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To those whose company I was deprived of because of my choice for freedom . . .

And in memory of my father, Halim, and mother, Hind—my greatest inspirations and heroes, who, before they left us, raised me to appreciate justice and liberty.

As I stay behind, I have dedicated my life to speak on behalf of the weak and oppressed.
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PREFACE
A Revolution against the Caliphate?


In the first decade of the twenty-first century, as terror strikes were widening from Manhattan to Mumbai and battlefields raging from Afghanistan to Iraq, many tough questions had yet to be answered: Where are the “moderates” in the Muslim world? Why do we hear only from the “radicals”? Is the Middle East really rejecting democracy? Do people in the region prefer the Taliban and Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Muslim Brotherhoods over liberals, feminists, and seculars? Or is this perception the work of the stronger, wealthier, dominant forces in the Arab and Muslim world who want us to believe that there is no hope that a war against the terrorists can be won and democracy will never take hold in the region?

In fact it is both, for the reality is that in this dangerous and critically important part of the world, there is a very explosive race going on—a competition to the end between those who want to bring all countries from Morocco to Afghanistan under what they call a “Caliphate” or a totalitarian empire, and those who have been working feverishly to launch a revolution against this empire in construction. This is the untold story of a region that can be described as “Middle Earth,” in which the world has invested much hope and which could determine the future of the planet in the decades to come.

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1919, the Greater Middle East from North Africa to Central Asia witnessed one of the most dramatic struggles in history between the forces pushing backward toward the reestablishment of an Islamic Caliphate or a theocratic regime, and the forces of progress moving in the direction of modernity, democracy, and human rights. The race was deeply affected by Western intervention, World War II, a long Cold War, and the rise of oil power.

Instead of the liberal revolution that many hoped for, coup d’états and ultranationalist ideologies brought the people of the region under authoritarian and oppressive regimes for decades. At the very top of the regimes is the absolute power of rulers; below, the constant challenge by the Islamist movements; and below both layers, the democratic elements at the edges of civil societies. During their half-century confrontation, neither the West nor the communists helped bring democratic change to the region.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union a second historic window opened for democratic revolutions to rise. The liberation of Eastern and Central Europe, the expansion of democracies in Latin America, and the transformations in South Africa were powerful signals indicating the global shift toward freedom, but this was not so in the Middle East. This unlucky region witnessed a further penetration by jihadi forces, a competition between Salafism and Khomeinism, a radicalized political culture, a blocking of the Arab-Israeli Peace Process, and further alienation of minorities, women, and youth. As the world was moving gradually away from totalitarianism, and people were gaining rights and freedoms they never had before, “Middle Earth” was losing liberties.

As a result of 9/11 and the subsequent terror attacks in the West, a third historic window opened abruptly and unexpectedly for the forces of democratic change in the region. Western intervention removed two of the most brutal regimes by military force: the Taliban in Afghanistan and the Baathist dictatorship of Saddam Hussein in Iraq. This post-9/11 earthquake shook the foundations of the regional authoritarian system. The United States and Western powers were battling jihadi forces across the region on two major battlefields and in an intense war of ideas. The fight, with Washington and its allies betting on the success of an electoral democracy and the cohorts of Salafi and Khomeinist regimes betting on an all-out jihad to defeat the Western incursion into “Muslim lands,” rages on.

The region’s regimes, political parties, intellectuals, and “streets” had to side with one or the other camp. Some, like Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Egypt, and Pakistan, thought they’d profit from the clash of titans by consolidating their existing power. Ruling elites felt they could handle the extremist factions and that the Americans and the West should not get involved.

A two-way struggle spread through the region between the U.S.-led efforts to provoke a change in the region and the Islamist and jihadists expanding their base. Between 2001 and 2010 billions of dollars were spent on the “war on terror,” hundreds of millions on the “war of ideas,” tens of thousands were killed in wars and terror attacks, hundreds of leading figures were assassinated, and a whole decade was lost for the peoples of the region, still far from enjoying liberty. But was all hope really lost?

Some among the most oppressed civil societies in the region were granted enough space and freedom to build a democracy. The jury is still out on whether these infant democracies will succeed, and the dangers are significant. Afghan women were liberated from the medieval Taliban, but the country is still assaulted by ferocious fundamentalist militias. Pakistan’s seculars are also under attack by the jihadists. Iraqi Shiites were saved from Saddam, but Iranian-backed Islamists are pushing Sharia law across the land. In Lebanon, the Syrian occupation receded, but legislators, journalists, and citizens are still being killed, and Hezbollah is holding power. Last but not least, Darfur’s genocide is recognized by the international community, but the massacres continue.

It is true that in the wake of 9/11 and the Western intervention in the region, democratic forces and dissidents felt relief, despite what anti-Western propaganda has been arguing forcefully over the past eight years. From Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, the Emirates, Algeria, and Iran, new faces of dissidence have acquired international visibility. In the region, free bloggers, talk shows, journalists, human rights activists, and even newly elected legislators rise to the surface fighting an uphill battle against the combined forces of the status quo (regimes) and jihadi fascism (Salafists and Khomeinists). A breach in the wall of authoritarianism has opened: Democracy has penetrated the fortress of “Middle Earth.” Youths, students, women, minorities, and artists are increasingly expressing their will to see their societies become freer. But will the jihadists and the repressive regimes allow the revolution to happen? Not at all, as events are showing us in this first decade of the twenty-first century. Half a century after the end of the Nazi Reich and twenty years after the fall of one of the most suppressive totalitarian regimes in history, the Soviet Union, their copycats in the Arab and Muslim world aren’t letting go of their privileges.

Despite some often irreconcilable ideological differences, a brotherhood against democracy has emerged in the center of the planet. Absolute monarchies, ultrachauvinist Baathists, antipluralism elites, Islamist movements, and jihadists have formed one of the most formidable walls in history, insulating the region’s peoples from the international community. Empowered by their full control of the Arab League, the Organization of the Islamic Conference, OPEC, and most media networks in the region, and influence over the United Nations, the African Union, the European Union, and a large segment of America’s elite, the “antidemocracy brotherhood” strikes back against the timid surges of democracy in Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan, Sudan, and the rest of the Arab world and beyond. The jihadists lead the assault.

The West backed off and chose another direction as of 2009. A general retreat seems to have begun. In Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, even as they have waged military operations, the United States and NATO bend over backward by seeking a partnership with the so-called moderates in the Taliban. In Lebanon, Britain is recognizing Hezbollah and U.S. officials have been preparing the public for the same. In Iraq, as the U.S.-led coalition begins its redeployment, the democratic groups have been abandoned in favor of a pragmatic alliance with the Shia and Sunni Islamists. With Assad of Syria, the U.S. administration builds hopes of “engagement” at the expense of reformers. Sudan’s regime, accused of genocide against black Africans in the south and in Darfur, is now being sought for “dialogue” by the U.S. administration. Last but not least, Washington has opted to “sit down” with the mullahs in Iran and cut regional deals even after the Tehran uprising in reaction to the latest “election.” The jihadists are winning psychologically and the authoritarian regimes are stronger than ever. But are the region’s democrats defeated? Are they going back to the catacombs?

The answer is no, they are still in the race. From Beirut to Darfur, from the Berber mountains of North Africa to the marshes of Ahwaz on the Persian Gulf, revolutions are brewing. As of June 2009, demonstrators clashing with the Basiji militia have been changing history in Iran. Young souls have seen freedom and mature adults have had glimpses of fundamental human rights. The violet index fingers of Iraq’s voters, women legislators in Afghanistan, and the million-men and -women marches of Lebanon and Iran have sparked in the masses’ imagination the wildest dreams of human liberties. From the most fertile soil for jihadism may come the most fiery revolutions of the twenty-first century. The Cedars Revolution in Lebanon, the rise of the marginalized black identity in Sudan, the Amazigh revolt of the Kabyle, the stubborn reformers of Syria, the antifundamentalist Muslim intellectuals, enlightened seculars of Turkey, Iraq’s NGOs, Iran’s women and students, liberals of the Arabian Peninsula and all their diasporas, are gearing up for a final prolonged showdown in “Middle Earth” with the most extreme forms of jihadi, totalitarian, and racist terror. The retreat of the current Western governments in the face of terror and the power of oil regimes, often sugarcoated as “engagement,” is leaving the birthplace of the three monotheistic religions to a looming mother of all confrontations.

Will Middle Eastern democrats succeed in resisting and then reversing the tide against the jihadists? Can they rebel against regimes and fight back against the Islamists while they are unarmed, unrecognized, unfunded, and demonized by militant propaganda as “agents of the West”? The race between the rise of the Caliphate and the democratic revolution in the Greater Middle East is on.

