

[image: image]




Hassan Hamdan al-Alkim


Dynamics of Arab Foreign Policy-Making in the Twenty-First Century


Domestic Constraints and External Challenges


SAQI




 


eISBN: 978-0-86356-808-4


First published by Saqi Books, 2011


This eBook edition published 2012


© Hassan Hamdan al-Alkim 2011 and 2012


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A full CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.


A full CIP record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.


SAQI


26 Westbourne Grove, London W2 5RH, UK


www.saqibooks.com




 


 


 


 


 


 


To all those who still



Have faith in Arab unity,


To all those who still



Believe in Arab destiny,


To all those who believe



In the freedom of expression,


To all those who still believe



That there is a light at the end of the tunnel,


To all those who are



In search of truth and objectivity.
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Prelude


Scholars and analysts of foreign policy studies agree that foreign policy is the by-product or outcome of interactions between external and internal factors aimed at maintaining or changing the status quo. They argue that foreign policy undertakings are shaped by human and non-human factors. Foreign policy study cannot be reduced to testing generalizations that treat societies as agents subject to stimuli that produce external responses.1


The Arab world constitutes twenty-two independent countries with a total population of approximately 335 million people, stretching over 14 million square kilometres. The Arab world’s considerable material and human potential, and its strategic location, should allow it to play a major role in world affairs. The Arab states share culture, language, history and geographic proximity and face common external threats. Yet the majority are still characterized by authoritarian regimes, social injustice, economic underdevelopment and military weakness. They suffer common characteristics such as political repression, corruption, identity crisis, ethnic and social cleavages, and dependency on the outside for security. Such factors inspired the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions and the uprisings in Yemen, Libya, Jordan, Bahrain and Syria.


This work takes a social science approach to the investigation of the dynamics of Arab states’ foreign policy-making. It is an attempt to understand the evolution of Arab politics in the troubled contemporary world. It sets out a paradigm or a road map that will help decision-makers, scholars, researchers, and students of Middle Eastern politics to understand Arab politics. The purpose of the study is as much to stimulate discussion as to present an overall indigenous cultural interpretation. Earlier versions of some of the chapters have been published in reviewed academic journals in both Arabic and English. The present work does not try to examine all variables involved, problems faced or factors determining Arab states’ foreign policy undertakings. Nor does it claim to be the only comprehensive work on Arab politics since no paradigm is eternally valid. It is no more than another mile-stone added to the previous extensive and significant works by both Arab and non-Arab scholars on the road to understand contemporary Arab politics.


The main objective of this book is to examine the different, external and internal, variables shaping the Arab states’ foreign policy undertakings in the contemporary post-cold war world. Numerous challenges face the Arab in the post-cold war era. While I accept the heterogeneity among the Arab countries, I here look at the Arab states as one political unit. The study is based on the assumption that the Arab states’ foreign policy-makings are determined by similar external and domestic environmental variables. The attempt is to understand the ongoing political dynamics of the region. I do not predict the future of the Arab regional system, but rather analyse what is at stake. As Charles Maynes once wrote: ‘no one can predict the unpredictable. All we can know is that important but unpredictable events will happen.’2


The work’s key assumption is that, despite the Arabs’ contribution to raising the strong winds of change that have swept the international world order, they themselves, until recently, have only reaped the storm. It relies on analyses and deduction, seeking to stay neutral throughout the process and arrive at objective and scientific conclusions, while also raising the level of scientific research in the Arab world. It relies on primary and secondary sources. Although the difficulties faced by the author are not unique but are those any Arab researcher faces in general, they are still worth mentioning. They include a shortage of information due to the lack of transparency in the Arab world, excessive political and social hypocrisy in Arabic reporting, and most foreign sources’ lacking the indigenous cultural paradigm. Moreover, the author encountered, on the one hand, the hegemony of Western colonial culture and, on the other, Arab intellectual bias and division coupled with an absence of a culture of tolerance, which in turn has led to more social division and infighting.


The book is divided into two parts covering both the input variables and the output process. Part One looks at external and domestic variables. Chapters 1 and 2 examine the domestic constraints intended to investigate the impacts of the political, economic and social factors on the foreign policy-making process in the Arab states. The external variables are covered in Chapters 3, 4 and 5: the contemporary world order, the Arab regional system, the Arab Israeli conflict and the interactions between the Arab states and their main neighbouring countries. Part Two is dedicated to study and analyse four separate case studies as foreign policy undertakings. The choice of the case studies covered in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 was determined by their significance and importance on the macro level to enable a general comparative analysis for viewing and understanding Arab politics and its role in contemporary world affairs. Chapter 9 takes Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy-making process as a case study on the micro level. Since Egypt opted for a low-profile regional foreign policy after its rehabilitation and the occupation of Iraq by the American forces since 2003, Saudi Arabia with all the potential resources and its international status found itself in the front line of Arab politics. It was unable, however, to stop the winds of change sweeping the Arab world in 2011. King Abdullah pledged five billion US dollars in support of President Mubarak maintaining power, failed to put down the Bahraini uprising, despite its military intervention, or to contain the Yemeni revolution.


The work in this book has benefited greatly from collegial and institutional support. On the collegial level, I wish to thank Shaykh Saud AlQassimi, Crown Prince of Ras Al Khaimah emirate, Shaykh Nahyan bin Mubarak Al Nahyan, the Chancellor of the United Arab Emirates University (UAEU), my colleagues at the UAEU Department of Political Science, the Dean of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Science, Professor Timothy Niblock from the University of Exeter and Dr Peter Woodward from the School of Politics and International Relations at the University of Reading for their valuable comments and continuous support to make this longstanding objective a reality. On the institutional level, all my thanks go to both the UAEU, which granted me a two-year sabbatical, and the University of Reading for hosting me and offering me a fellowship status during my stay. I wish also to extend my thanks to my family, parents, wife and children, without whose constant encouragement I would not have been able to finish this work. Last but not least, I would like to express my profound appreciation to all those who assisted me in one way or another, particularly those who translated, edited and typed all or part of this book.





Introduction:


A Road Map


The Arab world’s considerable material and human potential, its strategic geographical location and its oil wealth should allow it to play a major role in the contemporary world order. However, at a time when a number of Arab countries have 45 per cent of the world’s proven oil reserves and invest around US$1,400 billion abroad, many still suffer from scientific, cultural and social underdevelopment. Around 70 million Arab children, out of a total population of 335 million, are deprived of their right to an education and a number of Arab states are burdened with heavy debt, amounting in 2006 to around US$800 billion. This book investigates Arab foreign policy-making in such a troubled age. It seeks to understand the dynamics of foreign policy by analysing domestic constraints and international pressure. This introduction presents a theoretical framework or a road map for study of the troubled Arab world.


Social scientists have tried to understand the political changes sweeping the world. Alvin Toffler linked globalization to the technological revolution, while others, such as John Gilbert and Marshall McLuhan, have talked about the ‘abundant society’ and the ‘global village’. Francis Fukuyama went even further and argued that ‘we may be witnessing the end of history’, saluting the predominance of the Western economic and political model. In his book on the clash of civilizations, Samuel Huntington pointed out that ‘the end of the cold war has not ended conflict but has rather given rise to new identities rooted in culture’.1 He spoke of clashes between the Islamic/Confucian civilizations with the West or with each other. He attributed the rise of the East Asia to a spectacular rate of economic growth, and the resurgence of Islam to a spectacular rate of population growth. ‘Overall Muslims constituted perhaps 18 per cent of the world’s population in 1980 and are likely to be over 20 per cent in 2000 and 30 per cent in 2025.’2 A study released in October 2009 revealed that the number of Muslims is 1.57 billion, making 23 per cent of the world population of 6.8 billion people.3 George W. Bush, the former US president, used the term ‘Crusade’ in his talks describing his war on terror.


‘Power is the ability of one person or group to change the behaviour of another person or group.’4 Are the Arabs and Muslims currently more influenced by the dominant Western culture than the other way round, given the lackof partity between the two sides? In the second half of the twentieth century, the Arab world witnessed a tremendous scientific and cultural renaissance. Some Arab countries successfully eradicated illiteracy, and Arab culture spread and was recognizable worldwide. Yet this Islamic renaissance was paralysed, if not totally annihilated, by the unequal encounter between the East and the West, from which emerged many schisms and intellectual currents. Since the downfall of the Ottoman Empire intellectual divisions have prevailed in the Arab world.5 Arab individuals now face an identity crisis, being no longer able to answer the legitimate questions ‘Who am I?’ and ‘Who are we?’


