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INTRODUCTION

Until recently, working in the Middle East was perceived by many Westerners to be a difficult challenge. Few businesses other than those in the oil, military or diplomatic fields even had the region on their corporate radar. General knowledge about the region was very low. The few Westerners who were sent to live as expatriates in parts of the Middle East were often considered to be on a hardship posting.

From a Western point of view, the economic climate started to change perceptibly in the late 1990s. Many Western companies were globalising, usually prioritising the large markets of China and India first. Some companies then turned to the Middle East as the next step in their strategy to expand their business; others stumbled into the region, often through business connections from elsewhere in the world.

With the arrival of Western businesses new to the Middle East, some organisations have become very successful. Others struggle; some have failed. Often, the difference between a successful organisation and one that fails is the organisation’s level of cultural intelligence. Cultural intelligence has never been more important as businesses globalise, especially to parts of the world that are very different from markets in the West. Cultural and social mistakes can cost business. Learning how to do business in the Middle East without causing offence is crucial.

It is the intention of this book to provide cultural intelligence for the business professional, with a focus on Westerners who will be travelling to the Middle East and perhaps occasionally to North Africa on business. It focuses on Arab and Islamic topics. Geographical focus is given firstly to the countries of the Gulf, then the Levant and Egypt.

In recent years, it is becoming even more obvious how globalisation and the impact of technology is impacting the Middle East, both from a cultural and a business perspective. The Middle East is one of the most enthusiastic users of social media, and their general outward-looking curiosity equates to a population that has never been better informed about the wider world. In addition, the Middle East Gulf countries in particular continue to welcome an even more diverse group of expatriates and business professionals. It is now common to see people in growing numbers from China, Sub-Saharan Africa and much of Latin America than ever before. In the first edition of this book, Iraq was excluded. Although recent events, including the actions taken by the Islamic State (aka ISIS or ISIL), have made Iraq even more unstable, some Western businesses continue to consider operating or are operating in this potentially very lucrative market. In this edition, references to Iraq are included.

The North African countries of Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco as well as occasional references to Mauritania are also introduced. Whilst not a comprehensive coverage of this region, they have been added to provide a high level of information for those doing business in this region as more Western organisations structure their business to include a MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region. North Africa is also often referred to as the Maghreb.

Issues relating to Israel will be raised where relevant. It is not the intention of this book to be a comprehensive guide for business professionals working in Israel. This decision has been taken for practical reasons, and should not be interpreted politically.

Similarly, issues relating to Iran will be raised only where relevant. This decision has also been taken for practical reasons, recognising that there are sanctions currently in place that restrict many Western organisations from doing business in that country. in spite of the lifting of UN sanctions in 2016. This is due to sanctions re-imposed by the US in November 2018 that impacts any organisation utilising the global banking system.

This book focuses on practical business issues, cultural values and social etiquette of the Middle East and, where relevant, of the Maghreb; it is not a substitute for Lonely Planet or any other tourist guide. Many other books are available for readers who wish to learn more about daily living issues in the region for ex-pats as well as dealing with bureaucracy.

Finally, although some countries have undergone uprisings, revolutions or more modest unrest since the first edition was published, this book has retained the details as well as the spirit of how business has been done in these countries in the hope that mainstream business will return to them safely in future. Specific changes are addressed in relevant sections of this edition.

Donna Marsh


Notes




There is some repetition in this book. As the author recognises that many readers may read this book out of sequence, the repetitions are intentional so that readers do not miss important points.

All Arabic words have been transliterated into English. It is important to note that transliteration between the two alphabets is an inexact exercise. It is common to find multiple spellings and pronunciations of the same words in both languages.

The author has tried to use words and spellings most familiar to expatriates that are also considered correct by Arabic speakers. The author has made the decision not to address the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic that took hold in the Middle East and North Africa, as it did elsewhere throughout the world in early 2020. The Middle East and North Africa, like most other countries, implemented policies that impact business and everyday life. At the time of publication, these policies continue to change. The author strongly recommends the reader consults reliable sources for any country specific Covid-19 policies that may impact them.
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Culture, stereotypes and generalisations

CULTURE

Defining culture is not an easy task. We think we know what it is, but often find it difficult to articulate: it’s ‘how we do things around here’. For the purpose of this book, we will define culture as a set of typical beliefs, values and behaviour that distinguishes one group of people from another. Culture includes traditions and eccentricities. People belong to many cultures throughout their life, including family, religion, nationality, and outside cultural influences such as the workplace.

It is important to recognise that any study of culture will almost certainly include judgments and opinions of the cultures being discussed. Cultural theorists point out that most people see another culture through a ‘cultural lens’, i.e. their own set of values and beliefs, often applying what they believe to be right and wrong to the new culture. Whilst it may be useful to try to understand another culture by comparing it to what a person already knows, it can also lead to misunderstandings.

By exploring the differences between stereotypes and generalisations, we set the stage for minimising these misunderstandings.

STEREOTYPES

Stereotypes are a fixed set of assumptions about a group of people. The person may believe that specific characteristics apply to all people within this group.

Stereotypes are often verbalised by using phrases such as ‘All xxxx are yyyy’ or ‘you know what xxxx are like’. It is a simplified and inaccurate view that is applied to an entire group of people without regard to individual variation. Danger words are those that don’t allow for nuance or individual difference, such as ‘all’, ‘none’, ‘can’t’, ‘don’t’, ‘always’, ‘never’, etc.

GENERALISATIONS

Generalisations are a set of characteristics that often apply to many members of a group. However, it is not assumed that all members of the group will share the characteristics. Generalisations are often verbalised by using phrases such as ‘xxxx are often yyyy’ or ‘many xxxx are typically yyyy’. It recognises the frequency of a characteristic without making the assumption that all individuals within that group share that characteristic. Words that allow for nuance or individual difference are preferred, such as ‘some’, ‘may’, ‘could’, ‘often’, ‘seldom’, etc.

THE BELL CURVE OF HUMAN CHARACTERISTICS

Most human behaviour falls into a neat Bell Curve, where the majority of a group of people exhibit similar characteristics. However, there is a minority of individuals who fall outside of the range on either side of the curve.

[image: image]

As a business professional working with people from the Middle East, it is important to keep these concepts in mind. You may find that your preconceived notion about someone or something in the Middle East is far off the mark. You may also find that, at least once in a while, you encounter someone who is an exception to the particular characteristics shared by most of a group.

For example, many people in the West think that women in the Middle East are uneducated, oppressed and forbidden to work outside the home. If you hold this stereotype, then you will be in for a big surprise the first time you meet a Lebanese bank executive in her French designer suit, an Iranian exporter shuttling between her offices in the Gulf and Tehran, or an Emirati government official in traditional abaya and headscarf managing a staff of dozens of employees, all making multimillion dirham (or riyal, dinar, dollar, pound, euro) decisions.