And how should the United States, the West, and the international community deal with this race? Are we to engage the regimes and cut deals with them at the expense of their peoples’ freedom? Are we to engage the jihadists and abandon the democrats? Should we support the forthcoming revolutions in these civil societies or allow their theological and authoritarian regimes to dispose of them with ease? This book will help answer these troubling questions and explain to readers the untold story of a struggle that will determine if the Middle East will at last reach freedom and democracy in this century and if the planet will avoid the potential wars set to explode by the followers of Salafism, Khomeinism, and other jihadis in the years to come.



INTRODUCTION

How the West Missed the Story and May Miss It Again


The 9/11 Commission concluded back in 2004 that the United States was engaged in a war with terrorists and didn’t know it, but offered insufficient explanation of why. In a briefing I participated in, one of the commissioners stated that in the end, “It was a failure of imagination on the part of Americans.” According to the four-hundred-page study, America as a nation wasn’t able to fathom the reality of what was taking place in the days, months, and years preceding the strikes. In other words, Americans weren’t able to imagine that people out there could hate their country that much and do such horrible things to it.

I argued that we, as a nation, didn’t have a failure of imagination. The United States has distinguished itself throughout modern history with stunning discoveries and achievements primarily because of its fertile imagination. Advancements including nuclear power, landing on the moon, and the internet were possible because of the innovative minds of Americans. These are evidence of an endless capacity to break all walls of intellectual restraint. There was a failure, I countered, but of education. Indeed, Americans and Western democracies in general were deprived of basic information, education, and updates about the real roots of the rising jihadi threat, and thus failed in seeing the terror coming. And they continue to fail in combating this developing worldwide threat.

Chillingly, we were not educated in our classroom by our professors and were misinformed by our own media. Throughout the 1990s I had seen how most of the scholarly establishment blocked the public from seeing the truth and missing the critical connections. Rarely in history have nations been so subverted by their own elite.

While classical Middle East scholars in America and Europe adopted an apologist attitude blaming violence and the rise of jihadism on post-Western colonialism and the so-called foreign policy “blunders” of the United States and its allies, the real antidote to extreme Islamist ideologies was ignored: sound democratic cultures. The mainstream intellectual establishment on both sides of the Atlantic, deeply influenced by postcolonial thinking and manipulated by oil interests, dodged investigation of why Middle Eastern societies weren’t moving toward pluralism and democracy and instead promoted the idea that bridges must be built with the “radicals,” regimes, and movements. Although strong signs were coming from the region that liberals, counterjihadists, minorities, youth, and women’s movements opposed fundamentalism and craved their freedom and secular values, the West stayed on the sidelines.

Western elites didn’t understand, or perhaps refrained from accepting, that the multiplication of political parties and elections in Iraq and Afghanistan has unleashed the dreams of the youth and women around the region, especially in Iran, and that the Cedars Revolution in Lebanon has captured the imagination of reformers in Syria. We haven’t realized that the genocide of southern Sudan has enflamed Darfur’s resistance to the jihadists and that mere debates about a possible democracy in the region have triggered unprecedented liberal narratives in the Gulf, the Maghreb, and beyond.

Today, there is a plethora of analysts, writers, and scholars who are discovering the documents that inspire the jihadists. Over the past few years, a whole school of thought has brought attention to the Salafists and Khomeinists, unveiling them as a foe to be reckoned with that threatens the future of freedom and international law. Yes, the increase in awareness in Washington, New York, London, Paris, Madrid, Berlin, Moscow, and beyond is occurring because the jihadists—their boldest members, at least—have revealed many of their deeper ideas and designs. So much has been disclosed by the ideologues and leaders of the radical Islamists, on al Jazeera, on al Manar, and on YouTube, that ignoring their message completely became impossible. Even as apologists in the West try to avoid the debate on the roots of terror and on the mere existence of a jihadist threat, the latter’s noise is too astounding, bloody, and loud not to be noticed and addressed, even though our democracies haven’t understood yet the essence of its seriousness.

Most governments and academic elites in the West are attempting to dissipate the concerns of the public by changing the narrative of the confrontation.1 “There is no war on terror,” “These are small factions of extremists,” “Real jihad is a spiritual experience,” “If we enhance the economic opportunities in the Muslim world things would change,” and many other ideas are thrown into the debate to convince the public that in fact there is no such thing as a “global jihadist threat” and that global efforts to change things on the other side are not needed.

Facing off intellectually with the dominant Western powers, small activist groups and writers based in liberal democracies are counterarguing by informing their readers of the theological bases upon which the Islamists have been building their indoctrination and mobilization campaigns. Oddly, the current clash of ideas within the West is between a large “apologist” camp denying that the jihadi threat exists and a small “anti-Islamist” camp scrambling to alert the public of recently made discoveries about “radical Islam.”

In short, these are only the first baby steps in a greater clash of arguments that is yet to come. The bigger moment in Western strategic choices will come when the small camp of anti-Islamist commentators can attract greater numbers of citizens and confront the apologist camp with political realities—in the voting booths, demonstrating on the streets, and in mainstream media.

Sadly, nine years after the September 2001 attacks and despite all the signs of potential reform, U.S. and Western policies surrendered to the pre-9/11 dogma that the prospects for change in the Greater Middle East are hopeless, and the only forces with which we can partner are, ironically, the movements that have been blocking the rise of pluralism: the Islamists, Salafists, Wahabis, Muslim Brotherhood, and the Khomeinists as well as the hard-core Baathists and other dictatorships. But those who have undertaken the mission of bringing awareness to the free world for the last half century cannot stop trying. Each one has been doing his or her part: writing, speaking, marching, organizing, lobbying, researching, and disseminating material.

I myself have experienced several stages and tried different paths, on different continents. From the Eastern Mediterranean, I offered twenty years of hard work, from writing graffiti on Beirut’s walls at a very young age, to publishing books, broadcasting, and lecturing to thousands. Despite five books, hundreds of articles, and more than a thousand interviews and lectures, the bulk of my work in those lands of violence and repression seemed like one tree falling in the forest, and at the time it had no impact in the West. I had to relocate to America and abandon my native country in order to pass my message on.

I assert that the free world can win the conflict with the jihadists, but certainly not using the tactics and policies it has employed so far. I strongly urge policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic to win the battle of identification. If we can’t define the enemy, the threat, its ideology, and its strategies, we surely cannot claim any advance or any so-called victory.

Are Western leaders working to define the enemy? With the exception of some shy discourses made by U.S. leaders and a few European chief executives in the years following 9/11, the answer is no. A huge effort to educate the public must be undertaken, since in democracies one cannot engage in sustained national efforts without sustained popular support. A worldwide coalition to isolate the jihadists must be assembled. However, for the tide to turn, it is necessary to believe in and support a democratic revolution in the Greater Middle East.

In this book, I’ll explain how the Middle East failed to evolve toward democracy and how a chance was given to its underdogs to rise again as the clash between the West and the jihadists widened. I’ll make the case that this unlucky region has struggled and continues to struggle in a harsh race between the forces, such as the Taliban, aimed at establishing an oppressive fundamentalist Caliphate, and the civil society forces aimed at democracy and social liberation. I have called this race of the two forces a race in Middle Earth, where the nature of the twenty-first century will ultimately be decided. Either the jihadists will seize power in twenty-one Arab countries, Iran, Turkey, and large segments of Africa and South Asia, or a younger, determined generation of democrats and humanists will sweep the region from below.

The race is on.



1.
The Missed Century: How the Democratic Revolution Failed During the Twentieth Century


The Greater Middle East is the cradle of the oldest civilizations on Earth: Egyptian, Persian, Assyrian, Phoenician, and others. Many of its intellectuals boast about the region’s high cultures during ancient times as compared to Europe’s state of tribalism in the same period. Historians, poets, and ultranationalist politicians argue that these civilizations practiced sophisticated engineering, advanced sciences, built roads, gardens, and towers, and compiled legal codes while barbarians were roaming in the regions of the Danube and the Rhine. Phoenicians offered the world an alphabet, and their commercial ships established the first multinational corporations some twenty-five centuries ago. Moreover, Eastern Christian, Jewish, and Muslim interfaith assemblies have often asserted that the three Abrahamic religions came from that region.