Economists agree that sustainable development has the human person as its centre and main objective. From a quick reading of development indicators in the Arab world, one finds that the ranking of Arab countries in the human development report ranges from 40th for Qatar, the highest on the list, to 151st, for Yemen, the lowest, with Iraq and Somalia not included due to their particular circumstances.6 On this basis, the researcher can state unequivocally that conditions in the Arab countries are not very different from those in other underdeveloped countries. Manifestations of underdevelopment are many and varied.


World order is described as the pattern of interaction between international actors in the political, economic, cultural and sports domains, in the form of either cooperation or conflict. After its inception upon the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia, in 1648, the contemporary world order passed through several stages, from a uni-polar to a multi-polar world, to a bi-polar, to a uni-polar, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Second Gulf War of 1991, and finally, today, it is once again developing towards a multi-polar world. Sweeping international changes that brought an end to the cold war era have helped the United States to impose hegemony on the world at the lowest possible cost.7 Huntington, however, argues that the end of the cold war inspired a ‘power shifting from the long predominant West to non-Western civilizations. Global politics has become multi-polar and multicivilizational.’8 These international changes have had significant and deeply negative repercussions for the international order in general, and the Arab regional order and regimes in particular, with repeated calls being made to replace the latter with a new Middle Eastern order,9 or a ‘Greater Middle East’.10


On the one hand, American hegemony was imposed on international affairs and, as a result, small states lost whatever room for manœuvre they had once possessed. On the other, the structures and tools of globalization reinforced this American hegemony by promoting it economically, culturally and through the media.11 ‘Americanization’ became synonymous with ‘globalization’, the two terms becoming inseparable, each unfathomable without the other. For example, spreading American university education and transferring its terminologies, tenets, curricula and intellectual processes involves not only the globalization of university education, but also its worldwide Americanization.12 However, the global economic crisis prompted a retreat from globalization to localization producing a new world order (see Chapter 3). Moreover, despite the fact that this international order is in general increasingly democratic, respectful of human rights and integrated, the Arab individual’s share has not even reached the lowest common denominator. The Arabs have actively contributed to making these international changes possible, starting with Egypt’s shift into the Western camp under Sadat, the convergence of Arab and American interests over the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and some Arab governments and salafi Islamist groups (like Bin Laden’s) concluding alliances with the US against the Soviet Union. Some Arab countries contributed to the cold war between the Eastern and Western blocs by offering economic and logistical support to the United States, for example by linking their currencies to the dollar, forcing OPEC to tie oil sale to the US dollar, shifting large investments to Western markets and granting the Americans military facilities, sometimes even military bases. Saudi Arabia went even further by spending large sums of money in an attempt to check the Soviet advance in the region, if not the whole world. Saudi enmity towards Communism was not limited to severing all relations with the Soviet Union and combating communist movements in the region (South Yemen, Oman and Somalia), but they even provided financial assistance, upon the Americans’ request, to the Contra rebels fighting the socialist Sandinista government in Nicaragua (see Chapter 9). The overwhelming majority of Arab countries (including Syria) did not hesitate to conclude an alliance with the US in its war on Iraq, and many of them took part in the Annapolis Conference, thus providing the American initiative with an Arab umberalla, despite the inherent contradictions between it and the Arabs’ own initiative.


Regional and international developments in August 1990 marked the beginning of a transformation in the Arab–Israeli conflict. The outcome of these developments culminated in the birth of new regional forces and variables determining not only regional interactions, prompting greater US involvement, but also causing regional instability and a new cold war in interregional affairs. The Arabs became the weakened party in the regional equation with Israel and Iran becoming the main players.13 Turkey, from 2003, with the accession to power of the AKP, adopted a conciliatory approach towards regional issues, with a more lenient policy towards Arab states and issues, especially the Palestinian cause on the one hand, and voice its concerns and opinions openly, for the first time, on the political developments in Egypt, Libya, Bahrain and Syria.


The shifting balance of power in favour of Israel brought with it fragile peace agreements. As of this date, all peace treaties and negotiations between the two parties, from the Madrid Conference in 1991 to Annapolis in November 2007, were the natural outcome of the earthquake that was the Second Gulf War. This period also witnessed major transformations in international relations, the most important of which was the collapse of the Eastern bloc and the dismantling of the Soviet empire, as well as other factors that led both the Arabs and Israel to seek negotiations instead of a military confrontation. Among these factors was the growing Islamic revival, represented by Hamas and Islamic Jihad in Palestine, and the Islamic resistance in southern Lebanon, which threatened the presence of Israel but also posed a direct threat to Arab regimes in the region. Another contributing factor was the internal situation in the United States, which would make it difficult for the Americans to continue backing Israel’s security for decades to come. The Americans tried to distance Israel from Arab threats and ensure its safety and stability by working to normalize its relations with Arab countries. Among the main aims of the American–Israeli meeting that took place in December 2004 was to re-engineer a political map of the Middle East that steered the Arabs towards closer links with Israel and the United States, within the framework of bilateral relations, at the expense of inter-Arab relations and various bilateral and collective economic and security agreements.14 Arab national security is challenged not only by the Israeli threat, but also by many other domestic constraints, namely the lack of legitimacy of political regimes, water scarcity and the food insecurity due to the insufficiency of local food production and the increasing dependency on the outside market for food security. The immediate threat, however, came from within, with the growing social unrest that finally culminated in the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions and the uprisings in other Arab countries. The changes in the Arab world since early 2011 add value to the analyses in this book about the domestic and international factors determining Arab foreign policy-making and substantiate the argument that foreign policy is the outcome of interaction between internal and external variables. For instance, the role played by the international factor through the security decision to impose a no-fly zone over Libya was detrimental.


The purpose of this study is to reach a better understanding of Arab foreign policy-making in an instable world, characterized by tremendous external pressures through the trend of globalization along with greater domestic pressures on governments to pursue foreign policy more inclined to serve local objectives. The new trend of glocalization has spurred a retreat from globalization to attend more to local immediate needs. Therefore, the situation in the developing world, including the Arab states, becomes more intense and complex. The book studies the determinants of Arab states’ foreign policy during the period 1979 to 2009, although relevant material from before or after the specified periods is not neglected.


The methodology pursued in this book is based on the input–output model15 whereby the process of foreign policy-making goes through fourfold interdependent stages: the input, the foreign policy-making apparatus, the output or undertakings, and the feedback which then becomes part of the input for decision-enhancement or change. James Rosenau divides the process into the independent variables, the intervening variables and the dependent variables. Students of foreign policy have not only failed to produce a comprehensive framework, but they differ on whether or not to include the external milieu16 or the internal milieu in the case of the developing countries since their foreign policies are merely reactions to the international environment. The foreign policy-making process is usually done on a PESTEL model of analysis taking into account all the different variables involved: historical, geographical, social, cultural, ideological, political, legal, bureaucratic, economical and ecological emanating from both the domestic and external milieux that include both human and non-human factors. Foreign policy study, despite various attempts17 to provide a comprehensive theoretical framework, lacks the coherence to test generalizations that treat societies as agents subject to stimuli that produce external responses.18 Part of the difficulty in analysing determinants of foreign policy is the complexity: ‘there are so many interacting sets of variables one might look at when explaining the action of states.’19


Foreign policy is the outcome of the interactions that take place between the internal and external factors coloured by the decision makers’ perception of current events. The author has used such methodology in his previous works on the Foreign Policy of the United Arab Emirates (1989) and the GCC States in an Unstable World: Foreign-Policy Dilemmas of Small States (1994) and found it useful for a better understanding of the dynamics of Arab states’ foreign policy-making. This work does not claim that the methodology that has been adopted for the study of the dynamics of foreign policy in Arab states is the only approach, but that it is possibly the most appropriate. Therefore, the analyses are intended to give the reader an initial picture of the current situation in the Arab world and to draw a road map. The variables investigated and analysed in this book are by no means the only variables determining Arab states foreign policy-making, but I claim that they are the most important. I hold the Rosenau view that the foreign policy-making process goes through three main stages: the dependent, the intervening and the independent variables plus the feedback which acts in many cases as an input as system-supporting or system challenging (see Figure 1).