It is also suggested that the concepts of stereotypes and generalisations are considered throughout this book. Whilst every attempt has been made to portray an accurate and objective description of all topics raised, it is impossible to avoid presenting some points of view that may be disputed by some readers.

[image: image]
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2

Defining the Middle East

In most of the world, defining regional and national geographies is reasonably straightforward. Most of us understand each other when we refer to North America, Continental Europe or Sub-Saharan Africa, for example. However, like most things regarding the Middle East, even this simple question is complicated. Defining the Middle East entails interpreting history, geography, anthropology, religion, economics and politics.

A GEOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW OF THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

The modern day Middle East includes the countries of the Arabian Peninsula, along with adjacent countries to the north of the peninsula that border or nearly border the Eastern Mediterranean referred to as the Levant. Most people would be in agreement that these are the core countries of the Middle East.

Countries of the Arabian Peninsula




	
Common Name

	
Official Name






	
Bahrain

	
Kingdom of Bahrain




	
Kuwait

	
State of Kuwait




	
Oman

	
Sultanate of Oman




	
Qatar

	
State of Qatar




	
Saudi Arabia (KSA)

	
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia




	
United Arab Emirates (UAE)

	
United Arab Emirates




	
Yemen

	
Republic of Yemen






With the exception of Yemen, the countries of the Arabian Peninsula are also known as the Gulf Countries, due to their border with the body of water known both as the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Gulf, found between the Arabian Peninsula and Iran. Although most Westerners have been taught to refer to these waters as the Persian Gulf, the politically neutral way to refer to it is simply ‘The Gulf’, as people from the Arabian peninsula call this body of water the Arabian Gulf.

Countries of the Arabian Peninsula, again with the exception of Yemen, also belong to the GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council). In everyday language, it is common to refer to these countries collectively as the GCC. The GCC has aspirations not dissimilar to the European Union in terms of common market and other economic policies.

There are undefined borders between KSA and the UAE, Oman and Yemen. The border between KSA and Qatar was defined in 2001. KSA borders with countries to the north are not in dispute.

The border between Yemen and Oman was defined in 2000.

A border dispute between Kuwait and Iraq was one of the catalysts leading to the Gulf War in 1990–91. The United Nations defined this border in 1992; it officially remains in dispute by Iraq.

The GCC Countries

These comprise Bahrain, KSA, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and UAE. However, Qatar has been suspended from the GCC in June 2017 due to a number of regional disputes between it and several other countries, including Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. The GCC has effectively suspended most of its activities.

Cultural Influences

The Gulf Countries are culturally influenced by values, traditions and practices of the Indian subcontinent as well as Iran. Yemen has historical ties with the Horn of Africa, in particular Somalia and Djibouti.

Countries of the Levant (Eastern Mediterranean)

Middle Eastern countries that border or nearly border the Mediterranean Sea are also known as the countries of the Levant. From a Western point of view, it is believed that this name derives from the French, as from their perspective, ‘soleil levant’ or rising sun, described the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean or the Moyen-Orient (Near East). Arabs will often refer to the same area as the Mashreq, meaning the region east of Egypt or – again – the land of the rising sun.

Historically, the Levant has included Anatolia in Turkey, parts of Sinai Egypt, Cyprus and sometimes Southeast Europe, including parts of the Balkan Peninsula.

Conventionally, it is agreed that the following countries are part of the modern Levantine Middle East.





	
Common Name

	
Official Name






	
Iraq*

	
Republic of Iraq




	
Israel**

	
State of Israel




	
Jordan

	
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan




	
Lebanon

	
Republic of Lebanon




	
Palestinian Territories***

	
State of Palestine




	
Syria

	
Syrian Arab Republic








*Notwithstanding current political and military events, Mesopotamian Iraqis, who live between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, share their identity with people from the Levant. From a practical point of view, this would traditionally include Baghdad, especially its middle and upper classes. Others prefer to label Iraq as Mesopotamia, which refers to people living between (or sometimes near) the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. It is also known as the Cradle of Civilisation.

However, southern Iraq is populated by people who more closely identify culturally and religiously with other Gulf Arabs; they would not be happy to be considered Levantine. Not identifying with the Levant also holds true for much of the Iraqi population in northern Iraq, where the population is predominately Kurdish.

**Israel is most certainly geographically a part of the Middle East as well as a part of the Levant. From the perspective of working in the Arab world, including all of the Middle East, it is prudent to handle the entire matter of even referring to Israel with utmost caution.

Politically, only Jordan and Egypt recognise Israel; all other Middle East countries are either technically at war with Israel, do not recognise its sovereignty, or do not have official diplomatic relations with the country. It may shock some Westerners the first time they look at a map published for consumption in the Middle East that conspicuously ignores the existence of modern Israel. Other maps are still in circulation as if pre-1948 geography is current.

Many business professionals working in the Middle East avoid referring to Israel if at all possible. When pressed, the author has used euphemisms, including ‘a neighbouring country’, ‘next door’, ‘the “I” country’ or ‘another country in the region’.

***The State of Palestine includes two separate regions: the West Bank and Gaza. The borders of Gaza have been recognised by Israel and Egypt, its two neighbours. The borders of the West Bank have not yet been finalised – this is a main cause of the recurring violence between Palestinians and Israelis.

The State of Palestine’s political status has not yet been finalised. It has been officially recognised by the name State of Palestine by the United Nations since 2012, a change from Palestinian Territories. Many people in the Middle East will refer to Palestine as a de facto country. Others will refer to individual cities within the Territories, such as Jericho or Ramallah. Others will refer to ‘Occupied Palestine’ or ‘Occupied Jerusalem’, including much of the English language print media found throughout Egypt, the Levant and the Gulf. Still others will refer to the Palestinian Authority, which is the government body recognised internationally. This book will use a combination of references.

Although this entire topic is a minefield throughout the Middle East, the safest, most politically neutral way to refer to the land is the State of Palestine, the West Bank and Gaza, or indeed, an individual city by name as appropriate.

Cultural Influences

Countries of the Levant are culturally influenced by pan-Arab and predominately Islamic values. They are also influenced by the values, traditions and practices of Europe and the Ottoman Empire.

Countries of North Africa

Now our quest to define the Middle East is getting trickier. The countries in North Africa that are often considered part of the Middle East are the countries with large Arab populations, including Egypt, Sudan, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco and Mauritania.

Other countries in North and Sub-Saharan Africa may have significant Muslim populations; however, their ethnic make-up does not include many Arabs. They are a part of the wider Islamic world, but are most definitely not a part of the Middle East.

Conventionally, Egypt is considered part of the Middle East, in spite of its geography. In fact, referring to Egyptians as African would be an insult to most Egyptians. Furthermore, Egypt is regarded as the cultural centre of the Arab world, with much of the cinema, music, literature and other traditional and modern arts emanating from Greater Cairo.