The wealth of stories about the uniqueness of this old region of the world comes in great contrast with its contemporary hostility to the development of democratic societies. The contradiction between the region’s so-called rich history of sophistication and its current poor productivity in human rights advancement and fundamental freedoms is stark. It was the cold continent of the barbarians—Europe—and its emigrants to new worlds that produced charters for democracy and embodied them in modern texts, and not the cities of the Greater Middle East that had produced the letters of the alphabet, the Code of Hammurabi, laws of the seas, and the sciences of humanity.

Furthermore, Latin America’s nations, on different scales, have been able to move from Iberian colonialism to acceleration of modernization, to acceptable multiparty systems—with few exceptions—while the Arab world’s societies, said to be much older in settlement, failed to do the same. Argentina and Chile, Brazil and Colombia, Mexico and Jamaica were all colonies, and most have experienced military regimes, yet they all gradually accepted the idea of pluralism and the peaceful coexistence of elites, while Saudi Arabia, Syria, Iran, Libya, and Sudan, despite the huge regime differences between them, didn’t move beyond the one-party system or the no-party system.

Even more dramatic is the comparison with some African countries, such as Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, and Ghana, that, despite having fewer resources than the Middle East, in some ways have moved toward plural politics. Even where discrimination is at its worst, in South Africa, the country moved away from apartheid toward the end of the twentieth century, while Sudan dove into practicing slavery and ethnic cleansing.

Last but not least, the treatment of women in their own families and society offers stunning comparative images. While wealth is abundant and construction projects are endless in the Wahabi Kingdom, Saudi women can’t drive, or even walk unescorted. Women in Madagascar and Trinidad live poorer, but freer lives. Under the Islamic Republic, Iranian women are severely restricted; they are arrested on the streets by female police to check on their hijab.1 However, in Sri Lanka, a woman is prime minister. Even within the Muslim world, the oddities of sexual repression are salient. In Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto was elected head of government while her countrywomen in Waziristan are living under laws from the Middle Ages. Not surprisingly, Bhutto was assassinated by the Taliban, the force imposing severe sexual discrimination in Waziristan and other valleys.

The question of why democracy didn’t emerge as a winning political culture south and east of the Mediterranean is relevant at a time when many in the West and worldwide are condemning entire societies for their inability to produce a democracy that protects basic freedoms. Some argue that the East by nature cannot bypass authoritarianism. Others assert that the lack of secular democracy is embedded in the canonical texts of the Islamic religion, and many postulate that this part of the world is simply condemned to live unhappily forever, no matter the explanation.

Beyond the debate about the “democratibility” of the Arab world and its neighborhood, scores of hard-core realists in the West claim that it is in the interest of the industrialized world that strongmen continue to rule the region. A surge of unstable democratic culture, they feel, would destabilize the capitalist societies, or, more accurately, would injure those in such societies who live off the oil trade with Arab Muslim petro-regimes. Ironically, as harsh as this equation seems to be, we may see that it really serves the interest of financial elites on both sides of the Mediterranean. Our analysis throughout this book will show the incredibly ferocious interests involved in the obstruction of freedom in the region.

Democracy’s Failure to Take Root in Middle Earth

For half a century, scholars and propagandists have charged that colonialism, corruption, and Western foreign policies are the real root causes for the failure of democratic freedoms in “Middle Earth.” I disagree.

The classical pressures that have precluded societies in other struggling regions from advancing toward freedom haven’t completely blocked the march of human rights toward theoretical and practical victories. Colonialism, postcolonialism, imperialism, Western foreign policies, and multinational corporations have had an impact on Latin America, Eastern Europe, Oceania, parts of Asia, and countries in black Africa, but in all these huge zones of the planet, democracy pierced the layers of obstruction and established home bases. Brazil and Uruguay decolonized from Portugal and Spain, endured their own military regimes, and eventually reached functional multiparty systems with acceptable electoral processes. The Philippines, Japan, and India lived under military occupations but swiftly moved on to sophisticated free governments. Setbacks to democracy have also quickly bred postcolonial experiments, as in Cuba, Venezuela, and Thailand, but sexual equality wasn’t reversed dramatically once it had begun to move forward. Women’s rights have survived, even when political rights have regressed. Even in communist China and Vietnam, women were still granted equal rights despite general suppression of liberties. In the Greater Middle East, noncommunist regimes have suppressed the very basic rights of women.

One must not overgeneralize, but statistics do show that when communist regimes collapse, liberal democracies are not formed immediately afterward, yet things do move forward eventually. After the Soviet collapse in Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, and many of the Central Asian and Caucasus republics, some form of multiparty system rose. In the Middle East, the crumbling of the Ottoman Empire in 1919, the end of European colonialism in the late 1940s, and the end of the Cold War and of Soviet power in 1991 didn’t open the path for democratization, nor did they lead to an expanding space for liberalization and the rise of human rights—quite the opposite.

These events unleashed more lethal oppressive forces to reverse and crush the chances for democracy. The twentieth century offered the region multiple opportunities, but almost all these windows were carefully closed by radical ideologies and oppressive elites. While similar totalitarian regimes rose to block democracy during the same century, almost all their “evil” manifestations vanished or slowly declined. Fascism, Nazism, Soviet communism, military juntas, and populist dictatorships rose and fell from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean while Wahabism, Salafism, Khomeinism, Baathism, and other totalitarian ideologies persisted and wreaked havoc in civil societies.

The Caliphate’s Long History

Before becoming the centerpiece of the twentieth century’s conflicts and challenges, the region called the Greater Middle East, stretching from Morocco to Afghanistan, experienced a variety of dynastic rules, wars, breakups, and migrations, with all the human dramas that accompany such events. It isn’t that different from any other heavily populated area of the world throughout history. Similar conflicts ravaged Christian Europe, Asia, Africa, and later on, the Americas. Unlike most other regions, Middle Earth has lived under a universal empire for the longest period of time in the history of civilization—a full thirteen centuries.

One of the most fascinating imperial institutions in history, second in lifespan only to the Roman Catholic See (about twenty centuries), is the Islamic Caliphate. Known as Khilafah in Arabic, the Caliphate served as an inspiration and theological authority, but also as a center of tremendous power for millions of people from the western tip of Africa’s Sahel to the eastern edges of the Himalayas. More important for today’s geopolitics, the ideologically revisited concept of “Caliphate” continues to serve as a long-range goal for hundreds of thousands of militants, determined to reestablish it, and thus block any form of government or identity that contradicts its raison d’être.

It is crucial for readers to understand where the concept came from, how it has affected this gigantic region of the world for centuries, and how it has been used since the early part of the twentieth century as a rallying point for regimes, organizations, and elites determined to delay and obstruct the expansion of democratic institutions and culture. If one doesn’t grasp the notion of Caliphate, as advanced by the modern-day jihadists, one cannot understand the nature of the wall obstructing the rise of multiparty societies in the region, or realize how hard and dangerous is the path to fundamental freedoms in dozens of countries in that region. A quick historical review of this institution-empire is necessary for an understanding of the current climate in the region.

After the passing of the Muslim Prophet, Mohammad bin Abdullah, in 632 C.E., his followers had to decide on the future of the religion and the state he founded. Born in 570 C.E., in Mecca, Rassulal Allah (Messenger of Allah, per Muslim theology) dedicated his adult life to propagating a new religion he introduced as Islam (al-Islaam). Mohammad presented the Arabian society, particularly in Mecca, which was the economic capital of the Peninsula, as a universal system for faith and society (al Islaam deen was dawla). The way it was structured, the expansion of the deen (religion) had to be managed, organized, and sanctioned by the dawla (state). In 622 C.E., Mohammad and his “Muslim” followers left Mecca after being confronted by its pagan elite and took refuge in Medina to the north. In Medina, the Muslims were able to organize themselves as a force headed by a commander in chief and proceeded to engage in battles with the Meccan tribes until the city submitted. It has since been ruled as the original “Islamic state.” But after the Rassul died, the now-organized force had to move forward without its founder, and the decision of the senior commanders and new elite ruling the “Islamic land” was to create a succession order from their Prophet. They selected a successor to Mohammad to resume the leadership of the Umma (understand this term as the universal community of Muslims or “Islamic nation”) and set up a council to maintain the succession and the mission moving forward.

In Arabic, the word for successor is khalifa, or caliph. The institution of the caliph is al Khilafah or the Caliphate. It has two dimensions: The first is the legal and theological structure of the Umma’s top spiritual office, which is comparable to the “papacy,” “monarchy,” or “presidency”; the second is the entire land and resources covered by the authority of the caliph, as in “empire.” The geopolitical sense of the Caliphate is “empire.”

