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Preface

On 17 December 2010, an unemployed Tunisian by the name of Mohamed Bouazizi was selling fruit at a roadside stand. In yet another act of harassment and humiliation committed against him, his wares were confiscated.. One hour later, he set himself on fire. His death triggered mass demonstrations that had immediate contagion effects: in the course of only a few weeks, anti-government protests, uprisings and armed rebellions had spread across the Middle East.

At the core were fear and hatred of ageing dictatorships and the brutality of their security services: Ben Ali (Tunisia), Mubarak (Egypt) and Qaddafi (Libya) had ruled for 23, 30 and 42 years, respectively. Other factors were high unemployment, grave social injustice and rampant corruption. To a large extent, moreover, each uprising unfolded in its own setting and for its own specific reasons. Many analysts have therefore examined them case by case, instead of studying them together using terms like ‘Arab Spring’, ‘Arab Awakening’ or other common designators.

The ‘Spring’ metaphor dates back to the European revolutions of 1848, which became known as the ‘Spring of Nations’ or the ‘Springtime of Peoples’. It has also been used to characterize the 1968 democracy movement in Czechoslovakia and the transition to democracy and market economy in Eastern Europe after 1989. The revolutionaries of 1848 were fighting for democracy and the removal of old feudal structures – not so different from the driving forces behind the Arab Spring. The uprisings that year became the most widespread revolutionary wave in European history – just as the Arab Spring became the most comprehensive wave in Middle Eastern history. In Europe, the reactionary forces regained control within a year: the Arab Spring countries have suffered severe setbacks as well, with much becoming even worse than before. To date, Tunisia is the sole exception: democratic processes seem to be taking hold there.

The first part of this book discusses the complexity of the concept of ‘democracy’ and what has impeded countries in the Middle East from progressing on the path of democratic reform. Asking whether democracy can be grafted onto the Muslim countries of the Middle East from the outside, or must grow from within along lines better suited to the specific conditions of the region, Amin Saikal introduces the main theme of the book: how, and how much, did external powers actually matter during the Arab Spring?

In the second part, developments in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya in the period 2011 to 2014 are examined. The third part analyses what external powers did or did not do in relation to these countries during the Arab Spring, and with what effects. It discusses the policies of two global powers – the United States and the European Union – and four regional states – Israel, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran. What objectives did they pursue? How did they seek to influence developments, if at all? The final part summarizes the various accounts and analyses, offering some general conclusions about the role of external actors.

By the end of 2014, the democratic aspirations of Middle Eastern countries seemed as far from fulfilment as ever. Nevertheless, the Arab Spring may have had a lasting impact. The fears once instigated by the various dictatorships and their security services, and the hopelessness that had kept populations in passivity, may have lost their grip on people’s minds. Gone is the perceived invincibility of the ruling elites. Sparks have been kindled that, even if temporarily snuffed out, may be reignited, perhaps with greater ease and better results the next time, drawing on the lessons so painfully learnt in the years 2011 to 2014.

The book is rich in detached analysis, yet inspired by the search for better governance. Knowing more about the role of external powers during the Arab Spring, what can we expect of them at critical junctures in the future? What will have to change, in order to make them react more constructively to calls for democratic reform? Is there any reason to believe that they will act more constructively, unless that appears to be in their own national interest?

Work on this book has been a joint project of the Toda Institute for Global Policy and Research in Hawaii and the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI) in Oslo. The editor is affiliated with both. In December 2014, a meeting of authors was convened in Oslo to establish a common understanding of the aims of the book and agree on a division of labour.

The project has been financed by the Toda Institute, NUPI and the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. NUPI’s language editor, Susan Høivik, has applied her professionalism and social science skills to the manuscripts, to the great satisfaction of us all.

Sverre Lodgaard

Senior Research Fellow, the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI)

Satako Takahashi

Research Director, the Toda Institute for Global Peace and Policy Research

Oslo, November 2015


PART I:

LESSONS FOR DEMOCRACY


Lessons for Democracy in the Wake of the Arab Spring

Amin Saikal

The so-called Arab Spring has progressively turned into a winter of despair and a time of soul-searching for those who spearheaded the popular Arab uprisings in pursuit of democratic transformations of their societies. Of all the Arab states that experienced people’s revolts against authoritarianism between 2010 and 2012, only Tunisia has taken a democratic trajectory. In every other country, the process of democratization has been either reversed or stunted. In the cases of Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria and Bahrain, it has also resulted in protracted bloody struggles between the state and elements of society. In fact, conservative forces, led by Saudi Arabia, have mounted a counter-democratic revolution to restore authoritarianism, which has been the predominant feature of the modern Muslim Middle Eastern political landscape. Although recently-crowned Saudi King Salman ibn Abdulaziz has signalled a degree of openness towards political Islamists in the region by according a warm reception to the Tunisian Islamist leader, Rachid Ghannourchi, and calling for better ties with Turkey’s moderate Islamist government,1 this is unlikely to amount to a substantial change in Riyadh’s anti-democracy posture in the region.

