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It is not enough simply to demonstrate congruence between the predictions of the theory of the cultural origins of Arab military ineffectiveness and actual Arab combat performance from 1945 to 1991.
Throughout the postwar era, Arab militaries have fared miserably in combat. Time and again, large, well-equipped Arab armies and air forces have squared off against smaller, seemingly weaker foes and been thoroughly trounced. Arab armed forces have suffered some of the most humiliating defeats in history, such as Iraq's loss to the US-led coalition during the Gulf War in 1991; Libya's loss to Chadian forces in 1987; and the stunning destruction of Egyptian, Syrian and Jordanian forces during the Six-Day War in 1967. Even when Arab armies have prevailed on the battlefield, their victories have usually been pyrrhic or less than awe-inspiring: despite massive superiority in every material category, it took Iraq eight years to eke out a victory over Iran in 1988, just as it took Syria an embarassing six months and many casualties to overcome Lebanon's weak and fragmented militias in 1976. In short, Arab armed forces have been chronic underachievers in modern wars. 

These facts have not exactly gone unnoticed in the Middle East. Indeed, they have generated any number of theories to account for the consistently poor performance of Arab armies. One of the most persistant of these claims has been that Arab culture encourages patterns of behavior that are not conducive to modern military operations.1 This sentiment is widely held by Israeli, American, and British military personnel who have fought against or alongside Arab armed forces during the Twentieth Century.2 According to these claims, Arab officers--and particularly Arab junior officers such as company, battalion and brigade commanders--exhibit patterns of behavior that reflect cultural norms that leave them unable to act effectively on the battlefield. They are largely passive, unwilling to exercise independent judgment, inflexible, technically ignorant, and given to manipulating information to avoid loss of face. All of these traits are regarded by sociologists, anthropoligists, and political psychologists of the Middle East as quintessential patterns of behavior instilled by the dominant Arab culture. 

This essay examines one aspect of the theory that poor Arab performance in battle is a product of patterns of behavior derived from Arab culture. It does not describe the full derivation of the theory, nor does it fully test the theory.3 Instead, this essay describes the causal mechanism by which Arab culture shapes the behavior of Arab armed forces. 

Summary of the Arab Culture Theory 

The Arab Culture Theory asserts that the poor performance of Arab armies in battle is caused by culturally-regular behavior and patterns of thought among Arab military personnel, particularly junior officers.4 It focuses on a number of particular traits which sociologists, anthropologists, and political psychologists of the Middle East agree are salient elements of the dominant Arab culture.5 

· Arab culture tends to promote conformity with group norms over innovation and independent thinking. 

· Arab culture tends to promote a rather severe deference to authority which discourages initiative among subordinates. 

· Arab culture tends to promote the avoidance of shame at all costs which discourages an individual from accepting responsibility and encourages the manipulation of information to conceal shameful acts. 

· Arab culture tends to promote a fierce loyalty to the group which encourages individuals to shield friends and relatives from from shame and reinforces the emphasis on conformity. 

· Arab culture tends to consider manual labor to be shameful, and considers technical and scientific work as a form of manual labor. 

The theory predicts that these patterns of culturally-regular behavior will produce identical patterns of behavior on the battlefield which are crippling to Arab armies and air forces. These patterns of military ineffectiveness can be boiled down to four pervasive problems: 

· Arab militaries suffer from severe problems with tactical leadership. Arab junior officers demonstrate little initiative, creativity, flexibility, or capacity for independent action in combat. These leave Arab ground and air forces incapable of fighting maneuver battles or improvising ad hoc operations in the heat of battle. 

· Arab militaries are frequently paralyzed by poor information flows. Arab junior officers and enlisted personnel regularly dissemble, exaggerate, obfuscate, and lie to conceal mistakes and unpleasant news, no matter how large or small. 

· Arab military personnel have extremely limited technical skills. As a result, Arab armed forces rarely are able to take full advantage of their weapons and equipment. 

· Arab militaries have difficulty maintaining their equipment because Arab technicians do not understand how to properly care for sophisticated machinery and most Arab military operators do not understand the need for constant preventive maintenance. 

My doctoral thesis tested this theory, both against the null hypothesis and against competing explanations of Arab military weakness. First, it demonstrated that these four patterns of ineffectiveness were the most important of a range of factors which combined to hinder Arab military fortunes by examining the actual performance of five of the most important Arab armed forces in every war they fought from 1945 to 1991.6 Second, it demonstrated a strong correlation between the predictions of the Arab culture theory and Arab military history. Third, it demonstrated that the Arab culture theory explained actual Arab military history considerably better than the various competing theories. Indeed, many of the competing theories could demonstrate only much weaker correlations between their predictions and actual military performance, and in many cases these correlations proved to be spurious. Finally, it demonstrated a strong transmission mechanism, by which Arab cultural behavior was shown to be the cornerstone of Arab military behavior. 

Although my work explores the impact of culture on military affairs, it should not be confused with the concept of "strategic culture."7 Strategic culture asserts that cultural predilections shape the perspective of political-military leaders, causing them to adopt a particular set of strategic and operational approaches to a military situation. Thus strategic culture theorists focus on culture as one element in a subjective  perspective on military situations and attempt to discern the nature of that subjective perspective. By contrast, my work approaches culture as an objective  factor that constrains or enhances the ability of military forces to execute the strategic and operational tasks appointed them.8 

In addition to approaching culture as an objective factor, the theory that Arab culture is responsible for the weakness of Arab militaries also treats culture as an independent variable. The theory holds that culture causes (or heavily influences) battlefield performance by conditioning the thinking of Arab tactical commanders. For this reason, it is an important element of the larger question of the role of culture in political affairs. Indeed, this work is particularly powerful in asserting the importance of cultural/ideational factors in politics because it demonstrates that culture is actually a critical element of what are usually considered "physical" or "material" factors. Because the incompetence of Arab armed forces was consistently among the greatest limitations on Arab foreign policies since 1945, demonstrating that Arab military incompetence was a product of culturally-driven behavior establishes that a state's power is dependent, at least in part, on its culture. Thus ideas (in the sense of what is in a person's head) are a determinant of state power. If the weakness of the Arabs ultimately derived from their cultural patterns, then power is not simply how many people, or factories, or tanks, a nation has, but is also the extent to which its cultural proclivities limit (or enhance) its ability to prosecute military operations. 