Immediately after the selection of a successor to the Prophet, Abu Bakr, the father of Mohammad’s most beloved wife, Aisha, resumed the geopolitical dimension of the mission. The “armies” of Arab Muslim tribes quickly conquered the other tribes of the Peninsula. Some were conquered militarily while others joined the marching victors without putting up a fight. The easier battles were fought against the pagan tribes, while Jewish and Christian clans offered more resistance.2

It is important to note that by 636 C.E. all inhabitants of the Arabian ancestral homeland had converted or been forced to join Islam. Arab historians are unanimous in describing that it was the rise of the Caliphate that united all Arabian tribes—by force or by adhesion—and gave them a historical common identity. Baathist ideologue Michel Aflaq wrote in the twentieth century that “Islam is to Arabism what bone is to flesh.”3

Thirteen centuries later, the concept of the Caliphate (or the existence of a universal state for the Umma) is hard to eradicate. It is the cement that created the Arab, and later the Islamic Umma, and was the legitimizing force behind many achievements, including territorial expansion and the rise of dominant political and financial elites who ruled large segments of three continents.

It is crucial to understand that challenging the idea of a Caliphate in modern times is not only a matter of theological reformation but a matter of threatening the legitimacy of a prominent power. It would be the equivalent of challenging ancient Rome, the universal political papacy, or the very essence of traditional empire. It would require a revolution in political thinking. The Caliphate as a political and military institution was the generator of and legitimizing authority for events that shaped the Middle East for centuries.

The Arab caliphs launched several offensive campaigns from the Peninsula after winning the crucial battles of Yarmuk in 636 C.E. in Syria against the Byzantines, and Qadissiya in 637 C.E. in Iraq against the Persians. From that point on, no empire, nation, kingdom, or population was able to stop an invasion undertaken by the Caliphate. In less than a century, a large part of the civilized world fell to the imperial new state: Syria, Palestine (including Jerusalem, which fell to Caliph Umar), Egypt, North Africa, Spain, Persia, Nubia-Sudan, and more. The invasions, called Fatah, thrust as far as France, Sicily, and Sardinia to the west, and Armenia, Tashkent, and the Indus River to the east. A formidable empire was established in less than one century, stretching from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. It was centered on the Caliphate, even though the institution itself was in decline only a few decades after its inception.4

The successions of one caliph to another were often bloody, and many were assassinated. A civil war exploded between the partisans of the fourth successor, Ali, who was a cousin and the son-in-law of Mohammad, and the supporters of a challenger, Damascus governor Moawiya. The “partisans” of Ali became the Shia, and those who opposed them became the Sunnis. This first civil war within the Caliphate generated a deeper division, soon after becoming sectarian between the two factions. The Sunnis held the leadership of the empire. The Arab Khilafa was first based in Damascus, then moved to Baghdad in 750 C.E. as a result of the first coup d’état in the empire. A new Arab dynasty, the Abbasids, butchered the Umayyad dynasty, expanded the Caliphate even farther inland into Asia and Africa, and ruled almost until the destruction of their capital by the Mongols in 1250 C.E.

This Arab-dominated Caliphate produced political, economic, and social elites comparable to those of the feudal system of Europe, which was attached to the papacy for ultimate legitimacy. The ruling establishment settled in Damascus, Cairo, Baghdad, and Tripoli. The rest of the conquered territories owed their new status to the higher authority of the Caliphate. They became the national elites of these governorates, which became countries later, thanks to appointments made by the Prince of the Believers (a title of the Caliph). Sultans, walis, emirs, and subdynasties were an extension—or sort of viceroys—of the supreme leader of the empire.

Even though many powerful princes and military commanders rose against individual caliphs, and killed them, the umbilical connection to the concept of the Caliphate was indestructible. From it came the legitimacy of jihad and the ability to call on “brothers” to come to the rescue when infidels threatened one or another Muslim principality (called Jihad al Fard and Jihad al Ayn). The authorization for Fatah, to resume conquests into the kuffar (infidel) lands, also emanated from the Caliphate. In short, the Khilafa did far more than provide the theologically necessary successor to the Prophet; it was a moral and political authority that allowed the expansion of the empire and its provinces (soon to become countries), and most important, it provided an authority to the elites installed by its power in cities and wilayat (governorates). And since the nature of the Caliphate was based on a command by Allah, or so believed its founders after the passing of the Messenger, reforming it, dismantling it, or going against its initial mission was impossible. The concept was made of iron, and politically it was the foundation upon which the ruling elites of the empire established themselves. Take away its fundamental legitimacy, and the entire system would collapse.

In fact, the Caliphate resembled the European Christian, the Asian, and to some extent the Mesoamerican empires. The “divine” was the center of power, making any challenge to authorities almost impossible, short of a radical revolution. Just as no Christian was able to challenge the authority of the pope on strategic affairs, no Muslim was able to challenge the caliph on war and peace, or on conquest and expansion. In risings against the caliphs throughout the years, the aim was to replace the individual ruler, not the Caliphate as an institution working in the name of Allah. For thirteen centuries, the region controlled by that Caliphate was molded intellectually and ideologically by clerics and rulers to be faithful to the successor of the Prophet as a guardian of the Islamic lands and rulers, the Hukkam of the Umma.

In other regions of the world ruled by theological empires, absolute monarchies, and colonial enterprises, challengers rose from among their own people. From revolution to revolution, the religious geopolitical spaces crumbled and were replaced with nation-states. Deteriorating religious empires didn’t bring about democracy and human rights immediately, but created an opportunity for constant challenge. Until the early twentieth century the global Islamic Caliphate wasn’t yet opposed by a revolutionary movement, even though its authority and direct power was in decay.

One must distinguish between the history of the institutions of the Caliphate and the political culture it firmly established in the region. The main tenets of that political culture were as follows:

1. The lands seized during the march of the caliphs must remain “Islamic” and cannot revert to any other identity. Whatever the Caliphate-empire covered geographically is the core of the “Islamic world.” Hence these spaces cannot change civilizational or, some would argue, religious identity.

2. The Caliphate-empire created an irreversible “political and legal space” that can only grow or stay constant, it cannot shrink or regress. It has become a slice of the planet and its fate is to cover the globe. Even if it is invaded, occupied, or some parts of it revert to other civilizational identities, it must be restored.

3. The Caliphate was supposed to survive all human conflicts and eventually expand. Even when it collapsed in the early twentieth century, the basis upon which it was created, such as Sharia law5 and the concept of jihad, remained. No social or ideological construct would undo Sharia and jihad, even as the physical empire collapsed. These two ingredients, Sharia and jihad, can and would restore the empire.

4. Last but not least, religious minorities living within the universal boundaries of the Caliphate may survive under legal and political proscriptions but cannot reestablish sovereign entities in the empire’s territory, even if the countries these minorities seek to rebuild are located on their own ancestral lands.6

The Collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the Historic Opportunity

The Arab dynasties that ruled the Caliphate enjoyed a multicentennial era of power from the seventh century C.E. to the early sixteenth century. In 1517, the unexpected occurred: a non-Arab ethnic group, the Turks, emerged in Arab-speaking lands, defeated the regional dynasty of the Mameluk, and claimed the leadership of the Islamic world.

The Ottoman sultan seized the title of caliph from the Arabs and moved the capital of the Islamic empire to Istanbul (formerly Constantinople). To assert its leadership of the Umma, the sultans-caliphs resumed jihad in all directions. They thrust farther into kuffar lands, conquering the remnants of the Byzantine Empire (in addition to Constantinople), Greece, the Slavic Balkans, Romania, parts of Hungary, Moldavia, all the way to Crimea and most of the Caucasus. They were stopped at the gates of Vienna. As a reward for their success in their mega-jihad in Christian Europe, the Ottomans swept over Syria, Mesopotamia, and all of North Africa. In addition, they seized the biggest prize: Mecca and Medina.

The Ottoman Caliphate-Sultanate survived another four centuries before it was defeated at the end of World War I. During the hundreds of years of Turkish rule on three continents (Asia, Africa, and Europe), the base of a pyramid of conquered, occupied, and oppressed peoples widened. Below the ruling Ottoman establishment at the top of the pyramid came the other Muslim elites from Arab, Balkan, Kurdish, Berber, and Caucasus ethnicities. Below them came the non-Muslims—Christians, Jews, Baha’is, and others. African Muslims were theoretically above the non-Muslims but were treated in the same discriminatory manner. Until the nineteenth century, black Abeed (Arabic for slaves) were captured in the Sudan, East Africa, and Mauritania and, despite the fact that they shared a religion, were sent to serve masters in the palaces and homes of Ottoman and Arab elites.7

The rulers on top of this pyramid and throughout its layers established their privileges on the moral and theological legitimacy of the Caliphate, and were solidified by the Ottoman Sultanate. Emancipation of slaves, religious freedom, ethnic and national liberation, as well as female equality and fundamental political rights, were all trapped within the confines of an unchallengeable order, which, according to the ruling elite, was set by Allah and carried out by a caliph, whose Walis, along with the urban upper classes, managed and maintained the social order. Even outside the physical frontiers of the Ottoman Caliphate, the suppression of peoples’ liberties, internal and external, was carried out by dynasties, monarchs, emirs, and khans in reverence to the highest divine will embodied by the remote Sultanate.

