Is peaceful coexistence possible in a
fragmented, polarized world?

Sun, 2021-02-07 00:47

DUBAI: Societies are diverse things by nature, composed of individuals with
varying ideals and attributes who agree on an arrangement of coexistence
around a shared set of values. It stands to reason there will be
disagreements from time to time.

However, if societies lose this sense of fraternity, they can come apart at
the seams. One relatively recent development — the advent of social media —
appears to have amplified the disagreements, making societies far more
polarized, resentful and confrontational.

Social media’s role in undermining this ideal was examined in detail at the
International Human Fraternity Virtual Summit, held via video conference last
week to coincide with the Zayed Award for Human Fraternity ceremony.

Participants in a panel discussion on the topic of “human fraternity”
addressed the different types of risks that modern societies are exposed to,
including the rise of extremist and populist groups and the role of social
media in promoting hate speech. They also explored the strength of human
bonds in an age of tribalism and increasing digital solitude.

Facebook, Twitter and others of their ilk have fundamentally changed how
humans access information, share ideas and organize collectively.
Misinformation travels faster and like-minded groups can assemble quickly,
while ideas once considered fringe or extreme are granted almost unfettered
airtime.
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Less educated people are easily attracted to extreme groups that can, through
social media, indoctrinate in them dangerous courses of action. (AFP file
photo)

Technology has outpaced regulators, handing Silicon Valley tech giants
immense power over freedom of expression.

“The idea of human fraternity is a great one,” Ahmed Aboul Gheit, secretary
general of the Arab League, said in his remarks.

“But it will not fall on us out of the blue. We have to work for it and exert
efforts to pacify our societies and to change the dominant culture.”

Indeed, today Islamists, Hindu ultranationalists, Buddhist chauvinists and
the far right in the West are able to disseminate their hatred widely as
trust in traditional news outlets ebbs.

The result is a world brimming with suspicion, conspiracy theories and
xenophobia, with little room for the spirit of fraternity needed to combat
humanity’s big shared challenges.

After the storming of the US Capitol on Jan. 6, the search for an antidote to
social-media-fueled hate and anger appears more urgent than ever.



Arab League Secretary-General Ahmed Aboul Gheit. (AFP file photo)

“The Arab region is very wide, large and diversified, spanning 11 million
square kilometers,” Aboul Gheit said.

“You have many ethnic groups, many religions, and you have a lot that is
challenging and conflicting with each other. But the important thing, in my
opinion, is the Islamists, which are a danger for the region because of the
diversity of the Middle East.”

Governments are rightly combating political Islam through education rather
than security measures alone, Aboul Gheit said. But social media and its use
by radical elements remains a potent source of discord in the Middle East.

“This is mainly because education is not as it should be,” he said. “There
are certain simple people who absorb certain ideas, and they are easily
attracted to groups that will indoctrinate in them certain courses of
action.”

FASTFACTS

e Feb. 4 has been designated as the International Day of Human Fraternity
in honor of the signing of the Document on Human Fraternity by the Pope
and the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar in Abu Dhabi on that day in 2019.

e UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres and Moroccan-French activist
Latifa ibn Ziaten received jointly the 2021 Zayed Award for Human
Fraternity during a commemorative online event on Feb. 4.



Aboul Gheit wants to see social media platforms better regulated and
extremist discourse addressed through education programs and the
modernization of religious discourse.

“You can’t just leave it because of freedom of speech,” he said. “It often
creates havoc on societies as we saw in Washington on Jan. 6. The US — the
most economically and socially developed country — is suffering from conduct
and actions that are shocking all of us.”

Fellow panelist Corinne Momal-Vanian, executive director of the Kofi Annan
Foundation, defined human fraternity as an ethical imperative where all
religions recognize the inherent dignity of each human being.

“It is recognized that we each have the same right,” she said. “But beyond
this ethical dimension, human fraternity is also a political, pragmatic
approach to things.”

She quoted Kofi Annan, the former UN secretary-general, who once said:
“Unlike in the past when civilizations rose and fell in a zero-sum game,
today, because the world is so interconnected, all nations will rise or fall
together.”
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Pope Francis (R) receives a gift from Egypt’s Azhar Grand Imam Sheikh Ahmed
al-Tayeb during a private audience on November 15, 2019 at the Vatican. (AFP

file photo)

This message is self-evident, Momal-Vanian said, and yet countries have
“failed” to recognize it time and again, as demonstrated by the COVID-19
pandemic response.



