Tremors Across the Arab World
02/04/2005
The Iraqi and Palestinian elections have sent an electric shock across the Arab world, delighting some and frightening others, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

The sight of so many Iraqis and Palestinians with blue ink on their fingertips electrified the Middle East, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab al-Hayat.

FEARFUL OF CHANGES: While many Arabs felt an immediate pang of envy, others were more fearful of the changes they felt were looming over the region.

The elections in Iraq and Palestine sent important messages to those seeking power in both countries, and revealed a significant difference between the insurgents of Iraq and the extremist factions of Palestine (as were the messages sent to those two parties).

Millions of Iraqi voters told the foreign jihadists who have been blighting their lives that they reject their attempts to exploit their tragedy. The Iraqis thus turned Election Day into a springboard for mass mobilization against terror and the destructive program al-Qa’ida and its associates have been promoting in their country. The Iraqis thus deserve the support of their Arab brethren through their taking part in this mobilization.

Palestinian voters for their part sent a message to the different factions calling on them to stop quarrelling over positions and power in an election that bolstered unity and ensured orderly competition in the political process. The Palestinians certainly do not deserve Arab denigration and incitement.

At any rate, the tremors caused by the Iraqi and Palestinian elections are being felt everywhere in the Arab world, causing a mixture of delight, fear and trepidation.

Some Arabs fear that the U.S. administration might construe the mass support displayed by Iraqis and Palestinians for the democratic processes in their countries as proof that its policies vis-à-vis the two countries (i.e. launching a war against tyranny in the case of Iraq, and reducing the Palestinian cause to one of terror) were correct. These Arabs fear that the neoconservatives who formulated those policies might now be emboldened to carry out the rest of their ambitions.

It is because of this fear that moderate Arabs have been loathe to celebrate with the Iraqis and Palestinians their newfound democracy, and to join the battle against terrorism; Arab moderates are less happy with what happened in Iraq and Palestine than fearful of what the neoconservative agenda might have in store for them.

But now that the Iraqis and Palestinians have made clear through the ballot box what they want, it is the duty of moderate Arabs to respect their choices and understand that what happened was a victory for popular will, notwithstanding whether it was one for the U.S. administration as well.

It is totally inappropriate for the Arabs to denigrate the marvelous change that happened within Iraqi and Palestinian society just because the U.S. had a hand in it. It would be a good thing if all Arabs undergo such changes—even with American help—so long as they are aware of the significance of their own individual votes.

As a matter of fact, the changes brought about by the Iraqi and Palestinian elections on other Arab countries have been far from bad. Syria for example has adopted a new political stance as far as Lebanon is concerned. If the Syrians prove sincere, their new approach might remove them from the list of potential American targets.

Whether it likes it or not, the Syrian regime had better make allies of its people by allowing them to vote and take part in the decision making process. The experience of Iraq has shown the futility of banking on popular resistance if an Arab country is invaded or occupied by a foreign power. Only the usual cries of protest will be heard should Syria be invaded.

For it is a fact that the neoconservatives have accurately gauged the effectiveness of the so-called ‘Arab street.’ They predicted—correctly, as it turned out—that the Arab masses would never rise up in arms against their policies. They recognized that the present Arab generation is one more interested in the luxuries of life; a generation that finds it enough just to sit back and silently wish for their rulers’ downfall.

This could be put down to mistaken impressions, or to the fact that Arabs have neither the ability nor the inclination to effect change from within. Some Arab governments, sensing that change was on the way, initiated programs of gradual and limited reform. These governments, which have underestimated the intelligence of their own peoples, are heading for a very rude awakening.

Other Arab rulers, having successfully used security measures to defeat extremism and terrorism, now find it very difficult to deal with mass dissent using the same means.

There are many examples, but the result is always the same: Power in most Arab states hangs in the balance between rulers intent on holding on and bequeathing it to their offspring on the one hand, and the people who want to seize it by force simply because there is no other means for them to do so on the other.

The experiment currently underway in Iraq must be watched very closely to see whether secular rule is going to be replaced by religious or sectarian government.

While the Iraqi elections could certainly be seen as having been a victory for the interim government and the U.S. administration—and as a blow to the forces of extremism and terrorism—the biggest winner was none other than Ayatollah Sistani, who succeeded—thanks to his charisma and influence—in mobilizing the Shiite masses. While holding the keys to whether Iraq’s future would be secular or religious in the Iranian mould in his hands, he defeated the secular forces arrayed against him.