Cultural Values

Egypt is culturally influenced by the values, traditions and practices of Europe and the Ottoman Empire. It also has a long and glorious pre-Islamic history that is a source of Egyptian pride.

Sudan is less certain in its claim to be part of the Middle East. The Arab and Nubian people living in the north of the country, with their historical, religious and ethnic ties with Egypt, are quite clearly considered to be Middle Eastern. This includes the territories in and around the Sudanese capital of Khartoum. The world’s newest country, South Sudan, is quite distinct from the north, with its predominately Christian and indigenous religious beliefs and ethnically non-Arab populations. This is where sub-Saharan Africa begins. However, Sudan’s government is undoubtedly dominated by the customs and traditions of the northern part of the country, and as such, for the purposes of this book, is included in the Middle East.

Traditional Middle East Countries of the Nile River





	
Common Name

	
Official Name






	
Egypt (Misr)

	
Arab Republic of Egypt




	
Sudan*

	
Republic of Sudan








* This is a reference to the Republic of Sudan in its new form after the creation of the new country of South Sudan in 2011. South Sudan is not considered to be part of the Middle East or North Africa.

Other parts of North Africa are certainly part of the Arab world, yet are not conventionally considered to be part of the Middle East. Readers should be aware that many North Africans identify with the indigenous North African cultures of the Berbers or Imazighen. The countries found between the Atlas Mountains and the Mediterranean Sea are known as the Maghreb. Maghreb means ‘west’ in Arabic and refers to the land where the sun sets. The undisputed Maghreb countries are Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. Libya and Mauritania are sometimes included in the Maghreb, although others disagree.

However, all five countries belong to the Arab Maghreb Union and, as such, will be included for the purposes of this book’s definition as part of the Maghreb but not as part of the traditional Middle East. They are the ‘NA’ countries of the ‘MENA’ geographical region identified by many global businesses.

Traditional Maghreb Countries





	
Common Name

	
Official Name






	
Algeria

	
People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria




	
Libya

	
State of Libya*




	
Mauritania

	
Islamic Republic of Mauritania




	
Morocco

	
Kingdom of Morocco




	
Tunisia

	
Tunisian Republic








* Formerly the Socialist People’s Libyan Arab Great Jamahiriya until renamed in 2013 after the Libyan revolution.

What about Turkey?

Although Turkey has historically and scholastically been considered part of the Levant, there is ongoing debate as to whether it is part of the modern-day Middle East. Geographically, it sits at a crossroads, with 3% of its territory in Europe and the remaining 97% in West Asia. The influence of the Ottoman Empire, centred in Constantinople (modern day Istanbul) and reaching into most of the Levant and Arabian Peninsula (and beyond), affected the region for more than 400 years. Over 99% of its population is Muslim.

However, since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1922, Turkey has been looking steadily towards the West for much of the past century. Beginning with Atatürk, the father of modern Turkey, through to the desire of several political leaders to join the European Union, Turkey has been distancing itself from its recent past. However, in recent times, there has also been a resurgence of Islamic identity by some Turks, including ongoing actions taken by the Erdogan government, which attracts growing accusations of Islamisation. This shift has become much stronger in the past several years and is impacting government policy and everyday life for Turkish citizens.

Turks have several other distinctions from the Arab world. They are not ethnically Arabs; they are predominantly Turkic. A minority Kurdish population lives in Turkey as well, with other ethnicities including other Turkic peoples, Jews, Greeks, Armenians and other Christians. The Turkish language is not derived from Arabic or any other Semitic language; it is also Turkic in origin, and has used the Latin alphabet since the time of Atatürk. Turkic people and languages are also found throughout Central Asia, including the countries known as the modern day ‘-istans’. Turks are much more likely to identify with Central Asians than with Arabs.

For these reasons, this book does not include Turkey in its definition of the Middle East. It is recognised, however, that many business people may wish to include Turkey into its greater Middle East, EMEA (Europe, Middle East and Africa), or MENA (Middle East and North Africa) territories as a matter of practicality, including relatively short, regional travel times, cost effectiveness, time zone synergies, etc.





	
Common Name

	
Official Name






	
Turkey

	
Republic of Turkey








What about Iran?

Although Iran is not found on the Arabian Peninsula, it does have a long border with the Persian/Arabian Gulf. It is clearly not a part of the Indian subcontinent, nor is it part of what is traditionally defined as Central Asia.

The influence of the Persian Empire, centred in modern day Iran, extended throughout the Levant and beyond, including Southeast Europe and parts of North Africa, and lasted in one form or another for over 2,000 years.

Although the Persian Empire did not officially include most of the Gulf Countries, successive migration to these countries has occurred over the centuries, mostly as a result of trade and religion. Bahrain, for example, has a majority Shi’a population, mostly because of this migration pattern. It is estimated that the current population of Dubai is up to 20% Iranian, many of whom have settled there in the years after the formation of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Iranians are an ethnic mix, with a majority claiming Persian roots. Other ethnicities include Armenians, Azeris, and a number of indigenous ethnicities as well as ethnicities shared with Western Afghanistan. Only 3% of Iranians are of Arab origin. Iran also has the largest number of Jews in the region living outside Israel, and has minority Christian, Zoroastrian and Baha’i populations. About 98% of the population is Muslim; between 90% and 95% of these are Shi’a.

The official language of Iran is Persian; many people also know it as Farsi. Persian/Farsi belongs to the Indo-Aryan family of languages. Although it uses a modern variant of the Arabic alphabet, the language is not Semitic and has different historical and linguistic roots.

Considering the above, the reader would be forgiven if they come to the conclusion that Iran is not considered to be a part of the Middle East. But in fact, most people of the region – including Iranians themselves – do identify themselves as belonging to the Middle East!

It is perfectly acceptable to include Iran in the greater geography of the Middle East. However, it is imperative that Iranians are never mistaken for Arabs. It is also imperative that Iranians are not assumed to speak Arabic; if they do so, it’s because they have learnt it as a foreign language, just like it would be for people whose first language is English or another Western language.





	
Common Name

	
Official Name






	
Iran

	
Persia (until 1935)




	
 

	
Iran (1935–1979), Pahlavi Dynasty




	
 

	
Islamic Republic of Iran (1979–present)








SUMMARY

As a result of the above analysis, this book has defined the following countries as part of the Middle East and North Africa:


Middle East:

Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Kuwait, Oman, Palestinian Territories, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, United Arab Emirates, Yemen.




North Africa:

Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia.



What about other Muslim countries?

Some people may consider other Muslim countries as being part of the Middle East. Whilst many of these countries enjoy good diplomatic and cultural relations with the region, they are most certainly part of their respective geographies and should never be mistaken for the Middle East. Such countries can be found in locations as diverse as Africa, Asia and Europe.