The Cultural Transmission Mechanism 

One cannot demonstrate causality by simply demonstrating correlation. Correlation is a necessary, but not sufficient element of proving a theory. It is also necessary to establish how the independent variable effects changes in the dependent variable and to prove that this causal, or "transmission" mechanism exists and functions as the theory specifies. This is particularly true for cultural or ideational theories. Contemporary scholars have consistently dismissed theories that assert that culture and ideas can act as an independent variable by claiming that any correlation is spurious. They often claim that ideational factors are epiphenomenal, and that the co-variance in these ideational factors and the dependent variable are simultaneously caused by another, material factor, which is the true independent variable. Alternatively, they make culture the "residual set," generously agreeing that anything material factors cannot explain might be ascribed to culture. Consequently, it is of tremendous importance for a theory of culture to convincingly establish that it is the cultural beliefs themselves that are causing the important variance in the dependent variable. 

The Arab culture theory predicts that this causal link between the dependent and independent variables should be found in the Arab educational system and Arab military training practices. According to the Arab-culture theory, this causal process is to be found in the informal and formal education of Arab military personnel during their maturation from child to adult as well as their formal military training once they have been inducted into the armed forces. Culture is learned  behavior. Individuals are not born with embedded cultural patterns, rather they are taught them by their parents, relatives, friends, teachers, etc. Thus the theory predicts that the informal and formal training methods of the Arabs will inculcate and reinforce patterns of behavior consistent with the dominant Arab culture. Consequently, we should find that Arab educational methods--both in the home and at school--instill culturally-regular values and patterns of behavior in all Arab children. We should also find that these same methods are employed by Arab military training personnel, thereby reinforcing in Arab soldiers and officers the values and behavior first learned in the family and at school. Finally we should find that in those cases in which Arab soldiers were educated in a manner different from that of the dominant culture they should perform different--probably better--in battle. 

To test whether the transmission mechanism posited by the Arab-culture theory exists and works as the theory claims, this paper examines the process of education in the Arab world during the period 1945-1991.9 It begins by considering patterns of child-rearing within Arab families because this is the first--and sometimes only--education Arab children receive. Then it delves into the educational method of Arab schools, including higher educational facilities. It next looks at the practices of Arab armed forces in training their troops. Finally, this paper looks briefly at the educational methods and performance of the Jordanian armed forces, which initially did not employ the traditional Arab educational method and therefore allows us to vary the independent variable to test the validity of the theory. 
Education Within the Family 

Most Middle East sociologists note that the cornerstone of educating a child in Arab families from the interwar period through the late 1980s was teaching him or her complete obedience to authority. The Lebanese psychologist 'Ali Zayour, in his monumental study of the Psychoanalysis of the Arab Ego , says that the Arab family is "relentless in its repression...The young are brought up to be obedient, well-mannered and subservient to those above them."10 According to Abdulla Lutfiyya, in Arab families, "The youngster learns early to obey the father's orders without questioning them, and looks at his father as the mighty giant who rules unchallenged in the family's world."11 "The keynote to the educational process," according to Hamed Ammar in his study of Egyptian village life," is the eagerness of the adults to create a docile attitude in their children and thus make them acquire 'filial piety.'"12 Hisham Sharabi states that a son who violated his father's will in Arab society, "is reduced to impotence, he has no rights, owns nothing, and is totally at his father's mercy. . . . He learns by painful experience that he can hope to achieve his goal only by submitting to his father's will."13 

This relentless effort to force children to defer decision-making and judgment to authority figures worked to depress creativity and initiative among Arab youth. In essence, within the family structure, children were taught to obey rather than to think for themselves. Ammar concludes his work by summing up that Egyptian child-rearing worked "to produce submissive, obedient children who lack the spirit of enterprise and initiative. Adults continuously wean their offspring from flights of imagination and spontaneity of action til they almost completely achieve their end by the time their offspring reach adolescence."14 Raymond Cohen concurs with Ammar's findings that "the personal initiative and autonomy characteristic of child-rearing and education in the Western world, is neglected by Egyptian culture, as it is indeed throughout the Arab world." Cohen goes on to say that, "denied freedom of choice, [Arab] children learn to do only what they are told. Self-reliance and personal initiative are not encouraged because they do not contribute to group needs."15 Sharabi argues that, "Arab children [are] discouraged by their upbringing from exercising independent judgment. They are taught to accept unquestioningly the view of others."16 Similarly, Halim Barakat observes that Arab children, "avoid taking risks and trying new ways of doing things, for independence of mind, critical dissent, and adventure beyond the recognized limits are constantly and systematically discouraged by parents and other older members of the family."17 

For the most part, Arab families and other primary groups taught their children to attach tremendous importance to blood ties and bonds of loyalty. Arab children were enjoined to stand in solidarity with their family and their close friends against all challengers. Moreover, they were taught that their identity came from their belonging to a particular primary group: their family, their group of friends, and perhaps their place of work. Arab families tended to teach that group affiliation was the most important thing in the world, and acceptance by the group was achieved by conforming to the accepted behavioral norms of the society. Thus teaching children to suppress their own judgment and needs to that of the larger group also contributed to a suppression of creativity and initiative among Arab children. According to Saad Eddin Ibrahim and Nicholas S. Hopkins: 

[Arab] children learned not only to expect emotional and material support from an expanded kinship group, but also that any of them was nothing by himself outside that group. The child's personality was not only shaped by, but also submerged in the kinship group. His loyalty to it was therefore very intense. He hardly questioned or entertained independent judgment, He developed a reflexive deference to authority.18
Arab children were taught to feel shame as an excruciating punishment, and to avoid it in any way possible. Indeed, there was no prohibition against distortion or fabrication to avoid shame, and Arab children generally were socialized to believe this was acceptable, even desirable, behavior to escape shame.19 In Barakat's words, "In effect, the child is taught that the penalty for wrong-doing is public disgrace rather than a sense of personal remorse. He is conditioned, therefore, to escape humiliation as much as sin. Since shame results from being found out and ridiculed, it can be avoided as well by concealment as by rectitude."20 According to Sharabi, parents taught their children that it was okay to do wrong, as long as no one saw it, thus "A double-standard of conduct is not only implicitly sanctioned, but encouraged in the pattern of [child-]rearing."21 

