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 Dr. Al-Sadiq Al-Faqih*

Introduction

The Arab Social Charter, which has now been 
approved by numerous leaders across the Arab world, 
had its early origins in the Arab Thought Forum’s five 
year action plan. It seeks to ensure a brighter future for 
the peoples of the region in line with their aspirations 
based on religious and cultural values and is the product 
of a series of discussions amongst regional thinkers, 
including the Arab Youth Forum. It thus represents a 
call to action to transform the current crisis in the region 
into an opportunity for greater inclusion in a process of 
steady democratic transition across the region.

* Secretary General of the Arab Thought Forum (ATF).

Presentation of a Charter for a New Arab Society
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Need for a Charter
The underlying purpose of the Charter is to 

present the broad parameters of a social contract that 
would constitute a consensual agreement regarding 
the obligations of the governing towards the governed, 
and vice versa, based on the values of: human dignity, 
justice, equality, pluralism, citizenship, human 
rights and the principle of alternation of executive 
power. Such a Charter would thus ensure justice and 
legal empowerment for all, enabling the individual 
and future generations to achieve their full potential 
and to live in freedom and with dignity as both 
contributors to and a beneficiaries of society.  

To date, in the absence of such a consensual 
agreement, the realization of the full potential/ 
OR the full development of Arab society has been 
hampered. The Arab world is the source of much of 
modern civilization and can lay claim to numerous 
inventions in the fields of science and culture. It 
boasts an almost unrivalled richness of heritage, 
reflecting its values and traditions, its diversity and 
its historical pluralism and its people deserve to 
be re-empowered through a paradigm of positive 
change. 
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This will require a steady and committed adher-
ence to a programme of comprehensive reform at all 
levels: political, social, cultural, legal and economic, 
coupled with the opening up of the public space and 
the participation of civil society in order to achieve the 
orderly democratic transition to which its people aspire.

General Frame of Reference 

Work on the Charter itself began in early 2011.  
The Charter represents a major theme of the Forum’s 
current activities, whose intellectual, social, cultural, 
economic, political and moral values it reflects. It is 
hoped that it will provide a blueprint for the future in 
terms of both the rights and obligations of all members 
of society, and a framework for good governance, 
inclusive of legitimate dissent, as the region transitions 
towards democracy.

Thus following the normal procedure of preliminary 
drafts, seminars, debates and amendments, at its annual 
meeting, convened on 11th December 2012, the General 
Assembly of the Arab Thought Forum voted unanimously 
in favour of and subsequently adopted the Arab Social 
Charter.
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In this context, it is worth re-emphasising the 
legitimacy of our peoples’ aspirations for social justice, 
whilst simultaneously noting that the promotion of 
such justice is the responsibility of all (public and 
private sector, government - executive and legislative 
branches, research and educational establishments, the 
media, civil society and individuals). Additionally, the 
Charter is designed to promote cultural development, 
and to support diversity and pluralism, social cohesion 
and citizenship. In order to achieve these aims, it will be 
incumbent on governments to take steps towards further 
integration and to combat all forms of discrimination 
and prejudice.

Social Constitution
The Arab Social Charter, which in itself is tanta-

mount to a social constitution, affirms the primacy of 
equal citizenship in Arab societies, as enshrined in the 
principles of cultural, social and economic pluralism, 
in our appreciation of the richness of diversity and the 
benefits that accrue from a recognition of our mutual 
interdependence as citizens.

His Royal Highness Prince El Hassan bin Talal, 
President and Patron of the Arab Thought Forum, 
and at whose behest the initiative was launched, 
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presented the Charter to His Majesty King Abdullah II 
of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, on Wednesday 
2 January 2013. He outlined the significance of the 
Charter lies as a joint strategic vision or roadmap 
for the future that offers a guiding framework for 
policy makers, whilst simultaneously preparing future 
generations for full participation in the comprehensive 
and sustainable development of their nations essential 
to achieving security and stability, and guaranteeing 
the  human dignity of each and every citizen. 

His Majesty expressed his gratitude and appre-
ciation to HRH Prince El Hassan bin Talal and to all 
those who had participated in drawing up the Charter 
for their positive response to recent events. He further 
applauded their contribution towards ensuring a steady 
transition towards the democracy based on the values 
of freedom, equality, participation, justice and the rule 
of law,  and anchored in an acceptance of diversity, 
fair competition, open dialogue and legitimate dissent 
which the sons and daughters of the nation deserve. 

