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Politics in the Middle East are increasingly polarized and fragmented. The Arab 
Spring’s citizen-led spirit of reform is still alive, but societies are increasingly torn 
apart by bitter tensions between Sunni and Shia, secular liberals and Islamists, 
and governments and civil society. As polarization has deepened, the concern with 
engaging in dialogue to bridge differences has intensified. The relationship between 
these mediation efforts and support for systemic reform will be a pivotal factor in 
the Middle East’s future political trajectory. 

 � The spirit of unity forged in the early days of 
the Arab Spring has faded and polarization 
has deepened across the Middle East. It has 
become apparent that many societies lack 
consensus on basic political rules of the game. 

 � Nearly all Middle Eastern states have some 
form of national dialogue to help build 
consensus, and many international actors 
stress the need for an inclusive process of 
mutual compromise to lay the groundwork 
for political reform.

 � Strategic approaches to the Arab Spring need 
reframing to reflect the fact that the fate  
 
 
 
 

of political reform hinges upon successful 
consensus building and dialogue on political 
rules. 

 � Admirably, the European Union (EU) has 
increased the emphasis on consensus building 
in its diplomatic efforts and its funding 
initiatives across the Middle East. 

 � The necessary focus on mediation and 
dialogue must not supplant support for 
political reform. Reform and dialogue need 
to progress in parallel and be mutually 
reinforcing. 

Striking the Right Balance 
National dialogues differ considerably across countries. They are all designed to foster agreement 
between a wide range of political actors on reform options, but their formats and remits vary signifi-
cantly—as have their effects on political reform.

The way in which political reform and consensus building interact varies across countries. 
Inclusive dialogue can facilitate political reform, and in some countries it has been necessary to keep 
reform momentum on track. But in other countries, some degree of political reform is needed to level 
the playing field and establish conditions conducive to successful mediation.

International actors like the EU must effectively balance mediation and reform promotion. 
Mediation should not become a substitute for reform initiatives. The EU must not tilt too far toward 
elite-centered deal making that undercuts the spirit of political reform that marked the Arab Spring’s 
origins. It needs to be more aware of the potential drawbacks of mediation that is not accompanied by a 
broader upgrade of reform efforts across the Middle East. 
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