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Events in Iraq, Lebanon and elsewhere in the Arab world confirm that there will be no democracy or stability without a common dedication to constitutional government and the rule of law,

says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

The major task facing the new Iraqi transitional government is to draft a constitution that satisfies all Iraqis and to help save the country from the dangers of sectarianism, fragmentation, and civil war, writes political commentator Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

CONCEPT OF CHANGE: In Lebanon, the most important task awaiting the new parliament is drafting a new election law that would mark a turning point in the country’s history by giving the Lebanese people’s elected representatives a major say in building the country’s future and in avoiding the trap of sectarianism. But it is not only Lebanon and Iraq that are being tested; equally being tested is the very concept of change. While the processes of change differ greatly between the two countries, the challenges facing them are more or less the same.

It has to be said however that neither the Iraqi transitional government nor the transitional Lebanese parliament are solely responsible for the future of either country. The scourge of sectarianism is also responsible as a factor that is being exploited by internal as well as external players to sow discord in both Iraq and Lebanon.

Unfortunately, neither the Lebanese nor the Iraqi peoples are endowed with a strong sense of civic responsibility, a quality that is much needed at this particular juncture in their histories—especially since they both face challenges that require them to take up fundamentally new roles.

To be sure, there are somewhat logical reasons why the Lebanese are preoccupied with what goes on in Lebanon, Iraqis with their problems, and Egyptians with the dissident Kifaya (Enough!) movement and its antithesis, the government- backed Mish Kifaya (Not Enough), which calls for the re-election of President Mubarak for a fifth term.

For their part, the Kuwaitis have been concentrating on their own country since Iraq invaded in 1990, while the Libyans have for years been completely immersed in Gaddafi’s eccentricities for more than thirty-five. The Palestinians meanwhile have been trying to cope with their dispossession for more than half a century.

In fact, examples abound of how Arabs in one country largely ignore the suffering of their brothers and sisters in other Arab countries. Their excuse? Either that they have enough problems of their own, or that they have been suffering from the effects of the Palestinian question, and have been feeling with what the Iraqis have been going through.

But the winds of change blowing through the Arab world demand new types of relationships not only between Arab citizens and their governments, but also between citizens across Arab borders.

The first step however must be to create a new kind of relationship between Arab governments and the Arab media that does away with the current morally reprehensible master-servant relationship. The Arab media must refrain from promoting sectarianism whether within their own countries or in other Arab countries. It is shameful for both masters and servants in the relationship between governments and the media to propagate false information or to sow the seeds of sedition. The primary moral and professional responsibility in this case falls on the media, especially since politicians and government officials can easily justify their own actions by citing the national interest.

It is a fundamental principle of journalism to uphold the interests of one’s own country above those of governments, politicians, political parties, and individuals—and one’s own. This is a serious business, particularly at this critical juncture. If it were true for example, that Kuwait has been ‘buying’ journalists in order to fan the flames of sectarianism in Lebanon and Iraq, this will have severe repercussions on the Kuwaitis both within Kuwait and abroad.

This who murdered Lebanese journalist Samir Kassir and considered themselves heroes for doing so should be ashamed of themselves. This is the bravery of fools whose days are surely numbered. Those murderers signed their own death warrants by doing their dastardly deed.

Arab journalists’ associations must stand resolutely against such misguided forces; they must demand more freedom and behave more courageously. The UN must expand the remit of the international body investigating the assassination of former Prime Minister Hariri to include the latest atrocity.

Another shameful phenomenon that deserves to be condemned by all professional bodies in the Arab world is the campaign currently underway in Iraq to intimidate and frighten medical staff and force them to flee the country. Iraqi doctors are being targeted just for doing their job. It is unacceptable for Arab professionals to remain silent before such crimes; excuses such as ‘what can we do’ and that ‘the Americans are only reaping what they sowed in Iraq’ just do not cut it anymore.

It is a question of morality pure and simple. It is unacceptable for Arab medical unions not to protest loudly and unambiguously against the targeting of doctors and other medical professionals in Iraq. The least that should be done is for Arab doctors in Beirut, Riyadh, Damascus, Doha, Paris, New York, and other capitals to observe a minute’s silence at a designated time. They should urge other professional bodies to join in the protest such that all professional activities around the world cease for a minute every day.

Such action would have a profound effect not only in boosting the morale of beleaguered Iraqi medical professionals who have been working flat out to save the lives of those hurt in the name of ‘liberation’ and ‘resistance,’ but also on those targeting them. The insurgents have been abusing Iraqis with impunity, with no popular outrage being demonstrated by their core constituency—Arab-Muslim popular opinion. The insurgents assume that news of their daily exploits (suicide bombings, attacks, etc.) which result in the deaths of innocent Iraqis would gladden the hearts of Arabs and Muslims, who see such casualties as a necessary price to pay for fighting the Americans. That is why they are targeting those who treat the wounded—to raise the death toll still further.