Concomitancy of Freedom and Justice 
It is perhaps important to note that in drawing 

up the Charter the contributors were in unanimous 
agreement as to the synergy and interdependence of 
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individual freedom and social justice. The Charter 
is thus premised on ensuring and upholding those 
fundamental rights, as enshrined in numerous Arab 
constitutions, which safeguard the principles of social 
democracy and human rights, and foster human dignity. 

On that basis, and mindful of the aspirations of the 
Arab people, the Charter also seeks not only to define 
those principles, but to formulate practical methods of 
ensuring their application.  

It is hoped thereby to celebrate the new Arab 
Renaissance through a reformulation of the principles 
governing the relationship between ruler and governed 
- legitimacy and the social contract - in the light of the 
guiding premises of modern Arab thought.

Purpose and Significations

Additionally, the Charter aims to encourage 
acknowledgement of the fact that the long term 
development of Arab society is dependent on the 
achievement of individual freedom and universal access 
to education, the law and equal opportunities, as well as 
political, civil, social, economic and cultural rights. 
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Against the background of such understanding the 
Arab Social Charter could be a social constitution, that 
represents a new political roadmap , for while seeking 
to be a frame of reference governing relations between 
the governed, in accordance with the moral heritage of 
the nation, which is consonant and harmonious with 
contemporary human principles, which are compatible 
with what humanity has reached in terms of the forms 
of government, it aims to rearrange and reconstruct 
the relation between the ruler and the governed, 
in accordance with a new contract that is based on 
convergence in organizing this relation. 

The Arab Social Charter, which was sent to all 
the Arab leaders and official and civil institutions, 
is offered for dialogue and adoption, in the belief 
that reform begins with agreement upon common 
fundamental principles. The Arab Thought Forum 
trusts it represents a genuine embodiment of the will 
for joint Arab action, and a test of the establishment’s 
will to listen and reform in line with popular aspirations 
on the basis of a contractual agreement. 

In conclusion, the Social Charter is presented as 
a constructive response to recent developments and an 
attempt to strengthen confidence in our common future 
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through the building of societies based on rights and 
responsibilities, and universal participation, within 
a framework of good governance. We firmly believe 
there can be no justice without freedom, democracy 
and legal empowerment, as a foundational element of 
development and poverty reduction that guarantees 
human dignity for all our citizens.



The Arab 
Social 
Charter

December 2012
Translated by Prof. Fayez Khasawneh
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* This Charter has been approved by the General Assembly of the 
Arab Thought Forum and by a group of notable Arab intellectuals, 
and by participants of the Fifth Arab Youth Conference held in 
Amman on December 11th, 2012.

The Arab Social Charter*

Preamble/Preface
We firmly believe in the necessity of unity between 

the Arab nations in order to secure their future, destiny, 
and continuation of their basic values. We are striving 
towards an Arab society that is based on democracy, 
freedom, social justice, and human dignity; endeavoring 
to realise peoples’ welfare in the form of sustainable 
development that serves the Arab Nation and its future 
generations.

We recognize the profound historical transforma-
tions underway in the Arab world and are cognizant 
of the fragmentation and division within it. Through a 
thoughtful reading of the future of this nation and of 
each and every one of its States, and with the benefit of 
hindsight, we affirm that the will of the nation should 
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express itself once again. A Grand Scheme for Arab Re-
naissance is called for so that a brighter future may be 
achieved through voluntary and peaceful change, one 
that will realise the Nation’s substantive and legitimate 
aspirations. It is therefore the task and duty of each and 
every intellectual, politician and decision-maker to be-
come part of the process of peaceful change, the gen-
eral framework of which is articulated in the following 
fundamental concepts:

1. The Arab world has witnessed, and is still witnessing, 
successive changes since the fall of the Ottoman Empire. 
The Nation has potential capacities that enable it to 
affirm its sovereignty in shaping its present and future, 
and possesses the means to assume its proper position 
within the community of nations. The Arab people, in 
the last couple of years, have shown an unrestrained 
determination to join the community of developed 
nations, and to build their communities on the basis 
of ethical human values; values of freedom, human 
dignity, justice, equality, pluralistic citizenship, and the 
principle of alternation of executive power. All of which 
must form a complementary and indivisible set. 