This is not to claim that democracy, as an ideal of government, is not part of the language of all leaderships in the Muslim Middle East today. To the contrary, virtually all Middle Eastern governments have adopted the vocabulary of democracy and certain relevant measures of political legitimation to brand their regimes as popular and representative. Many have pointed to the existence of some forms of ‘popular representation’ or ‘electoral legitimacy’ in order to affirm the existence of popular sovereignty and a legitimate functioning system of governance within the state apparatus.

Nevertheless, what has generally transpired in most Muslim Middle Eastern countries is autocracy, or autocratic oligarchy, or at best a form of manipulable procedural democracy, conducive to the promotion of a personalized or delegative regime. Even among states that claim to have implemented democratic reforms, none has progressed towards the ultimate goal of substantive or liberal democracy. Whenever Arab societies have attempted to institute anything more substantial than a manipulable procedural democracy, their efforts have resulted in major, and at times violent, political and social upheavals. As argued by many analysts (e.g. Sika 2014, pp. 73–98), this dynamic has been instrumental in perpetuating a serious rift between the governing elites and ordinary citizens, with the latter locked in a relation of alienation to public authorities. It has also provided a critical nexus between the domestic and international critics of regimes in the region, and produced serious consequences in terms of both state-society relations and human development. The questions are: in both traditional and contemporary terms, what has prevented the Muslim Middle East from achieving democratic ideals, values and practices? And what is the way out of the predicament in which the region is so deeply ensconsed?

This chapter has four aims. The first is to investigate the complexity and vagueness surrounding the concept of democracy. The second is to make a general assessment of the Muslim Middle Eastern coutries in relation to a minimalist democratic model. The third is to see what underlying factors may have impeded most of the regional countries from progressing on the path of democratic reforms and, by the same token, may have contributed to confounding the democratic outcomes that had been expected of the ‘Arab Spring’. The fourth is to evaluate whether democracy – in minimalist or substantive form – can be grafted onto the Muslim Middle East from outside, or whether it needs to grow from within and in a way more pertinent to the peculiar conditions in the region’s constituent states.

The Concept of Democracy

Democracy has become an overloaded concept. Historically, it has meant different things to different people. It has been applied to many different formations, and in interaction with different socio-cultural traditions and practices. It has produced diverse forms of government – some more representative, participatory, accountable, transparent and stable than others. Even in Western democracies, there is no consensus as to precisely what the concept means and how best to express it as an ideal (see, for example, Collier and Levitsky 1997, pp. 430–451; Bollen 2001). There is not even widespread agreement among theorists and practitioners as to whether democracy is a form of government, a method of choosing a government, or a political culture, or a term applied to a whole society, as Alexis de Tocqueville claimed in his study of Democracy in America (1835).

Whatever the diversity of views, there is nonetheless a core or minimalist definition that lies beneath all the interpretations and uses of the term. As Anthony Arblaster writes, this core definition:

…is necessarily general and vague enough to make such variations possible, but it is not so vague as to permit just any meaning whatsoever to be placed on the word. At the root of all definitions of democracy, however refined and complex, lies the idea of popular power, of a situation in which power, and perhaps authority too, rests with the people. That power or authority is usually thought of as being political, and often therefore takes the form of an idea of popular sovereignty – the people as the ultimate political power. But it need not be exclusively political. (Arblaster 2002, p. 9)

By the same token, democracy is a method of public participation whereby power and authority can be transferred in an orderly and peaceful fashion from one popularly mandated leader or party to the next, without the upheaval and bloodshed that often characterize such a transfer in non-democratic systems. Further, democracy is not an event or process but rather a journey involving several transitional phases before it can reach maturity over a period of time. For an authoritarian or concealed authoritarian system to transit to a democratic one, it may progress from procedural to delegative to substantive democracy. Procedural democracy essentially denotes the insitution of certain procedures like regular elections, based on some kind of universal suffrage and pluralist political participation, to produce an electorally-legitimated government. Delegative democracy is basically a kind of procedural democracy whereby an all powerful head of state is elected, but without the types of checks and balances that could prevent that head from exercising power in the way he/she sees fit between the elections. In either case, the danger is that elected leaders can manipulate the procedures and delegation of power in order to enforce what may essentially amount to a variety of concealed or veiled authoritarianism.

To avoid this, a transition from procedural democracy to substantive liberal democracy is ultimately required.2 The latter rests on the development of what is generally recognized as a liberal political culture underpinned by a set of national ideals, values and practices that cuts across political and social cleavages, and sanctifies the notions of pluralist public participation, separation of powers, an independent judiciary, the rule of law with justice, equality of citizens before the law, freedom of thought and expression, and political checks and balances as imperatives for instituting a durable responsible, transparent and participatory system of governance, and for safeguarding citizens’ rights and liberties against state manipulations and arbitrary impositions. As such, Arblaster’s minimalist model can only serve as a foundational opening: the ultimate goal of meaningful democratization has to be building substantive democracy, based on principles of liberalism analagous to those that have developed in the West. Obviously, the institutional mechanisms and processes for achieving Arblaster’s minimalist model and progressing beyond it can vary from country to country, depending on the country’s traditions and circumstances. They need not be a replica of a Western democracy, although one can argue that competitive elections through universal suffrage, and institutions of the executive, parliament and judiciary as ensuring rights and freedoms of citizens and correspondingly defining the exercise and limits of power, have universal applicability.

