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The admixture of diversity, conflict, and convergence between Arab governmental positions and public sentiment on the question of who would make the best American president for the region—George W. Bush or John Kerry—is very striking.
Some of these Arab governments see that proceeding in the path drawn by the Bush administration, in the name of fighting terrorism, would rehabilitate and qualify them by establishing intelligence relationships that would make them indispensable to the American administration, at least for now. Moreover, the constant anticipation of terror in Arab societies enables these governments to further consolidate and justify their typical military-style rule, totally stamping out any vestiges of democracy, albeit with the promise this time of largely cosmetic reforms since the highest priority for these governments is maintaining their grip on power. A large segment of the Arab public is apprehensive of the Bush approach precisely because of the support it lends to these regimes perpetuating a system of bartering interests and favors at the expense of Arab populations while serving primarily American and Israeli interests. But there is also an important segment of the Arab public that believes the opposite to be true, seeing in Bush’s doctrine a resolve to change and do away with most Arab regimes. This segment would welcome such an outcome whether it is achieved through war, the spreading of chaos, or shifting alliances whereby governments are befriended today while preparations are made for pulling the rug from under them tomorrow.
The reactions of the Arab constituency to the American role in deciding the fate of the region are very complex for reasons that are in part historical and in part the result of fears of what the US and Israel might be preparing for the region.
Adding to the complexity is the dynamic in some countries of people hating their governments while seeing them as the only viable choice if their countries are to avoid fragmentation and collapse in the face of American, Israeli, or extremist Islamic policies. While the desire to get rid of those regimes is strong, the fear of the ways and costs of doing so is daunting.
The events in Iraq do not constitute a model of democratization in the eyes of the overwhelming Arab majority no matter how much George W. Bush, his vice-president Dick Cheney, and his Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld would like to convince Americans otherwise. The cost would be high both in lives and destruction of the infrastructure. Suspicions abound regarding American motives underlying the Iraq war, which the American administration now says was waged for the sake of bringing freedom and democracy to Arabs.
The division is clear between the desire for change and the fear of it. There is a kind of lack of trust—a rejection even—of such change if it is to come at the hands of America. The relationship between the Arab populations and American administrations has not been a healthy one and continues to lack even a minimal level of trust in US policies. But there are a few exceptions, such as the much-welcomed ending of the despotic rule of Saddam Hussein in a quick military victory that sent an important message to other similar Arab regimes.
Many Arab regimes heard the warning signals, understood the message and were quick to reflect on what they had to do to guarantee staying in power. These regimes hope to reverse the Bush administration’s determination to oust them by promising to rehabilitate and revalidate themselves by engaging in an intelligence partnership with the US in the war on terror and defending the “soundness” of the Bush administration’s approach in the Iraq war with the goal of influencing the American presidential elections.
We therefore hear Arab leaders who had previously called for a withdrawal of US forces from Iraq now affirming the need for them to stay indefinitely. The excuse these leaders give is the feared likelihood of a total collapse and outbreak of civil war in Iraq if the American forces are to withdraw. They conveniently forget that these forces are engaged in a real war in Iraq, against a resistance as well as against terrorists. These leaders have decided to drop the word “resistance” from the Iraq lexicon and instead adopt the Bush logic that the Iraq war is the main front in the war on terror. They too benefit from such misleading claims.
For they too want the war to take place far from their backyards, knowing full well that the struggles to remove them from power came strictly from extremist Islamic forces because these governments banned the formation of political parties capable of peaceful opposition. The thinking of ruling families and leaders of military coups does not entertain the notion of an opposition. A number of governments still in power have in the past been able to eradicate Islamic opposition using repressive measures which at the time created an outcry but are today being lauded in the West.
Some Arab leaders are asking the American administration to finish the campaign that it started in Iraq because a failure to win against the extremist Islamic forces and terrorism will only strengthen them and make other Arab governments even more fragile.
Much of the Arab public also fears a victory for the forces of extremism and terror in Iraq because such a victory could spill over to other Arab countries and translate into a hegemony by these forces over the lives of people, if these forces succeed in coming to power.