The domestic milieu includes all human and non-human factors within the national border of a state whereas the external milieu includes all human and non-human factors outside the national boundaries. The book is divided into two main parts. The first part covers the input process, discussing the internal and external milieux. Chapters 1 and 2 include the discussion and investigation of intra- and inter-Arab politics and socio-economic variables. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 are dedicated to investigating the external milieu, analysing the impacts of the contemporary world order developments, the Arab regional order and the Arab–Israeli conflict. Part Two is devoted to the study of the output since, in many cases, it becomes part of the input for policy-enhancing or policy-changing. It also seeks to understand the dynamics of Arab states’ policies through the discussion and investigation of the different variables involved in shaping certain foreign policy undertakings on the macro-level, to generalize the determining factors of Arab countries’ foreign policy-making. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 study the Arab countries’ foreign policies towards the Middle East peace process, water scarcity and the possibility of water wars in the region and the food crisis. Chapter 9 is a micro-level case study of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy-making. Saudi Arabia has been chosen simply because of the increasing Saudi role in regional and international politics.





Part One


THE INPUT PROCESS






CHAPTER 1



Political Aggregations and Political Articulations


1. Introduction


It is not easy to define political underdevelopment in the Arab world, though it is possible to recognize some of its manifestations. Analysts usually start by distinguishing between politically advanced countries and those to which the economic terms ‘developing countries’ or ‘in the process of development’ apply. In this context Talcott Parsons formulated a set of factors, comprising a generality of jobs, laws, achievements, specializations, public interests and emotional neutrality. What he means by ‘generality’ is that the yardsticks for political mobilization and the issuing of laws are general and concern an entire community rather than specific persons to the exclusion of others. The ‘achievement’ factor refers to the fact that these communities rely on performance and efficiency in their evaluation, and that social connections do not play an important role in their political choices. In addition, they are advanced scientifically, because they respect specialization and are not founded on superficiality. They are also public spirited and strive to advance the public interest without, however, neglecting personal interests. They rely on logic, reason and common sense, and emotions do not play a key role in their daily lives and political activities. Some thinkers have attempted to qualify political underdevelopment without specifying particular indicators or groups: for these, a society is ‘more or less modern depending on its use of new elements of power, and advanced tools, to maximize the outcome of its efforts’. They also believe that a modern society (i.e. one that is politically advanced) is the result of the historical adaptation process by institutions, with fast-changing jobs that reflect the unprecedented increase in man’s knowledge, and allow him to control his environment.1 Arab governments, Samuel Huntington argued, are overwhelmingly undemocratic: monarchies, one-party system, military junta, personal dictatorship or some combination of these, ‘usually resting on limited family, clan, or tribal base and in some cases highly dependent on foreign support’.2


My study is based on the hypothesis that the political regimes of the majority of Arab states lack political legitimacy, are undemocratic and that inter-Arab political dynamics are characterized by competition, distrust and power struggles. The political situation in both Tunisia and Egypt, though moving towards democratization, is still unstable and difficult to predict. In an attempt to analyse and assess Arab states’ foreign policy undertakings, this chapter will discuss the political process, and the analysis of political aggregations and political articulations includes political legitimacy, the democratic process and the inter-Arab political dynamics and their impacts on the dynamics of foreign policy-making. The importance of this stems from the fact that foreign policy-making is envisaged in the executive authority whereas the legislative and judicial powers are paralysed by their total dependence on the former for information and interpretations of policies.


2. Lost Political Legitimacy


Political legitimacy is linked to the degree of political development achieved by a given country. Politically advanced societies possess attributes such as diverse political (i.e. institutional) structures, democracy, a proper system of accessing power and the successive ability to achieve several objectives. On this basis, political underdevelopment might be identified as follows.


It is the weakness of a political regime’s ability to mobilize its members’ and institutions’ efforts for the pursuit of the higher objective. It could therefore be seen as the failure to formulate a new political value system that compels its constituent elements to acquire new constructive outlooks, and engage in participatory activities.3


In short, political underdevelopment is due to a political system’s lack of ‘row potential’, including the ability to maintain contact with intermediary agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), not to mention the requisite economic resources to complement this potential. This limits both the possibility and the desire to bring up a new breed of individuals and institutions, or mobilize those already available, to achieve the country’s higher political objectives. Political underdevelopment also carries with it a certain lack of clarity as to what a political regime’s higher political objectives are, whether in the short or the long term. A politically underdeveloped society is therefore one that is unable to have an overview of the future because it is not yet able to ascertain the scope or full range of its current political manœuvrability. Arab governments lack any bases for justifying their rule in terms of Islamic, democratic or even nationalist values.4 It is argued that Arab states are an ‘artificial creation’. Their borders were drawn by the colonial powers and do not represent naturally ordained living spaces for homogeneous ethnic, linguistic and religious groups. Arab states’ borders ‘often appear contrived, enclosing diverse ethnic, religious and linguistic groups that were incorporated as minorities in the post colonial era’.5


The Arab regimes are corrupt and brutal. Corruption constitutes the main obstacle to the development process. A questionnaire responded to by 150 officials from 60 underdeveloped countries confirmed that corruption is the main obstacle facing development.6 Examples of corruption in the Arab world are many and cover almost all Arab countries from the Gulf States to Morocco. The Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions have unveiled this fact. The kings, presidents and emirs have enhanced their grip on the local business sector giving free rein to their associates and relatives; for example, Al-Walid Ibn Talal in Saudi Arabia, Alla’a Mubarak in Egypt, the Al-Trapolsi family in Tunisia, Al-Makhloof, Al-Shalish, Al-Asaad and Al-Akhrass in Syria or party members as in Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen. They give high priority to arms deals, not to be used, but to amass booty and plunder resources. Gulf ruling families have fleets of aircrafts that are private, but paid for with public funds.7 The war lords in Lebanon dragged the country into fifteen years of civil war and instability and threatened the country’s independence because of their foreign connections, reflecting that personal interests supersede loyalty to the state. Monopoly of power, censorship, banning political parties, outlawing trade unions, espionage, restrictions on the freedom of expression, bullying, discrimination on tribal, religious, ethnic and sectarian bases, imprisonment of oppositions, forcing opposition members into early retirement, and injustice are common to all Arab regimes, to differing degrees. Senior official posts in the foreign office, the interior and finance and the chief of staff of the armed forces are always assigned to either family members or senior personnel or close associates, regardless of their suitability for the post. Personal allegiance rather than to the state is the prerequisite. It was argued that as population increases in the Arab world, so governments become more complex, the ruling elites grow more distant from the ruled and the regimes’ legitimacy face an increasing danger of gradual erosion.8


The political, religious and cultural terrain of the Arab world has not been fertile ground for democracy. Salama argued that Arab governments are fragile, dependent and that the political systems are scared, insecure and believe that dependence on foreign powers represents the best insurance policy for their survival.9 The fact that contemporary Arab states are artificial and the by-product of colonial divisions has cost them legal legitimacy, and raised questions about their legitimate nature.10 Oil in some Arab countries has freed oppressive governments from the need to raise taxes and thereby expose themselves to those pressures that raising taxes brings, such as for accountability and political participation.11 Members of the ruling elites have become businessmen competing with the local bourgeoisie but also defending the business social strata’s interests in the form of political articulations. Therefore, the ruling elites have increasingly allied themselves to the oligopolistic business group that emerged in the 1990s. The private sector has not been politically active in the Arab world. Local bourgeoisie has always been weak and dependent on governments simply because, in reality, they are compradors, not real businessmen. They tend to support the ruling party or family. Arab entrepreneurs have not been prominent in the political reform process.12 In fact, they constitute the second social group for political recruitment to senior official posts. Arab governments followed the colonial legacy of greater dependence on minorities for political support for their unpopular policies. This is clearly manifested in the fact that minorities have always represented pools for political recruitment. The refusal of the ruling elites to share power has left Arab governments exposed to criticism, and threatens state security and stability.13