Claims of Democratization

Regimes in the Muslim Middle East have come under constant domestic and external pressure to conform at least to this minimalist position as a foundation for the development of a pluralist, tolerant, stable and prosperous society. The result has been a kaleidoscope of political forms. If one adopts the principles of popular power and popular sovereignty as defining a minimalist democratic goal, most of the Muslim Middle Eastern regimes can argue that they have made some progress in this respect. They can claim some gains in terms of establishing electoral and representative processes of popular legitimation, whereby citizens are given the opportunity to participate in policy-making and policy-implementation processes, either directly or indirectly, although even this is absent in the Gulf Arab monarchies.

However, closer scrutiny reveals that, in many cases, Arab states’ claims to democratic credentials have been largely rhetorical. It is only in Tunisia that some solid democractic procedures have been put in place. When prompted to promote democratic reforms, a majority of leaderships have done so on a highly selective and exclusionary basis, and within procedural frameworks that have not substantially affected their personal or family or elite powers. They have conveniently designed the reforms in such a way as to produce little more than systems that may be termed ‘democratic in form but authoritarian in content’, devoid of the necessary dynamisms to secure even the gradual application of basic liberal principles against the open-ended, arbitrary needs and impositions of rulers (Saikal 2015). Thus, whether operating within a traditional or traditionalmodernist or revolutionary-modernist mould, not many of them have succeeded in venturing beyond at best a kind of manipulable procedural democracy.

Most strikingly, these Arab states, again with the exception of Tunisia, have fallen well short of creating a widely inclusive and competitive system. They have sought to exclude from the processes the groups that they have perceived as popularly threatening, and have refused to disperse power to the extent that could reduce their own indispensability to the operation of their politics. As a consequence, their reforms have frequently resulted in political polarization and violent conflict – a development which has served as a strong deterrent against democratization to other leaders in the region. The experiences of many countries illustrates this point, with none more arresting than those of Iran and Algeria. The attempts by the Iranian monarch, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (1941–1979), although largely under the impulse of President Jimmy Carter’s emphasis on human rights, and by Algerian President Colonel Chadli Bendjedid (1978–1992), to implement a degree of liberalization of their respective political systems opening3 played a key role in their downfalls, setting an unhappy precedent for many other leaders in the region to avoid.4

A glance across the domain of the Muslim Middle East as a whole reveals that the problems and complexities confronting Iran and Algeria in pursuit of some form of democratization apply to many other countries in the region as well. With reference to the Muslim Arab world alone, the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP’s) Arab Human Development Report 2002, whose findings were largely reconfirmed by the agency’s 2004 report, noted:

There is a substantial lag between Arab countries and other regions in terms of participatory governance. The wave of democracy, that transformed governance in most of Latin America and East Asia in the 1980s and Eastern Europe and much of Central Asia in the late 1980s and early 1990s, has barely reached the Arab states. This freedom deficit undermines human development and is one of the most painful manifestations of lagging political development. While de jure acceptance of democracy and human rights is enshrined in constitutions, legal codes and government pronouncements, de facto implementation is often neglected and, in some cases, deliberately disregarded. In most cases, the governance pattern is characterized by a powerful executive branch that exerts significant control over all other branches of the state, being in some cases free from institutional checks and balances. Representative democracy is not always genuine and is sometimes absent. Freedoms of expression and association are frequently curtailed. Obsolete norms of legitimacy prevail. (UNDP 2002, p. 2)

This has also led to failure to ‘adapt to demands of the new economics and the new politics’ (UNDP 2002), to address problems of gender disparities and inequalities, to promote liberal education, and to part with those outdated traditions and cultural practices that have proved to be unaccommodating of certain much-needed aspects of modernity. Further, there has been a ‘mismatch between aspirations and their fulfillment’, as well as ‘alienation and its offspring – apathy and discontent’. Given the lack of progress beyond a form of limited procedural democracy, such alienation has created serious legitimation problems for rulers and their governmental systems, with which the people have found it increasingly difficult to identify. It has also reflected a high level of distrust, not only between rulers and ruled, but also among different sections of the national societies. This factor has contributed to widespread disillusionment with the regimes and their international supporters in the region, especially in the context of wider exogenous factors, ranging from Israel’s repression of the Palestinians and the US support for Israel to the dominant policy behaviour of the United States in the Middle East. By the same token, the persistence of distrust between governments and populations has provided fertile breeding ground for political militancy and extremism. Although several subsequent Arab Human Development Reports, with the latest from 2009,5 point to progress in many aspects of life and society in the Arab world, the findings of the 2002 and 2004 reports in relation to governance and political life remain valid in many cases to date.6

At the same time, the findings of the UNDP reports offer insights into the kinds of assumptions that were operative in scholarly and political analyses of the Arab world on the eve of the ‘Arab Spring’. During the 1980s and 1990s, the prevailing paradigm in academic and policy-making circles held that liberalization – of both politics and the economy, but with a particular emphasis on the latter – would lead inevitably to democratization in the MENA region (Pace and Cavatorta 2012, pp. 125–38). Yet while many Arab states, impelled by international financial organizations such as the World Bank, had embarked on liberalization programmes from the 1970s, the predominantly authoritarian character of the Arab political landscape remained virtually unaltered. From the early 2000s, then, the key problem for scholars and policy-makers dealing with the Arab world shifted towards how to explain the persistence of authoritarianism despite liberalization (see, e.g., Valbjørn and Bank 2010).