In this respect, American interests and those of the majority of the Arab public and governments coincide. Any popular support for extremist forces—no matter what is said about it—is only a passing necessity and is not the preferred choice of the majority.
This convergence of interests is of great importance if it could be employed rationally and with a real determination to correct and reform American and Arab policies, and with a serious effort to engage the populace in shaping the future, but this does not seem to be a likely option at the present time. Arab governments have not been able until now to comprehend the notion of making their people partners in the processes that put them in office or keep them there. The notion of power is indeed unique in the Arab region; it is achieved through struggle, not an electoral process, because of the mass of contradictions—who wants what and for whom and how and for what purpose. Most Arab governments seem interested in seeing George Bush remain in the White House because they believe he is determined to destroy the “opposition” to these governments, which today goes by the name of terrorism, and they see in his method a way of justifying internal security measures that only a short time ago would have been deemed harsh.
This is the age of security solutions, not political solutions. The discourse on reform, modernization, or advancement has become acceptable to Arab governments because they have guarantees that the fight would not turn against them if they offer themselves as partners in the war against the common enemy: terrorism/opposition.
Some of these governments do not see in the Democratic candidate John Kerry the requisite determination or obsessiveness for engaging in the war on terror. They see of him a kind of elitism that would prevent him from getting down to the “dirty business” that waging such a war would demand—the kind of dirty business that would require the participation of military intelligence units and security apparatus and demand muscle flexing and mafia-type bullying.
Additionally, some Arab governments are concerned that John Kerry would not complete the campaign that was begun by George Bush because it was never his campaign to begin with and because he considers the Iraq war unnecessary from the start and only a “diversion” from the war against the real September 11 attacker: the al-Qaeda network.
This difference between Kerry, who considers terrorism to be limited to al-Qaeda, and Bush, who thinks of it as coming from everywhere, is fundamental. Many Arab governments prefer Bush’s definition because it can be expanded to include the “opposition” to them, while Kerry’s definition applies strictly to defeating only those who attacked America and pursuing them wherever they happen to be in Afghanistan and Pakistan. But when it comes to labeling the Palestinians as “terrorists” and considering Israel’s war against the Palestinians as part of the war on terror, both Kerry and Bush agree. And here too Arab governments do not see any room for distinguishing between the two, so this aspect is no longer a factor. What is more important to these governments is staying in power and being removed from the list of regimes to be changed, by America or by the Islamists.
The rhetoric perpetuated by Arab governments about concerns of an uprising in the Arab “street”—should the US continue in Israel policies that infringe upon Palestinian rights—is intended to contain popular anger and for local consumption only. Some of these governments have assured the American administration that it need not fear the Arab street because it has been contained by implementing security measures ... in the name of dealing the final blow to extremism and terrorism. It is a vicious circle indeed.
The Arab public has for the most part been contained, but it has neither bought the public-consumption-type promises of its governments nor the American promises of freedom. The majority sees in George Bush and John Kerry two faces of the same coin when it comes to Israel and the relationship to the Arab region and its natural resources.
But what makes the majority prefer Kerry to Bush, contrary to most governments, is its great fear of more campaigns to come from a president who has relied on an extremist group of neo-conservatives contemptuous towards Arabs and committed to maintaining Israel’s superiority and hegemony and protecting it from accountability no matter how many crimes it commits against Palestinians. This majority would “vote” for anyone other than Bush.
There is another important aspect to the Arab public’s considerations with respect to who would make the better American president for the Arab region: an apathy from awaiting much needed change in American policies that would make the Arab people partners in shaping a better future for American-Arab relations. An apathy from the kinds of relations that exist today among governments—whether defined by mutual agreements or threats, by calls for stability, freedom or democracy, by acting as partners today and enemies tomorrow, by the claims, justifications, tales and legends that are concocted at the expense of the Arab populace.
This bartering of interests has become habitual, and the absence of trust has become the normal state of affairs. But the sense that Bush is different from his alternative is still there, and so is the difference in opinion on which of the two approaches is better for the region—for governments, for the opposition, and for the people.
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