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Thank you all for coming today to share this event and to have a dialogue on the prospect of democracy in the Middle East. Mike [Van Dusen], you mentioned that I came from the Carter Center and I would like to acknowledge the presence of somebody from the Carter Center: Ashley Barr, who is an assistant to President Carter and who organized the conference. And I think she will probably have what we issued at the end of the deliberation, which is the Atlanta Declaration. It really centers on the important, but absent balance now between security, the need for security, and the essential upholding of liberty, which has hurt human rights defenders around the world when the balance was tilted in favor of security in this country and all the dictators in our region in the Middle East, as well elsewhere to my surprise, almost choosing the same words – “i.e., coalition of the dictators.” 

After the U.S. issued a number of measures, namely the Patriot Act, every dictator around the world said, “Look what the United States did. That is what we have been doing, and we were reprimanded for it by the U.S. and other Western democracies for years.”  Testimony after testimony – from Nepal, to Mali, to Nigeria, to Kenya – delegates from all over the world echoed the same words, being said by their dictatorial leaders – that now they have a cover, now they have a pretext, now they have a legitimate president to emulate – the United States (the fortress of democracy and human rights for centuries). Anyhow, that is just something that I wanted to mention.

In Egypt, in Syria, in these two countries, the presidents of both countries made a reference to 9/11 and to joining the United States to learn from them. Now, all of the sudden, Mr. al-Assad and Mr. Mubarak were saying, “The United States should learn from us how to combat terrorism.” People may have not remembered that emergency laws in Egypt were imposed after October 6, 1981, when President Sadat was assassinated. And it is always a moment crisis – like 9/11 – that is the shock of the crisis…gives the regime a legitimate pretext to impose emergency laws and Draconian measures to combat terrorism, like on October 7, 1981, or on the day after 9/11. The problem is that these emergency laws have a way of staying on. At least in a democracy like the United States, you may have ways of repealing it. In a country like Egypt, Syria, Libya, Sudan, Afghanistan, or Pakistan, rulers find it very convenient to keep using that pretext over and over. And after 9/11, that happened in a number of countries around the world. I thought Egypt was the only country – or Syria, being an observer of the whole region – but it turns out that in Latin America, in West Africa, East Africa, as well as South Asia, and in the former Soviet Union, the same practice is being spread. So much for the Atlanta Declaration.

Now to the title of my talk today -- whether the Middle East could become democratic, and as an activist, of course I believe that it could. That is why I am an activist. If I had any doubt about the possibility of democratizing the Arab world or the Middle East, I wouldn’t have gone to prison. I would have accepted deals that were offered to me in prison to close the case, to drop the charges, if I would pick up and leave the country. Of course on both occasions that it was offered, I turned it down… So, having refused those deals – and every time I refused I was retried and re-convicted until ultimately, the Court of Cassation, which is the functional equivalent of the Supreme Court here, acquitted me and my colleagues (there were 27 of my colleagues that were dragged with me to prison during that ordeal). My Center was closed and was sacked. It was devastated long before the National Museum of Baghdad -- it was a preview of things to come. We were acquitted by a court that should also be part of our pride. As much as I criticize the regime in Egypt, I have to give credit to some of the liberal traditions that survived. I am going to talk about that as one of the legacies of the Arab World and the Middle East.

That Court of Cassation is a totally independent court because the judges are elected by their peers: something called the Supreme Judiciary Council in Egypt, which is made up of appellate judges, and they are the ones that elect members of that court. And they are appointed for life, so they don’t owe their position on the bench either to the president or to any other official. They are there for life, until they choose to retire, and that gives them both moral authority, autonomy, and integrity. They have, in fact, lived up to that reputation and to that challenge over the years. 

The Court was established back in 1923, on the second day of Egyptian independence – on the second day of the passing of a liberal constitution. And it has survived, and I am glad it has survived. It took three years to get to it, and if the third appeal is accepted, then the Court itself retries the convict or defender. And it was after my third appeal that the Court agreed to review my case. It was a long, arduous process, but it happened. I was lucky, because some other people never make it to this supreme court or it takes longer. Of course if you are interested, we can talk about the details of the case. Nevertheless, that flicker of hope is an added ground for fighting for democracy in the Middle East. 

We have had over the last hundred years four successive legacies. Each one of them is responsible for events you see today on CNN, on CBS, and all the major networks. The stories from Iraq, Afghanistan, or Palestine, or all over the Middle East you see on CNN, or CBS, or ABC, or NBC, could be traced back to one of those four legacies, which I am going to talk about briefly before we open up for dialogue.

The first legacy is the colonial legacy, and that started early in the 19th Century. Sometimes, we symbolically mark that legacy with the advent of Napoleon’s navy anchoring at Alexandria, conquering Egypt. And for three years, the French shook the Middle East. It was an earthquake. Even though it was short, it ushered in the modern history of the Middle East and the Arab World. Shortly after that, other colonial powers came ashore: Britain, France came back, Italy, Spain, and Germany later on. That colonial legacy lasted for nearly a century and that colonial legacy is responsible for a good deal of the troubles we have today. I don’t know if I want to dwell on that because probably many of you know the history, the betrayals, the frustration, the disappointments that the Middle East has had as a result of that linkage with the West over the last two hundred years. Without dwelling too much on the entire two centuries, let me just pick selectively those that have a bearing on what is happening today in the Middle East. 