Surprisingly, the concept of the Caliphate served as a counterinsurgency tool, even if the actual Islamic Ottoman Empire was weak and in decline. The ideology of Caliphate, which was grounded in the doctrines of Sharia and jihad, was the real cement binding the interests of powerful social, economic, and political interests of the ruling establishments in a vast region. Regardless of the original intention of its founders, historical evolution transformed the Caliphate into a megapower, central for those forces that dominated the vast lands conquered under jihad. In comparative perspective, it certainly resembled the mutation of Christendom from a community of believers into a powerful empire ruled from Rome or Constantinople, and later from European palaces. Certainly there are theological differences. The right to struggle geopolitically was granted to the Islamic Umma under the exceptionally powerful concept of jihad, yet “crusading” was performed against the essential teaching of the early Church.

These differences aside, the historical practices were similar, not only between Abrahamic religious power centers, but also between all other religious empires and dynasties. The question in modern times is whether reforms and revolutions transformed all “religious empires,” real or virtual, into secular and pluralistic societies.

Aside from the rise of smaller modernist renaissance movements in the Greater Middle East, many of which borrowed European democratic and liberal ideas, the critical mass revolution or reform against the essence of the Caliphate has yet to happen. In Europe and the Americas religious monarchies were abolished and separation between state and theological ideologies was achieved through a series of reformations, reforms, revolutions, and secularization. In the Muslim world, however, there was no parallel track. Despite many reform attempts and the rise of nationalist and secular movements in the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Sultanate continued to retain the power of the Islamic Caliphate until the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in 1919 and the abolishing of the Sultanate in 1924. So, the Caliphate survived until the launching of the League of Nations, the parent of the current United Nations.

European Mandates and Modernization

As of 1920, the British and the French were mandated by the League of Nations to manage the affairs of the former Ottoman provinces of the Levant until they were ready for independence. Britain was to oversee Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, and Kuwait. It already administered (or had colonized) Egypt, Sudan, Eastern Africa, and the Indian subcontinent. France was granted responsibility for Lebanon and Syria, and was already the colonial ruler in North and West Africa. The mandate powers combined covered large parts of what was the Caliphate. With the exception of Kemalist Turkey, central Arabia, and Persia, the rest of the Umma had come under Western rule, including Italian control in Libya and Eritrea and Dutch control in Indonesia.8

During the period of modern-day European colonization, three main trends characterized the political development of most of these countries with large Muslim populations. First, as the Western colonial powers controlled and enjoyed the resources of these countries, their civil societies were just being introduced to modern institutions, including secular constitutions and various forms of electoral democracies. Second, in most of these countries, local nationalist elites rose to power domestically and eventually snatched authority from the Europeans. Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Jordan, and Algeria mutated from provinces inside the Caliphate to colonies, and finally to independent nation-states. The collapse of the Ottoman Sultanate and, ironically, the structural modernization brought about by Westerners created these new modern republics and constitutional monarchies. The third trend, however, was a significant political current that can be considered “reactionary” in the sense that it wanted to return the Caliphate, the previous regime. Followers of this political movement are known as Islamists.

What the European mandates actually did was to push back against the Ottoman Sultanate, defeat the Islamic powers one after another, from North Africa under the French to Egypt, Sudan, and India under the British, and gradually reduce the geographical Caliphate into its last stronghold, Istanbul. But even as the “empire” borders shrank to Ottoman Anatolia and the Levantine provinces by the early twentieth century, the political establishment in the entire Umma (with the exception of Shiite Persia) remained nominally attached to the legitimacy of the Caliphate held by the Turks. Even though the Wahabis in Arabia and many khans, sultans, and royalties in the Muslim world were dissatisfied with the Ottoman rule politically, they never doubted the idea of a world Caliphate. During World War I, the Central Powers convinced their ally the Turkish sultan to declare jihad against the “infidel” Allies. Berlin hoped orders of jihad by the supreme caliph of Istanbul would enflame the vast Muslim populations under Franco-British rule. This brilliant theologically grounded strategy was confronted with a similar British strategy. Through the good offices of agent T. E. Lawrence, who promised British recognition of Sherif Hussein as the king of the Arabs, the Hashemite ruler of Mecca declared his own jihad against the Turks. In fact, the latter wasn’t a revolution against the Caliphate, but rather a move to bring back the Caliphate from Turkish to Arab hands. The result was that the Turkish jihad and the Arab jihad negated each other’s impact, and soon enough the Ottomans lost the war.

From the ashes of the Ottoman Sultanate, for the first time a fully secular revolution was led by a Turkish general, Mustafa Kemal, known as Ataturk. He actually crossed the forbidden line and abolished the Caliphate-Sultanate in 1924. For the first time since the seventh century, a Muslim leader eliminated the institution of the Khilafa. Kemal Ataturk acted quickly, in an authoritarian manner, with no significant opposition from Arab and Muslim powers. His very secular, almost anticlerical, new republic emerged as a result of wars with the Greeks who were removed from Smyrna on the Aegean coast, and with the Armenians who were removed from Van, their capital, and most of their ancestral land in Asia Minor, as well as with campaigns to bump the British and the French out of the country. His “nationalist” achievements and land acquisition for the Turks earned him forgiveness for his sacrilege of disbanding the Caliphate. The majority of Turks were too busy carving out a spot for their nation on the Mediterranean among the other modern nation-states to worry about the fate of the “global empire.”

The ruling classes among Arabs in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, the Gulf states, Egypt, Sudan, and the rest of the region were also not focused on the big picture. Other issues, including decolonization and the shaping of borders, were the top priorities of Muslim ruling classes in the Indian subcontinent, South Asia, and Africa.

The only forces frustrated with the collapse of the “empire” arrived at the scene too late: Wahabis of Arabia and the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt emerged as influential factors only as of the mid-1920s. Under colonial and mandate power, the upper classes, the financial and intellectual elite of the once-universal Islamic Khilafa, were in some way inheriting the Caliphate, by building their own little “caliphates” within the boundaries of their new nation-states. Even after the crumbling of the Caliphate as a regional entity, the national and regional heirs didn’t openly state that they were emerging from the ashes of a thirteen-centuries-old empire and that the Khilafa had been abolished, and that its return would be against international law, just as a return of the Holy Roman Empire would be forbidden.

The new elites, absolute and constitutional monarchs, dictators, and authoritarian rulers, turned silent on the path that was before them. They moved forward in creating modern institutions (in most cases) adaptable to the modern era in international society, though these were not democratic. They did not go so far as to declare the Caliphate an “old regime.” To do so, they needed to perform an intellectual and ideological revolution against the rule of the khalifa, which necessitated a fundamental reform and a rereading of history. Such reformation would require a recognition that most of their countries were established at some point in history by conquest and thus rights to ethnic minorities had to be granted. Should ethnic minorities be granted equal rights, it would amount to another admission that the law prevailing under the Caliphate was not compatible with modern-day secular democracy, which meant that Sharia law had to be reformed as well.

The two conditions that would result from rejecting the old order meant adapting the political culture of democracy, which obviously meant that an alternation in power had to be the rule. Most of the post-Caliphate elites of the region weren’t ready to accept liberal democracy yet. Since they didn’t seek a democratic state after the Caliphate, the twentieth century basically missed the opportunity for political revolution.

The European mandates ended the Caliphate geopolitically and introduced modern state institutions, but failed to develop full democratic cultures. The historical debate about this failure continues, but the real obstruction to modern democracy appeared within the new countries that emerged. In fact, a triangular relationship was established involving three forces: the new dominant elites—heirs of the past regime but not willing to go forward—the forces that wanted to go back to the past, and the forces that wanted to move forward to the future. Eventually the ruling elite and the fundamentalists would defeat the reformers.