Within the African continent, the Sahel makes a reasonably clear delineation between countries that may be associated with the Middle East and countries that clearly belong to Sub-Saharan Africa. The Sahel separates the Sahara Desert in the North from the more fertile land to the South.

Majority Muslim countries include Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nigeria, Afghanistan, Malaysia, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Niger, Mali, Senegal, Guinea, Somalia, Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Chad, Eritrea, Albania, Kosovo, Gambia, Comoros, Djibouti, Brunei and the Maldives.

Just to keep things in perspective, India, although with a vast majority Hindu population, also has the third largest population of Muslims in the world, after Indonesia and Pakistan. In fact, approximately 80% of the world’s estimated 1.8 billion Muslims live somewhere other than in the Middle East.

The largest number of Muslims in the Middle East live in Egypt.

MIDDLE EASTERN DEMOGRAPHICS

The reader can easily look up detailed demographics of the Middle East and North Africa from sources as diverse as the CIA Factbook, a plethora of websites or travel guidebooks. We will focus on information most important to the business professional.

It is notoriously difficult to gather statistics about the population of the Middle East and North Africa. Many countries’ populations are very transient. Other countries have not held censuses for decades. Some governments prefer not to release data. In an attempt to be as accurate as possible, we have taken the following figures from a number of reliable sources.

There are approximately 312 million people living in the area we have defined as the Middle East, roughly equivalent to the population of the US. Nearly 90 million additional people live in North Africa.

[image: image]

The basics

Who is an Arab?

Arabs are a Semitic people (as are Jews, some Ethiopians and Maltese) who trace their roots to the Arabian Peninsula. Their common language is Arabic, or in the case of Arabs who have emigrated from the region, they can trace their mother tongue back to Arabic. Arabs can be of any religion, although the vast majority are Muslim (88%), Druze (6%) or Christian (6%).

There are approximately 400 million Arabs. People of Arab descent live in nearly every country throughout the world. Significant populations exist in North Africa, parts of Western Europe, parts of North and South America, some countries in West and East Africa and in Australia. A disproportionately high number of Arabs who have emigrated to the West are Christian, especially those in the USA.

What is the difference between a Jew and an Israeli?

Also Semitic, a Jew is someone who believes in Judaism (the world’s oldest monotheistic religion) or can trace their roots back to Judaism. Judaism is carried through the mother’s lineage. Hebrew is the ancient language of Jews. Nearly extinct as a spoken language as recently as the early twentieth century, it has been successfully revived as a direct result of the Israeli decision to name Hebrew as one of its national languages. The other national language was Arabic, which now has the lower status of a special status language..

An Israeli is a citizen of Israel, and can be of any background or religion, although there are many distinctions and privileges made for Jews living in Israel. Israelis who are born in Israel refer to themselves as Sabra, named after a local fruit that is prickly on the outside and sweet on the inside.

About one quarter of Israelis are foreign-born, including large populations from Ethiopia, Europe, Iran, Iraq, Morocco, North America, Russia and the Former Soviet Union, South Africa and Yemen. Most of India’s small Jewish population has also emigrated to Israel.

For centuries, significant Jewish populations were found throughout the Levant, Iraq, Egypt, the Maghreb and Yemen. A very small Jewish community has lived in Bahrain. Most Jewish communities throughout the Middle East have now emigrated to Israel or to the West.

What is the difference between an Iranian and a Persian?

An Iranian is a citizen of Iran. In the West, Iran was known as Persia until 1935. Persian is a language, also known as Farsi. Persian is also an ethnic category; just over 50% of all Iranians are Persian. References to Persian culture continue to be made throughout the world.

WHO ELSE LIVES IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA?

Indigenous ethnic groups

There are a few ethnic groups in the region who do not have their own homeland. There are also ethnic groups that are found in the Middle East and North Africa who represent a significant minority of their country’s population.

Kurds are a large ethnic group found in Northern Iraq, Northwest Iran and Northern Syria. There are also large numbers of Kurds in Eastern Turkey. It is estimated that there are as many as 40 million Kurds. The Kurdish language shares its roots with other languages spoken in Iran; it is not Arabic, although many Kurds also speak Arabic as an additional language. Most Kurds are Sunni Muslim, although they can be of any religion.

Berbers or Imazighen are the indigenous people of North Africa, and are found throughout the Maghreb. It is estimated that there are 25–30 million speakers of Berber languages, mostly in Morocco and Algeria. There are an additional estimated 40 million people with a mixed Berber/Arab background. Most Berbers also speak Arabic and French. Most Berbers are Sunni Muslim.

About 25% of the Iranian population is Azeri – about 21 million people. These are Turkic people who share the same ethnicity with people from Azerbaijan, and are mostly Shi’a.

Assyrians live in the northernmost parts of the Middle East, stretching from Syria, through Iraq and into Iran. They are also known as Chaldeans or Syrian Christians. About one million Assyrians live in the region. More than a million live in the West, mostly due to being displaced during the worst of ISIS. Their influence has also reached the Indian subcontinent, where about six million Indian Christians also belong to the Assyrian Christian church.

Nubians are an ethnic group of people who live in Southern Egypt and Northern Sudan. They had their own kingdom until the late-nineteenth century. There are about 18 million Nubians living in the region. Many were displaced during the preparations to build the Aswan Dam in the 1950s. Nubians are Muslim, and have largely assimilated into Arab culture. There are distinct Nubian languages and dialects.

Expatriates

Expatriates or ex-pats are foreign nationals who choose to take up residence in another country for a period of time, but who do not intend to (or cannot) reside in their new country permanently.

Ex-pats are distinct from foreign refugees, who often have little or no choice but to emigrate. For the purposes of this book, Palestinians who are living in other countries of the Levant will not be considered ex-pats, as they often fled from their homeland to a neighbouring country due to political or safety reasons.

As a side note, many Palestinians have been granted citizenship in Levantine countries, including large numbers in Jordan (where they are now believed to be the majority of the population) and in Syria. Some Palestinians have also achieved citizenship in Egypt and Lebanon. However, many Palestinians in the Levant also remain stateless.

In addition, the growing number of displaced Iraqis and Syrians who have settled elsewhere in the Levant are not considered to be ex-pats for this book.

However, Palestinians, Iraqis and Syrians living in the Gulf countries are not generally eligible for citizenship in their host country. Thus, those living in the Gulf countries will be considered ex-pats.

There are an estimated 39 million expatriates in the Middle East. Most ex-pats can be found in the Gulf countries. Each country has its own ratio of ex-pats to nationals. However, all Gulf countries ‘import’ many more expatriate men than women. This is simply a matter of demographics, as the vast majority of ex-pats in each Gulf country have accepted manual labour jobs. Jobs in the building trade, whether on a crane on top of the latest skyscraper or as a plumber, are almost exclusively filled by men. Service jobs, the next largest employment sector for ex-pats, are also highly skewed towards men – housemaids and nannies are the main exceptions. In fact, many jobs considered to be traditionally female in much of the West are often filled by men in the Gulf, including hotel room cleaners.