Reforms pursued in most Arab countries failed to confer political legitimacy or ease social unrest since they were cosmetic. Elections held in some of these countries could not ‘substitute for legitimacy based on consensual political participation within the framework of clear rules of the game’.14 Reforms adopted, despite their significance, have not changed the structural basis of power, where the executive branch still dominates, unchecked by any form of accountability.15 On the contrary, steps taken in the so-called Arab republics to maintain power through changing the succession procedures from a scrutinized closed selection to a hereditary approach similar to the other Arab monarchies and sheikhdoms mark the decay in those political systems. The Syrian constitution was amended to open the way for the appointment of Bashar Assad, the son of the late president Hafiz Assad. Egypt, Yemen and Libya are expected to follow suit. Colonel Gaddafi has held absolute power since 1 September 1969, calling himself the King of the Kings. The Libyan people are among few peoples all over the contemporary world that have not witnessed any elections or change in ruling power for four decades. Moreover, the Libyan people have suffered the absence of a free press and partisan life or real civic institutions. There are only those institutions established by Gaddafi as propaganda machines, to praise him and glorify his book ‘The Green Book’.16 The perceived absence of political legitimacy has made efforts at developing good and transparent governance very difficult.17 There is simply the absence of the rule of law, fuelling violent rebellions against the Gaddafi and Saleh regimes. Thus, dependency values foster negative trends that lead to isolationism and carelessness, so that political underdevelopment not only affects good political governance, but also has an impact on people, institutions, values and behaviour. ‘Increasing transparency will make it difficult for governments to continue the kind of policies they so routinely carried out in the past.’18 The global financial and domestic social crises faced by the middle class would ultimately and eventually erode the material gains of the other social strata and further weaken the legitimacy of the existing political regimes.19 The Arab states are irrational and weak, internally violent, based on tribal solidarity, and old forms of governing principle based on the personality of the leader illustrate the fragility of their political legitimacy. Political underdevelopment in the Arab world may therefore be summarized as follows:


1.   There are internal schisms and divisions, and often loyalty to one’s family, tribe, sect or region supersedes loyalty to the state. ‘The homogenising project of the Arab states has never been a smooth transition towards inclusion. Rather, a strong nationalistic trend developed with the objective of masking the diversity of the population and subduing its cultural, linguistic and religious heterogeneity under command structure.’20


2.   Political elites are highly insular, rigid and self-perpetuating, regardless of the potential for social mobility at the lower and middle social levels. This means that the range of political choice and mobilization is very narrow, if not entirely closed.


3.   Popular participation is weak and ineffective, and most of these states rely, as a means of political choice, on appointments or referenda that are no more than proforma exercises designed to limit the citizens’ options.


4.   Instability has been the hallmark of Arab states, evidenced by recurrent military coups, social unrest, uprising and revolution. This is due to the absence of poli- tical organizations capable of accommodating newcomers on the political stage, such as political parties and civil society institutions, especially those seeking to play an effective role in their country’s constitutional life, which explains the youth leadership of the contemporary revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen.


5.   The reliance on security forces does not in fact produce security; rather, it has fueled the revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Libya and the uprisings in other Arab countries, mainly Morocco, Syria, Algeria and Jordan. Increasing roles are given to methods and tools of social control and political repression, such as military institutions, security services and the police, at the expense of civil institutions, whether technical or bureaucratic. ‘The suppression of channels through which public grievances can be heard has only further reduced the acceptability of the states to many groups within their territory.’21 The judiciary, despite a few attempts to assert independence, a dim light at the end of the tunnel, is in most cases controlled by the state. It is plagued by a lack of transparency and due process.22 Reformists and human rights activists in most Arab countries have become the target of repression and are the object of legal persecution, arrests,23 dismissals,24 forced early retirement,25 even sometimes murder, especially in the case of Islamists.26 They are ‘bunker regimes’ to use Clement Henry Moore’s words, ‘repressive, corrupt and divorced from the needs and aspirations of their societies’.27 The majority of Arabs hold the opinion that their governments are losing touch with the needs and demands of their people represents an extremely serious development, as it strikes at the heart of the regimes’ legitimacy.28 The Arab world remains on or near the bottom rung of the ladder on human rights and this weakens their position in criticizing Israeli hostility against the Palestinians – the outcries against Israeli abuses have a hollow ring.29


6.   Observers who follow political developments in the Arab world have concluded that, in order to achieve progress, symptoms of underdevelopment have to be addressed above all else. It is impossible to do this successfully if, as a first step, serious efforts are not made to introduce political reforms. In short, the winds of change that have been sweeping the world since the 1990s have had no substantial impact on the Arab world until 2011. Instead of democratization, political openness and promotion of human rights, Arab governments have taken advantage of the American so-called ‘war on terror’ to get rid of the opposition, under the umbrella of international legitimacy. Globalization and Western values were said to be replacing indigenous cultural values. Saudi Arabia has a dismal record on human rights. In August 2009, both Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch issued reports chastizing the Kingdom for abuses they allege were committed in the name of anti-terror campaign.30 It has detained indefinitely more than 9,000 people under its counterterrorism programme since 2003, offering many religious ‘re-education’ instead of judicial review to attain their freedom.31 Ten people involved in petitioning the King were arrested in February 2007; eight of them remain in jail without charge at the time of writing. The first trial of militants linked to al-Qaeda saw one sentenced to death and 329 others to life imprisonment or house arrest.32 The Saudi monarch, worried about what was going on around him, issued, on 18 March 2011, royal decrees intended to imrove the standard of living, curb unemployment and fight corruption. Earlier in the month, the Saudi government sought a fatwa (religious verdict) from the religious clergy, prohibiting demonstrations against the political authority. Human Rights Watch 2009 report33 criticized the UAE record on human rights, calling for the rule of law, judiciary independence, increased freedom level and the introduction of institutional reforms. According to Amnesty International: ‘the scale of human rights violations is shocking. Thousands of people have had their lives turned upside down or destroyed by violations of their rights in the name of countering terrorism.’34


The Arab states are characterized by fragile stability and a longstanding authority crisis. The relationship between the rulers and the ruled in the Arab world is not defined in accordance with Rousseau’s social contract of equality, partnership and interdependence, but on dependence whereby the rulers dictate policies, rules, laws and bylaws to maintain their power. Rousseau believed that a government can only be legitimate if it has been sanctioned by the people through the sovereign.35 Partnership means that government is effectively controlled by the general will of its populace, with participation in decision-making processes and the right to vote, object, question and change the political elite with a peaceful transition of power.36 Arab governments, however, are founded on a patriarchal form of governance. Peterson argued that in Saudi Arabia, as well as in other Arab countries, ‘the regime is the source of prosperity and social welfare, in return for which the people implicitly leave the government to decide and carry out policies without consultation’37, but this argument has been disputed by many of the reform-orientated messages to the Saudi king. Arab political systems are characterized by an absence of peaceful means for transformation of power, a huge gap between the people (governed) and the ruling elites (governing), a lack of democratic values, different interpretations of political legitimacy, stability and ways of influencing public opinion, and a lack of effective political participation.38 Authoritarian controls were imposed by some Arab countries in response to the rejection of the legitimacy of the kind of state which the Arab world inherited, and to conflicts that threatened state security and stability. Political legitimacy in the Arab states is disputed and based on competition, creating internal crises, confrontations, intra-state power struggles and inter-state political feuds. Challenges take different forms. Coups d’état and allegations of attempted coups as an effective tool for regime changing are common in Arab political life. Mauritania is by no means the only Arab country where the military plays an effective role in politics. Talks were engineered by Prince Bandar in Saudi Arabia in late 2008 (see Chapter 9) and it is alleged that an abortive coup was discovered in Qatar on 30 July 2009. The coup was set up by a group of sixteen military officers led by the commander in chief of the Qatari defence forces, Hamad bin Ali Al-Attayya. It is alleged that the conspiracy was inspired by Saudi Arabia and engineered by advocates of closer Qatari–Saudi relations. Qatar over its short history has witnessed two family coups, in 1970 and 1997, and an allegation of an abortive coup d’état in 2002. For this reason, local political regimes adopt isolationism, pursue an internal policy of divide and rule, domestically apply carrots and sticks, use the different means of political socialization at their disposal to indoctrinate their local public opinion and enhance a very narrow concept of the nation-state to legitimize their existence within their defined borders at the expense of pan-Arabism or Arab unity. Challenges to state legitimacy seem to be acute in some Arab countries. Consequently, contemporary Arab regimes seek legitimacy through the persistence of disintegration,39 social cleavages, tribalism, sectarianism, poverty, backwardness and corruption. ‘Most Arab states failed to introduce democratic governance and institutions of representation that ensure inclusion, the equal distribution of wealth among various groups, or respect for cultural diversity.’40 The state= crises so created are clearly illustrated in the case of Iraq, Lebanon, Sudan and Algeria. Sa’d El-Din Ibrahim argued that the state establishments in the Arab world failed to deal with the following:41