COMPLEX RELATIONSHIP: The complex and unpredictable relationship between Washington and Tehran is another factor that will undoubtedly influence the political scene in Iraq.

In this context, Iraq occupies a pivotal position in the Iranian- American relationship both as a test bed and as a tool. While Iran pulls many strings in Iraq, the U.S. seems inclined to side with the Shiites these days. It seems therefore highly unlikely that the U.S. would invade—or even bomb—Iran at the present time.

It is too late to try and discipline Iran with a few air strikes; the Iranian nuclear program is in far too advanced a stage to be affected by American and-or Israeli surgical strikes targeting reactors.

During last week’s World Economic Forum at Davos, it was clear that IAEA Director Mohammad ElBaradei and U.S. Senator John McCain both agreed that attacking Iran now would drive the Iranian nuclear program underground, away from the prying eyes of international inspectors.

As President Bush pointed out in his State of the Union address last week, the best way to deal with Iran as far as the United States is concerned, is through joint action with European allies. Bush told the Iranian people: ‘As you stand for your own liberty, America stands with you.’

In his address, Bush told Iraq and its neighbors that: ‘Our generational commitment to the advance of freedom, especially in the Middle East, is now being tested and honored in Iraq.’ According to the U.S. president, Iraq ‘is a vital front in the war on terror, which is why the terrorists have chosen to make a stand there. Our men and women in uniform are fighting terrorists in Iraq, so we do not have to face them here at home.’

‘While our military strategy is adapting to circumstances, our commitment remains firm and unchanging. We are standing for the freedom of our Iraqi friends, and freedom in Iraq will make America safer for generations to come,’ Bush said. However, he went on: ‘We will not set an artificial timetable for leaving Iraq, because that would embolden the terrorists and make them believe they can wait us out.’

‘Victory of freedom in Iraq,’ Bush said, ‘will strengthen a new ally in the war on terror, inspire democratic reformers from Damascus to Tehran, bring more hope and progress to a troubled region, and thereby lift a terrible threat from the lives of our children and grandchildren.’

This is what Bush comforted the Iraqi people with in his State of the Union address; a speech in which he threatened Syria and urged Egypt to lead the Middle East to democracy like it previously led it on the road to peace. Regimes which fail to break their ties to terror will be punished, Bush said, while those which take part in fighting terror will be rewarded.

As far as Palestine is concerned, Bush promised to ‘help the Palestinian people end terror and build the institutions of a peaceful, independent democratic state.’ He said that he will ask Congress for $350 million to support Palestinian political, economic, and security reforms.

Seeking to exploit the current ‘opportunity’ for peace, a meeting will be convened in the Egyptian Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh which will bring together Israel’s Sharon, Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud Abbas, Egypt’s Mubarak, and Jordan’s King Abdullah.

While the Sharm summit will most likely bring forth significant results (thanks to diligent preparation), it will not touch on final status issues such as Jerusalem, refugees, and settlements. The Sharm summit is designed to rebuild trust in the peace process without delving into more complex and difficult issues. While the parties agree on the need for an independent Palestinian state, there are still disagreements on how such a state is supposed to look like.

If Ariel Sharon had his way, the Palestinians would have an interim state made up of unconnected Bantustans. Will Mahmoud Abbas agree to an interim state? No. That is not what the Palestinians are looking forward to.

The Palestinians are banking on four factors to support their case:

—Unifying the Palestinian decision making process by tempering the ambitions of Hamas and other factions through an electoral democratic process.

—Mobilizing Israeli public opinion as an ally against Likud extremism.

—Persuading the U.S., Europe, Russia, and the UN to carry out their commitments regarding the roadmap.

—Freeing the Palestinian cause from its current association with terrorism.


In Davos, Palestinian Finance Minister Salam Fayad and PLO Executive Committee Member Yasser Abed Rabbo extolled the virtues of elections.

That was on the day before Iraqis went to the polls to take part in elections that—with the Palestinian elections—firmly established the stained index finger as evidence of freedom of choice.

The index finger, which has long been associated in the Middle East with oppression and tyranny, has become a mark of rebellion.
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