“As much as the virus doesn’t distinguish among colors and religions, climate
change, rising seas, and hurricanes won’t stop at the border, just as they
won’t care who they are affecting,” she said.

According to Momal-Vanian, social media is a key driver of disunity, in large
part because regulators have failed to keep pace with technological change.

“In the US, the issue is regulated by an act of 1996, which was before
Facebook, Twitter or others existed,” she said.

“Legislation hasn’t followed and governments have struggled between the need
to balance freedom of expression with the need to consider that these
platforms are no longer just platforms hosting content, but they actually
moderate content themselves.”

Less educated people are easily attracted to extreme groups that can, through
social media, indoctrinate in them dangerous courses of action. (AFP)

One recent example was Twitter’s decision to suspend the account of former US
president Donald Trump in the wake of the Capitol incident. Even many anti-
Trump voices in Europe have questioned whether that decision was truly
Twitter’s to make.

“The good news is that the European Union is working on a Digital Services
Act, which will answer a lot of these questions,” Momal-Vanian said. “It will
serve as a model to many other regulators.”

The challenge now is to define the responsibilities of these platforms over
the content they share. “They can no longer hide behind the fact that they



are just hosting it,” she said, adding that the Kofi Annan Foundation is
working closely with companies including Facebook to establish appropriate
regulations.

“You can have the best algorithm and yet you will always have hatred
spreading like wildfire on these platforms,” Momal-Vanian said. “This will be
a very important issue and COVID-19 has accelerated our awareness that we
need to respond to these very fast.”

Maria Fernanda Espinosa, a former president of the UN General Assembly,
struck a relatively more optimistic note, saying that although racism,
xenophobia and violent extremism appear to be on the rise, such trends can be
reversed collectively in societies based on solidarity and cooperation.

“That was perhaps the clearest lesson from the COVID-19 pandemic,” she said.
“We are interdependent, we need each other, and no one is safe until
everybody'’s safe. We are here to reflect on the need to remember our humanity
and the need for a peaceful coexistence.”

Every zoonotic disease, from Ebola to influenza, is a message to humans from
nature saying “we cannot overstep its boundaries, that we need to reconcile
with nature, and that our development should be sustainable and greener,” she
said.

So, business as usual is not an option, according to her. “We need to
reinvent, rebuild societies that are more inclusive, based on affirmative
action to fight poverty, and all forms of inequality, including gender,
economic, ethnic and age,” Espinosa said in conclusion.

“We now have the opportunity to build back better, to build back more equal,
greener and to build back more peaceful societies.”

Twitter: @CalineMalek
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UAE says it’'s committed to working
with US to reduce regional tensions
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CAIRO: The United Arab Emirates’ foreign minister affirmed his country’s
commitment to working closely with the Biden administration to reduce
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regional tensions during a phone call with the United States’ special envoy
for Iran, Emirates News Agency (WAM) reported on Saturday.

In the phone call with special envoy Rob Malley, Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al
Nahyan affirmed “the UAE’s commitment to strengthening relations and working
closely with the administration of US President Joe Biden to reduce regional
tensions, (and) start a new dialogue,” WAM reported.
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Filling Ethiopia’s Renaissance Dam in
July threatens Sudan’s security:
Minister
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KHARTOUM: Sudan considers that any unilateral step to fill Ethiopia’s
Renaissance Dam in July would pose a direct threat to its national security,
Sudanese Irrigation and Water Resources Minister Yasser Abbas said on
Saturday.

Sudan is also proposing a mediation role for the United States, European
Union, United Nations and African Union as a way of breaking the deadlock in
talks about the dam between Sudan, Egypt and Ethiopia, Abbas told Reuters in
an interview.

Ethiopia began filling the reservoir behind its dam after the summer rains
last year despite demands from Egypt and Sudan that it should first reach a
binding agreement on the dam’s operation.

Egypt views the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) as a major threat to
its fresh water supplies, more than 90% of which come from the Nile.
Ethiopia has been building the hydropower dam on the Blue Nile, close to its
border with Sudan, and says the dam is crucial to its economic development.
The Blue Nile flows north into Sudan then Egypt and is the Nile’s main
tributary.

“The filling of the Renaissance Dam by one side next July represents a direct
threat to Sudan’s national security,” said Abbas.
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Turkey in fresh war of words with US
over coup plot accusation
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ANKARA: Turkey has reignited its war of words with the US after a senior
Turkish minister accused Washington of being behind the country’s failed 2016
coup.