The gender ratio for ex-pats is changing rapidly; whilst more men than women continue to accept jobs in the Gulf overall, there are some skilled labour markets welcoming an even number of both genders. Employers in law, banking, healthcare, aviation and many multinational corporations all hire large numbers of educated, ex-pat women. This includes a rapidly growing number of expatriate women accepting professional positions in Saudi Arabia.

Ex-pats will find the following GCC country profiles of interest.

Bahrain

The ex-pat population in Bahrain is more diversified than in other Gulf countries, in part due to migration patterns long before Westerners arrived. About 45% of ex-pats are from the Indian subcontinent and the Far East, 27% from other Arab countries and 25% from Iran. About 3% of the ex-pat population in Bahrain is Western. Most ex-pats have remained in Bahrain in times of recent political unrest.

Bahrain’s economy has moved on from its earlier days. Its main focus is no longer oil, but finance. It is a major centre of finance, and is one of the most important centres of Islamic banking in the world. Many Westerners are working in the financial industry. Others are involved in trade, property and defence. The US military currently has a substantial operation in the country.

Many ex-pats residing in Bahrain cross the King Fahd Causeway and work in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia.

Kuwait

Kuwaiti citizens are defined as those who can trace their family’s residency in Kuwait back to 1920. This must be done through a Kuwaiti father. It should be noted that a large number of native born, local residents in Kuwait, known as bidoon, are actually stateless and have fewer rights than other Kuwaiti-born residents. For example, they are excluded from voting. Bidoon means ‘without’ in Arabic. We will explore more about the bidoon population in a later chapter.

Until the early 1990s, the largest group of Arab ex-pats in Kuwait were Palestinian, many of whom lived in Kuwait since the creation of the State of Israel in the late 1940s, including the family of Queen Rania, the current Queen of Jordan. The Palestinians were systematically expelled from the country at the time of the 1991 Gulf War in retaliation for then-Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat’s support of Iraq during this conflict. Most of these people migrated to other Gulf countries; some went to Jordan, others to the West.

Egyptians are now the largest group of Arab ex-pats in Kuwait, representing about 25% of the total ex-pat population. There are significant numbers of Lebanese and Syrian expats amongst the Arab population as well. Most of the remaining expat population are from the Indian subcontinent or the Philippines. About 22,000, less than 1% of the total, are Westerners. Most Westerners living in Kuwait are in the oil business.

Oman

There are about 2 million ex-pats living in Oman. It should be noted that, unlike in the rest of the Gulf, there have been people living in Oman for more than 200 years who originated from communities reaching from East Africa to the Indian subcontinent. These people are not considered ex-pats.

The majority of ex-pats in Oman are from the Indian subcontinent. A large minority are from Egypt, Jordan and the Philippines. About 1% are Westerners. Most Westerners work in the oil or defence industries. Many Westerners hold jobs that facilitate the modernisation of Oman’s economy, with the aim to transfer these skills to Omani nationals. This Omanisation programme has been largely successful to date. Property development and tourism opportunities are also enjoying accelerated growth in the country.

Qatar

Less than 720,000 of Qatar’s nearly 2.8 million residents are Qatari nationals. The Qatari population is amongst the most rapidly growing in the world, by 300% since 2001. Most other Arabs, about 15% of all ex-pats, are Syrian, Jordanian or Palestinian. Egyptians, formerly the largest group of Arab expats, were expelled in 2017 during the Embargo. About 55% of all ex-pats are from the Indian subcontinent. Another 10% are from Iran. About 11% are from the Philippines. The remaining 9% are from the rest of the world, including an estimated 2% who are Western. Westerners work in a variety of businesses, including oil and gas industries. Qatar is also home to a number of Arabic- and English-language satellite broadcasting organisations, including Al Jazeera. The US military also has a substantial operation in the country. Qatar was awarded the 2022 FIFA World Cup in 2010, further accelerating its growth.

Saudi Arabia

There are an estimated 10-12 million ex-pats in Saudi Arabia (KSA). About 20% of Saudi ex-pats are Arabs, with over 1 million Egyptians, 250,000 Palestinians, 300,000 Lebanese, and historically a large number of Syrians. There are also substantial Sudanese and Turkish populations.

Another 55% of the ex-pat population are from the Indian subcontinent, with an estimated 2.5 million Indians, 1.6 million Pakistanis, 1.3 million Bangladeshis, 350,000 Sri Lankans and 315,000 Nepalese.

Another 25% of the ex-pat population are from the Far East, including 1.6 million Filipinos and 850,000 people from Indonesia. Since the crisis in Myanmar, Saudi Arabia has accepted at least 500,000 Rohinga refugees who have escaped religious persecution. There are about 150,000 European and 50,000 North American ex-pats in the Kingdom. Westerners represent just over 1% of the total ex-pat population. Most Westerners are working in the oil and defence industries.

UAE

As each of the seven Emirates has its own business environment, the ex-pat characteristics of the three most populous Emirates are defined separately.

Abu Dhabi

Of the 8 million people who live in the UAE, about 3.2 million of them live in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, of which Abu Dhabi is the main city. Al Ain is the other city in Abu Dhabi Emirate with a small ex-pat population.

Ex-pats comprise 80% of the total population. Seventy-five per cent of these are from the Indian subcontinent, another 20% are other Arabs, and the remaining 5% are from the West and Iran.

About 10% of the world’s known oil is in Abu Dhabi. Although this is the main reason for ex-pats to work in the Emirate, Abu Dhabi’s economy is diversifying into the fields of finance, commerce, property and tourism. Abu Dhabi is differentiating itself from Dubai, its neighbouring Emirate, especially in the development of its tourist industry. Abu Dhabi continues to support ambitious projects such as opening a branch of the Louvre, based on Saadiyat Island, which is part of an extensive reclaimed land initiative. Most of the UAE’s defence business is based in Abu Dhabi. Etihad, the UAE’s national carrier, continues to win service awards and is expanding its presence throughout the world.

Dubai

Dubai is the name of both the UAE’s second largest Emirate by landmass and the city of Dubai. Dubai remains one of the fastest-growing cities in the world. It is the most populous Emirate at 3.3 million people as of 2019.

Dubai’s reputation for ostentatiousness is not hard to justify, with attention-grabbing structures including the world’s tallest building (Burj Khalifa), the Gulf’s only indoor ski slope (in the Mall of the Emirates), the Burj al Arab (the world’s first seven-star hotel) and the Palm Islands, developed by reclaiming land from the sea.