Like all families, Arab families taught their children that certain occupations and skills were to be valued more highly than others. White-collar jobs as government officials, clerks, financiers, and other business managers were considered among the most prestigious careers by most Arab families, and children were encouraged to pursue them. Those who successfully attained such positions were treated with pride and respect by their relatives and friends. On the other hand, until very recently, jobs involving menial labor, working with your hands, and--by extension--technical skills, were not considered terribly prestigious. Indeed, true menial labor positions were looked down upon, and for most of this period, engineering and other technical work was often grouped in the same category.22 

The primary method of teaching children in most Arab families was rote memorization enforced by arbitrary punishment. Halim Barakat and Hisham Sharabi concur that, "The typical urban, Muslim, middle- and lower-middle class family--i.e. feudal, bourgeois family--uses the principal techniques of shaming, physical punishment and rote-learning (Talqin ) in socializing its children."23 Both of these methods dampened analytical skills, degraded the ability of children to see beyond specifics, and discouraged independent thought and action. Children were forced to memorize information without necessarily being taught to use it as a basis for analogical reasoning, or as a beginning point for extrapolation to other situations. Similarly, since punishment was arbitrary and frequently no explanation was given for the action that prompted it--or what other action would have entailed a reward--children became wary of all independent action and instead were conditioned to take action only when specifically sanctioned by an authority figure. 

This effect has been noted by numerous Middle East experts. For example, Ibrahim and Hopkins conclude that: 

The internalization of traditional family values, norms, and rules of conduct relied on physical and psychological punishment. To behave properly meant to learn to suppress individual impulses. Since individuals had to take the clues of proper behavior from the traditional authority and heritage, and since they were not to choose or judge outside that framework, independent thinking and analytical abilities remained undeveloped, if not deliberately stunted. Instead, the socialization process over-emphasized rote-learning and memorizing.24
Hisham Sharabi likewise writes that, "The aim of Talqin  (rote-memorization) is to transmit the institutionalized values of the society and to preserve its established habits of dealing with the world. The subject is confronted with finished models which he appropriates without criticism or understanding; and in the process he acquires a pattern of seeing and valuing which strengthens conformity and discourages creativity and innovation."25 Sana al-Khayyat's study of village life in Iraq led her to conclude that the constant disciplining of Iraqi children without explanation, and their punishment for asking questions left them incapable of acting independently. In her words, "parents commonly give children commands rather than explaining. Thus children do not grow up to make their own decisions and develop as independent people."26 

Education in Arab Schools 
Throughout the postwar period, the educational method of Arab schools remained remarkably constant. Before the Second World War, Arab education resided in the Quranic schools--the Kuttab  and the Madrasah --that were essentially the only formal education in the Arab states for many centuries until the nineteenth, or even the twentieth, centuries.27 Beginning in the 1950s and 1960s most of the Arab states instituted mass public education as part of a general economic development program. In many countries, primary schooling became mandatory for all children, and elsewhere, strong incentives were established to encourage attendance. Nevertheless, when the public schools took over the task of education from the Quranic schools they changed the curricula being studied but not the manner in which subjects were taught. The teaching method remained identical to that of the Quranic schools. Since the 1980s, there has been some movement toward reforming the educational method in some parts of the Arab world.28 However, such efforts have been modest, they are confined to a minority of the population, and it remains to be seen whether the changes will last. 

Most Arabs who grew up between the First World War and the Persian Gulf War were taught throughout their schooling to absorb knowledge, rather than to discover it.29 Indeed, the central notion behind the teaching method was that knowledge is revealed, not created.30 Teaching was conducted in Arab schools in mostly authoritarian fashion, and students were generally discouraged from asking questions or actively participating in the process of education. Little effort was made to engage the student in understanding concepts and principles underlying the material: all that was considered important was the ability to memorize details verbatim.31 

The traditional method of education in the Arab world was for the students to remain passive and simply absorb what the teacher presented to them. The course of study was expected to come entirely from the lesson plan of the teacher (itself dictated by the central authority of the education ministry) and students were discouraged from showing initiative or creativity in pursuing their education. All information came from textbooks chosen by the central authority, thus the teacher too was wholly dependent on the textbooks and did not dare to improvise or add to the prescribed lessons. For example, Gerald Miller relates that one Moroccan primary school teacher taught his students that 3 x 4 = 11 because there was an obvious misprint in his official lesson plan. The teacher admitted that previously he had taught that 3 x 4 = 12, but now that the lesson plan was different, he assumed that "Now this has been changed."32 

Arab educational institutions at all levels relied heavily on traditional methods of rote memorization as the primary means of learning. In the classrooms of Arab schools, the teacher presented the information to be learned without explanation and the students were taught to simply memorize this information and be able to parrot it back on demand. The incentive structure of Arab schools encouraged the student to memorize lessons without internalizing them and left them little room to explore their imaginations or sharpen their analytic faculties. In particular, all of the Arab states made advancement from one level to the next contingent upon annual standardized tests which measured only the ability of the students to memorize their standardized textbooks.33 Bassam Tibi states simply that, "All Arab Islamic . . . universities I know of have courses of study based solely on the capacity for rote learning in order to pass successfully."34 Mohamed Rabie describes the typical method of teaching in Arab schools in the following manner: 