The moment when the ‘Arab Spring’ erupted, the prevailing consensus within academic and policy-making circles was that authoritarianism was well entrenched and highly secure. Yet the outbreak of poular revolts in Tunisia in December 2010 resulted in the successive overthrow of dictators in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya in less than a year.7 The ‘Arab Spring’ also helped trigger popular revolts in Syria, Yemen and Bahrain, causing serious concerns and panic among the ruling Arab conservative forces, especially in the Gulf. Experiences of and responses to popular revolts differed across the region. Egypt and Libya were plunged into long-term bloody conflicts between state and society, with opposite forces supported by outside actors, most importantly the two traditional rivals – Saudi Arabia and Iran – in pursuit of conflicting sectarian and geopolitical objectives. In Arab monarchies, by contrast, the conservative rulers sought to counter the need for democratization.8 To dampen the attraction of the ‘Arab Spring’ to their subjects, some rulers in such countries as Jordan, Algeria, Morocco and the Sultanate of Oman initially promised political and human rights reforms. However, once the storm had passed, most of them joined their Arab counterparts in placing greater emphasis on development, security and counter-terrorism as more imperative than democracy (Springborg 2014). As such, whatever political reforms they claimed to have unleashed turned out to be largely superficial, entailing little or no structural changes in pursuit of substantive democratization.

Impediments to Democratization

A range of national and cross-national reasons can be cited to explain why most of the Muslim Middle Eastern countries have proved so inhospitable to anything more than concealed authoritarianism or, at best, procedural democratization. At least six are worthy of particular attention.

The first is the degree of incompatibility that allegedly exists between Islam and competitive pluralist democracy. It is argued that Islam, with its central principle of Tawhid (the oneness of God), from which other Islamic principles flow, including those concerning earthly governance – most importantly the principles of Shura (consultation) and Ijma’ (consensus) – provides for little more than what a leading Islamic scholar, the late Mawlana Maududi (1969), has called ‘theo-democracy’, and therefore provides a foundation for an authoritarian, not liberal, political culture. According to this interpretation, Islam recognizes no separation between religion and politics and is therefore intrinsically incompatible with the principles of religious pluralism, equality and popular sovereignty that are enshrined in democratic systems.9 Consequently, what has historically evolved has been incremental acculturation of Muslim-dominated Middle Eastern societies to the authoritarian values and practices that are alleged to derive directly from Islam, although with variations in their intensity and effectiveness across time and place. This phenomenon, it is claimed, took a sharp upward turn following the closure of the gate of ijtihad (creative interpretation and application of Islam, based on independent reasoning) from the 14th century.10

Having said this, there is also a counter-argument, advanced by such thinkers and activists as the former Iranian and Indonesian presidents, Mohammed Khatami (1997–2005) and the late Abdurrahman Wahid (1999–2001), that Islam is essentially compatible with democracy and the International Declaration of Human Rights (although with the exception of capital punishment, which Islam endorses); it all depends on how Islam is interpreted and applied (Khatami 2000; Fawhtrop 2010). If one goes down a traditionalist path, as many Jihadi Islamists (or combative forces of political Islam) do, Islam can be cited as negating some of the liberal principles of democracy related to individualism and freedom of choice. It is important to note, however, that the same can be said for Judaism, Christianity and many other text-based religions. This need not be the case if Islam is applied through an ijtihadi lens according to changing times and conditions. Nevertheless, the application of ijtihad can be a double-edged sword. At one level, ijtihadi has been an important tool for Muslim reformists who, since at least the 19th century, have argued the deep compatibility of Islam with various facets of modernity, including gender and religious equality, democracy, human rights and secularism (see Hunter 2014). At another level, ijtihad has been equally important for radical Muslim thinkers, who have used it to construct and legitimate violent, intolerant and absolutist interpretations of ‘authentic’ Islam. Figures such as Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-al Wahhab, the aforementioned Mawlana Maududi, and even Osama bin Laden have appealed to ijtihad to defend their interpretations of Islam.

