Arab world at the crossroads of democrac
Mddle East

BEIRUT: Ever since the US and
Britain went to war on Irag, the Arabs
have béen wondering whether this
conquest will be a-success or the most
catastrophic of failures. They wonder,
in other words, whether the US peally
can mitke Irag into @ platform for a
strategie, economic cand cultural
reshaping of the entire Arab world {as
well as fran) — or whether this neo-
conservatve ambition will provoke
what amounts towa second Arab stup-
gle for indepehdines. So the signs that
the US occupation’ of Irag is running
inte armed rezsistance have resonated
round the region:

With their hopelessly ineffectnal
response to the US-Britsh invasion,
thie Arabs reached what all saw asg the
lowest point yot in & process of polit-
cal and mstmtional decay. Yet it also
showed just how strong their sense of
common destiny and identity remains.
Whatever now happens in Irag will, for
better or worse, have region-wide
repercussions.

Among the Arsb political elasses,
the shockwaves of the Iraq earth-
gquake have thrown inte sharp relief
ewo broad currents competing for pub-
lic favour: & relatively new *democrat-
ic™ ome versus the older, more tradi-
tonal pan-Arab oationalist’ or funda-
mentalist . ones. that have dominated
Arab politics since independence.

Both sides qee Irar, in the words of
Egypiian journalise Kamil Labadi, as
Y bumiliation of the Arsbs inmparal-
leled since their crippling defeat by
Irael Jin the 1967 war™. Both are
deeply sceptical of the United Stares
ostensibly reformist mission, consider.
ing that even if it were ganuine abott
its professed desire to spread democra
cy, it has self-sesving, nes-impoerial
objectives, These range from the pro-
motion of its oil and corporate inters
ests o exploiting its enhanged regional
dominance o impose o Mididle East
peace settlement that woald kall pan:
Arub nationalism, planting Israel firm-
Iy at the heart of a new regional order.
Both camps want to expel the “new
colmiiatism™, but envisage  different
routes to that end.

“The bisic question,™ says Lebanocse
EH,.._E__Z Abdul: Karim - Aboul-Nasr,

“is whether Traq should give prierity to
litreration or to building Irag cnall ley
els." The “democrars™ favour the sec
ond course, Far them, it was the lack of
democragy which hrought the Arabs t6
their present abysmal condition; -and
for that they blame the nationalists,
holders of power since independence,
ag much as the Americans,

“National liberation regimes,” savs
Reda Helal, deputy editor of Cairo’s al-
Ahram, *have trampled the freedoms
of their peoples for so long under the

pretext of ending colonialism thar they
ultimately helped colgnialism  rstam
unidier the pretext of liberating .E.E_.
peoples™

mﬂnncsu_.c__. it may go @gainst the
grain, ‘but they want America, in its
afficial, democratizing aims ar least, to
succeed, "1 never imagined,” save
Leila Qadi, & Lebanese researcher and
disabused nadonalist, “thar I'd be
looking to those nEo-canservative, pro-
Israeli’ extremists  and  rightwing
Christians to improve our lot, but the
faet is that as a result of this adventure
there is a chande for change.”

Saddam’s ignominions collapse 15
seen o exemplify the rottenness not
just of the natonalist or pro-religions
regimes, such as Syria and Tran — lile
hest candidates- for further US:engi-
neered regime change — but of those
pro-American ones, such os Sandi
Arabia and Eeypr, whose turm might
come later, Not that the “democrars”
want the U5 to do to them what it did
to Saddam,

" HThe change must be internal, not
US-imposed.” savs Hanan Hassan, a
professor at  Damascus  University.
“The moment the Americans turn on
the regime wglll' supgort it." Bt every:
where they are exploiting the US
threat to reinforce long-standing
demands. That was the basic argument
of the latest petitfon from Iran's
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reformist deputics, demanding that
the ‘conmpy's unelected insttutions,
stronghold of religious dictatorship,
end their systemutic blocking of lezis
latiom inroduced by its elected institi-
tions,

This ey wasy, said Syrian commen-
titor Ali h_:Ew_. thé Syrian regime can
now defenid iteelf is to “zive the people
their freadom,”

The natfonalistreligions camp, by
contrastyheligves that the *liberation™
of Irageshould take precedenes over
._E.._h_&_mi ‘despite evidence that it

GBH_MEE_. this seli-same chaice-or
rither type of demagogic parties
and repressive regimes that imple-
menred it — which first led the Arabs
ASIFAY,

MNuoriomalists and religious elements
may often advocare democracy oo,
thotgh the kind the fundamentalists
have in mind is very different from
that of the Hberal, secular modermnists,
Sull, their priority remains what it
always was: national or religions self-
astertion, cultinal authenticity, con-
frontifg US impertalism and Zionism.
They want Iraq to be the ericible fora
new anti<colonial mﬂ.:mﬂm

Many Arab “détnocrats” consider
that presumprucus. “The most pecu-
ligr thing,” savs Kowalt commentator
Raja Talib, ®is that some Arabs are
maore Iragi than the Iragiz, urging them

(L6.0%

to launch a popular liberation war —
this afrer they suffered in three absuind
wars,” Besides, they argue, even if the
“detocratic’ ronte to regaining Arab
independence iz slower, it will be
much less costly, and nltimately just as
effective as the nationalist/religious
o1, o

Lat the Amencans bring us denioe-
racy, they say; because in so doing they
will, by their: own' hand, defear their
n_.,._ﬁﬁ nesdmperial agenda, For by its
nature, 8 democratic Arab order would
embody national aspirations in @ way
which the current despotisms have
long ceased to do.

“America's requirements;” said the
Saudi daily al-Watan, “can’t be ful-
filled by the free choice of any Arab
people. What would happen if a freelsy-
elected  Iragi  parliament wanted
China, for example, to participatie in
reconstruction, or refused to become
an oil milch cow, or o normalise with
Israel?™

Bur'if, uiider a narionalist/religious
banner, the Iragis chose “liberadon™
above “building™, and armed’ resise

“ance really took hold, that would have

2 catalysing effect ‘throughout the
vegion, stimulating all those popular
forces against what théy see as an
mmtolerable, US-supported order. The
effect ‘would be most dramatic in
Palestine, that Arab land “occupied”

y, nationalism

in an eartier era of Western colonial-
ism and touchstone of Arsb national-
izm ever singes Militants: there would
weltome an lragi resistance’ as: an
imvaluable accessory to their'own. And
it would face the most pro-US regimes,
such #5 Egyvpt, with an even more
myidious choice than they faced dur
ing the Iragi war itself, between siding
with Arab :?mmuws.. fighters" and
“imperial aggressors™,

Which way Irag— and with it n_.E_
Arab world — will go remains to be
seen,  Much depends. on  the
Americans themselves. After 35 years
of Ba’athism, the Iragis are weary of
conllice, aud, despite the portents of
resistance,
forces favours the democratic camp.
But the more inept and oppressive
thedr rule, the more their nes-imperi-
al, or Israel-serving agenda takes
precedence over their reformist one,
the more lighle they are to tip the
balance in favour  of  the
nationalistreligions camp. Few Arabs
dispute that, so far, the Americans
have done badly — so badly that, in
the view of Abdul Bari Arwan, editor
of the pan-Arab pewspaper al-Quds al-

Arabi; thiey risk provoking & “national |

awakening and ‘war of attrition that
make Vietnam seem like a picnic in
comparison.” —DawrtfThe  Glardian
Newss Seriioe

n._..n overall balance 'of |