Rise of All Ideologies: Preparing for D-Day


The first decades of the twentieth century produced all the ideologies that would affect the Middle East in the latter part of the century and beyond. The root cause of what was to happen decades later was the rise of several ideologies after the collapse of the Turkish Sultanate. Each of these ideologies was produced by specific elites and claimed authority in the post-Ottoman region. Here is an overview of the main ideologies, which rose almost simultaneously:

1. Arab Nationalism or al Qawmiya al Arabiya

Known also as “Pan Arabism,” this movement was launched by secular and liberal intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth century in response to the ailing Turkish Caliphate and to the Wahabi Islamist challenge. The promoters of this ideology claimed that all Arab-speaking peoples of the region belonged to one nation, al Umma al Arabiya (the Arab Nation).

Historically the ideologues who called for “Arab” nationalism were from a Christian or Muslim progressive background. They were influenced by the new European nationalism, including the French, German, and Italian unification movements. They wished to do away with the notion of an Islamic religious authority and replace it with a secular notion of a Pan Arab republic or constitutional monarchy. In essence the “Arab nationalists” were proposing a trade: The Islamic dimension of the Caliphate would be confined to religious clerics while the political dimension of that Caliphate would become secular. They wanted to change the substance of the ruling institutions, but not the shell of the empire.

Pan Arab ideologues still wanted to reestablish an “Arab” Umma from the Atlantic Ocean to the Arab Gulf, rejecting the rise of other, smaller nationalist ideals within that Umma, such as Egyptian, Lebanese, or ethnic movements such as the Kurdish or Berber. Arab nationalism maintained that Persian and Turkish, let alone Indian (especially Pakistani) and Indonesian nationalisms were not Arab, but were cousins in history and religion. Arab nationalists valued the contribution of Islam to the formation and expansion of Arabism. The caliphs were Muslim, but were essentially Arab dynasties until the Abbasids. The idea was to create a secular Arab “Caliphate.”

Although non-Islamist in its inception, Pan Arabism kept a number of totalitarian features from the preceding Caliphate rule, among them suppression of ethnic minorities and intolerance toward pluralist ideas that can challenge Arab identity. Later on, after decolonization, Arab nationalists would mutate into chauvinistic elites, ultimately resulting in xenophobia. Movements such as the Baath of Syria and Iraq, the followers of Nasser of Egypt, the doctrine of Muammar Qaddafi, and to some extent those who would form the Palestine Liberation Organization abandoned the original liberalism of the intellectuals and replaced it with extreme forms of supremacist nationalism.

Arab nationalism as of the mid–twentieth century had mutated into the force behind massacres of minorities, suppression of liberties, and military juntas’ crushing democracies across the region. Pan Arabism splintered into conservative, progressive, and even Marxist groups, but all were authoritarian. They awaited the crumbling of Turkish authority to reestablish Arab power.9

2. Islamic Fundamentalism

Under the Caliphate, including the Ottomans, Islamism as an ideology was the state doctrine. Hence, movements calling for the “establishment” of a Caliphate didn’t make sense as long as the Caliphate existed. However, many ultrajihadist ideologues such as Mohammad Abdel Wahab of Arabia, in the eighteenth century, and Hassan al Banna of Egypt in the early twentieth century, criticized Istanbul for being too liberal. They assailed the Turkish sultans for departing from the ways of the founders of the Caliphate, known as al salaf al salih (from which the term “Salafist” came).

Under the Islamic empire the Salafists were the extreme right wing of the Caliphate, those who rejected reform, opposed interpretation of the Koran and Hadith, fought modernization, and criticized adopting constitutional texts. They advocated a strict application of the Sharia, and strongly opposed codes produced by Western revolutions or constitutional reforms. Ironically, the Islamists of today, who carry the ideology of the ancient Salafists, would have been the most extreme within a Caliphate. They were influenced by Ibn Taymiyya, a scholar in the Middle Ages who warned that straying from the strict vision of the Salaf (founders of the Caliphates of the seventh century) would bring about the collapse of the Caliphate and the Islamic Umma.10

The premodern Islamists built a fortress of resistance against the natural evolution of the Muslim world toward sciences, human knowledge, women’s liberation, tolerance, and opening up to the outside world. This was known as the Man’ al Ijtihaad (the blocking of jurisprudence.) They constituted, even under an Islamic Caliphate, the opposition to progress and liberty. A deeper historical analysis would place them as defenders of the old regime within the empire, protective of the privileges of the ruling elites, both clerical and political, opponents of any change that would challenge those elites. They waited for the collapse of the weak and ailing Ottoman Sultanate to reestablish a strong world Islamic Caliphate, and were ready to resume jihad and Fatah.11

3. Nationalist and Ethnic Movements

The crumbling of the “empire” opened the doors to myriad nationalities, ethnicities, religious groups, and other communities to seek freedom, self-determination, or amelioration of their status in their native lands. From the largest to the smallest, peoples who had been subjected to conquest (Fatah) since the seventh century C.E. by Arab dynasties, and since the fifteenth century by the Ottomans, rose to acquire a new status. Some were successful; most weren’t. Some ended up with fairly democratic institutions, but a large majority of these nationalities and ethnicities were not so lucky. Let’s start with the three big ethnonational groups.

Throughout the twentieth century, the Arabs ended up achieving statehood in twenty-one separate states—the present members of the Arab League. Few Arab populations were left behind as borders shifted. The inhabitants of an enclave in northern Syria, Antioch, were annexed by modern Turkey; the Arab population of the Ahwaz on the eastern coast of the Persian Gulf was annexed to modern-day Iran; and the Arabs of the former British mandate of Palestine, who lost the opportunity to join Transjordan and, despite the fact that the UN has recognized their right for statehood, couldn’t form their own state because of the Arab-Israeli conflict. But 96 percent of all Arabs were part of independent countries formed from Morocco to Oman.

The Turks, as we noted earlier, developed a nation-state in Asia Minor and a piece of the Balkans surrounding Istanbul. That modern Turkish republic, freed from the Sultanate, was built on two ethnic conflicts: the evacuation of the Greeks from Smyrna on the Aegean coast and of the Armenians from their ancestral lands in Asia Minor. Another Turkic-speaking population formed the state of Azerbaijan, but a large Azeri population was annexed by Iran to the south. A small Turkic community was left in Kirkuk in Arab-dominated Iraq.

The third nationality that regrouped after the end of the Caliphate was the Persians, who after centuries of Arab colonialism were able to reform ancient Persia under the name of Iran in the sixteenth century. Shiite in religion, the Persians became a majority in their modern country, with a number of other ethnic minorities.

Hence the three largest national and ethnic groups were able to surge toward independence and reclaim all or most of their ancestral lands. The Arabs, the Turks, and the Persians had all regrouped, but what about the other ethnicities?

The Jews, absent from activism in the region for centuries since being confined to the status of Dhimmis (second-class citizens, according to Sharia law), and victims of rising anti-Semitism in Europe, leaped into a nationalist revival known as Zionism in the nineteenth century. Rejecting victimhood, they developed an ethnonationalist movement claiming their goal was the return to Palestine, their “ancestral land.” From that perspective, political Zionism was a nationalist revolt of the Jews against the Caliphate, which forbade the emergence of non-Islamic entities within its own perimeter.

There were also Muslim ethnonationalities that were dominated by other, larger Muslim groups. The Berbers in Algeria, Morocco, and the rest of North Africa; the Kurds in Arab Iraq and Syria, Turkey, and Persian Iran; African blacks in Sudan under Arab rule; and African blacks in Mauritania and the Sahel confronted by Arabo-Berbers in the north of the region. Last but not least, there were those Christian ethnonationalities that preceded the Arab Islamic conquest—Copts of Egypt, Assyro-Chaldeans in Iraq, Aramaeans in Syria and Lebanon, and others dispersed in the rest of the region. Smaller religious groups such as Baha’is, Zaidis, and Zoroastrians lived in Iran and Iraq.

All these minorities sought separation, independence, or some form of autonomy and formed their own “claims movements.” Minorities often competed among themselves when commingled territorially, in the case of the Assyro-Chaldeans and Kurds in Iraq or that of the Maronites and Druses in Lebanon, but the main race toward statehood was between these small groups and the larger nationalities. Some call the ethnic race to freedom a mosaic, while others are resigned to seeing it as chaotic. Under both the Arab and Ottoman Caliphates, the peoples seeking liberation from the “empire” had ups and downs in their endeavor.12

The Europeans in the Balkans were first to extract themselves from the Caliphate; Serbs, Croats, Romanians, Bulgarians, and Greeks achieved statehood by the end of the nineteenth century. North African Arabs and Berbers moved out of the Turkish zone only to fall under European powers; Copts, Berbers, and Africans fell under Arabs. It became a virtual layer cake. Similar scenarios occurred after 1919 in the Levant: In Iraq and Syria, Kurds, Aramaeans, and other Christians were at the bottom, Arab Muslims above them, and the Franco-British on top. In British-mandated Palestine, the Jewish population rushed to form ethnic enclaves while the Arabs of Palestine rejected the newcomers as an ethnic community seeking statehood. As they were awaiting decolonization, both groups engaged in confrontation. Lebanon, where the Maronites and other Lebanese Christians were lifted up to become first-level citizens along with their Arab Muslim co-citizens, was an exception.