Students are given thousands of facts to memorize instead of the research skills that will enable them to find the facts when needed. Teachers and professors tend to cling to specific innovations instead of applying the principles of innovation, thus rendering the system rigid and conservative. Memorization, together with the authoritarian method of instruction, serves to inhibit rather than encourage students' ability to think and take the initiative. Material memorized will be regurgitated on paper during examinations. A hypothesis may go long untested and be accepted as fact. The students' ability to develop realistic and imaginative solutions to whatever problems they may have to deal with is very much limited.35
Arab students in the vast majority of schools generally were discouraged from asking questions, delving deeper into areas of interest, or otherwise actively participating in the educational process.36 According to Pervez Hoodbhoy, Arab schools generally showed no interest in exciting the curiosity of children, developing an attitude of questioning, or suggesting that authority figures can be wrong.37 Gerald Miller's study of a Moroccan primary school revealed that the children were required to do everything in a rigidly prescribed manner. If the child failed to adhere to every last detail of that manner her work was considered wrong--with no explanation given--even if the work itself was substantively correct. He found that the children were strongly encouraged to conform to models of prescribed behavior and were harshly punished for failing to do so.38 Mohamed Rabie observed that, "from my experience, the questions that teachers ask are of a testing nature rather than an instructive one. Instead of leading students to alternative answers, only one answer is expected and accepted as being correct."39 

These methods remained the dominant, and often only, educational practices employed in all of the Arab states during 1945-1991. In 1949, Roderic Matthews and Matta Akrawi (the Director General of Higher Education in Iraq) surveyed education throughout the Arab Middle East. They found that in Iraqi schools, for example: 

The children rarely take the initiative in the classroom, and they are not encouraged to inquire about things which interest them. Questions of a type to provoke original thought are rare. Thus, teaching in these schools is principally a matter of presenting facts and demanding that they be memorized, this in spite of the fact that the primary course of study eschews such practice.40 

Methods of teaching in secondary schools do not differ in their essentials from those of the primary schools. In the main they are based on the initiative and activity of the teacher in class. Great stress is laid on the teacher's explanation in class by inductive, deductive, lecture, and demonstration methods according to the subject. Not enough emphasis is laid on student activity which should develop understanding and knowledge of what the students are studying. They, therefore, come to rely on the teacher for clarifying the subject. Theirs is to learn what has been explained and be ready to recite it back when required. In this way the "spoon-feeding" of the primary school is carried over to the secondary school, and the students do not as a rule acquire a habit of self-reliance and self-instruction.41 

It is largely a textbook method of teaching. . . . The textbook is followed closely lesson by lesson and chapter by chapter, the students relying on it and on the teacher's explanation in preparing their lessons. Little. if any, reading is done outside the textbook, since most of the teachers do not assign reference work. It is the rare teacher who tries to stimulate students' interest in reading outside magazines and books, fiction or otherwise.42
Matthews and Akrawi found the same methods of education in every other Arab state they examined, including Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. In Syria, for example, they noted that, "Through the use of readers and textbooks and discussions in class, subject matter is methodically imparted to the children. The teacher is the prime mover, and few, if any, classroom activities are initiated by the children."43 While in Lebanon, "Teaching consisted of imparting knowledge and skills to the pupils, the initiative being largely that of the teacher, pupils taking the passive, receptive role."44 

The educational methods described by Matthews and Akrawi in the immediate aftermath of World War II persisted throughout the period 1945-1991. In the early 1970s, Joseph Szyliowicz conducted a comprehensive study of the educational systems of the Arab Middle East at all levels as a means of probing Arab problems with economic development. Szyliowicz found that the same methods of education persisted that had been employed by Arab society for centuries and that these methods were producing men and women ill-suited for economic and cultural transformation. In his words: 

The educational system during these years produced thousands of graduates who have been described by an Egyptian scholar who has analyzed the school system as lacking in initiative and adventure, social intelligence and vision, the ability to think independently, and an appreciation of knowledge and culture [i.e., the arts, literature]. He pointed out that all students . . . lacked the ability for creative, innovative thought, and that since they had forgotten the information with which they had been stuffed they were practically illiterate.45 

Thus whether the child was an Egyptian, an Iraqi, or a Jordanian, he usually had to memorize a mass of data with limited applicability to his environment or to the national situation in order to pass the appropriate examinations. Seldom was the curriculum geared to local needs. Syllabi were decreed by the central ministry and did not permit any gradation or variation in the choice of courses.46 

For most teachers, the only pedagogical technique is memorization, and at all levels, little attention is paid to stimulating students to think for themselves. The normal pattern is for the teacher to condense textual materials into notes that they either dictate or hand out for the student to further abridge and memorize them as thoroughly as possible in order to pass the final examination. Various efforts to mitigate the traditional emphasis upon memorization of facts so as to provide independent, flexible thinkers have been largely unsuccessful.47
Nor did these patterns vary at the university-level: 

In Egypt, the emphasis remains upon formal lecture, and students are accorded little opportunity for discussion, questioning, or meeting with the professor. Moreover, the student is graded only upon his success in the annual examination, so that once again the aim of the student is not to learn creatively or to exercise his mental faculties in a disciplined manner but to prepare for examinations by cramming and memorizing the factual information contained in the lecture notes or the textbook.48
Several years later, Gerald Miller conducted a study of Arab educational methods by observing a class of 5th year students at a girl's primary school in Rabat, Morocco. Miller purposely chose a girl's school because women's education was a very recent development in the Arab world and Miller expected it would be the least burdened with traditional approaches, consequently, he warned that his study was probably biased in favor of education being more "progressive" than was the norm. Despite this bias, the school he observed was just as wedded to traditional Arab teaching methods as any other Arab school. Miller noted that there were almost no prolonged exchanges between the teacher and the student either initiated by the teacher to determine whether the students had internalized the lesson, or else by the students to try to elicit additional information from the teacher to better understand the material. There also were almost no exchanges among students and instead all communication was between student and teacher. Moreover, there were almost no exchanges between teacher and student instigated by the student for questions, comments or requests for additional clarification.49 In the terms of his methodology, Miller concluded that: 

The children's verbal responses were rote imitation 73 percent of the time, non-questioning 93 percent of the time, and non-generalized 90 percent of the time.* Fifty-six percent of all guided behaviors were reflexive responses to commands. These findings would strongly suggest that there is little innovative behavior happening in this classroom.50 