1.   To protect the national independence.


2.   To achieve economic development.


3.   To achieve social justice.


4.   To culturally reform and modernize.


5.   To increase political participation.


3. The Unfinished Democracy


Democracy is a word derived from the Latin word ‘democracia’, a compound of two syllables ‘demo’ and ‘cracia’ that literally means the people’s reign. The word has been incorporated in the English language as the rule of the people by the people and for the people. Though such a definition sounds utopian, Robert Dahl argued, in his book Democracy and its Crisis, that democracy is a polyarchy rule or the ‘rule of many’. Western analysts have laid down a set of criteria as the basis for democracy, including the degree of political participation, transparency, elections, political parties, interest groups, separation of powers, checks and balances, respect for human rights, the rights of minorities, rule of law and the freedom of speech, press, religion, practice and movement. Among the basic criteria for determining the democratic nature of the existing political system is the free choice of the political elite which makes up the three governing circles: the legislative, the executive and the judiciary are accountable to the people through well-defined and transparent codes of governance – this constitutes one of the main features of democracy. The process of selection is left open whether through direct secret ballot, as in Britain, or indirect selection through an electoral college, as in the election of the American presidency. It is argued that democratic governance relies on three conditions: ‘first is to have a set of good institutions; second is to have a body of citizens who possess a good understanding of the principles of democracy; third is to have a high quality of leadership, at least at critical moment’.42


In some of the Arab countries the institutionalization of political participation was hindered as the regimes secured their powers through colonial protection, mobilization of force and oil income. They began to feel that they no longer needed to sacrifice any of their prerogatives and authorities. However, despite the fact that political participation was not totally absent during this period, the region was and still is characterized by political instability. There were repeated coups d’état, social and political unrest, banning of oppositions, the continuing violation of human rights and an authoritarian code of conduct in many Arab states.


Political participation is a ‘process whereby individuals engage in activity that impinges directly upon the national power and authority structure of society. This activity can be system-challenging or system-supportive.’43 Political systems in most of the Arab world have been traditionally closed systems. The contemporary Arab status quo is a continuation of the old structure with variations between one country and another and from time to time. Theoretically it is neither democratic, nor oligarchic, nor theocratic, but a mixture of all three. Likewise it is based on a combination of political legitimacy, political rationality and victorious tribal solidarity. It is characterized by contrast: between the old and the new, the ancient norms and the contemporary values, renaissance and revolution, heritage and modernity and locality, Arabism and Islam.44 Popular demand for democratic transformation and popular participation is a nascent and fragile development in the Arab world until 25 January 2011.45 The degree of the formal political participation varies from one Arab country to the other (see Table 1). The institutionalization of political participation came about with the end of the colonial era in the second half of the twentieth century. Some Arab countries like Lebanon, Kuwait, Mubarak’s Egypt, Morocco, Jordan and recently Iraq, Algeria and Yemen have embarked on some liberalization of their political systems, whereas others are mainly characterized by being authoritarian-technocratic-traditional and others are authoritarian-technocratic-distributive.46 The emergence of political participation in some parts took place after regime change by revolution like in Tunisia and Egypt, a coup d’état (Mauritania), foreign intervention (Iraq) or international pressures, whilst in others it was enhanced by the ruling families’ realization of the importance of engaging their people in the political process (Kuwait) to secure state’s security and stability.


Table 1.1 Electoral Turnout in Eighteen Arab States (2003–2008)
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Source: UNDP/RBAS 2008; IPU 2008; Egypt SIS, 2008 et al.


             UNDP, Arab Human Development Report, 2009, p. 74.


Political challenges to the Arab political systems are enormous, stemming from external threats and the domestic desire to develop. Calls for political reforms took different shape, nature and scope, some of which were violent. The changes took the form of revolution, coups d’état and evolution. The degree of response to the reform movements in the Arab world differed from republican states, as in Egypt, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Syria, Iraq and Yemen, to monarchies whereby reforms are either gifted or conceded to the demands of the people, as in Kuwait, Jordan and Bahrain. The reform movements of 1938 in Bahrain, Dubai and Kuwait called for the institutionalization of representative councils in these emirates. Although the ruling families reacted differently to such demands, the movements represented the seeds for change and had positive effects on political developments in these emirates.47 However, Abdalaziz Ibn Saud, who founded the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932, opposed the reform movements in these countries. He believed that people should not be encouraged to seize power.48 His position failed to stop the winds of change from affecting the Saudi internal political developments. One of his own sons, Prince Talal Ibn Abdul Aziz, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, called for the establishment of a democratic constitutional monarchy.49 He reiterated his position in April 2009, warning that the kingdom was not prepared to face the challenges of the twenty-first century. Prince Talal said: ‘there needs to be increased dialogue within the ruling family and calls for greater power for Ashura Council to pave the way for eventual elections.’50


The discovery of oil in the mid-twentieth century had dual effects. It strengthened the powers of the ruling families and promoted social and political change. Governments manipulated oil wealth through the distribution of its income,51 allocating a large proportion of this for security expenses to maintain the status quo.52 Oil inaugurated the increasing importance of the region in world politics and encouraged the spread of education, which inspired social changes. Such developments, accompanied by the appeal of pan-Arab nationalism, prompted new demands for power sharing. This tendency has acquired growing importance due to social and political developments since the 1950s.


The governments’ responses to public demands for political participation differed from one country to the other. Some Arab states embarked on parliamentary experiments, like Lebanon, Iraq, Palestine, Algeria and to a lesser extent Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, Yemen, Mauritania, Sudan, Kuwait and Bahrain. Others adopted less radical initiatives and set up consultative bodies: for example, Syria, Oman, Qatar, UAE and Saudi Arabia. The Saudis, although they refrained until recently from launching any formal means of political participation, maintained regular contact with the ‘Ulama and incorporated the new technocrats within the political infrastructure. Although power rests in royal prerogatives, ‘the King needed to take into account the opinions and interests of other members of the royal family, the ‘Ulama, the commercial sector and the tribal leaders’.53


The Arab world was not immune to world political developments. Demands for constitutional political reforms go back to the late nineteenth-century crossing from the Arab renaissance to the nationalist movement to Islamic political resurgence. The Arab world throughout history responded as a single entity to any international development. The call for reform affected the Gulf subregion as early as the 1920s. Bahrain witnessed the convention of the National Conference held in 1920 which called for the adherence to the Islamic Shari’ah, the election of Shura Majlis and the establishment of a court to deal with pearl diving issues and problems. However, the British protectorate authorities refused to concede to these demands and expelled the national movement leaders. Upon independence in 1971, Bahrain embarked immediately on constitutional democracy in response to public demands. The first National Assembly was inaugurated in December 1973. The assembly consisted of sixty members, half of whom were elected. Among the elected members, eleven belonged to Islamic groups and several were nationalists. The results of the election were alarming and unacceptable to most of the ruling families in the conservative Gulf States.54 The Bahraini experience, however, did not last long. The parliament, because of regional pressure,55 was dissolved on 26 August 1975. Scholars believe that, although dissolutions of parliaments in both Bahrain and Kuwait were carried out because they became critical of government policies, Saudi Arabia played a significant role in bringing these parliamentary experiments to an end.56 According to some sources, Saudi Arabia paid $350 million for the dissolution of the Bahraini parliament.57 Following the eviction of Iraqi forces from Kuwait, the Emir decided to set an election date to restore parliament. A prominent Kuwaiti opposition leader revealed that Saudi Arabia and the other GCC members were worried about the implications and impact of Kuwaiti democratic process on their people.58 It is argued that Saudi Arabia is combating the Kuwaiti democratic experiment, attempting to scare the people of the other GCC countries about its instable outcomes in its petition to contain the spread of democracy.59 ‘Saudi Arabia faces growing pressures for political participation, at least from the expanding educated sector of its population.’60 The Saudi perception of democracy always has been negative. The idea that people could influence decisions by attending the ruler’s court or private congregation does not negate the fact that the Gulf States’ political systems lack real and effective political participation. The Majlis system could not be described as a form of democratic representation. As Tim Niblock has observed in reference to those who have praised the representativeness of the Majlis system: ‘This is incorrect, for the ability to express views to the decision-maker is not equivalent to having a share in determining what decisions are made.’61