In short, all the inhabitants of the former Ottoman Empire, clustered in nationalities, ethnicities, and religious groups, spent the years of Western colonialism and mandates preparing for their respective “D-Days.” Arab nationalists planned on Pan Arabism; the Turks on consolidating their “Turkish-only” republic; the Persians on strengthening Iran and maintaining its borders; Jews and Arabs in Palestine on carving up states for their own future; Berbers and Copts on obtaining autonomy; Africans on obtaining their own entities. In Lebanon, the Christian intelligentsia promoted a “Pluralist Mediterranean Lebanon” while the Islamic establishment was set to “re-Arabize” Lebanon.

4. Democracy and Human Rights Groups

Oddly, democracy movements didn’t always correspond to liberation movements or nationalist claims in the post-Ottoman Middle East. Liberal and democracy forces were scattered across the region, adapting to the various ethnonationalist claims, but not always satisfied in their quest for human rights. The region was too crowded with visions, ideologies, identity struggles, and inherited conflicts for reformers and humanists to take the lead in each movement. The Islamists, Pan Arabists, ethnonationalists, separatists, and the like were too chauvinistic and nervous about their agendas to allow too much space for liberalism and humanitarianism. Leaders in majority nationalities, as in the Arab, Turkish, and Persian movements, feared “democratization” would weaken the nationalist gains and allow separatism to shrink the national territory.

Ironically, often politicians within minorities acted in authoritarian fashion, alleging that the time was not yet ripe for the “democratic debate,” but for a focused struggle for “group rights.” Democracy and human rights movements were dispersed and fragmented across the region, unable to mount a transnational effort. Among all forces seeking surges on postcolonial D-Day, the democracy forces including women, students, artists, labor, and writers were the weakest and least-prepared segments of society to take part in the race to build the new states.

In the first rows of the vast arena of competition were the already established elites, heirs of the past Caliphate provinces and regional and local dynasties, and other upper classes co-opted by the colonial powers. In most cases, they were the same rich and powerful groups that had ruled cities under the Sultanate and Caliphate and were often the first partners of the incoming European administrations. Ironically, these urban or tribal forces were sometimes also first to lead anti-Western revolts. Second in that arena were the newly emerging ideological factions, Islamists, Pan Arabists or military juntas. Third were the leaders of separatist communities, solidly entrenched within their groups and not always democratic. Last were democracy and individual rights elements.

In some cases, politicians within minorities were educated as liberals and remained so, as in the case of Lebanon, until future crises marginalized them. In other cases the ruling classes accepted ingredients of multiparty systems, as in Turkey and Jordan. In Israel, the mostly Westernized society of the Jewish Yishuv was unique in establishing a pluralist liberal democracy at the departure of the British, but in a country encompassing two parallel societies: Jews and Arabs.

The advocates of liberal democracy and secular revolution were in the minority, at the bottom of the scale, and about to be further suppressed at the end of the region’s European era. Ironically, as indicated earlier, the British and French were the ones to introduce basic representative institutions such as parliaments, constitutional courts, tribunals, bureaucratic methods, and public secular teaching. Even more ironic, the “colonial powers” were mostly acclaimed by the weakest elements of society, ethnic minorities and liberals, because of the protections and rule of law they introduced, while the highest levels of society, the nationalists, Islamists, and upper classes, saw in the Europeans not only a foreign force to be expelled, but promoters of dangerous ideas. The colonial rulers, particularly the local governors and military commanders, were oppressive, and their rule, no matter how profitable to the indigenous populations, had no future but withdrawal.

One hidden truth during colonial times was that often the local elites posing as the alternative ruling choice were much worse oppressors, harsh opponents of democracy, and enemies of democratic institutions. In the decades that followed decolonization, the new masters of the land made sure to perpetuate the blaming of miseries on “imperialism” and the former colonial powers, disguising their own destruction of human liberties within their own societies.

Decolonization and the Defeat of Democracy

In most regions around the world, the departure of a colonial power signals an immediate advancement toward democracy, or at least a step in that direction. This wasn’t always the case in the Greater Middle East. It is almost impossible to make global statements about an entire region stretching from Morocco to Afghanistan in terms of democratic advancement, for some countries leaped toward multiparty systems and pluralism while others regressed to absolutism.

The differences between Turkey and Saudi Arabia, Lebanon and Iran, Jordan and Syria, for example, are vast. Some, such as Lebanon and Turkey, grant many rights to more citizens, including women and the political opposition, than the others. But in the wake of decolonization throughout the region, the dominant political culture retained common characteristics that resisted the advance of civil societies toward the norms achieved by the international community, at least in the free world.

The first of these characteristics was the common view that a “regional cause” superseded all other causes for internal freedoms. In the Arab world it was “Arabism” or al Uruba, synonymous with a transnational ethnic identity that must be defended and imposed at the same time. The promoters of al Uruba claimed no higher cause could overshadow this virtual hypertribe, and anyone who would challenge it from the inside would be considered a traitor. Thus, gradually, a regional political culture was firmly grounded across borders and defended by the Arab League and Arab leaders, regardless of their political systems. This explains how the Kurds, Berbers, southern Sudanese, Darfur Africans, Lebanese Aramaic Christians, Copts, and all other non-Arab ethnicities were crushed for many decades with almost unanimous approval by all Arab states and Pan Arab elites.

The second common characteristic was the view that the region, and a much larger slice of Asia, Africa, and a chunk of Europe, formed a “Muslim world” Aalam Islamee, which had to be defended and strengthened as a political, cultural, religious, and economic bloc, almost in the same manner as the Soviet Bloc. A modern mutation of the older concept of Umma, the Muslim world was presented as a geographical space with marked territories.

Another more troubling notion was advanced in the more ideological theorizing—that these were therefore “Islamic lands” or Aradee Islamiya. This implied that these “lands” could not revert to any other identity. So, in a postcolonial Greater Middle East there was no room anymore for “non-Islamic” lands, states, countries, and homelands. The Copts of Egypt, the Assyro-Chaldeans of Iraq, the Christians of Lebanon, the Animists and Christian Africans in southern Sudan, and the Biafrans were denied any hope of self-determination. Astonishingly and ironically, all “Islamic lands” found under the sovereignty of non-Muslim nation-states had to be reclaimed and granted independence or separation. These included Eritrea, Kashmir, northern Cyprus, Ceuta and Melila, the southern Philippines, and the Palestinian territories under Israeli occupation.

A third common characteristic was a general attitude against the so-called Western democracy. Apart from Lebanon, Turkey, Israel, and to some extent Jordan, elites in other countries expressed criticism of what they called “Western-style democracy.” The idea was that constitutions that mirror those of European liberal democracies are not indigenous and thus cannot represent the region’s “identity.” The real meaning of this notion is that since these Western pluralist systems recognize the rise and fall of new elites and the emergence of new identities, they are in fact a threat to the well-established regional elite of the Middle East. Across the board in the Arab world, and to a lesser degree in Muslim South Asia, both conservative and progressive elites—each from a different perspective—lashed out against “importing” the institutions of the former colonial powers. They resented the adoption of the principles of laws and constitutional stipulations that would permit their political demise through universal elections and a challenge to the so-called regional identity.

However, one cannot make sweeping generalizations about how different countries in the Middle East adopted different aspects of democratic institutions. The advances made in one sector were counterbalanced by failures in other areas. On the top of the list, Israel’s advanced democratic system was limited in that fewer rights were granted to ethnic Arabs, as a result of national security considerations. In Turkey, all citizens enjoyed voting rights and the right to assemble, with the exception of rights of autonomy for Kurds and the right to recognize the Armenian genocide. In Lebanon, all nationals may vote for the parties of their choice, but posts in government are cast in stone as the property of particular religious communities. These are the states with the most advanced democratic systems in the region, and yet they still suffered from inconsistencies.