2. We further recognize that the future involves 
immense challenges, and that our Nation must face up 
to those challenges and turn them into opportunities 
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by forging communities founded on freedom, equality, 
participatory government, justice, and the rule of law; as 
well as establishing stable democratic political systems, 
where discrimination is irrevocably proscribed, with 
no regard to gender, religion, sects within a religion, 
or partisan affiliations. The process should be pursued 
through an active and balanced approach, ensuring that 
authority is never exclusively appropriated by any one 
group or class, and that no one person or group can 
monopolise power and truth, and that false charges 
of treason or of apostasy (takfir) are never allowed to 
discredit others because they have different views.

3. The Arab Nation also recognizes that its resources 
have been the subject of a clear and systematic 
campaign of exploitation by foreign nations to plunder 
our wealth, deprive us of our best minds, and occupy 
our lands. The campaign has been directed implicitly 
and explicitly against our culture, our basic values, and 
our religions. Our Nation condemns these campaigns 
because they violate international laws, undermine 
peace, and contradict divine teachings. The Arab 
Nation, in contrast, aspires to resume its historical 
role in contributing to human civilization, in building 
a culture of peace and security among peoples and 
nations, and with the cooperation of all the powers of 
goodwill to achieve these goals.
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4. The Arab Nation is cognizant of the fact that women 
in the Arab World are still facing a clear denial of some 
of their rights and rightful roles in societies, and are 
subjected to marginalization and discrimination. The 
Nation is fully aware of the progress that the cause 
of women has gained in the world, and recognizes 
the active role played by Arab women during the 
last several decades. The Nation, therefore, greatly 
values the necessity of proscribing discrimination and 
marginalization of women in order to mobilize all 
productive elements in our society, women included, 
to achieve the goals of development.

5. The youth makes up the highest percentage within 
the different age groups in all Arab States and they have 
played a substantial role in the current political movement 
in several Arab countries. They have, furthermore, shown 
incomparable capacities in various fields of humanitarian 
endeavors. It is imperative, therefore, that their energy be 
harnessed and steered towards the welfare of the Nation.

6. The relationship between governments and their 
citizens in a number of Arab States requires redefining 
as a result of peoples’ inherent rejection of tyranny and 
the monopolisation of authority by the few who are bent 
on humiliating the dignity of the rest and manipulating 
their destiny. The Nation is calling for a relationship 



19

that returns to people their God given human rights so 
that they may regain their freedoms, and societies can 
build on this foundation of justice, social peace, and 
human security.

The Nation is living through important times 
and is on the cusp of a past with all its worries and 
failed pursuits, and a future with all its opportunities 
and challenges. The Nation needs a comprehensive 
renaissance in thought that emphasizes the shared 
commonalities within the Arab countries without 
disregarding certain differences amongst them arising 
from circumstances that are unique to each.

Prompted by all of this, members of the Arab 
Thought Forum, at the initiative of its chairman, HRH 
Prince El Hassan bin Talal, and in cooperation with a 
number of other Arab intellectuals and the significant 
contributions from the Fifth Arab Youth Conference, 
all came together to formulate a charter that responds 
to this yearning for change, hopefully guaranteeing 
a better future for the Nation by recognising its 
capabilities and potentials. The outcome was a charter 
based on values of freedom, equality, participation by 
all, justice, the rule of law, and democracy; and was in 
line with the following principles: 
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The Basic Principles of the Charter
First: This Charter is cognizant of previous charters 
issued by different institutions and forums, especially 
the Arab League Charter of 1945, the Gulf Cooperation 
Council Charter of 1981, Charter of L'Union du 
Maghreb Arabe (UMA) of 1989, the Arab Awakening 
Charter of 1988-2010, the Jordanian National Charter 
of 1990, the statements of Al-Azhar regarding the future 
of Egypt of June, 2011, and all other related regional 
and international charters. All of these documents 
attempted to lay down a vision of the future for one 
country or for a group of countries. This Arab Social 
Charter provides a framework for innovative change 
and reform that is aligned with the most relevant and 
substantive outcomes of the Arab reform movements 
that extend from the post-independence era up to the 
latest transformations of 2011.