Nearly 90% of Dubai’s population are ex-pats. About 70% of these are from the Indian subcontinent or elsewhere in Asia, including both large numbers traditionally from the Philippines as well as a substantial number of relatively recent arrivals from mainland China. Another 20% are from other Arab countries or from Iran. It may surprise most first time visitors from the West that only 8% are Western. The largest populations of Westerners are from the UK, South Africa, Canada, the US, Russia, France, Germany, Italy and Australia. More recently, expat populations are being established from newer countries in Central Asia and South America.

As a city, Dubai has been trading with its neighbours and beyond for centuries. Dubai has virtually no oil; expatriates work in a diverse range of industries not unlike in the rest of the world. Dubai is a regional centre for many lines of businesses; traditionally, many multinational organisations initially set up their Middle East offices in Dubai, servicing other markets from this hub before expanding to other Gulf countries. As more organisations expand into Dubai from locations new to the Emirate, Dubai has the most diverse expatriate population in the Middle East and perhaps in the world.

Dubai has pioneered the establishment of free trade zones that promote specific lines of business, including Dubai Internet City, Dubai Media City, Dubai Healthcare City and Dubai International Financial Centre. Jebel Ali, the oldest Free Trade Zone in the region, was established in Dubai near the border with Abu Dhabi Emirate in the 1970s. There are now dozens of free trade zones that attract specific lines of business throughout Dubai and in other Emirates. Award-winning Emirates Airlines now operates across six continents. Dubai airport is now the second busiest international airport in the world.

Sharjah

Sharjah is the UAE’s third largest Emirate and the last of the seven Emirates to have a large ex-pat population. Of the 1.5 million people who live in Sharjah about 80% are ex-pats, mostly from the Indian subcontinent. Less than 1% of ex-pats are Westerners.

Sharjah maintains a social code that is much stricter than in the other Emirates, especially compared with Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Modest dress is enforced for both sexes. Alcohol is banned. However, Sharjah is also a cultural centre with museums, authentic souqs and pleasant parks. It was once much more prominent in business and industry than neighbouring Dubai. It remains an important economic centre of the UAE. Air Arabia, the Middle East’s first budget airline, operates from its hub in Sharjah, providing travel options to a wide range of regional and medium haul destinations.

What jobs do ex-pats do in the Gulf countries?

Business professionals will quickly observe that political correctness carries little weight in this part of the world, including the way the workforce functions.

Although Islam dictates that people are treated with equal respect and fairness, in reality the Arab world operates within a hierarchical system. In a business context, this translates to different values of worth that are determined in great part by a person’s nationality. This is anathema to the modern, Western world, and is a challenge for human resources, management, diversity and compliance officers and legal departments of most Western organisations. It is also a contentious, yet everyday fact of life in the region.

The Gulf countries allow jobs to be filled by a person who – after their nationality – most importantly fulfils specific personal characteristics, after which their professional qualifications will be taken into account. This practice is widespread, and can be seen in advertising to fill vacant positions. However, there are signs this practice may be softening amongst some global organisations and a very few local businesses, who are more inclusive of educated expats from a wider range of nationalities. For other businesses, it will be prevalent for sometime to come.

Selection is often done by the use of coded language. Employers who are looking for someone of a particular national origin, age or gender have many techniques at their disposal. For example, a position may be advertised as suitable for candidates who are fluent Arabic speakers (read: Arabs only), must hold a degree or qualifications from a Western educational institution (read: Westerners only) or who are legally resident through their spouse’s work visa (read: women only). Other employers will place advertisements that blatantly specify their criteria, including age ranges, religion and marital status.

As a general rule of thumb, the hierarchy of nationalities in the Gulf works – unofficially, but realistically – as shown in the following table. (If you are working in the Levant, Levantine Arabs will almost certainly swap their position with Gulf Arabs.) If you are working in North Africa, in addition to Maghrebi Arabs, Westerners of French extraction or French speakers will have a higher position than others in the overall hierarchy.
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High

	
Arab Nationalities

	
1. Gulf Arabs

2. Levantine Arabs

3. Maghreb Arabs




	
 

	
Westerners

	
1. British, Irish, Northern and Western Europeans, North Americans, Antipodeans, South Americans.

2. South Africans

3. Russians

4. other Eastern Europeans




	
 

	
‘Honorary’ Westerners

	
1. Turks and Iranians

2. Japanese and Koreans

3. Chinese from Hong Kong and Taiwan.

4. Singaporeans and Malaysians




	
 

	
Indian subcontinent

	
1. well educated Indians and Pakistanis in professions

2. other educated Indians in technical or sales




	
 

	
‘Service Economy’ Countries

	
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Philippines, Sri Lanka, other Asian countries, some sub-Saharan Africans




	
Low

	
Labourers

	
Uneducated Indian subcontinent, mainland Chinese









Note




Nationals of a particular country who are ethnic minorities of that country may have mixed experiences of where they fit in the hierarchy. In general, they will enjoy the same status as other nationals in a professional environment. They may suffer in public as well as dealing with bureaucracy (sometimes starting at passport control), at least until it becomes obvious that they belong to the nationality indicated on their passport.

For example, the author worked in a particular line of business in the early 1990s dominated by Western ex-pats. Amongst the reasonably tight group was a Canadian man of Filipino origin. Although he was accepted as a Canadian in his business role, he was forever being refused entry to Dubai’s clubs and pubs, especially if he arrived alone.

Fast forward to late 2019. Although these events do not happen as often as they used to, they still do occur. The author was working with an African-American man who reported that he was the first person in his dining party to arrive at an American chain restaurant in Oman. He was refused entry, which was only resolved when his European colleagues arrived.



Westerners can expect to work with Arab nationals in government positions and other Arab ex-pats in the private sector, often in senior positions. Certain Western nationalities may be favoured over others in some lines of business, in some specific countries, and in some of the Saudi residential compounds. Christian Arabs, who are often Lebanese, are regularly sought for key positions as they are usually multilingual, and are seen as being able to do tasks that may be objectionable for observant Muslims.

Westerners usually work in corporate environments and lately in some property and tourist sectors. Iranians also enjoy high status positions, often owning their own businesses and trading throughout the region. Many other Iranians, especially those educated in the West, will work in the same jobs as Westerners. Iranians with dual nationality often have further advantages, although this can sometimes be influenced by regional politics, especially in Saudi Arabia.

People from the Indian subcontinent (defined as Indians and Pakistanis in this context) fall into more than one category. Many are office managers or hold other middle-management positions in Arab run companies. Many companies are Indian run; these organisations will usually have an almost exclusively Indian staff, although the organisation may be owned and sponsored by an Arab national. (Sponsors are described in further detail in the Ready for business chapter.) Other Indians are small business owners or traders, working the long hours this requires as in any other part of the world. Positions within the IT industry, especially technical positions, are almost all held by Indians and Pakistanis. This group is also dominant in many accountancy and similar positions. Senior management may be either Indian or Western, mostly depending on the organisation’s ownership.