Change-oriented behaviors diverge considerably from those found in traditional Moroccan society, where the notions of spontaneity, improvisation, or questioning the role of traditional authority are considered taboo. . . . Teachers and scholars are considered in possession of knowledge that cannot be questioned or open to analysis. Many observers have noted how the Quranic school, for example, discourages intellectual curiosity at an early age. The major activity in the Quranic school is rote recitation of phrases following a strictly prescribed form. Besides discipline and submission to authority, little is learned that can be generalized to the child's experience in the outer world.51
More recent analyses of education in the Arab world have found largely the same patterns. A 1979 RAND study of societal influences on Arab militaries also found that education remained very traditional throughout the Arab world, stressing subjects like religion, Arab history, and Quranic law. The study noted that everywhere, "Authoritarian teachers use drill, memorization, and strict obedience to convey a fixed curriculum."52 To illustrate the methods of Egyptian schools in the 1980s, Derek Hopwood tells the story of a primary-school class in Cairo that boasted that they could "read" their primers without even looking at the pages.53 In 1991, Hoodbhoy wrote that Arab Islamic schools showed no interest in structuring their curricula to excite their students or to develop an attitude of questioning. In particular, they worked hard to discourage the notion that authority might be wrong. Knowledge of all kinds was viewed as unchangeable and all books tended to be memorized.54 In 1991, Bassam Tibi still despaired that: 

In Muslim societies, where higher institutions of learning have a deeply-rooted procedure of rote learning, the content of positive sciences adopted from Europe is treated in a similar fashion. Verses of the Quran are learned by heart because they are infallible and not to be inquired into. Immanuel Kant's Critiques  or David Hume's Inquiry , now available in Arabic translation, are learned by heart in a similar manner and not conceived of in terms of their nature as problem-oriented inquiry.55
As late as 1992, Fatima Mernissi bemoaned the fact that the vast majority of Arab children are taught in the traditional manner. In her words, "Today of course, the institution has been modernized, the [teacher] has a blackboard and a class list for calling the roll: new materials have been introduced. Nevertheless the method of teaching remains the same."56 Finally, in his 1994 survey of Arab politics, Milton Viorst relates that: 

An Arab professor at a West Bank university, a Muslim who taught for many years in the US, told me that his Palestinian students, though more highly motivated and more conscientious than American students, were far more timid about exploring the bounds of knowledge. "They cannot free themselves from the habit of learning by rote," he said. "They are more sensitive to community opinion. They are more dependent on the teacher. Most striking to me, their training in the Koran teaches them that all knowledge is in the book. One can memorize the book; one can even interpret it. But a book is not a point of departure; one cannot add to it. The Islamic tradition holds that learning is fixed. My students resist going beyond the book, any book."57 

Science, mathematics, and other technical subjects consistently suffered in Arab educational systems throughout the period 1945-1991. Arab schools applied the same teaching methods to these subjects as they employed for all teaching, badly hindering their students from developing an accurate understanding of scientific knowledge or the scientific method. Science was taught by rote memorization, with little emphasis on internalizing the material so that it could serve as the basis for independent inquiry. For the most part, the teachers performed all "experiments" as demonstrations without giving their students the opportunity to conduct them and learn for themselves. Little effort was made to convey to students the more general principles behind experiments or the general applicability of scientific principles and methods.58 In Arab schools, "A student . . . learns natural science or technology exactly as if it were sacral knowledge from the Koran and Hadith," according to Bassam Tibi.59 Pervez Hoodbhoy notes that Ptolemaic astronomy and a geocentric cosmology is still taught in many Arab Islamic universities, particularly in Saudi Arabia and other puritanical countries.60 

Szyliowicz observed that in some of the poorer schools of the poorer Arab countries the availability of scientific equipment prevented the students from taking part in laboratory experiments. However, Szyliowicz (and Qubain as well) found that this was not the whole story: 

Even when such equipment is available, the tendency is for the teacher to monopolize the laboratory. Instead of allowing students to engage in practical work, the teacher demonstrates the experiment to them. . . . The emphasis remains upon lectures, memorization, and rote learning, and little or no attempt to discuss or understand the material is ever made. The goal continues to be to pass the examination by memorizing the text--and few students look at any book except that one.61 

Indeed, Qubain notes that these same problems were evidenced throughout the Iraqi school system despite the fact that Baghdad's oil wealth meant that there was no shortage of modern laboratory equipment in most urban high schools and universities.62 

Qubain also commented that science teachers in the Arab world generally lacked the creativity or initiative to use whatever was available to them to demonstrate scientific principles. They insisted on having the most up-to-date equipment or they would do nothing at all.63 Overall, Qubain's study of science education in the Arab world led him to the following conclusions: 

The methods of instruction tend heavily toward classroom lectures, booklearning by rote, and memorization of facts, equations, and formulas. Recitation usually consists of repeating without questioning what the book or instructor has stated. There is very little or no outside reading, and many students go through high school without having read a single book on science aside from the assigned textbooks.64
Consequently, in the words of Hisham Sharabi, "The institutions of higher learning which mushroomed throughout the Arab world in the post-independence period produced scientists but not science, medical doctors but not medical science, social scientists but not social science, and so forth."65 

The prejudices of Arab society against science and technical work contributed to a denigration of scientific education generally and to tremendous problems in recruiting students for engineering, basic science, and other technical disciplines.66 The 1969 UNESCO conference on education in the Arab world concluded that Arab schools tended to allot less time to math, science, and practical activities than any other region, and the gap was growing worse.67 Even in the 1990s, Peter Wilson and Douglas Graham found that in Saudi Arabian schools, "Long hours are devoted to Koranic memorization, while relatively little time is spent on science or mathematics."68 Similarly, Derek Hopwood notes that despite the Syrian government's emphasis on producing larger numbers of scientists, engineers, and technicians, this had little impact on the teaching of science and mathematics in Syrian schools: 

