West. It has also brought Europe 

from the brink of destruction, lifted millions out 

of poverty throughout the world, and spread new 

freedoms to many countries. however, the lib-

eral world order has failed to secure national and 

other in-group identities. The promise of secular 

democracy based on liberalism has not been able 

to offer citizens a strong enough sense of meaning 

and belonging. It is not only the Middle East where 

young people are losing faith in politics; in the 

West people are becoming tired of the technocrats 

in liberal democracies maintaining the status quo.  

despite its flaws, in liberal democracies the 

possibility of compromise exists. however, leaders 

must uphold the democratic institutions and tradi-

tions that guarantee equal rights for everyone. In 

the Arab awakening many had a very naive under-

standing of what it means to be a citizen: what the 

responsibilities and obligations are. It now seems 

that citizens in liberal democracies have forgotten 

what it means to be a citizen. Many of them have 

not engaged in politics and have let their repre-

sentatives function on their own. liberal Western 

democracies have to have frank discussions about 

the limits of liberalism and define what it means 

to be a citizen of a liberal democracy. democracy, 

especially liberal democracies, will only satisfy 

aspirations if their citizens actively participate in 

defining and evaluating policies governing issues 

in the public domain.

let’s not, however, draw the wrong con-

clusions. Recent events do not prove that the 

aspirations of the Arab awakening or the prin-

ciples of Western liberalism are wrong. but the 

turmoil and call for change did underline that both 

required wise leaders and inclusive governance.  
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