We start with what happened in the back rooms of the world stage during the First World War. Before the War ended, Great Britain concluded three deals: 

With the world Zionist movement at the time, in 1917, the Balfour Declaration, promising the Zionist movement, the world Jewry, a homeland in Palestine. This was at a time when Palestine was neither a British colony nor were Palestinians consulted on what was to come. 

The same Great Britain concluded an agreement with France. The Sykes-Picot Agreement – Sykes was a British negotiator and Picot a French negotiator – to fragment the Middle East, to divide it up among the two of them, the two old colonial powers -- to balkanize the Ottoman provinces, the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Therefore, five countries were created that had existed as separate countries at the time because they were all part of one empire, one homeland. These new countries were: Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. Those five countries came into existence as a result of the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Britain was to have the first three, France was to have the last two. 

The seeds of all the troubles began from these two secret agreements: the Balfour Declaration and the Sykes-Picot Agreement. There was a third agreement that was concluded between Britain and Sharif Hussein of Mecca (an Arab leader and pan-Arabist at the time). The agreement was also during the War, concluded in 1916 before the Balfour and the Sykes-Picot Agreement: if the Arabs rose up against the Ottoman Empire and overthrew the Ottoman rule, then they would obtain their independence and their unity under Sharif Hussein. 

Well, of the three agreements, the first two were honored and the last one was not. And you know the rest. Palestine is still living with us - every day you hear about suicide bombs, about the Sharon Wall, the new apartheid. You see the suffering on television, day in and day out. It is still with us, bleeding both Arabs and Jews, and of course discrediting the U.S. in the region. Iraq came about as a result of Sykes-Picot Agreement, which did not recognize or take note of these countries’ ethnic, racial, or religious composition. All the British cared about was who would have what, with no regards to sociology, anthropology, culture, geography, or anything else. Therefore, the seeds of conflict and civil war in Lebanon, Iraq, and elsewhere in the region, were sowed in that time. We are living, still, with all the delayed aftermath of that legacy of colonialism.

Alright, let us jump over to the present. During the Interwar Period between 1920 and 1945, many nationalist movements rose up against colonialism and resulted in an independence of sorts in this country or that country – in Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and so on. Not all the Arab countries obtained independence at that time, but many of them did. And when they did, they established a liberal kind of government. Each one of the newly-independent Arab countries in the Interwar Period and shortly after the Second World War emulated the colonial power that was in charge of them. So all the countries that came under British mandate or colonialism emulated the British parliamentary system, i.e. in Iraq, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Palestine, and Sudan. These countries emulated the Westminster style democracy. Lebanon, Syria, and most African countries emulated the French. There was a period that I call in my writings the Arab Liberal Age. 

That is the second legacy. The Arab Liberal Age had its own cultural and social dimension that goes back to the middle of the 19th Century. In terms of politics, it started after independence. Starting with the middle of the 19th Century, many reform-oriented rulers like Muhammad Ali in Egypt, Khair-Eddine in Tunisia, and Dawood Pasha in Iraq wanting to modernize, sent their youngest and brightest students abroad to the West to get a modern education. They came back and they were put in charge of building modern institutions and running those institutions. However, this promising liberal experiment was foiled and derailed by occupation, by colonialism. However, this liberal tradition still carried on. It was those liberally-educated Arabs who fought colonialism. Being Western-educated, they fought the West to obtain independence. It was one of those ironies of history. So all the leaders of our independence movements in Iran, Iraq, and Egypt, were Western-educated in the latter part of the 19th Century and the early part of the 20th Century. This second legacy, the Liberal Age, is very important for the present because if there is a hope for the Middle East, it will be to rekindle that Liberal Age. There is, in the collective memory, a good deal to be rekindled. However, the Liberal Age also did not last for very long. Within thirty to forty years, it came to an end. Why? Because the liberal leaders who fought for independence from Western colonialism promised everything under the sun during the struggle for independence. So people thought that once they had independence, they would have everything: economic progress, democracy, social justice, and all the good things in life. Well, things did not materialize and, therefore, the liberals were discredited and we get into a third legacy. A legacy that, for the lack of a better term, we will call the Populist Legacy. 