Once the colonial powers left the region, gradually, and in different ways, the peoples of the Middle East were transferred from living under European colonialism to living under either Arab or Islamic imperialism and, in most cases, Arab-on-Arab authoritarianism. Let’s review the main failures in the movement toward freedom, democracy, and recognition of ethnic and religious minorities in the region throughout the twentieth century:

1. As early as the 1920s, the Wahabis seized power in Arabia and formed an absolute monarchy based on Salafism: Non-Muslim religions were banned, Shia Muslims were suppressed, women’s basic rights restrained, and fundamental political freedoms annulled. By law, no political parties were allowed.

2. In Egypt, as the British departed, the constitutional monarchy was removed by the military coup d’état that installed a quasidictatorship under Pan Arabist leader Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1954: Political freedoms were curtailed for all citizens and the ethnic rights of the Coptic minority suppressed.

3. In Libya, following the withdrawal of the Italians and British, the constitutional monarchy collapsed in a coup d’état in 1970: Muammar Qaddafi declared himself the leader of the “revolution” and has since aspired to become the “Islamic Arab” leader of the whole region. Naturally, all freedoms perished.

4. In Syria, a limping multiparty democracy following the departure of the French in 1945 was removed through a series of military coups bringing the Baath Arab Socialist Nationalist Party to power in the 1960s. After internal palace coups within the party, a hard-line faction took over in 1970 under Hafez Assad.

5. In Iraq, following the withdrawal of the British, the same Pan Arabist officers bloodily removed the king in 1958. The Baath established a one-party dictatorship in the 1960s, seized ultimately, in 1979, by Saddam Hussein, one of the most lethal dictators in the region. Since then, Kurds, Shia, and liberal Sunnis have been oppressed.

6. In Iran, after the pullback of British and Russian influence in the 1950s, a monarchic authoritarian regime survived the Mossadegh revolution in 1953 but didn’t survive the revolution led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, which removed Shah Reza Pahlevi in 1979 and replaced him with a highly oppressive Islamist “republic.”

7. In Algeria, after years of violent struggle against French colonialism, the National Liberation Front (FLN) finally obtained independence in 1962, but only to create a one-party regime that banned political freedoms and suppressed the cultural rights of the Berber Kabyle minority.

8. Lebanon became the most successful multireligious democracy of the Arab world when it gained its independence from the French in 1943, until domestic and foreign forces shattered its precarious political system. Pan Arabists in the region, as well as their supporters in the former “Switzerland of the Middle East,” feared the exportation of that little country’s “model” to the region and coalesced to cripple Lebanon’s institutions, provoking a ravaging ethnic war in which most rights of all sects and individuals were pulverized.

9. As soon as the British left Sudan in 1954, the northern Arab elite rejected calls by the southern African population for federation and self-determination. A hellish civil war ensued for decades, leaving more than a million killed, mostly in the south, with massive ethnic cleansing and blacks taken into slavery.

The rest of the Greater Middle East didn’t fare much better, from Morocco and Mauritania to the Gulf and Afghanistan. Unlike the situation in Latin America, where democracy had its ups and downs, swinging between military regimes and multiparty elections, Middle Earth knew only oppression as a common characteristic for its peoples: at different times, in different circumstances, and at the hands of different oppressors, but the twentieth century did not bring peace, freedom, and democracy to the region.



2.
The 1990s: A Dark Tunnel for Dissidents


By the end of the twentieth century, nine months before Bin Laden’s strikes at the heart of the West, the Greater Middle East was still riddled with the worst forms of oppressions, and with genocide, massacres, ethnic cleansing, slavery, executions, torture, and political jailing. From Morocco to Afghanistan, more than one million individuals had been detained for political reasons, as many as the entire population of Gaza. About 750,000 black Africans had been forced into modern-day slavery in Sudan and Mauritania. Armed occupations were still a reality in Lebanon, the Palestinian territories, and Cyprus, and a state military presence was rejected by ethnic minorities in the Algerian Kabyle, southern Sudan, the Kurdish territories in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, and the Arab province of Iran.

Eleven years after the end of the Cold War, oppression in the region hadn’t unclenched its fist a bit. Regimes had solidified their political machines, radical ideologies had expanded wider and deeper, and the West seemingly had abandoned hope for democratic solidarity among these nations. By the last decade of the twentieth century, the American and European departure from freedom policy in the Middle East was astonishing, when contrasted with Western interest in dissidence, pluralism, and human rights during the Cold War.

The 1990s offered evidence of the realities that preceded the international conflict against terror forces with jihadi roots that the United States and other democracies, along with Russia, India, and the moderate Arab and Muslim governments, found themselves involved in as of 2001. In the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, and again after strikes in Madrid, London, Beslan, Mumbai, and other cities outside the Middle East, many observers and scholars saw a link between the state of civil societies in the region and the surge of jihadist forces.

Contrary to what some experts alleged, there wasn’t a direct cause-and-effect relationship between socioeconomic conditions and terrorism, but rather a link between the lack of democratic culture and the rise of radical ideologies, particularly militant Islamist doctrines. One unavoidable conclusion was that all jihadi terrorist actions stem from ideologies that reject pluralist societies and democracy. There is no exception to this rule: The stated motive of violence is ideological. Al Qaeda, the Taliban, Jemaa Islamiya, Hezbollah, the Pasdaran, Hamas, and the Abu Sayyaf faction all stated different geographical goals, but unequivocally called for the establishment of regimes based ultimately on one totalitarian force.

The growth and success of early-twenty-first-century terror was proportional and directly related to the expansion of radical ideologies. And the rise of these ideologies is inversely proportional to the failure of democratic culture in the civil societies from which these radical factions arose.

Four Fundamental Questions

The answers to four crucial, fundamental questions must be determined in order to understand how the Middle East was left behind while the international community moved beyond the Cold War, and how a new window of opportunity subsequently opened, but may be closed again.

1. How did the antidemocracy forces win the battle in the Greater Middle East despite the end of the Cold War, and how were they able to maintain control of the peoples of that vast region under authoritarian rule for a decade and beyond as other nations freed themselves?

2. Why did the West abandon its commitment to freedom and democracy for the region’s people while assisting other nations around the world?

3. Why are these values perceived as being different in the Arab and Muslim world than in all other regions of the world?

4. How did the West fail to hear the dissident voices from the Middle East, and why?

Last Years of the Cold War in the Middle East

The Soviet Union’s crushing of the Budapest democratic revolution of 1956 signaled an important reality: People oppressed by totalitarian ideologies and military regimes will surge when the opportunity is available, or when their tolerance of suppression is breached. The Hungarians suggested that civil societies under Pan Arabism or other Islamist regimes in the Middle East would eventually explode. Even though in the end the Czechs were put down, the Prague revolt in spring 1968 showed that people on the streets could defy the most powerful oppressive machine of the twentieth century. The Polish workers’ strikes of 1980 opened another hole in Soviet domination. The Gdansk workers, by organizing and moving en masse, were able to influence the future of their own nation, opening the door for another generalized uprising in the late 1990s. Solidarność was possible on the Baltic shores, so why not on the Mediterranean coasts as well?
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fier the 9/11 Commission concluded in 2004 that the

U.S. was engaged in a war with terrorists and never
realized it, they reasoned that “a failure of imagination”
had prevented us from seeing terrorism coming, In effect,
Americans were simply unable, or in fact disabled, to
fathom that there were people who hated and opposed
our democracy with such ferocity. Bue after billions of
dollars and almost a decade fighting a war in the Middle
East, will we miss the threat again?

Wirh penetrating insight and candor, Walid Phares,
ox News terrorism and Middle East experc and a

specialist in global strategies, argues that a fierce race
for control of the Middle East is on, and the world’s
future may depend on the outcome. Yet not a failure of
imagination, but rather, of education has left Americans
without essential information on the real roots of the
rising Jihadi threat. Western democracies display a
dangerous misunderstanding of precisely who opposes
democracy and why. In fact, the West ignores the
wide and disparate forces within the Muslim world—
including a brotherhood against democracy that is
fighting to bring the region under totalitarian control—
and crucially underestimates the determined generation
of youth feverishly waging a grassroots revolution
toward democracy and human rights.

As terror strikes widen from Manhattan to Mumbai
and bacdefields rage from Afghanistan to Irag,
many tough questions are lefe unanswered, or even
explored: Where are the anti-Jihadists and the
democrats in the Muslim world? Does the Middle
East really reject democracy? Do the peoples of the
region prefer the Taliban, the Muslim Brotherhood,
or Hezbollah over liberals and seculars? And is chere
really no genuine hope that freedom and democracy

can prevail over the Islamist caliphate?

hares explores how the free world can indeed win the
conflict with the Jihadists, but he says, not by using
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