Technical education was separate from general education and was regarded as second best. Only those who could not continue general education entered technical schools. The number of technical students was some 8-12 percent of the total secondary body. . . . Higher education showed a similar bias and was not geared to the needs of the country. The majority of students read [Brit: studied] arts and humanities, and Islamic law, although employment opportunities in these fields were scarce. Posts in technical fields remain unfilled. . . . Only 3-4 percent studied medicine and slightly more science and engineering.69
As a result of these stigmas, the brightest teachers and students tended to pursue the humanities, and frequently only the poorest teachers and students were relegated to science, medicine, engineering and other technical fields. Throughout the Arab world, teachers in technical and vocational subjects were not considered as prestigious as those in the humanities or even the social sciences.70 Matthews and Akrawi concluded that the best students, those who had their choice of careers, gravitated for the most part toward government and white-collar jobs. Indeed, they found that even drop-outs frequently considered themselves "too well-educated to work with their hands."71 Those who did graduate with any sort of technical degree often did not want to practice their skill. Most tried to join the government bureaucracy, and failing that they would try to return to the university for a more respectable humanities degree. As a last resort, they would turn to teaching--preferably in a non-technical subject, but science or math only if there were no other alternative. Actually practicing a technical skill was rarely a student's first priority.72 An official Egyptian government report in the late 1960s stated boldly: 

The United Arab Republic [Egypt] is rapidly becoming an industrial country. . . this led [sic] to a great demand of specialized personnel. . . . The government finds great difficulty in preparing these numbers, on the other hand a big surplus of unemployed graduates of theoretical faculties are with no work at all. Another notable phenomenon is that the occupations that we called the "white collar" are always preferred to the "blue-collar type." . . . All the second type are better paid and enjoy much better chance of promotion, yet it has always been noticed that secondary school graduates who fail to join higher education prefer the white-collar job.73
Military Training 

Arab military training procedures reflect the same educational method as Arab schools and families. Essentially, the Arab militaries simply adopted the educational practices of the larger society as the method by which they trained their forces. Just as Arab schools taught academic disciplines by rote memorization so too did Arab armed forces teach military skills by rote memorization. Most training in the Arab states was taught by the enforced memorization of basic skills. Arab soldiers and officers were generally made to repeat the same set of actions over and over again without any variation. Little or no effort was made to have the personnel understand the purpose of the skill or how it might be adapted to suit different circumstances. Indeed, it was the norm among Arab armies that memorizing the steps needed to perform the task was emphasized to the exclusion of actually attaining the goal the task was intended for.74 

A good example of this phenomenon is found in Egyptian tank-crew training. Before the 1973 October War the Egyptians adopted Soviet armor tactics. At that time, Soviet doctrine had the commander of a tank platoon designate a single target, at which the entire platoon (three tanks including the commander's) would then fire until it was destroyed. The commander would then designate a new target. The Soviets calculated that, given the gunnery skills of their crews, it normally would take three salvoes from the platoon (nine shots) to kill an enemy tank. Rather than seeing this as a general guide for action, the Egyptians turned it into a hard-and-fast rule and taught all of their tank platoons to fire three salvoes at the designated target and then move on to the next target. Egyptian tank marksmanship was considerably poorer than Soviet marksmanship, and as a result, during the October War, it was often the case that none of the shots fired in the three salvoes of an Egyptian tank platoon hit the Israeli tank they had targeted. Nevertheless, because the Egyptians had been taught to fire three salvoes and then move on, they would shift their fire to the next target even though they had not actually destroyed the first target they had fired at. In this way, the Egyptians lost a great many tank duels to the Israelis.75 

For the most part, operations in Arab militaries were conducted "by the book." Arab armed forces taught their soldiers and officers there was only one right answer to any military problem, and only one right way of handling a situation. This right answer was then practiced constantly until it could be performed unthinking from memory. This approach was employed in battle regardless of other factors such as terrain, mission, the forces available, or the enemy's strength and disposition.76 For instance, one UN observer on the Golan heights in 1973 was amazed at the rigidity of the Syrian attack, remarking that, "It wasn't like an attack, it was like a parade-ground demonstration."77 The US Air Force's Gulf War Air Power Survey pointed out that, "The Iraqis conducted basic [air force] instruction on a rigid and inflexible pattern. Pilots and instructors executed their maneuvers, 'solely by reference to instruments with little attention paid to outside, visual references.'"78 

Arab training and exercises were hopelessly unrealistic. At every level, Arab drills and maneuvers were heavily scripted, allowing the soldiers and officers to learn them through rote memorization and relieving tactical commanders of the need to show independent initiative or improvisation. Even today, Egyptian F-16 pilots invariably know every detail of an exercise--including--what he will face, what he is to do and when, what his opponent will do and when, and who will "win" in simulated dogfights.79 In addition, US air force pilots who have served in Egypt as instructor pilots with Cairo's F-16 and F-4 squadrons report that Egyptian pilots almost never debrief after a training mission because doing so would involve criticizing a member of the squadron, thus shaming him. On those rare occasions when their American advisers forced them to debrief, Egyptian flight leaders would simply praise everyone for having performed their assignments perfectly and then Arab armed forces taught their soldiers and officers there was odismiss them.80 

Not only were Arab exercises almost invariably scripted, but the same scripts were repeated over and over again from month to month and year to year. Consequently, Arab personnel simply had to figure out the specifics of the exercise, memorize them and then perform them from memory to successfully complete their task. Even worse, Arab soldiers and officers frequently were graded based on how they performed their specific tasks and not whether they accomplished the overall goals of the exercise. So for example, ground units were judged on how closely they conformed to the plan of attack rather than whether they took the objective, and pilots were judged on how well they executed the pre-set flight profile rather than whether they hit the target. In general, Arab training rarely, if ever, attempted to simulate the real problems of battle by unexpectedly changing familiar activities, introducing novel forces or situations, or otherwise surprising the participants.81 

As one example of this, at least up until the October War, the Syrian and Egyptian armies had "obstacle courses" for their tanks and armored vehicles that were never changed, nor were there ever any other surprises involved: the course was always the same and what was expected of the vehicle crews was always the same. Vehicle crews were graded based on how well they conformed to the strict guidelines of the course and not how well they actually handled their vehicles. Thus a typical course for armor might have called for a tank to drive forward for two hundred meters, cross a hill, then drive around an enemy minefield, turn right, drive 30 meters, traverse the turret to the left, fire at a fixed target, traverse the turret back, drive forward another 100 meters, etc. However, tank crews were evaluated based on how they performed these maneuvers and not on whether they actually avoided all of the mines, or found the best way to get from one side of the hill to the other, or even if they hit the target. All the crew had to do was to memorize the distance to drive in each direction, where to turn, where and when to fire each weapon, etc. In no way did these drills actually teach Arab soldiers and officers how best to fight and defeat their enemies.82 