It is a legacy that is marked by Nasser of Egypt. In 1952, a coup d’etat takes place. Why? Because in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, there was the imminent or the continued impact of the colonial legacy, the establishment of Israel, the first Arab-Israeli war in 1948 in which the Arabs were humiliated. Therefore, the returning armies, instead of attributing their defeat to military reasons as they really were, they blamed the liberal governments for their defeat. Therefore, they justified coup d’etat after coup d’etat: Syria, Egypt, and Iraq-to name the major ones-that have carried on until today. The young officers who came back from Palestine, defeated and humiliated and venting their revenge against the liberal governments, overthrowing the governments and establishing themselves in power. They took out of the liberal age everything that was promised and more – land reform, social justice, economic development, industrialization – but, without democracy. Democracy by that time had acquired a bad name because it is slow, divisive, and it was all that led to the defeat in Palestine. Now, they are going to rule very tough and very decisively and they are going to advance their countries very quickly and they are going to restore Palestine, wash off the humiliation, establish Arab unity and do everything which the liberals failed to do. That was what I called the Populist Bargain – the social contract that Nasser epitomized and, in fact, he was able to deliver on some of it, in the early years, which made him a charismatic leader and made his example a model for others to emulate in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Sudan, and later on in other countries of the Third World outside of the Arab World. However, again, that populist legacy would come to an abrupt end by yet one more defeat at the hands of Israel in 1967. And the defeat began to discredit the populist bargain. But, because the populists were all military and they had suspended democracy for so long and free press and free media, and they had totally controlled all of their society. They demolished civil society or emasculated it so that they were in total control. So even though they were discredited, they would not give up power. In fact, they increased and maximized their repression now that they were defeated and could not sell their populist dream anymore. They became more repressive. So politics of mobilization, which were typical of the early populist age, gave in to politics of repression. That is when we get the “republics of fear.” You probably all are familiar with Kanan Makiya’s famous book, Republic of Fear. He was describing Iraq under Saddam, but I assure you there were some twenty other countries like that. Perhaps of varying degrees, but basically republics and monarchies of fear. That is the third legacy. People unable to overthrow the populists and unable to establish a Western-style democracy and restore the liberal age, looked elsewhere for an alternative. 

That search takes us to the fourth legacy: Islamism. And that is what came in the wake of the 1967 defeat: the rise of Islamic activism. It made it in Iran, Afghanistan, Sudan, almost in Algeria. It became the battle cry. Islam became the fourth legacy, that would make up for and wash off defeats, humiliation, poverty, and so on. However, early indications showed that this legacy was also bound to fail. In fact, early results of that legacy were disastrous -- in Iran, Sudan, in Afghanistan, and in Algeria. And then, instead of folding their tents and leaving the scene, they will overspill (those Islamic activists and militants) they will overspill to shores outside their world. All the way to 9/11, here, in the United States. 

So these are the four legacies that have shaped the modern Arab World and the contemporary Middle East. The question is, “What is the way out?” The way out is what we represent - Ibn Khaldun and others, liberals, minorities. However, this is the legacy that we are trying to reinvent: to revive democracy. We believe that it is possible to democratize the Middle East for four reasons:

One is that this is a world trend. Since 1974, one country after another – over a hundred countries – have moved from non-democratic rule to democratic rule. And some of these are Muslim countries – countries that were colonized like us in the Middle East and the Arab World. In fact, we have also seen indications that it could be done in countries like Turkey, Morocco, Bahrain, Jordan, and Lebanon. Even Yemen has tried its hand at democratic governance and it has had a measure of success that must be noted. Is it a Westminster democracy? Is it a perfect democracy? No, it is not. But at least, in each one of these countries, it is far better than anything that prevailed in the previous three or four decades. 

The second reason for why it will work or why I believe it will work is that one of the side/positive effects, of the populist legacy, was the expansion of the middle class. Many of these populist regimes had universal education, doubled the number of universities – nevermind the quality. But at least more and more people were going to school and more and more people were making it to. Once you graduate from university, you think of yourself as part of the middle class, and you espouse middle class values, and you begin to want to have a share in the power, wealth, and prestige of your country. So the middle class expression in everything, you know, including jobs, employment, and all other scarce resources which must be based on meritocracy, makes the middle class always a repository of democratic values. And that class has expanded in Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere in the Arab World.

The first reason for why it would work or could work is what social scientists have noted: that if you have a democratic regional neighborhood, that can help each single country to make the move to democracy. Now we are surrounding the Arab World…the Middle East is surrounded by democracies in Turkey, India, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia, not to mention our North Mediterranean neighbors. The demonstration effect is at work. Arab countries are moving in that direction. So, I believe the hope for democracy in the Middle East is real. I believe that we, as democrats-even though still a minority- hold the promise for the future. We believe that democracy is essential not only for our own well being, but is also an imperative for sustaining and maintaining peace in the Middle East. We have had more than our share of wars in the past fifty years. The Middle East makes up only 7% of the world population, and yet it has appropriated thirty-five percent of the world’s armed conflicts since 1945. That is terrifying. And I was telling Lee Hamilton upstairs that America has been involved in many of these armed conflicts in the last thirty years. On the average of once every five years, America finds itself compelled or tempted to use its armed forces. Therefore, my argument is that if we want to spare American blood and Middle Eastern blood and get back on the track of development, we have to democratize. It is not an easy process, but it is possible and doable and we must do it. And we will do it with your help. Inshallah! Thank you.
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