Second: The Charter recognizes divisiveness among 
Arab countries as a major threat to the nation’s future, 
and that it serves the Zionist goals and the goals of 
other malicious enemies of the Nation, for they all 
benefit from discord within our Nation and from its 
fragmentation into smaller entities in dispute with one 
another. The Charter, therefore, holds certain concepts 
to be incontestable, one of which is equality between 
citizens regardless of social, cultural, or political 
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diversity. Pluralism shall be the means to guarantee the 
elimination of root causes of all forms of discrimination 
and strife, be it ethnic, religious, or sectarian. The 
Charter also recognizes and honors all sub-national 
identities within the all-encompassing Arab National 
identity. Furthermore, the Charter extols the benefits of 
cultural diversity within our Nation and the principle of 
co-existence and mutual   interdependence among all 
its components to guide the expression of citizenship. 
The Charter further brands the concept of quotas in 
social, economic, and political work, regardless of its 
basis or motives, as contrary to the precepts of equality 
among citizens.

Third: The Charter recognizes the existence of 
disparities among the Arab states in terms of certain 
specificities related to history, governance, natural 
resources, and capabilities. However, the Charter also 
recognizes that there are many shared commonalities 
with regards to their collective cultural identity that 
these constitute a firm foundation for collective 
commitment to the principles of equality, freedom, and 
justice in their respective communities.

Fourth: Diversity among the Arab states should not 
prevent the Arab Nation from building its collective 
identity nor should it stand in the way of building a 



22

political and economic bloc and assume the role that it 
deserves among other international blocs.

Fifth: Because the achievement of social peace among 
the different components of society is dependent on 
sustainable and comprehensive economic development, 
the Charter calls for developing Arab economies 
to focus on job creation and increased productivity 
in a manner that helps distribute the dividends of 
development among individuals and groups on the 
basis of justice, meritocracy, and equal opportunities. 

Sixth: Education, scientific and technological know-
how, and the mastery of the comprehensive elements 
of human knowledge all form the cornerstone of the 
targeted Arab renaissance. These are the instruments 
which will empower the Arab Nation to develop the 
qualified, productive human capital which will enable 
it to exercise its sovereign decisions to manage its natu-
ral resources in matching partnership and collaboration 
with other nations as peers rather than to acquiesce to 
the dictates of foreign investors who utilize the scientif-
ic and technological gap that our nation currently suf-
fers from.  Thus, a healthy and robust educational sys-
tem throughout the Nation constitutes the first critical 
step towards capacity building for current and future 
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generations, and towards building a productive Nation 
that values competency and fair competitive practices. 

Seventh: The Grand Scheme of the Arab Renaissance 
is comprised of three principal components: social, 
economic, and political. The social component is the 
most significant of these, hence, this Charter is called 
the “Arab Social Charter”. Accordingly, pluralism 
is imbedded in the Charter to deal with issues related 
to women, children, youth, the elderly, and the 
physically challenged so that society is enriched 
by ethnic and religious diversity, and that equality 
among all groups and sects is realized. The overriding 
objectives are the realization of a decent life in a world 
at peace; the abatement of unemployment, poverty, and 
marginalization; the achievement of human dignity, 
freedom and justice for all citizens; and the rejection of 
all forms and practices of corruption. 

Based on the foregoing statements of principles, we, 
hereby, proclaim the Arab Social Charter as stated 
below: 

1. The principal objective of this Charter is to present 
agreed fundamental principles upon which the modern 
Arab state should be built, be it a monarchy or a 
republic. The first of these principles is to recognize 
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that the will of the people is the ultimate source of 
legislative, executive, and judicial power; and that 
the optimal process to enable people to exercise their 
will is through honest and free elections, where people 
elect their representatives in a just manner, and where 
participation in elections is based on citizenship, and 
where all discrimination and quotas on the bases of 
ethnicity, religion or gender are proscribed. The elected 
representatives shall discharge the will of the people 
to monitor the performance of governments, and to 
conduct the transference of executive power through 
due processes articulated in a constitution.