While the relationship between Islam and democracy is not straightforward – not least because of the contested meanings and interpretations that accompany both of those terms – it remains the case that few concrete examples of a functioning Islamic democracy are to be found in the modern international system. This is especially true of the Middle East. Nevertheless, some scholars point to the examples of Turkey under the moderate Islamist Justice and Development Party (AK), and Tunisia, as evidence for the feasibility of democracy in Muslim-majority countries. Not withstanding the recent allegations of authoritarian tendency on the part of AK’s leader, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, it has been argued that AK has succeeded in welding Islamic traditions and democratic practices within a workable framework of governance. Similarly, Tunisia is viewed as having embarked on a similar journey in the wake of its 2014 democratic elections. Yet, the same cannot be claimed about the Islamic Republic of Iran, which has developed a unique theodemocratic system of it own since the toppling of Mohammad Reza Shah’s pro-Western monarchy in the revolution of 1978/79, which delivered an Islamic government under the Shah’s chief religious and political opponent, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

The second factor that has been invoked as an impediment to democratization, which in a way flows from the first, is the personalization (as opposed to the institutionalization) of politics that has become deeply entrenched in the Muslim Middle East. Some date the origins of this back to the early leadership of Islam following the death of the Prophet and his Companions (see Murden 2002, p. 162), and to the patriarchal and tribal nature of Arab societies, which predates Islam. With rulership frequently falling into the hands of self-aware individuals, families, clans and elites, successive rulers and foreign powers have made few serious efforts to institutionalize politics. As a result, there has been little attempt to build legitimate state institutions rather than focusing on the empowerment of personalities, irrespective of their background and mode of operation, as a means to ensure political stability and continuity. Instead, state institutions have been built to serve the political purpose of the rulers of the day, and they have risen and fallen with those rulers.

The third factor is the lack of sufficient education of the public to enable it to grasp easily the significance of democratic ideals, values and practices, with responsibility and cross-cultural understanding and commitment. The culture of authoritarianism, and the ensuing political exclusivism, divisiveness, distrust and public alienation that it has generated, have substantially thwarted the growth of freedom of critical thought and education, and therefore the degree of intellectual diversity and free discourse that are so vital for the innovative and pluralist development of societies. The processes of formal and informal education, especially in the area of social sciences, have by and large suffered from political impositions and relgious restrictions (Rohde and Alayan 2012, pp. 1–14). It is not surprising that the Arab world today does not have a single university or institution of higher education that ranks among the top 100 higher education institutes in the world. Nevertheless, the increasing prominence and sophistication of cyber activism (blogging, social media networking, online news sources) in the Arab world offers a glimpse into alternative geographies of knowledge, capable of transcending and subverting state control. The rise of the Internet has given new shape and significance to the historic connections between Arabs in the Middle East and the diaspora. Yet while new technologies have facilitated the circulation of a critical discourse among Arab youths both in the Middle East and abroad, they have also highlighted the ongoing importance of socio-economic distinctions in the ‘Arab Spring’. For instance, in 2014 it was reported that only two out of 100 Egyptians had access to broadband internet (Aggour 2014).

The fourth factor concerns a lack of consensus over the form and functions of government, a problem that has historically dogged most countries in the Muslim Middle East. Few of these countries have so far succeeded in fostering, as against imposing, a viable national approach to, and agreement on, what constitutes good and acceptable government. The Islamic regime in Iran is the only country in the region that put this issue to the people in a referendum in 1979. But the fact that the plebiscite asked only whether or not the public wanted an Islamic republic, and as such made no provision for any alternative, greatly reduced its significance. The fact that a great majority voted in favour of the referendum enabled Khomeini and his zealous supporters to establish an Islamic government, based on Khomeini’s vision of Shi’a Islam, and accordingly set Islamic parameters within which the Iranian polity should be shaped and function. As for the Arab countries (with the exception of Morocco), they have not even attempted to ascertain a citizens’ consensus or mandate for the type of political order to which they have been subjected.

The fifth factor, which especially applies to the oil-rich Arab states, is the use of rentier income from carbon sources to enforce authoritarianism and power centralization rather than to entrench a culture of power devolution and public empowerment. The rulers in these states – from Saudi Arabia and its partners in the Gulf Cooperation Council to Libya (although, in the latter case, until the overthrow of Qaddafi) – have handled their national carbon revenues virtually as private property and have spent them in ways that have largely complied with their political and rule enforcement needs. In other words, the national wealth has been deployed to enforce authoritarianism rather than to generate conditions for the growth of a vibrant civil society, political pluralism and democratic reforms.

The sixth factor relates to the effects of European colonial domination and, subsequently, the US globalist penetration and hegemonic interventions in the Middle East. In general, European colonization did little to promote the cause of good government or principles of human rights and responsibilities. British colonial rule proved more rewarding in terms of the judicial and institutional legacy that it left behind in the Indian subcontinent than in the Middle Eastern region. A survey of the colonial subjugation of Middle Eastern lands clearly indicates that the colonial powers, whether British, French or Italian, paid far less attention to the task of nation-building and institutionalization of politics in their colonies than the British did in the subcontinent. The history of European colonialism generally displays a policy of divide and rule, exploitation and a sense of cultural superiority. In most cases, the colonial powers deliberately thwarted the need for good governance in order to facilitate maintenance of their domination. When French and British colonial rule of the Muslim Middle East finally folded up, with the partial exception of Egypt between the World Wars, little had been achieved in terms of political institutions and practices that could promote democracy. The postcolonial governments were confronted with the difficult task of starting nation-building almost from scratch, and leading their citizens from the colonial political culture to a variety of post-colonial authoritarian ones. From this perspective, the authoritarian trajectories of Middle Eastern nationstates can be understood in terms of a break with Islamic political culture, rather than a modern manifestation of it (Hermassi 1991).