The earlier parliamentary experiments in both Bahrain and Kuwait were short-lived and halted by emiri decrees. However, the Kuwaiti experience has been the longest among the GCC states. In 1921 the Emir decided, for the first time, to set up Ashura Majlis to help him run the country, but it was soon abolished. Upon independence in 1961, a body consisting of thirty-one members, twenty of whom were elected, was established. Among other achievements, this assembly enacted the Kuwaiti constitution proclaimed on 11 November 1962. The constitution demonstrates the Kuwaiti commitment to political participation. The Kuwaiti experience, however, revealed the limits to the emiri government’s willingness to tolerate popular involvement in the decision-making process. The Emir dissolved the parliament three times, in 1976, in 1986 and 2009. His subsequent decision to set up an advisory national council, after 1986, was rebuffed by the opposition on grounds that it was unconstitutional.62 The opposition accused the government of power monopoly and of circumventing democracy.63 Kuwait was the scene of several angry pro-democracy demonstrations against the Emir’s decision to freeze the only Arab Gulf parliamentary experiment. After one rancorous protest, in spring 1990, several people, including prominent figures, were arrested.64


Kuwait has witnessed two significant political developments since 1991. The first was the inauguration in December 1991 of the first political party in Kuwait, al-Munbar al-Dimuqraty.65 The party was organized by members of the former democratic movement. Its formation is seen as a major challenge to the ruling al-Sabah family, although its organizers are not keen to describe the new political entity as a party.66 The second development was the demand to grant women the right to vote.67 Following liberation, the effort to extend them full political rights was renewed by a much larger number of Kuwaitis.68 Since the 1992 parliamentary election, women have actually entered the public space of political activity. The idea of granting women the right to vote69 enjoyed the support of the Emir, his crown prince, and a number of parliament members (MPs). Despite the political debates and the different point of views expressed on this issue, legislation granting equal political rights to women was finally passed in 2006. However, on the first occasion, no female candidate secured the necessary votes to be elected. In a further step enhancing the democratic life, the Kuwaiti government in January 1992 lifted restrictions imposed on the freedom of the press since 1986.70 The Emir’s 1990 promise to restore the parliament was a factor in uniting the political opposition behind the national effort to restore Kuwaiti sovereignty following the Iraqi annexation. Elections were held in 1992 in which the opposition won a majority. After Kuwait regained its sovereignty, and despite the ups and downs in the government–parliament relations, subsequent Emirs were more reluctant to use their prerogative to dissolve parliament and pursued a more conciliatory approach in dealing with crises. Sheikh Sabah al Ahmed, the incumbent Emir, chose, in 2008, to go through government reshuffles three times to avoid dissolving parliament, but on 18 March 2009 he did dissolve it and called for elections in May. The parliament resumed its practice on 29 June 2009 with four female members for the first time in Kuwaiti history.


Consideration of checks and balances helps in evaluating the democratic process in any given country. Contemporary Arab governments present a mixture of presidential and parliamentary systems. Any Arab government constitutionally adheres, at least in theory, to the contemporary principles of good governance based on separation of powers, rule of law, peaceful transformation of power, checks and balance … and so on. In practice, however, the executive authority represented by the ruling families, party or/and military junta, holds all powers envisaged in a state. Each Arab government applies the separation of powers and the checks and balances principles by having three organs of a government – the presidency, a parliament and the judiciary – and some of them hold elections to choose the president or members of parliament, making them theoretically accountable to the people. However, they continue to lack transparency, there is an absence of the rule of law and they do not adhere to any democratic principles. It is argued that Arab countries today are characterised by:71


the exclusion of civil society from decision making, the absence of political freedoms, the politicization of Islam, the absence of good governance, terrorism, the lack of peaceful rotation of power, the suppression of pluralism, obstacles young people face in attaining public office, the oppression of minorities, and stifling bureaucracy and wide corruption in governments.


Demands for reforms in the Arab world, since the early 1990s, have acquired a significant importance in its political life. The demands for greater political participation have taken different forms. They are manifested in public debates,72 press articles,73 conferences74 and the presenting of memoranda to governments soliciting public demands.75 For example, the Islamists in Saudi Arabia presented King Fahd with a memorandum in May 1991 calling for the institution of Ashura council, more accountability to the people, the codification of all laws and regulations on the basis of Shari’ah in order to achieve social justice, and to give more consideration to qualifications and merit than to kinship.76 The demands centre around three broad issues: the establishment of freely elected legislative bodies; more political freedoms; and respect for human rights.77 Kuwaiti demands for the restoration of democratic life intensified with the beginning of the second Gulf crisis. People began to be critical of government policies and the way it handled problems with Iraq. The government also was accused of misusing power and of corruption. In response, the Kuwaiti Emir declared on 2 June 1991 that parliamentary elections would be held in October 1992.78 The Kuwaiti opposition groups immediately mobilized to express their disappointment at postponing the election date so far into the future.79 In October 1992 the opposition won thirty-one out of fifty seats in parliament. Yet the Kuwaiti experience cannot be described as a democratic form of government, on two grounds: first, the 1962 constitution grants the Emir absolute power to dissolve the parliament and suspend the application of any article of the constitution, as has been practised in the past. Second, the Emir continues to enjoy the right to appoint members of the ruling family to the key ministerial posts of defence, foreign affairs and the interior.80 The constitution is seen from two opposing perspectives by the people and the ruling family. The former believes that it is a contract between the people and the ruling al-Sabah family. The latter sees it as gifted by the Emir who has the authority to forestall the people’s political participation through the dissolution of parliament and the suspension of the articles permitting freedom of press and speech. Nevertheless, the Kuwaiti experience is the most advanced form of political participation in the GCC countries. Oman was quick to act positively. Sultan Qaboos took the initiative to reform the process of political participation in his country. On 12 November 1991, he issued royal decree number 94/91 outlining membership, functions, terms and procedures of a Consultative Majlis. The Majlis has fifty-nine members and a speaker. Members of the first three-year Majlis term were selected by the governors of the fifty-nine administrative districts. Members of the second Majlis, which convened in 1994 for a three-year term, were elected through an indirect process. Each district elects three candidates and Sultan Qaboos issues a royal decree naming the Majlis members. The speaker of the Majlis is appointed by Sultan Qaboos. The term of each member is three years, subject to renewal. The Majlis responsibilities, under article 9, include some legislative powers in social and economic fields and members were given the right to question cabinet ministers. During 1995, several of these hearings were broadcast live on television.81 Article 10 calls for joint meetings to be held with the government twice a year. The first Majlis was inaugurated in January 1992,82 replacing the State Consultative Council. Qaboos in 1995 became the first ruler of the GCC countries to tolerate women’s political participation. Two women have been elected to the Majlis.83 However, despite the significance of the Omani step, real political participation remains minimal. After the uprising in February 2011, Qaboos sacked three prominent government officials, reshuffled the government, introduced some economic reforms and formed a legal committee to review the Majlis laws.


Saudi Arabia’s monarch King Fahd’s repeated promises to establish Ashura council were not fulfilled until March 1992. At first, his response to the public demands for political participation was negative.84 However, in an unexpected move, the Saudi monarch declared new political reforms on 1 March 1992, announcing the establishment of Ashura council, consisting of sixty appointed members. The council is empowered to question the members of the cabinet.85 Despite the significance of the step taken, unless followed by further measures to promote effectiveness, they are no more than a symbolic gesture because: (a) the council plays only an advisory role; (b) its members are appointed by the King and therefore they are accountable to him; (c) the number of its members is not proportional to the census of the people; (d) the powers delegated to the council is conditional on the endorsement of the King and subject to his approval. In an unprecedented move, King Fahd in June 1995 set up a new government that included for the first time twenty ministers holding doctorate degrees. In February 2009 King Abdullah conducted a major cabinet reshuffle, bringing reformists and moderate religious scholars to important posts.86The Saudi Monarch placed increasing emphasis on yonger modernists with higher degrees87 to draw recruits for both the cabinet and the Majlis. The move was intended to expand political participation and to draw support from the educated elite in an attempt to weaken the opposition. The policy adopted, however, seems to have failed and militancy is growing fast in the kingdom, as has been manifested in a series of attacks on American and Saudi official establishments. A clear example is the Saudi opposition in exile and the attack on the American military compounds in Riyadh and Khobar.88