2. The modern Arab state, in principle, should be 
comprised of institutions and be ruled by laws; and its 
laws should be derived from established human values, 
the most significant of which are the values emanating 
from the mainstream Islamic Shari’. These are the 
values of freedom, equality, justice, diversity, and 
participatory government. These values reject tyranny, 
injustice, oppression, and all forms of discrimination 
or marginalization. The values also assert the principle 
of independence and integrity of courts. The state shall 
provide the proper conditions to enable its people to 
pursue decent living and to ensure that individuals and 
groups will shoulder their civic responsibilities fairly 
and equitably. The basic human rights of individuals 
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shall be guaranteed and shall encompass religious, 
civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights. 
They will also include the right of equal opportunities 
for employment, education, healthcare, decent pension 
and retirement security. The values also prescribe the 
responsibility of individual citizens to assume his / her 
share of the cost of government as taxes, as well as the 
duty of defending the nation, its lands and riches, its 
culture, and its dignity.

3. The Charter identifies education as the subject of 
a shared strategic vision for the entire Arab world, 
and calls for educational programs to develop their 
intellectual, scientific, cultural, political, technical, 
and economic capacity and leadership on the basis of 
aptitude and meritocracy. The goal is to not only to 
educate a critical mass of trained and skilled citizens, 
but also to ensure that our citizenry will continue to 
cherish the values of their Arab Islamic culture, will be 
equipped to preserve these values with instruments of 
good citizenship, open mindedness, flexibility to cope 
with new challenges, willingness to give precedence 
to public interest over self interest, and readiness to 
defend freedom of expression and thought by words 
and deeds.
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4. The Charter further stresses that our Nation has an 
inherent right to lay first claim over its human talent in 
all fields of human endeavor, and particularly in arts, 
sciences, technology, research, and entrepreneurship of 
industry and business, and calls upon our governments 
to adopt policies to prepare the creative environments 
for such talent in order to provide them with competitive 
incentives in wages as well as in other working 
conditions such as freedom of investigation and 
freedom of expression. The target is to minimize brain 
drain through immigration. The Charter also stresses 
the significance of strengthening the ties between the 
Nation and its immigrants working abroad to benefit 
from their expertise and their capacity to influence the 
communities where they live and work.

5. The Charter emphasizes the need to adopt a clear, 
forthright policy to ensure all women enjoy their 
full human rights by revoking all discriminatory 
legislations and refusing all practices that impinge on 
their rights and status as human beings. Women must 
be considered equal partners with men in the task of 
building the shared future of the Nation or its states. 
The said plan shall be elucidated in harmony with the 
statutes of our Arab-Islamic culture, as well as with the 
international charters and accords. 
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6. The Charter proscribes all forms of discrimination, 
oppression, or injustice against any group, members of 
any ethnicity, or adherents of any religion or sect. It 
considers cultural diversity as a source of enrichment 
for our societies. More specifically, the Charter calls 
for the adoption of a forthright policy to eliminate 
the causes of immigration of some adherents of 
certain religions or sects, as well as members of other 
ethnicities, outside the Arab world. In this context, the 
Charter calls for the establishment of a Pan-Arab Court 
on Human Rights to assume the task of putting the 
internal Arab House in order and to do that in a manner 
that corresponds to recognized international standards 
of justice.

7. The Charter calls upon all Arab states to promote 
the establishment of national and regional centers for 
policy analysis, research, and development studies, and 
to ensure that such centers are free, independent, and 
well immunized from subordination to, or influence 
by, foreign entities. Such centers should provide 
national governments with objective assessments and 
analysis of contemplated policies and strategies. Such 
centers should also be encouraged to liaise between 
themselves and with their peers around the world on 
an equal footing, without losing their objectivity or 
compromising their national priorities in order to 
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ensure that their work enjoys broad-based credibility 
both at home and abroad. Centers with foreign 
affiliation and financing that operate in the Arab world 
should be required to operate with full transparency 
and accountability and to disclose the sources of their 
funding and the beneficiaries of their work. 

8. The Charter calls upon all states to revive the Islamic 
institutions that proved to be effective throughout 
history in cementing solidarity and social cohesion 
inside Arab and Islamic communities, with particular 
emphasis on the institution of Zakat through the 
establishment of a Pan Arab Zakat Fund. Additionally, 
the institution of Islamic Awqaf should be empowered 
to exercise its traditional economic and social roles. 
Another Islamic institution that should be promoted is 
the establishment of an Arab Hajj Fund. Several non-
Arab Islamic countries have successfully implemented 
these initiatives, and our Nation stands to benefit from 
their experience. 

