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A wide divide between ruler and ruled has been the most distinctive feature of Arab regimes.  The absence of effective constitutional mechanisms that link the assumption of power by the ruler to the will of the people has created a crisis of legitimacy that is prevalent in most if not all Arab countries.

Suppression, wide spread corruption and pursuit of private interests by the ruling elite, as well as a total disregard of interests and aspirations of the people, have contributed to further alienation between ruler and ruled. These were the root cause of the popular uprising we are witnessing in most Arab countries.

The gist of the ongoing turmoil is an attempt by the people to bridge the gap between themselves and their rulers and to take a more active role in their own government.  Participatory government, rule of law, and taming of corruption top the list of demands of all popular uprisings.   

The dust has not yet settled, and it is too early to determine how successful such uprisings will be and consequently what new realities we are likely to witness in the Arab World.  But, let us take a closer look at the forces and dynamics of change with the hope that this will help us gain a clearer vision of the course that events are likely to take in the near future.

Change will take place when and to the extent that the forces of change overcome the forces of resistance to change. When we look at the forces of change we see, irrespective of the number of people mobilized and the degree of enthusiasm that drives them, that the majority of protestors do not belong to political parties or organized popular movements with clear objectives and a strategy to achieve such objectives. We notice also that they have little financial means and are totally dependent, for the promotion of their cause, on a media that is funded and guided by forces with different agendas and interests.  New technology, spontaneous organization, and persistence seem to be the protestors’ main if not only weapon in forcing change.

The forces of resistance to change, or more accurately the forces interested in controlling the direction of change, are many, equally motivated, more organized, and have infinitely more resources at local, regional, and international levels.

At a local level, ruling elites have a vested interest in protecting their privileges through maintaining the status quo.  At the regional level, a number of Arab countries, especially oil producing Gulf states, have every interest in spearheading a counter revolution that would keep reform (especially as regards introducing participatory government), rule of law, and fighting corruption away from their shores.  The way popular uprising was dealt with in Bahrain is quite telling.  These are the countries that have enormous financial resources and media capacity to mold and mobilize public opinion.

On the other hand, the U.S. together with some other industrialized nations, mostly European, with all the clout they can muster internationally, have every interest in maintaining the status quo in those oil producing countries irrespective of how badly democratic values are treated and reform is needed.   More importantly, the U.S.’s interest in seeing that no change take place in the Arab world that might adversely affect Israeli interests, plays a major role in the efforts exerted by the U.S. to influence the course of events in the Arab world.  

The U.S. has apparently determined that it has no interests in the Middle East that outweigh or even vary from Israeli interests. Witness the U.S. veto of a U.N. Security Council Resolution declaring illegal and calling for a halt to the settlements, which President Obama had already declared illegal in his speech addressing the Islamic world from Cairo.  Also telling is the unprecedented multiple standing ovations Mr. Netanyahu, the strongest Israeli proponent of building settlements, recently received in the U.S. Congress.

It would not be far-fetched to assume that the U.S. and certain European countries coordinate their efforts with some Gulf States in directing the course of events in some Arab countries. 

The process of change may not be painted with the same brush in all Arab countries where reform or change is needed.  The circumstances and elements that have influenced or may influence change in Tunisia or Egypt are not the same in Libya or Yemen.   Nor do they resemble the circumstances that may encourage or motivate the forces of change in Syria, for example. 

I would like now to focus briefly on two countries that are undergoing change and that probably generate more interest, in the U.S. at least, than any other country in the Arab world: Egypt and Syria.  

The overwhelming popular uprising in Egypt has managed to dislodge, peacefully at least on the part of the Egyptian demonstrators, a well- entrenched leader, very close to the U.S. and the West, and who very few thought could be removed with such speed.  The process of change in Egypt, however, is far from over. International and regional forces in cooperation with the Egyptian army and the remaining political apparatus are sparing no efforts to try to control the direction change will take.  The U.S. Government has metamorphosed from the staunch supporter of the Mubarak, Bin-Ali, and other corrupt regimes into a champion of reform in Egypt and beyond, and it has undertaken to financially guide such reform.

Egypt has traditionally played the role of leader of the Arab World, promoting Arab interests and defending Arab rights, especially championing the Palestinian cause.  In that role, Egypt achieved a position of unique political prominence both regionally and internationally.  However, under the Sadat regime and more so under the Mubarak regime, Egypt has forfeited that role and with it much of its influence in the Arab World and also on the African continent. I submit that the expanded influence of Iran in the Middle East and the emerging Turkish clout are due primarily to the eclipse of Egypt as a leader of the Arab World and a primary defender of its rights and interests.