In their transition into modern statehood, the Arab nations have also had to contend with another development: US globalist behaviour in the context of the Cold War and its aftermath. During the Cold War, the US approach was overarching; no questions were asked about what type of leader, government or sub-national force the USA was dealing with, as long as it was prepared to support the main US foreign policy goal of containing Soviet communism. In the process, and in stark contrast to the post-9/11 situation, the USA made little or no effort to tie its penetration of many key Muslim Middle Eastern states to the promotion of good governance and democracy (see Saikal 2003, ch. 3). On the contrary, in several cases, it put dictatorship above democracy to achieve its globalist objectives.  It was even prepared to court Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship in order to compensate for the loss of the Shah’s autocratic rule in Iran.11 Rarely did the USA seriously link its friendship or alliance with regional Muslim states with the need for democratization.

This much was openly admitted by former US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice in a speech in Cairo in June 2005, when she stated that for 60 years the United States focused on security and stability at the expense of democracy in the Middle East, and yet at the end achieved neither (Rice 2005). Although her objective in saying so was to justify the 2003 US-led invason of Iraq and the US push for the democratization of Iraq and the rest of the Muslim Middle East under the Republican presidency of George W. Bush (2001–2009), her remarks nonethless clearly indicated that the USA had been at least partly responsible for the lack of democratization in the region.

Following the failure of Bush’s neoliberal putsch to impose democracy from outside, his Democrat successor, Barack Obama, inherited the contradictory policy options of his predecessor. Whilst initially lending cautious support to the ‘Arab Spring’, the Obama administration soon found it expedient to swing back in support of the traditonally Saudi-led conservative Arab allies of the United States, for the sake of US geostrategic interests. This reversal was nowhere more clear than in Egypt. Obama had initially voiced support for the Egyptian Revolution, which ended the 30-year term of President Hosni Mubarak on 11 February 2011. At that time, Obama declared that ‘the people of Egypt have spoken’ and that ‘nothing less than genuine democracy will carry the day’ (see ‘Obama…’ 2011). Yet when military-led authoritarian forces overthrew the popularly elected Muslim Brotherhood government in Egypt in mid-2013, his administration rapidly toned down its criticism and declined to suspend US aid to the country. In fact, it has rapidly rehabilated Egypt as a close ally under the military-cum-political leader, President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (see ‘US unlocks…’ 2014).

For all practical purposes, the United States has abandoned democratization as a policy objective in the Arab world; it has essentially come to share the Arab conservative forces’ obsession with security, stability and oppositon to ‘extremism and terrorism’– especially since the declaration in June 2014 of the so-called Islamic State (ISIL) or Khilafat on large swathes of war-torn Syrian territory and the highly divided and violent Iraq. US Middle East policy has never been in as much disarray as it is today. It is shuttling between an alliance with the forces of author itarianism and an allegiance  to democratic ideals, political monotheism and pluralism, secularism and moderate Islamism, and freedom and occupation, as in the case of its unqualified support of Israel in the face of its illegal and repressive occupation of the Palestinian territories.

Democratization or Civil Society?

The lack of progress beyond veiled authoritarianism, often enveloped in some form of procedural democracy in most of the Muslim Middle East, underscores a vital point: the necessary conditions either for cutting through or for leap-frogging authoritarianism are still out of reach in most regional states. The way forward perhaps is not to press for an immediate transformation in pursuit of the liberal democratization of political systems, which would require profound changes in the power structures, with serious effects on the fortunes of the very ruling elites which are expected to bring about these changes. The objective should be to prepare the conditions in the given countries and the region for good government and robust civil society. Such government and society do not need to be in conformity with the exact procedural and institutional models which underpin the operation of governments and societies in the West. Methods and mechanisms would have to be founded on those ideals and practices that are culturally relevant and conducive to the development of a virtuous polity, the creation of which is, after all, also a central focus of Islam as it is interpreted within a progressive ijtihadi approach.

The starting point should be to convince the leadership of the need to move towards such practices as the separation of state and economy, the separation of powers, the institution of an independent judiciary, and the establishment of the rule of law, with an emphasis on legal free space for individual creativity and the exercise of basic human rights and freedoms, as was to some extent the case with the Italian city-states and even Ottoman rule. This will not necessarily diminish the risk of a radical Islamist force coming to power, but it will place that force within the limits of a set of national and regional obligations and responsibilities that could prompt it to build upon the very environment which has delivered its power.