9. The Charter also calls upon all Arab states to establish 
a Pan Arab Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(ABRD), patterned after EBRD of Europe, with 
contributions from all Arab states. The objectives of 
such a bank will be to invest in the future of the Nation 
through trans boundary projects operated on sound 
business practices with returns accruing to contributors 
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to the bank and eventually to the entire Nation as an 
alternative to investing Arab funds in foreign banks 
and foreign economies.

10. The Charter recognizes that challenges related to 
water resources, energy, the environment, and food 
supply are fundamentally trans-boundary in nature, 
and cannot be dealt with individually or through 
bilateral agreements. Viable and sustainable solutions, 
therefore, must be based on Pan Arab collaborative 
actions, creative entrepreneurship, and implementation 
according to sound business practices. This is the 
only way to ensure that collaborative projects will be 
effective in alleviating poverty, fighting unemployment, 
and enhancing development. The Charter, therefore, 
calls upon the Arab states to adopt the strategic goal of 
creating a pan Arab economic bloc built on free inter 
Arab trade, free flow of labour and investment capital, 
and targeting trans boundary development projects and 
job creation for Arab work force in lieu of non-Arab 
labor.  

11. The Charter calls on all Arab states to make concerted 
efforts to safeguard the Arabic language and the nation’s 
cultural identity, and to publicize the values and tenets 
of our culture by all possible means. This can be done 
through interaction with international intellectual 
centers and institutions, and with effective participation 
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in international non-governmental organizations. The 
value system of the Arab Islamic culture needs to be 
articulated to the world in a manner that projects its 
genuine humanitarian mindset and absolves it from all 
the cruel labels that the enemies of our Nation continue 
to ascribe to it. The Charter further points out that such an 
undertaking is best implemented through the concerted 
efforts of governmental and non-governmental Arab 
institutions and organizations.  

12.  Since globalization has become a worldwide 
reality, and since our Nation must cope with this reality, 
the Charter calls upon the Arab states to structure 
their international relations in a manner that rejects 
hegemony of one nation over another, and opposes the 
confiscation of natural and human resources of one 
nation by another. The Charter calls for the formulation 
of international relationships on the basis of fair 
reciprocity between nations or blocks of nations, and 
calls for the adoption of processes and procedures to 
lay the foundation for sustainable world peace. 

13. In the same context, the Charter calls for a long-
term strategy underpinned by the broad principles 
outlined herein to develop the Arab League into a 
union patterned after the European Union, and to take 
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advantage of the European experience in charting the 
course in all fields, including the political, economic, 
social, educational, and human resources-related fields.

14. The foregoing principles used to structure this 
Charter provide a comprehensive ground in the form of 
a constitutional corpus that identifies the commonalities 
and shared principles that all constitutions in the Arab 
world should include without any prejudice to certain 
unique and understandable disparities between the 
Arab countries. We hope that this Charter will become 
the reference point for formulating new constitutions 
or for amending existing ones. 

The achievement of this Charter’s goals is dependent 
on the degree of cooperation between all stakeholders 
including the political, the cultural, the intellectual, and 
the scientific elements of our people. It will also depend 
on the degree of conviction in the precepts of this Charter 
by key actors and leaders in the political, civil, religious, 
cultural, social, and media-related arenas. This requires 
serious and responsible discourse to formulate the 
framework for a long-term strategic consensus among 
the people and for the people to promote the creation 
of a historic bloc, where people will be committed to 
pursuing the goals, objectives and values expounded in 
this Charter. 



32

Rational discourse, therefore, is necessary and 
mandatory. It is what our nation needs to chart its 
way into the future. The level to which we succeed in 
conducting peaceful debate, in rejecting violence, and 
in tolerating differing viewpoints, will concurrently 
reflect our future success. Therefore, rational debate 
on all issues must be promoted on campuses, in the 
workplace, educational institutions, social gatherings, 
intellectual forums, civil society institutions, social 
media, houses of worship, and all other means at hand 
through which to spread the message of this Charter.