However, the majority of people from the Indian subcontinent are in either the service sector or are labourers. People in the service sector will have an excellent command of English, and will be well educated if they are directly customer facing (hotel reception staff, waiters, retail sales clerks, etc.). Drivers will speak enough English to be able to converse with passengers, although their education level will vary. Labourers are usually from remote areas of the subcontinent, generally have very little formal education and are often illiterate. They often come to the Gulf with little or no exposure to the outside world beyond their home village.

Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans, although geographically part of the Indian subcontinent, will most often be employed as drivers, housemaids or nannies.

People from the Philippines fall into a similar category. Other Filipinos work in retail, especially if they are well educated, as their English is invariably of an acceptable standard. Many Filipinos are also employed in bars and restaurants; they are predominantly Christian and, as such, generally have no problem working with alcohol or providing live entertainment such as music. Some Filipinos work in lower level office jobs as well, especially women.

People from Japan, Korea, Singapore, Malaysia and China, including Hong Kong and Taiwan, are all more recent arrivals to the region. The Japanese, Koreans, Singaporeans and Malaysians hold jobs similar to Westerners, and hold an ‘honorary’ Western status in the business world. The Chinese situation is more complex. Hong Kong, Taiwanese and some mainland Chinese who are well educated and speak excellent English will fall into the same category as Japanese, etc as above. Others who own their own small business would be regarded similarly to Indian business owners. Chinese labourers suffer from a lower status, especially if their spoken English is limited.

Historically, there were very few residents from Sub-Saharan Africa, with the exception of South Africans and a few Zimbabweans, who are regarded as Westerners as they will almost always be of European or Indian descent. However, in recent years, there has been a growth in people from sub-Saharan Africa coming to Dubai, the GCC especially. These ex-pats are often found in low status and service jobs, although others are business professionals expanding their contacts into the Middle East.

There are also very few residents from South America, although these numbers are growing. Most South Americans are regarded as Westerners and are often of Arab descent.

‘-isation’ programmes

The Gulf countries are encouraging their own nationals to take up more positions in the workforce, especially in the private sector. Under the leadership of Sheikh Mohammed, Dubai started a programme around the turn of the millennium called ‘Emiratisation’. Emiratisation is designed to promote a reduced dependency on foreign workers, a high status on an expanded list of jobs, and to create national pride. Emiratisation also ensures that the reputation of local women is protected, removing a cultural barrier that could have prevented them from joining the workforce.

‘-isation’ programmes have been established throughout the Gulf, and have been adapted to each country’s economic and demographic needs. Their success is varied; some countries are doing very well, others are struggling to find qualified nationals who are also willing to work.

In 2010, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al Maktoum announced and started the implementation of UAE Vision 2021. This pioneer initiative extends beyond -isation programme to cover all aspects of the well-being of the nation. It also inspired other GCC and other Emirates to establish their own initiatives, including Bahrain Economic Vision 2030, Kuwait Vision 2035, Oman Vision 2040, Qatar National Vision 2030, Saudi Vision 2030, and Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030.

Eventually, the impact of ‘-isation’ and the economic initiatve programmes means that fewer ex-pats should be needed, at least in high status jobs, reducing the number of foreign residents in a region that already has one of the largest population imbalances in the world. Business professionals who are involved in recruiting should ensure they are well informed about the latest details of any programmes that could affect their line of business. Many Gulf countries are establishing a quota system that ensures a minimum percentage of employees now joining an organisation are home country nationals. There is also an increase in specific jobs being reserved only for country nationals, such as a wide range of HR positions. Saudi Arabia in particular have designated dozens of job titles for Ssudi nationals only.

Home country nationals who accept employment with your organisation are very difficult to terminate if they are subsequently found not to be a good fit for your organisation.

How easy is it to get to know local Arab nationals?

Throughout the GCC, many Western business professionals never end up working with local nationals, especially if they are working with multinational organisations from the West or, increasingly, India and the Far East. Others may be introduced to a local business partner as a one-off and who otherwise prefers to stay in the background.

Westerners should be aware that it can be difficult to get to know some Gulf nationals on a personal level, most notably those from KSA, Kuwait, Qatar and the UAE, at least in the early days. It is somewhat easier in Bahrain and Oman. Most of the population are much more likely to conduct their social lives around their family, with little room for outsiders, including other Arab nationals. It is possible that this situation may change as various ‘-isation’ programmes take hold, although conventional wisdom would predict that GCC nationals will continue to keep their private lives separate from their expatriate work colleagues.

Western business professionals who are working in the Levant, Egypt and the Maghreb will have many opportunities to get to know local Arab nationals. Although their social lives also revolve around their families, many people from the Levant, Egypt and the Maghreb also socialise outside the home with groups of friends, including women. There is every chance the Westerner could be included in these social circles once a relationship has been given time to develop.
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An introduction to Islam

Islam is more than a religion – it is a way of life. It is important that business professionals have an elementary knowledge of Islam if they intend to spend any time working in the Middle East.

THE FUNDAMENTALS

Islam is a monotheistic, Abrahamic religion that shares its roots with Judaism and Christianity. The word Islam means submission to Allah (God). It comes from the same root as the word salaam, which means peace. A Muslim (the preferred spelling and never Mohammedan) is a person who believes in Islam.

Islam follows the teachings of the Prophet Mohammed, who Muslims believe was the final prophet. These teachings are known as the sunnah – the traditions and practices of the Prophet. It can also be described as a way of life. The hadith refers to the oral traditions regarding the words and deeds of the Prophet. There are some distinctions between the sunnah and hadith amongst various Muslim groups.

Muslims believe that the Qur’an (the preferred spelling to Koran) is the Islamic holy book, revealed over several years to the Prophet Mohammed by the angel Gabriel, initially as a divine revelation during the month of Ramadan. It is written in Arabic and usually studied in Arabic, although translations are also used for non-Arabic speakers. Only the Arabic language version is considered to be pure, especially if needed to clarify a point; the translation is never considered correct. The Qur’an contains some of the same components as the Torah (the Jewish Holy Book) and the Bible (the Christian Holy Book), although they are interpreted in different ways to these texts. Most Muslims believe that Islam and the Qur’an are a correction and completion of Jewish and Christian teachings.

The Qur’an is used as a source of Islamic Law known as Shari’a law. Shari’a law is comprehensive, addressing everything from punishment for criminal activity to providing guidance for everyday civil matters.

A mosque (masjid in Arabic) is a place of worship for Muslims. General prayers are led by an imam. Imams are not exact parallels to ministers, priests or rabbis, but are respected community leaders. Sunni religious scholars are known as mufti. They interpret Islamic law. The Shi’a equivalent is an ayatollah.

Practising Muslims pray five times per day. These prayers are called salat. Prayer times are determined by the movements of the sun, and will vary from day to day and from location to location. They are described in further detail in the Five Pillars of Islam found later in this chapter.