Suleyman Soylu, Turkey'’s interior minister, blamed the US for orchestrating
the failed overthrow attempt and for hosting preacher Fethullah Gulen, who
has been accused of controlling the uprising through a deep cover network
hidden within the Turkish state.

Washington further fanned the flames in statements claiming that Turkey
initiated a “disproportionate crackdown” on domestic student protests.

The accusations come as Turkey looks to repair strained ties with the US
following last year’s sanctions over the sale of Russia’s S-400 air defense
system.

Ankara has opened several diplomatic channels with regional rivals, including
Greece, France and Israel, and has halted aggressive moves in the
Mediterranean as a goodwill gesture to the Biden administration.

Max Hoffman, a Turkey analyst from the Washington-based Center for American
Progress, said that Soylu’s accusation could be connected to an ongoing
domestic power struggle within Turkey.

“I have to wonder at a certain point if Soylu is actively trying to undermine
Erdogan. The official line is clearly to try for a reset. The economy is in
shambles. And Soylu is the conservative heir apparent,” he said.

The US State Department has condemned the accusation as “unfounded and
irresponsible.”

“The US had no involvement in the 2016 attempted coup in Turkey and promptly
condemned it. Recent assertions to the contrary made by senior Turkish
officials are wholly false,” it said.

Washington’s rejection of Turkish demands for Gulen’s extradition have
angered Ankara in the past.

Experts have said that the Biden administration will be tougher on Turkey
over its human rights and democratization record, contrary to the hands-off
approach put forward by previous administrations.

It remains to be seen how Biden’s team will push for harder lines on Turkey’s
democratic record, considering its status as a NATO ally.

“Contrary to Turkey-EU relations, Ankara’s relationship with Washington
doesn’t have concrete elements such as financial support to refugees or a
customs union as the centerpieces of their dealings,” Marc Pierini, an
academic and former EU envoy to Turkey, told Arab News.

He said that Ankara “cannot attempt to leave rule-of-law issues on the side
when talking to Washington.”

Turkey has blamed “foreign meddling” for playing a role in ongoing student
protests throughout the country, with a harshly worded foreign ministry
statement pointing to a “US finger” in the demonstrations.

“We warn certain circles abroad not to use language provoking groups that
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resort to illegal ways and encourage illegal actions,” the statement said.
Police attacks on protesters in Turkey have alarmed Washington. About 600
people have been detained, with protests spreading to major cities and the
government labeling demonstrators “terrorists.”

On Friday, a group of 3,317 academics around the world released a joint
statement criticizing Turkey and calling for the resignation of Bogazici
University’s new rector Melih Bulu, who was appointed by Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan as a political loyalist.

US activist Noam Chomsky branded the student protests as “courageous and
honorable.”

—
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In Saddam strongholds that fought
America, Iragis fear US departure
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FALLUJAH: Abu Arkan Ibrahim picked up a rifle and joined the Iragi insurgency
against US troops when they occupied his hometown of Fallujah in 2003. He was
badly burned in the fighting. Now, he fears the departure of the Americans he
once battled.

Over the past 17 years, the municipal employee has watched his city fall to
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the US, Al-Qaeda, Daesh and, most recently, Iraqi forces fighting alongside
Iran-backed paramilitaries.

Ibrahim said the presence of US troops in recent years helped suppress
remaining Daesh militants and rein in the Iran-backed militias — mutual foes
accused by Iraqi officials of attacking locals.

The US troop drawdown is creating a security vacuum, Ibrahim said, making
Fallujah more dangerous. “I'd rather have the Americans here than the
alternatives,” the 37-year old said.

Ibrahim’s assessment is shared by many security officials, former fighters
and residents in north and west regions of the country that comprise up to a
third of Iraqi territory, former insurgent strongholds once loyal to Sunni
dictator Saddam Hussein.

They say Daesh and the Iran-backed paramilitaries stand to gain most from
Washington’s troop reduction. They point to an increase in attacks by Daesh,
and fear the Iran-backed militias will use this violence to justify
entrenching themselves.

Last month, the US completed a reduction of its forces in Iraq to 2,500
troops. That'’s about half the level of less than a year ago.

Recent months have witnessed more than 25 deadly attacks that Iraqi officials
attribute to Daesh militants. Last month, the group staged its biggest attack
in years with a suicide bombing in the capital Baghdad that killed more than
30 people.

The administration of President Joe Biden has given no indication it intends
to significantly reverse the drawdown started under predecessor Donald Trump.
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Battle for hearts and minds in FallujahAfter liberation from Daesh, Fallujah
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