Bahrain is the only GCC country to witness violent protests calling for the restoration of the 1975 dissolved parliament. The Emir of Bahrain, in an initial response, issued a decree establishing a Ashura council, a consultative body. Unofficially it is intended to fulfil two separate objectives: one is to divert attention from economic and policy failures, the other is to provide a platform for discussion of policy options without threatening the country’s political stability.89 The council was inaugurated at the beginning of 1993, but it did not play more than an advisory role. According to a confidential source,90 the Emir and his crown prince are eager to prove the importance of the council in the legislative process. They promised the members that they would immediately adopt the policies recommended by the council. This would depend, however, on the nature of the policy recommended and on the royal family’s intention to legitimize the significance of the step taken in the field of political participation. The government seems to have the desire to emphasize the importance of the council as a substitute for the 1975 dissolved parliament in order to weaken the domestic opposition. The Emir announced, in a speech before the Ashura council, an increase in the council’s membership and an expansion of its role in areas of public concerns. He also promised to open up the council’s meetings to the public. However, unless the government concedes some of its prerogatives, transfers some legislative authority to the council, and changes the method of recruitment, Bahrain will continue to face political instability that ultimately will affect stability in the region as a whole and the Gulf subregion in particular. The only rational policy option left for Bahrain is to manage its crisis peacefully through conciliation and compromise. Bahrain is faced with a dilemma between its domestic needs and fears of Iranian influence on the one hand, and Saudi hegemony on the other. As a result of the continued demands and to defuse the social unrest characterizing the Bahraini political life, Sheikh Hamed, after his succession to power, decided to introduce some reforms to the Bahraini political system, accepting a limited share of power whereby Bahrain was transferred to a kingdom, securing himself and his immediate family the right to the throne with almost supreme powers and conceding to the public the restoration of parliament consisting of members elected directly by their constituencies. Hence, Bahrain became the second GCC country to accept the idea of power sharing. However, Bahrain’s experience fell short of people’s aspirations for more effective democratic measures. Bahrain, being divided ethnically and by sect, still experienced social and political unrest. The public demand for the restoration of parliament took a violent form. Extremists used explosives to blow up the Diplomat and Meridian hotels and a number of shops, offices and agencies.91 The violence culminated in the death of a number of people92 and the imprisonment of hundreds of demonstrators.93 In addition to demonstrations and violence, the Bahraini government revealed in June 1996 and September 2010 the discovery of an abortive coup d’état, which it claimed in both cases were engineered by shi‘is with foreign support.94 Several accused plotters confessed on television that they were members of Bahraini Hezbollah (party of God), had been trained in Iran,95 and had smuggled arms from Kuwait in cooperation with Kuwaiti Hezbollah.96 Iran and Bahraini militant Shi‘ites have been blamed for the violence. However, the opposition includes Sunni fundamentalists and Arab nationalists. This is substantiated by the fact that the opposition includes people like Sheikh Abdulatif al-Mahmud (an outspoken Sunni) and Ahmed al-Shamlan (an Arab nationalist), both of whom were imprisoned for their political beliefs, as well as a member of the al-Khalifa ruling family living in exile in London. Inspired by the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, the Bahrain opposition staged a new wave of protests, which were forcibly dealt with by the Bahraini government. Financial and military support from other GCC states further complicated the situation and resulted in varying international reactions. Thus, unless the issue is addressed in a balanced manner, no peaceful end is in sight for the Bahraini predicament. The Bahraini ruling family needs to accept the power-sharing option and manage its regional foreign policy independent of both Iran and Saudi Arabia.


In response to new political trends and tendencies, some Arab countries have embarked on limited measures encouraging political participation. ‘A spate of political reforms initiated by leaders has cascaded across the Arab countries.’97 Egypt, Jordan, Algeria and Morocco have increased the pace of democratic measures, employing a multi-party system, holding parliamentary elections, and enjoying semi-independent judiciaries and a greater degree of media freedom. Since his accession to power and more recently, to keep pace with developments in the Arab world, King Mohammed V of Morocco introduced a seven-points reform initiative, which unfortunately fell short of people’s aspirations, as illustrated by the ongoing demonstrations.


The Arab people are victims of their regime/state terror. Despite the fact that the democratization process in Algeria has contributed significantly to better security and enhanced political stability, corruption continues to cloud Algerian political and economic life. On the other hand, Tunisia, since Ibn Ali assumed power, saw a retreat from democracy with more political intervention in public life, security scrutiny, infringement of personal freedom, greater media control and a ban on Islamists’ activities, fraud and corruption, violations of human rights98 and further dependence on the US for regime security. Egypt, though officially having a multi-party system, is in real political terms a one dominant party system and holds parliamentary elections amid allegations of fraud and political harassment. Islamists, al-Ikhwan al-Muslimeen (the Muslim Brotherhood), enjoy the largest popularity but are denied the right to form a political party. The chance of an independent presidential candidate is remote with the rigid requirements set forth by the ruling party. In February 2009, frustration led thousands of people from across the political spectrum to gather at Cairo International Airport to give Mohammed El Baradei, the former Director General of the IAEA, a hero’s welcome and to call on him to stand for presidency. Chanting supporters for an end to the Mubarak regime see him as a new man who could inject new life in the politics of the country where the vast majority do not bother to vote. El Baradei, though he expressed his willingness to take responsibility, demanded that the constitution must be amended before taking part in the forthcoming 2011 election, insisting that the process must be seen to be free and fair and calling for supervision of the judiciary as well as international monitors. However, no such change is possible without a peaceful transition of power. Article 76 of the constitution, introduced in 2005, states that any presidential candidate must have been a leader in an officially sanctioned political party for at least a year, and any independent runner must be endorsed by 250 elected officials, including 65 MPs and 25 senators, which seems impossible with Housni Mubarak’s National Democratic Party dominating both parliament and the senate.99 However, Mubarak’s regime had weakened considerably, failing to stand more than eighteen days of the revolution that opened new prospects for democracy. A national referendum, held on 19 March 2011, saw constitutional amendments approved by 77.2 per cent. Despite the different degrees of tolerance and standards of living from one country to another, the grievances of the Arab people are the same, as illustrated by the social uprisings. Gaddafi, during the past forty-two years, had been assisted by a strong tyrannical and brutal security system that targeted his opponents at home and abroad.100 The atrocities suffered by the Libyan people during their revolution forced the Arab League, for the first time, to seek international help through the UN Security Council. Saudi Arabia continues to deny its people their basic rights, as illustrated in the social segregations on the basis of gender, discrimination on ethnic, tribal and sectarian bases and economic inequality. Many parts of Saudi Arabia, despite its wealth, lack the necessary health, educational, housing and infrastructure, adequate water and power supply. Today Saudi Arabia has a very high rate of unemployment among males: it was 25 per cent in 2005 and was estimated at 13 per cent in 2008, ranking 135 in the world.101 The UAE, once viewed as an oasis of luxury, security and peace of mind, land of opportunity and home for exiled fellow Arabs, witnessed an increased security intervention in state affairs, imprisonment of local soft opposition, violations of basic human rights,102 deportation of foreigners and a crackdown on media liberalization.103 The UAE president when receiving the Lebanese parliament speaker, Nabih Berri, on 13 October 2009, reiterated the UAE Arab position and pointed out that the UAE is exercising its sovereign right in accordance with its national security, but its policy is deliberately directed against certain groups on the basis of nationality or religious sect.104 Freedom of the press in the Arab countries is restricted by the governments’ rigid laws and hijacked by government officials. Despite the different degrees of tolerance from one country to another, the press in the Arab world is expected to support their governments’ policies and choices. The partial indirect election of the Federal National Council (FNC) membership in the UAE was frozen in 2008. Reports Without Borders Secretary-General Jean-Francois sent a letter to the UAE government on 17 December 2008 voicing concern about the latest version of its proposed bill to amend the press law to ensure that the ‘proposed amendments do not endanger the news media’. The proposed law has provoked uproar.105 ‘Reports Without Borders urge you to reduce the size of the fines and to restrict the powers of both the National Media Council and the court to punish the media.’106 Amazingly, the UAE authority banned fifteen prominent writers, most of them academics, from appearing in local media for no reason other than their personal convictions. On 6 March 2011, 133 UAE nationals presented the UAE President with a petition calling for an elected FNC with legislative powers. It is argued that the absence of justice makes the state nearer to what is known in development terms as a ‘predatory state’.107 Qatar tensions have been rising over press freedom. A publicly aired argument between Doha Centre for Media Freedom and its political sponsor, Mozah Al-Missned, the wife of the Emir, livened up the peninsula in 2009.108 Mauritania’s democratization process encountered a setback with the 2008 coup d’état, but resumed after international pressure, whilst Sudan has experienced political instability and foreign intervention. International accusations of human rights abuses has been a characteristic not only of Sudan, but of all Arab countries.