People might think that the insurgents want to raise the death toll among Iraqis just to scare the Americans and exhaust the Iraqi government. There is more to it than that; the more Iraqis the insurgents kill, the more respect they gain from their Arab admirers. It is precisely this that deserves derision and condemnation.

ESSENTIAL REVOLUTION: Many an Arab capital is witnessing expressions of rejection of the status quo; this is the welcome beginning of an essential revolution against the prevailing reality and the regimes that rely on it.

What Arab capitals have not witnessed however are similar risings against extremist religious fundamentalists that exploit enmities between governments and peoples to wage unscrupulous wars in order to replace the status quo with a new order that serves only their ambitions for power and their extremist ideologies.

Arab governments share certain characteristics with the fundamentalists. One of these is that both see the people as mere chattel. Each frightens ordinary people of the other, offering themselves as the only choice. This, by itself, demonstrates how close the government and the fundamentalists are on certain issues.

What both camps fear is a constitution that protects the people from their tyranny; what they fear is an electoral law that provides the people with the tools to get rid of them.

That is why what is happening in Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt is so important to the process of change in the Arab world; current events in these three countries touch on the important issues of the constitution and elections laws which are the only guarantors of democracy.

In a raucous demonstration last week, hundreds of Egyptian journalists and mothers called for the resignation of the interior minister because of the crude and heavy-handed manner the security forces dealt with earlier anti-Mubarak protests. But the protests were not only against the beating and sexual harassment of female journalists; they were also against the failure of the Egyptian government to understand the need for change.

The Egyptian regime responded to the rising clamor for change by introducing meaningless and cosmetic reforms, citing fear of the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Constitutions are the only guarantors against oppression, whether by regimes or by religious extremists. They are safety valves that can dissuade regime leaders from employing arbitrary measures as an excuse to combat extremism. With strong constitutions in place, regimes can no longer evade their responsibilities regarding democracy and accountability.

Constitutional rule is also the only means to—legally—undermine the objectives of such Islamic political movements as the Muslim Brotherhood, that believe that the failure of governments is a one-way ticket to seize power and hold it in perpetuity—exactly like the regimes they seek to replace.

As far as Iraq is concerned, constitutional rule is a safety valve against sectarianism and fragmentation. That is why regional governments and the international community need to help the Iraqis draft a constitution that meets the requirements of the country’s various factions and ethnic groups within the designated time frame.

That is exactly what Iraqi Foreign Minister Hoshiar Zibari asked the UN, the Security Council and the Arab League for last week. Zibari said that Iraq is embarking on the most critical of phases, that of drafting a new constitution. Zibari’s message is clear: Should the Iraqis fail in drafting an acceptable constitution, that would spell the end of the entire program for change and stability in Iraq.

The Iraqi foreign minister is right; stability in Iraq depends on the ability of Iraqis to agree on how they are to be ruled, i.e. on a new constitution. And there is a darkly ominous side to this: Should the Iraqis fail to come up with an acceptable constitution, the country will undoubtedly fall victim to fragmentation, sectarian conflict, and civil war.

That is why the process of drafting the new constitution is so critical for the future of Iraq—and why international help in this regard is so vital. The Arab world can do a lot to help the Iraqis as well.

For example, the Arab League can dispatch legal and constitutional experts to advise and support the Iraqis in their task. The Arab world can also help persuade the Iraqi authorities to allow more Sunni participation in this critical process.

The Arabs have refrained from helping Iraq for far too long. Their excuses of a lack of security and the existence of American occupation do not sound convincing anymore, especially since more than fifty countries have ambassadors in Baghdad (including those countries that opposed the war, such as Russia, China, and France) while there is not a single Arab ambassador there. This has to change.

In fact, the first senior official from any Arab, Muslim, or regional government to visit Baghdad was Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi who recently travelled there to express his respect to the Iraqi transitional government. While the issue of respect is important for the fledgling Iraqi authority, there is no doubt that Kharrazi’s visit had a lot to do with the process of drafting the Iraqi constitution.

Transgressions and violations occur on a regular basis in Arab politics; relations between Arab governments and opposition forces are not always free of professional and moral wrongdoing. This also involves the media, which has to cope with added civic and moral responsibilities.

Only the law can ensure the rights of all and punish transgressors. Only a constitution can protect democracy and ensure the regular and orderly transition of power. Only robust laws can ensure free and fair elections. That is why the responsibility is a common one.
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