Evidence from Iraqi Military Manuals  

This rigid approach to military training was sometimes reflected in the treatment by the Arab armed forces of military manuals. In most armies, manuals provide broad guidance which soldiers and officers are taught to adapt to the specifics of the situation as needed. In most of the Arab militaries, however, manuals were treated as "cookbooks," to be followed to the letter regardless of the specifics of the situation. For example, Syrian forces generally attempted to follow Soviet doctrine to the letter, in a way the Soviets never intended.83 In those instances where Arab armies did not employ painstakingly detailed manuals it was generally the case that their armies and air forces had tremendous difficulty following the doctrine. In these cases, Arab armed forces often acted in such a way in battle that they appeared to have no doctrine at all. For example, Iraqi armored formations during the October War simply could not comprehend and put into practice British bounding-overwatch techniques with the result that Iraqi armored and mechanized formations simply charged at the Israelis in disorganized masses. This was the product of Iraq's reliance on translated British armor manuals which provided only general guidelines and principles, rather than a step-by-step explanation of how to act.84 

A sampling of Iraqi military manuals captured by during Operation Desert Storm demonstrate the rote, unimaginative, and unchallenging methods of Arab forces.85 Although many are verbatim translations of British manuals, others were formulated by the Iraqis based on their own experiences. The indigenously-developed Iraqi manuals go into laborious detail as to exactly how even the most basic military tasks are to be performed--at far greater levels of detail than corresponding British manuals. In most cases, in the Iraqi-developed manuals, tactical situations are depicted as having only one possible "solution." Many of the Iraqi manuals tell an Iraqi commander exactly how to handle a given situation with little allowance for, or encouragement of, flexibility and improvisation. 

For instance, in a May 1986 manual on how Iraqi armored formations were to conduct counterattacks against hasty Iranian defenses (especially earthen berms) erected after breaking through an Iraqi defensive position, the Iraqi training staff felt it necessary to include the most mundane details. The manual takes the reader through every last step in the operation, including actions that should be standard procedure in all military operations and all counterattacks. Indeed, the parts of the manual related to specific features of this particular kind of operation--how the Iranians attack and set up their hasty defenses after a penetration, their weaknesses while conducting such an operation, and how to go about attacking them--actually make up a very small percentage of the manual. Instead, the vast majority of the manual is a detailed account of how to conduct any armored offensive operation--information that should be covered in the basic manuals on armored operations and not in a supplementary manual on a specific type of operation.86 

The differences in these two different kinds of manuals can be illustrated by a simple comparison. The paragraph below is from an Iraqi artillery manual drawn heavily from the artillery course at the Iraqi General Staff college, and is a verbatim translation of British material. 

No attempt should be made to launch assaults with mechanized infantry without support from artillery and tanks. The tanks provide reliable support to infantry even though they might be moving on a different axis. Tanks may precede infantry in advancing toward the target or they may provide fire support from a nearby side position. All this depends on the terrain and on the ability to resist hostile tanks. Anyhow, if the tanks cannot advance because of the anti-tank fire, the armored personnel carriers cannot advance either. In this case, if the terrain is suitable, the infantrymen should dismount and advance on hidden approaches to clash with the enemy. After the sections are dismounted, the armored personnel carriers usually remain on or near the target to provide fire support. But they may have to move backward to hide in what is called the "main assembly of carriers." The line at which dismounting occurs may be predetermined or determined by the commander during the assault.87
The second paragraph comes from the (indigenously-developed) 1986 manual on counterattacking hasty Iranian defenses (fortified earthen berms) at brigade-level. 

. . . After the tanks begin the attack, they will [each] be followed at a distance of 300-600 meters by an armored personnel carrier carrying mechanized infantry. This carrier will proceed at the same speed. When the tanks arrive at a point 700-800 meters from the cover [berm], their gun firing will not be effective. They will therefore have to use their pivotal machine guns, at which point the armored personnel carrier will accelerate its speed to catch up with the tanks, and then go through them and pass them by. In the last 300 meters all weapons mounted on the carrier will start firing, including the infantry weapons. When the carrier is 10 meters from the target, the two soldiers at the front hurl grenades at the target while the infantry carriers dismount and the tanks reach the target at the same time. Any surviving enemy infantry will be killed then and a foothold at the target will be (illegible, [probably "secured"]).88
The difference between the generalities and adaptability of the first paragraph and the rigidity and specificity of the second paragraph is striking. 

Although we do not possess a complete set of Iraqi military manuals it appears to be the case that the Iraqis employed British-based manuals for most of the more general kinds of military operations, and then wrote their own manuals to cover very specific situations encountered by Iraqi forces on a constant basis during the Iran-Iraq War. Thus, the Iraqi manual on Desert Operations is a verbatim copy of the British version, just as the Iraqi General Staff College lectures on artillery operations are drawn overwhelmingly from British staff officer courses. By contrast, the Iraqis developed their own manuals for such operations as defending against human wave attacks, how to counterattack to retake their own earthworks after they had been overrun in an Iranian attack, and how to use tanks to defeat light infantry using small boats to cross marshlands. This strongly suggests that when push came to shove, the Iraqis found the British approach inadequate for their needs. For those critical battle situations in which Iraqi forces repeatedly found themselves while fighting the Iranians, Baghdad went back and drafted its own "cookbooks" to explain in great detail to its tactical commanders exactly how to deal with the situation, leaving little or nothing up to the judgment of the commander on the spot. 

Jordan: The Exception that Proves the Rule 

There is one Arab state whose military broke from this pattern. The Jordanian armed forces specifically devised their own educational system, providing its personnel with both primary and secondary education, as well as formal military training. The Arab culture theory would predict that because Jordanian military personnel generally were not educated or trained in the same fashion as other Arab personnel, they should have performed differently from (probably better than) other Arab military personnel. 