It is possible to achieve liberty – in terms of lessening the state’s grip over society – without first establishing a Western-type liberal democracy. However, the achievement of liberty could well open the way to advances well beyond a procedurally-sanctioned veiled authoritarianism. Many practices pertinent to the development of civil society have already found their way into most Muslim Middle Eastern countries. An encouraging debate on such issues as the vitality of free market reform or the liberalization of capital, public representation in governmental processes and wider space for individual innovations and personal freedoms, although not new, has gained strength. Beyond the very encouraging case of Tunisia, certain leaderships (most importantly those of Morocco and Algeria) whether willingly or for reasons of expediency, have benefited from such a debate, and have increasingly become amiable to the growth of non-threatening civil society. What is needed is to build wider liberal practices on these bases. But this cannot be achieved as long as the Muslim countries function in an international system where Islam is vilified, and where the United States lacks a clear Middle East policy, keeps attaching primacy to the threat or use of brute force to solve problems that are essentially political in nature in world politics, and seeks to shape and reshape the region according to its globalist interests. As the case of Egypt clearly illustrates, the ongoing primacy of economic and geostrategic calculations in the shaping of US foreign policy continue to pose a threat to the operation of democratic processes in the region. Dismantling authoritarianism, which sustains and is nourished by the entrenchment of crony capitalism, will remain a distant possibility so long as the operations of Arab politics are subordinated to the economic and political interests of foreign and regional powers, notably the USA.

Despite all their ugliness, the tragic events of 11 September 2001 have injected new life into the debate that had already started about the ways and means by which political liberalization can be achieved in the Muslim Middle East. Ultimately, as the experiences of Western democracies have shown, democracy is something that emerges from the grassroots. In the Arab domain and, for that matter, in the Muslim world, this cannot be done independently of Islam, given Islam’s dominance in the life of Muslims. It has to be achieved in conjunction with Islam. The concept of al-medina al-jama’iyya (the virtuous or the most admirable and happy city) introduced by the famed Islamic scientist and philosopher Abu Nasr Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Farabi (872–950; known as Al-Farabi), should be the objective, not a crude replication of democracy as it exists in the USA or in one of its democratic allies. A realization of al-Farabi’s concept could also lay a solid foundation for achieving what the originators of the ‘Arab Spring’ had hoped. Indeed, there is much within both the Islamic philosophical tradition (which was profoundly influenced by ancient Greek philosophy) and the more recent heritage of Muslim reformers that might be drawn upon to construct a workable alternative to Western-imported models (see Sadiki 2004). At the same time, any revisiting of Islamic philosophy will require taking into account the particular conditions of religious and political pluralism that define the condition of the Arab nation-state.

Imposed Democracy

The goal of democracy cannot be achieved by imposition from outside. As stated earlier, democracy is a journey that has to evolve in phases with help from, but not at the behest of, outside forces. A state has to go through processes of maturation and consolidation in various walks of political, economic and social life before it can create the right conditions and harness the necessary synergy to move from civil society to a form of culturally relevant democracy. The journey of every state and its achievements can be very different from one another. If the USA and its democratic allies wish to see the Muslim Middle Eastern states experience the kind of processes that they claim to be compatible with their ideological and geopolitical preferences, then they should expect highly charged and destabilizing transitions, with the risk of a wider anti-US and anti-Western backlash.

Its attitude has already been confronted with serious problems in Afghanistan and Iraq. One of the publicly declared goals of the United States in launching the ‘enduring freedom operation’ or military intevention in Afghanistan, which followed al-Qaida’s terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in September 2001, and in invading Iraq in March 2003, was to bring about a democratic transformation of those two countries. US efforts in either case have not proved to be very productive, as President Bush had originally promised.

Afghanistan has so far achieved only a very fragile procedural democracy. It has a long way to go before it can possibly transit towards a substantive democracy, provided that in the meantime it does not descend into wider internal strife following the exit in 2014 of most of the US-led NATO forces from the country. The country’s presidential election of May 2014 turned out to be a shambles (Nordland 2014). Allegations of widespread fraud and the resulting dispute between the two leading candidates, Ashraf Ghani and Abdullah Abdullah, almost plunged Afghanistan into a wider internal conflict, seriously jeopardizing everything that the USA and its allies had achieved in terms of enabling the Afghans to reach a point where by a contested presidential election could take place.

The only way that the situation could be salvaged was for US Secretary of State John Kerry to engage in intense mediation, backed by the European Union, to prompt the two contestants to forge a government of national unity. In other words, the two sides in the electoral dispute finally agreed to enter an entente relationship under enormous US and European pressure. The problem is that a national unity government has never been part of the authoritarian political culture of the highly divided Afghan society. Since its inauguration in September 2014, the new government has been bogged down in details over cabinet posts and bigger spoils (Mashal 2015). The prospects of such a government working effectively to bring long-term stability and security to Afghanistan do not appear very promising at this stage. The fact that the government has the US stamp on it has enabled the Taliban and their affiliates to condemn it as ‘American-made’, and therefore to criticize it as no different from the governments that functioned at the behest of the Soviets in the 1990s, and the British for most of the 19th century.