The azan is the call to prayer. It is performed by a muezzin, who is not a religious scholar but who is considered to be a man (never a woman) of good character, also chosen for the quality of his voice. In the modern world, the azan is often pre-recorded. As a side note, business professionals who do not wish to be awakened by the first azan of the day (held at dawn, as much as 75 minutes before sunrise) should check the location of their hotel room relative to that of the nearest mosque.

Wudu are a proscribed set of ablutions that must be performed prior to prayer, regardless of where a Muslim is praying. Water must be used if available; otherwise, it is possible to use earth, including sand in the desert, or to emulate washing motions if neither is available. There are facilities for wudu at all mosques. Shoes must also be removed before entering a mosque and before praying.

Many Muslims pray on a prayer rug called a sajada, especially if they are praying away from a mosque. This ensures the ground on which they are praying is clean. Mosque floors are usually carpeted and are considered clean.

The Ka’aba, located in Mecca, is the holiest site in Islam. It is believed to have been first built upon by Abraham, and was the site of prayer for the Prophet Mohammed. It is the large, gold-trimmed, black, cube-shaped monolith seen in the media that is often encircled by faithful pilgrims. It is now surrounded by the mosque known as the Masjid al Haram. Muslims around the world face the Ka’aba in Mecca when they pray.

It is not uncommon for Westerners to refer to Muslims praying to the East. From most Westerners’ geographical point of view, it may roughly describe the general direction of Mecca, but it is not accurate. More importantly, the direction of Mecca can be any of the compass points for those living in the Middle East. For example, someone praying from Dubai would actually be facing nearly due West. Thus, it is better practice to refer to Muslims as praying towards Mecca rather than to reference a compass direction.

Prayers are performed by following a specific set of rituals and reciting specific words. Daily prayers may be performed at a mosque, prayer room at home, or even in transit. Generally, prayers last for about 20 to 30 minutes when praying with others in a mosque. For others praying individually, it may only last for a few minutes. Praying is considered serious business, especially for men.

As in many Jewish congregations, mosques are segregated by gender. Women pray in a separate part of the mosque to men. This may be a separate room, a section of the prayer hall roped off for women, behind men, or in another part of the mosque inaccessible to men. In some cultures, women have no access to their local mosques.

Friday is the holy day throughout the Muslim world. It is expected that Muslims attend mosque during the Friday midday prayer. The Friday midday prayer is called Jumu’ah and is the most important prayer of the week. It includes a sermon, led by a khatib, who may or may not be the imam. The Friday midday prayer can last for 90 minutes.

There are a number of Islamic terms and concepts that have been introduced to the West in recent years and now are used in mainstream Western media. A few in particular are now used with meanings vastly different from their original meaning (and the meaning still used within Muslim communities worldwide):

Jihad means ‘struggle’ and is applied in everyday Islamic life as an ongoing attempt to live one’s life in compliance with Allah’s wish. It is considered to be an effort or struggle to live a moral and ethical life. It does not mean a Holy War against the West. There are, however, various interpretations as to what a moral and ethical life within Islam entails.

A fatwa is not a death sentence, although a fatwa proclaiming the death sentence was issued by the Ayatollah Khomeini against the writer Salman Rushdie upon publication of The Satanic Verses in 1989. A fatwa is more accurately described as a religious opinion that is meant to guide Muslims in achieving a moral way of life. Fatawa (plural) may address everything from recommending the boycott of Danish butter to allowing guide dogs to accompany a blind person into a mosque. Ulema (religious scholars) can be found who hold the full range of religious opinion, from the extremist views of the followers of al-Qaeda or ISIS/ISIL to several groups in North America who are supporting various women’s rights and equality issues.

A madrassa is a place of learning, i.e. a school. A madrassa can teach at all levels, from the Western equivalent of primary education through higher education in specialised fields, including mathematics, science, medicine and literature. There are many madrassas throughout the world that provide a full curriculum of subjects, leading to a high standard of education.

It is inaccurate to describe all madrassas as institutions that espouse radical Islam. However, it is true that there are some madrassas that focus on memorisation of the Qur’an and sometimes little else. Madrassas also hold a diverse range of political thought, often reflecting the political views of their benefactors. Whilst the vast majority of madrassas teach tolerance, there are exceptions.

A talib is a student. Unfortunately, this word has been hijacked by the fundamentalist political group of former students in Afghanistan known throughout the world as the Taliban.

The Five Pillars of Islam

Most mainstream Muslims, including all Sunnis, recognise five pillars of Islam. Other groups have additional beliefs as well, including Ibadi, Druze, Ismailis, Alawites and some Shi’a. These groups will be discussed in further detail later in this chapter.

Shahada

Shahada means the profession of the faith that there is only one God and that Mohammed is his prophet. The shahada is recited every day by religious Muslims. In English, the recitation is ‘There is no God but Allah, and Mohammed is his messenger.’ The script found on the national flag of Saudi Arabia is the shahada. Interestingly, non-Muslims who wish to convert simply do so by reciting the shahada in public.

Salat

Salat is formal Muslim prayer. Prayers are performed five times per day by practising Muslims. The azan or 
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Country Population | Muslim | Christian | Jewish | Hindu |Ex-pats***
millions % % % % %

Egypt 102 90% 10% <1% <1%

Iran 84 98% 1-2% <1% <1%

Algeria 44 99% <1% <1% <1%

Sudan 44 70% 7% <1% <1%

Iraq 40 98% 1-2% <1% <1%

Morocco 37 98% 1.1% 2% 1%

Saudi 35 86%** 5-6% <1% 6-7% 33%

Arabia

Yemen 30 99% <1% <1% <1%

Syria 17 90% 10% <1% <1%

Tunisia 22 98% 1% 1% <1%

UAE 10 76% 3-4% <1% 15% 89%

Israel 8 15% 2-3% 76% <1%

Jordan 10 95% 5% <1% <1%

Libya 6.9 97% 2% A% | <1%

Lebanon 6.8 60% 40% <1% <1%

Palestine* 5.1 95% 4-5% <1% <1%

Oman 5.1 93% <1% <1% 3% 44%

Kuwait 4.3 85% 7-8% <1% 7-8% 70%

Qatar 2.9 76% 8-9% <1% 7-8% 90%

Bahrain 1.7 81% 9% <1% 6-7% 55%

*

Palestine refers to the State of Palestine’s Territories of the West Bank and Gaza. Israelis

living in these territories are not included in the % Jewish statistics in the table, but

would represent 6% of the population.
Saudi Arabia officially reports a 100% Muslim population as all Saudi nationals must

be Muslim according to Saudi law. The figure for other religions is an estimate within

ex-pat communities.
#**Ex-pats statistics are included where they exceed 10% of the local population. They do
not include immigrants who have made the decision to relocate permanently to another

country.