Democracy in the Arab world is frustrated by illiteracy, poverty, corruption, social divisions, the socialization process and inadequate infrastructure. Changes are resisted by those who consider themselves part of the political establishment and infrastructure. They are worried that such changes could deprive them of their privileges and influence. People continue to be divided along tribal, sectarian and ideological lines. They are not united on the degree of political participation required. The facts that almost one-third of Arab people are illiterate and a significant number of them live under the poverty line or face economic hardship constitute other problems for the political process. A further drawback, as a result, is that most people lack political awareness. A large segment of Arab society, especially those in the lower social strata or with a tribal or rural background, is satisfied with the traditional way of political participation. They are not keen to change the method followed by the governments for a more democratic one. Lack of transparency and corruption constitute other obstacles facing the consolidation of real and effective democracy. People try to influence the voting behaviour of others through bribery or what commonly is known as ‘buying votes’.109 It is alleged that the ruling elite support, subsidize and lend special favours to candidates with similar party or political affiliations or tribal background during election campaigns in order to enhance the government position within parliament.110


Dependence on foreign powers for security represents a longstanding strategic option for Arab regimes’ security that goes deep in history. Following the second Gulf crisis and the changing world order in the early 1990s, the United States became more committed to maintaining the status quo. The US presence in the area provided a security shield for existing Arab regimes. In the past, these regimes relied on the British and the French to secure their survival, whereas today the US is the guarantor of their destiny. A number of Arab countries concluded bilateral security agreements with the US, Britain and France, taking the region back to the colonial era. The security pacts concluded provide these regimes with a security umbrella, further distancing them from their people rather than helping to bring an evolutionary change towards democratization. The US and Western collusion with local strongmen has created the Arab exception – leaving the Arabs marooned in tyranny as waves of democracy broke over other parts of the world.111 ‘The United States, which is Saudi Arabia’s main ally, and other Western countries rarely criticize the Gulf Arab state, which controls more than a fifth of global crude reserves and is a major holder of dollar assets as well as being a key trading nation.’112 Consequently, the ruling elite in those countries have became more reluctant to give concessions and introduce democratic measures. Saudi Arabia and the UAE are the least receptive allies of the US, differing dramatically in their responses to Egypt and Bahrain. Arab countries used the American war on terror to eliminate their opposition with American blessings. Today, the Islamists, because of the US policy in the region, are the most alienated social group in Arab political life. It is argued that ‘the West’s morbid fear of political Islam has served to deny Arabs democracy in case they support Islamists’.113 US Islamophobia was the reason that the US was initially hesitant to lend support to the Libyan Revolution despite Gaddafi’s crimes against humanity. They are either banned from politics or face ruthless measures in violation of basic human rights. It is true that democracy must find its roots internally but it would be unforgivable if America’s commitment to democratic principles in the region were to wane. It is argued that the US should encourage the development of democratic institutions and practices114 because many of the crises experienced in the region were prompted by the absence of democracy and the existing authoritarian regimes in the area.115 It is not possible to list every instance of this here, but the annual reports of human rights organizations like Amnesty International are full of condemnation for the Arab states’ violations of basic human rights. Human Rights Watch accused Saudi Arabia of ‘state systematic discrimination against the estimated 1.5m to 2m Shi‘ites’.116


Separation of powers constitutes another principle absent from the Arab governing system. The executive power is headed by a president or a monarch or an emir. He is accountable to nobody, whether the people or any political institution. The supreme or high courts in Arab states are theoretically envisaged as having the power to interpret the constitutional articles, clauses and laws, settle any constitutional dispute or differences between the legislative and executive authorities, and confirm the constitutionality of government practices, including the right to review decisions taken by the government. Most of the constitutions of Arab countries emphasize the independence of the judiciary and the rule of law. However, a contemporary practice whereby such authority is delegated to the judiciary is in fact incompatible with contemporary Arab modes of governance.


The winds of change seem to have affected the people of the Arab world more than their governments. Since the early 1990s, people have talked about the necessity to reform the political systems to encourage more political liberalization. The governments’ responses to public demands for political participation differed from one country to the other. Some Arab states embarked on parliamentary experiments. Kuwait, Jordan, Morocco, Algeria, Lebanon, Mauritania, Yemen and Iraq have successfully conducted competitive parliamentary elections. Jordan followed Morocco and embarked on opening up its political system by encouraging political participation, allowing a multi-party system and adopting elections for parliamentary membership. King Hussein of Jordan in 1989 introduced a ‘managed democracy’ form of government through the National Charter, whereby the Islamists won thirty-four out of eighty assembly seats. The success of the Islamists was alarming to the King and his Western allies. In response, he enacted new electoral laws to secure a majority in parliament of Bedouin loyalists and tribal grandees. As he grew ever more unpopular after the peace agreement with Israel in 1994, King Hussein decided to roll back his democratic reforms.117 Other countries, like Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, adopted less radical initiatives and set up consultative bodies.118 ‘Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy without an elected parliament whose courts are run by clerics applying an austere version of mainstream Sunni Islam.’119 However, none of the other Arab states could be viewed as democratic. Political parties are either banned or controlled and candidates for presidency, parliament, and the constitutional council are carefully scrutinized by the dominant party. People in most Arab countries are granted the right to elect their representatives or president from among those approved by the security forces. Lebanon, Iraq, Algeria and Mauritania hold free parliamentary elections. Iraq and Lebanon, though they are on the road to democracy, have democratic processes still governed by ethnic and sectarian narrow interests. On the other hand, both kingdoms surprisingly have appointed youngsters less than teenagers as crown princes who are likely to succeed to the throne anytime if something happened to the kings who happen to be their fathers. Governments in Jordan are appointed by the monarch who uses appointments to the cabinet as a means to widen personal allegiance, as is illustrated in the frequent cabinet reshuffles whereby King Hussein had fifty-six premiers in forty-six years of his rule. Morocco seems to have accepted the rule of the game and appoints the leader of the majority winning party as a prime minister. Bashar Assad, in an interview, acknowledged that political reforms in Syria are not his number one priority. They come third, after political stability and economic reforms.120 The re-election of the incumbent Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika came about after the constitution was amended to give Bouteflika the right to stand for a third term and amid allegations of fraud. Mauritania’s military junta, who led the coup, conceded to international pressure and held a presidential election in July 2009 which brought Wild Abdalaziz, the leader of the coup, back to power though the ballots. This reveals the nature of Arab politics and illustrates the argument that ‘without the prospect of broad-based economic development, voters are likely to become disillusioned with politics and politicians and thus with democracy itself’.121 It is argued that ‘the forms of democracy found in the Arab countries were little more than make-believe and pageantry.’122


The changes going on in the Arab world since January 2011 are a sign of hope. The prospects for democracy in the Arab states, however, are not promising unless similar changes take place in Saudi Arabia and Syria.123 Yet Arab countries, being part of the global village, are witnessing shortage in liquidity and most of their accumulated investments abroad have been severely hit by the world economic crunch. The decline in oil revenues due to the drastic drop in oil price, from almost $150 to just above $70 a barrel between May 2008 and August 2009, and the depreciation of the dollar that caused the devaluation of local currencies, coupled with the cost inflicted by the world economic recession, mean that some Arab states are expected to face low economic growth, high rates of unemployment, budget deficits and increased foreign debts. Consequently, to make up for its losses and to dominate the world oil market, Saudi Arabia increased its oil production to a record 12.5 million barrels a day. However, it pumps only 8.3 million barrels a day, keeping one-third of its capacity shut down.124 Hence, the source of income that enabled the ruling elite to monopolize power and deny the people’s right to power sharing is depleting, leaving no room for manœuvre. Eventually there will be a need to give in to public demands for political participation. Regional stability requires Arab governments to embark on real and effective political reforms, diversification of their economies and regional integration. ‘As people’s income rise and their horizon broaden, they are more likely to demand power sharing and the rule of law.’125 Moreover, technology has infringed on state sovereignty and increased public political awareness. It has begun to transform the relationship between governments and the people in the region, strengthening the periphery at the expense of the centre. The local level is empowered while authority at the centre is undermined.126


Constitutional democracy, based on synthesizing Islam and democracy, could be seen as the only viable option for regional security and stability. Bernard Lewis argued that ‘the idea of limited government is inherent and essential in Islam. The principle that the ruler is not above the law, but subject to the law is central to classical Islamic teaching on the state.’127 A real and effective democracy in the Arab world requires the fulfilment of three concentric conditions: (1) the relationship between the ruling families and the people must be clearly defined; (2) the ruling families must acknowledge that democracy is an unalienable right of the people; (3) the democratic process has to be institutionalized.128
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