Iraq faces an even worse democratic trajectory than Afghanistan. For all practical purposes, Iraq has disintegrated, politically and territorially. The country’s Kurds, who form about 20 per cent of the Iraqi population, have virtually established an independent state of their own in the north. ISIL has occupied most of Iraq’s western Anbar province and its surroundings, which is home to most of the 20 per cent Sunni citizens of the country, as it has achieved a similar objective in Syria on the other side of the border. The Shi’a, who form the remainder majority population, face enormous challenges in maintaining their political dominance on the one hand, and in defending Iraq’s territorial integrity against the separatist forces on the other. The goal of transforming the country into an effective and sustainable democracy by Western standards has never been more elusive. Indeed, at this stage, even the task of restoring Iraq as a single political and territorial unit appears extremely difficult. The USA cannot champion the cause of democracy while attempting to retain control over democratic outcomes. This fact has been made especially evident in Iraq, where the USA has sought to prevent the ascendancy of the historically marginalized Shi’a Iraqis, who constitute around 60 per cent of Iraq’s total population. US attempts to counterveil Shi’a political power in Iraq, as part of the broader strategy of containing Iranian influence in the region, have been instrumental in exacerbating sectarian tensions within the country. A more appropriate course of action on the part of Washington would have been to work for the generation of a Shi’a- led inclusive political system following its invasion of Iraq. Such a system should have been premised on acknowledging the right of the Shi’a as a majority, but with effective mechanisms in place to protect the rights of the two large Sunni and Kurdish minorities as well as smaller groups in the country.

Conclusions

The ‘Arab Spring’ exemplified many of the internal and external contradictions in the democratic experience of the Arab world. The rise of popular movements across the Arab world from 2010 to 2012 came in the wake of several years of a US policy of democracy promotion in the region. Yet while millions of Arabs participated in pro-democratic uprisings, demonstrations and revolutions across the region, the USA has done little to promote or assist in processes of democratic transition. On the contrary, it has frequently undermined the goals of popular democratic movements, persisting instead in its support of patently authoritarian regimes. Meanwhile, the USA has maintained a rhetorical commitment to promoting democratic values and human rights across the world – a claim that, for Arabs, has long ceased to be meaningful.

A number of internal factors may be cited to explain why the ‘Arab Spring’ was unsuccessful in implementing democracy. Factors ranging from religious conservatism to a divisive political culture to extreme socio-economic inequality have contributed to the persistence of authoritarianism after the mass uprisings. At the same time, the outcomes of the ‘Arab Spring’, like the political landscape of the region itself, cannot be separated from the influence of regional and international powers. Within the region, the wealthy and politically conservative Gulf Arab monarchies have thrown their weight behind authoritarian governments, albeit for different reasons. Internationally, the USA – either through action or inaction – has helped to obstruct the transition to democracy in the Arab world.

To assess more clearly the role of the USA in influencing democratic processes in the Middle East, it is informative to look at the two countries that became the laboratories for US neoliberal democratization. In both Afghanistan and Iraq, where Washington has invested so much in terms of blood and money, its expectations for a democratic transformation have been largely confounded. If the USA wants to play a constructive role in their transition, it would need to adopt an approach whereby it could assist these states to take the journey of democracy on the basis of their own initiatives. The bottom line is that democratic reformation cannot be exported to the Muslim Middle East; it needs to emerge from within the region’s constituent states. Yet in these states there are factors inherent in the domestic makeup and external circumstances involving the interests of conflicting outside powers, factors that could easily distort the course of democratization, as witnessed by the resistance mounted to the ‘Arab Spring’.

In each constituent state, there is a need for the development of a conducive political culture for a kind of democratic transion that begins with building civil society and respect for human dignity and liberty as its core values for the transition to a publicly mandated democratic system of governance. Such a system may not meet the criteria for a Western type of democracy. Arguably, this is not a critical issue, as even the latter is claimed by many to be in crisis in some of the traditional democracies.

As long as the journey is aimed at the growth of political pluralism within a participatory and competitive framework, and provides for the rule of law with justice, the separation of powers, and equitable social and economic development, the functions and responsibilities of the state and its citizens may prove effective in delivering the aspirations of the originators of the ‘Arab Spring’ in the medium or long run.



Notes

1For a good analysis, see Hearst (2015).

2Liberalism, like democracy, remains a highly contested concept; indeed, many scholars have argued that liberalism is co-implicated with, rather than opposed to, imperialist politics, in part because of its universalistic and progressivist claims. Fanon (2005) is one example, but some of the literature deals with this question in relation to the post-9/11 Middle East specifically: e.g., Asad (2007), Mamdani (2009) and Maghraoui (2006).

3For a detailed discussion of the Iranian and Algerian experiences, see Saikal (2009), pp. 191–93 and Terranova (2011).

4For Iran, see Saikal (2009); for Algeria, see Stora (2001).

5See UNDP (2009).

6See UNDP (2004).

7In relation to Libya, the UN-backed NATO intervention played a key role in enabling the people’s uprising to secure the demise of Colonel Muammar al-Qaddafi.

8For an overview of Arab kingdoms’ responses to the unrest, see Barany (2013), pp. 5–38.

9A well-known version of the cultural thesis is advanced in Lewis (2003).

10This argument has been put forward, for example, in Mernissi (2002).

11For more on US–Iraqi relations after the Iranian Revolution, see Hurst (2009), chapters 1 and 2.
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