Will Egypt be allowed to reclaim and assume its role as leader of the Arab World and champion of the Palestinian cause?  This remains to be seen, although perceived developments don’t seem promising. 

With respect to Syria, clearly reform is urgently needed in terms of participatory government, rule of law, and fighting corruption, in addition to giving much more attention to issues of social justice. Not only is serious and timely reform imperative but reform is in the best interest of the regime and of Syria as a nation vested with a very important role in defending Arab rights and interests.  

This acknowledgement, however, does not relieve us from the duty to closely examine developments in Syria since the beginning of the popular unrest.  It stands to reason that most Syrian people would like to see reform take place in their country. However, for whatever reason, the streets of Damascus and other major cities have not seen the intensity of popular demonstrations that Cairo and other major cities have witnessed in Egypt.  Also noteworthy was that, notwithstanding the brutality used by the security forces in Egypt to put down the demonstrations, there was no reciprocation or use of weapons on the part of the Egyptian demonstrators.  The same cannot be said about Syria.  Members of the security forces who made mistakes or committed crimes in dealing with the demonstrators should account for their actions in a court of law.  But this does not provide the demonstrators with a right or justification to carry arms and use them against official servicemen.  According to official sources, armed vigilantes have killed 230 members of Syria’s security forces and army so far, and many others have been wounded.  The laws and protections that apply to peaceful demonstrations are fundamentally different from those applicable to armed insurrections. 

The picture is further blurred by the bias and deliberate distortion displayed in the media coverage of the events in Syria, especially by some regional and international television outlets, which has led to the resignation of highly respected media professionals. The smuggling of weapons into Syria; the declaration by Syrian Foreign Minister Mr. Walid al Mualem, that Syria has received very tempting offers of help to ease the internal tension against some changes in Syrian foreign policy; and the persistent interest in Syrian reform by countries known for their alliance with the most corrupt authoritarian regimes in the Arab world all indicate that, notwithstanding the fact that most Syrian people want fundamental reform, the Syrian uprising may be subject to external manipulation.  All the more reason for the ruling elite to carry out, without delay, all needed reforms that would strengthen and immunize the internal Syrian front against foreign interference and enable Syria to effectively defend its national interest and play a leading role in a nationally beneficial process of change in the Arab world. 

One final issue which I would like to address and which seems to be another emerging reality, is the promotion of secondary identities and affiliations.

The promotion of religious, sectarian, ethnic, or tribal identities and affiliations as primary components of political structure and allocation of rights and interests within the state, plays a socially divisive role and constitutes an impediment to building a modern state. In a modern state, all citizens owe primary allegiance to the state and its laws and institutions, which are the reflection of their collective will and interests, the sources of their fundamental rights and freedoms, and the ultimate resort for their equal protection.  Participatory government, basic civil rights, and protection of human dignity are found in modern state laws and institutions but not in theocratic, sectarian or tribal rule.

For those in the U.S. and the West in general who are bent on promoting this trend, I would like to warn that it is shortsighted and self-deceiving to think that the promotion of religious or sectarian affiliation as a basis of political organization and entitlements would be an effective way to weaken the Arab position and divert attention from the Palestinian cause.  

Such policy would undermine Arab unity and weaken the state, it is true, but it would simultaneously create a breeding ground for the emergence, outside the control of the state, of politically-motivated armed groups who draw legitimacy from what they believe is the will of the people.  It should be remembered that the Palestinian question was and continues to be a main source of legitimacy in the eyes of the people for most Arab regimes, especially in the Levant. It should be recalled that many dictatorships, whether with Arab nationalist, socialist, or other affiliations were tolerated for decades because of the pretense that it was a necessary means to recover lost rights in Palestine.  We should also realize that Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hizballah, has become the most popular leader in the Arab world, only because of his stand on the Palestinian question.  And, Hamas has gained political prominence among Palestinians because it has adopted a policy of armed resistance to Israel, and not because it calls for the application of Sharia to all Palestinians. 

It is not beyond reason to expect that Muslim Brothers, who are positioned to take a more prominent role in the emerging realities, apparently with U.S. support both in Egypt and Syria, will need to take a clear and strong stand on the Palestinian question to bolster their legitimacy in their respective societies irrespective of whatever promises of moderation they may have given.  

U.S. decision makers should realize that the only reality worth working for in the Middle East is a fair and equitable settlement of the Arab Israeli conflict.  All else is investment in future trouble and widens the divide and increases the alienation between the U.S. and the Arab world.   
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