Jordan's armed forces began as the famed Arab Legion, established by the British during World War I and commanded and officered by the British until 1956. The Arab Legion relied wholly on British military tactics, organization, training, and doctrine. Moreover, the British developed a training system specifically designed to take Arabs and socialize them to the culture--the "way of doing things"--of the British Army.89 Perhaps of greatest importance, the British established their own schools for the Arab Legion. Most of the young men who came to the Legion in the years after World War I had no formal education whatsoever. In response, the British established their own school system which relied on a British educational method and was largely staffed by British or British-trained teachers. Boys started in these schools at the age of about 10 and when they graduated they were then inducted into the Legion. This system persisted until the early 1950s when Jordan's public education system grew large enough so that there was an adequate pool of educated young men from which to man the Legion.90 

In addition to receiving a British-style education, Jordanian personnel also received British-style training. Especially until 1956, many Jordanian officers were sent to Sandhurst or Camberly for training. In Jordan, training was almost the exclusive domain of British officers, and even most drill instructors were either retired or seconded British Army officers. Jordanian training largely followed the prevailing British methods, with some exceptions made for the differing political and geographic conditions of Jordan, as well as the differing equipment of the Arab Legion and the British Army.91 

As a result of these practices, the Jordanian military was initially very different from that of other Arab militaries and suffered significantly less from some of the problems of military effectiveness associated with culturally regular Arab behavior. Most Israeli officers considered the Jordanians the most formidable of their Arab foes, while Western personnel who have spent time in the Middle East similarly aver that the Jordanians are, on average, the most proficient soldiers in the Arab world.92 Especially during the 1948 War of Israeli Independence, but also to a lesser extent throughout the rest of the postwar period, Jordanian forces suffered less from problems of military effectiveness common to the other Arab militaries and have demonstrated certain strengths possessed by none of the other Arab states. Tactical commanders of Jordanian units displayed greater initiative, improvisational ability, and independent judgment than any of the other Arab armed forces, especially in 1948. Jordan experienced fewer problems with exaggeration and obfuscation in reporting up the chain of command than other Arab militaries. Similarly, in 1948, Jordanian forces demonstrated superb combined arms coordination, a willingness to decentralize authority to commanders on the spot, and an ability to quickly and efficiently conduct unplanned combat operations. Jordanian pilots also were far more skillful in air-to-air combat, displaying an ability to maneuver against their foes and to adjust to unforeseen circumstances almost unheard of in other Arab air forces. Similarly, Jordanian air strikes were considerably more effective than those of any other Arab air force.93 

Perhaps the strongest proof of the relationship of these patterns of better military effectiveness to the impact of British education and training methods can be found in the slow erosion of Jordanian military skills in the 1950s and 1960s after the Jordanians expelled the British.94 In combat with various foes in 1966, 1967, 1970, and 1973, Jordanian tactical commanders suddenly proved more passive, more rigid, and less able to act independently than they had in 1948. Similarly, in 1967 and 1970, Jordan encountered tremendous difficulties with distorted reporting from the lower echelons of the chain of command, overcentralization of command, and a dearth of tactical maneuver. In later battles, many of these same problems grew increasingly more pronounced. Nevertheless, Jordanian performance in all of these areas remained somewhat better than those of most of the Arab armies, in part because of the continuing ties between Jordan and Britain--and later with the US--and in part because the small size and devotion to professionalism in the Jordanian armed forces helped preserve many of the British training methods long after the British were gone.95 

Thus Jordan is the exception that proved the rule. When Jordanian soldiers were taught and trained in a manner different from that of their counterparts in the other Arab armies they should few of the patterns of military ineffectiveness that characterized Arab performances in battle duing the Cold War era. Then, when Jordanian education and (more slowly) Jordanian training practices began to more closely resemble those of the other Arab states, so too did Jordanian military forces begin to experience the same problems as the other Arab armies. 

Conclusions 

In retrospect, the pattern by which Arab culture was transmitted to Arab soldiers and officers seems obvious. Over the centuries, Arab culture developed a method of teaching which inculcated the values of the dominant culture. This method of teaching, first encountered by all Arabs within their families and then later by those who would have some formal education in the Quranic schools, became the model for all teaching. This is true of all cultures: every society has its own ways of imparting knowledge from one person to another. This way of teaching is so "natural" to the members of the society that they use it in all ways to convey all knowledge to anyone in any situation. It is simply how one teaches something to someone else. It is only after exposure to the educational method of another culture that a person is likely to even recognize that there is more than one way to teach something to someone. For all of these reasons, it wasn't just natural that Arab militaries would employ the teaching method of the larger Arab society to train men to be soldiers and officers, it was probably inevitable. Indeed, it would have been remarkable if the Arabs trained their men in a manner that differed from the dominant method of teaching in the broader society. 

The findings in this paper make a powerful argument in support of the Arab culture theory. They demonstrate that Arab culture has a specific educational method that produces the patterns of behavior identified as elements of the dominant culture. They demonstrate that Arab personnel are taught to act and think in certain ways as a result of the long process of education both within the family and then in their schools. Although it is conceivable that a process of military training could condition them to act differently from the manner encouraged by the society at large, Arab military training does not seem to have this impact. Indeed, Arab military programs, modeled as they are on the educational methods of the larger society, actually reinforce these patterns of behavior. The result are soldiers conditioned to act and think in certain ways--ways that reflect the values and priorities of the dominant culture. developed a method of teaching which inculcated the val 

Given the fact that these men have been trained to act and think in such a way for 20 years or more, how could they possibly be expected to act otherwise? Indeed, given that they have been taught to behave in this fashion for so many years, it requires a great deal of explanation to claim that something else could be producing corresponding patterns of behavior on the battlefield. After all, if Arab personnel are taught to behave in a certain manner all their lives, how could one expect them to do otherwise in the midst of combat when there is little opportunity to think rationally and officers and troops alike tend to fall back on what they know best? At most, other factors--incentive structures existing within the military itself such as those derived from politicization--can only be said to have a reinforcing, or complementary, effect. 
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