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The word "reform" was not considered a positive term in the Arab region where there are those who accuse reformists of being spies because they have agreed with certain American suggestions. Reform will not occur if Arabs do not adopt it as an honest and fundamental policy instead of suggesting it as a response to external pressures or refusing it apologetically due to the region's circumstances and tradition. There is talk about reforming the concept of reform. Most of the controversy is about the intentions of the American plan of the "Greater Middle East" (GME) and not in the context of what ideas the project includes that we could benefit from. Many Arab governments started to speak with the rhetoric of reform in an attempt to anticipate the American project, most of them believe in gradual reform because, as they say publicly, they fear the electoral victory of Islamic fundamentalist groups, and privately for fear of losing power if democracy was to take its course. Yet, what is sad is the position of the Arab elite and public, although there are some significant exceptions, for reform has fell in the circle of political terminology, which has been overused through the past decades, and become no more than an amusing drug.

The American GME plan, despite its disadvantages, has made a leap in the Arab mind on the governmental and civil levels, a big leap that has taken the rhetoric about change to the degree of urgency. As far as most governments are concerned, the new aspect is their attention to non-governmental organizations (NGOs). For example, President Husni Mubarak inaugurated today a conference, organized by the Alexandria library and several NGOs, about reform. President Mubarak would not have done that if it were not for the pressure and challenges of the American project that will be presented in the upcoming G-8 summit. In a recent interview, the Egyptian President wondered: "what would happen if the fundamentalists win parliamentary elections? He added: "we will not allow the external world to impose on us projects that would drive us to chaos, we know our countries better than anyone else, we do not want instant democracy, and reform should be implemented gradually."

This gradual implementation could have built democratic institutions if it started 23 years ago. This kind of talk has exceeded its term, for democracy, freedom of expression, political participation and women's rights are issues that governments have been talking about for years. The fear from a Muslim fundamentalist control of parliament intends to scare the United States of the dangers of democracy in order to avoid reform, but the U.S. is already willing to adapt democracy to the region in a way that guarantees that such forces never reach power. The reservations on the U.S. are many and it is wrong to think that America holds all the keys when it comes to democracy.

The interim constitution that was signed in Iraq this week did not result from American commands to the ruling council but was the result of an Iraqi democratic process with American help. This accomplishment would not have taken place was it not for the Iraqis' awareness of the priority of their future and unity and if the Shiite religious figure, Ayatollah Ali Al Sistani, had not given his blessing. This Iraqi experience shows that democracy and reform are matters made locally and not imposed. These options were not accessible under a despotic regime, but what allowed them is the liberation of Iraq from tyranny. Though this liberation came after a war whose aims are not yet clear, the Iraqis are benefiting from this opportunity and overcoming their differences. More importantly, they did not postpone the issue of the constitution until after the occupation but they took advantage of it to build a state and its institutions. It is a mistake to consider that what took place is simply American puppets yielding to the occupation, for the different Iraqi sides proved that they have their opinion, which the provisional authority had to take into consideration. 

What took place in Iraq contradicts all what was promoted by Arab governments and elite particularly what pertains to the Palestinian issue. For the eradication of the Israeli occupation to Arab land was deemed a precondition of reform and democracy and any other opinion was traitorous. 

The American Vice-President, Dick Cheney, has expressed another precondition, which is that reform in the GME region should precede the settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. This is one of the main reasons behind the legitimate suspicion of American intentions and plans. However, the important question is; is it in the Arab benefit to fall in one of these two traps of preconditions? Europeans and some Arab countries are trying to modify the two concepts. Yet, if it were true that the French President, Jacques Chirac, has said that modernization in the region should be preceded by the settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the Iraqi issue, then he would be inflicting harm on the region. There are no preconditions to reform and to ending the occupation, and this is what Chirac and every Western leader should acknowledge. 

For in this region there are judges who forbid watching satellite television, men who are discussing if girls should be allowed to practice sports, intellectuals who accuse Arab reformists of being traitors, an elite that apply the conspiracy theory on reform and governments that implement reform drop by drop. The region needs reform in its peoples' thoughts and feelings as well as its regimes and elite. People have been anticipating reform for years and they have to take part in the reform process in order to prevent it from becoming a hostile term within the dictionary that only gave people illusions and fake promises.
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