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The decision by the Arab League to suspend Syria and pressure it through political and economic sanctions highlights the change brought about by the Arab awakening, more popularly referred to as the Arab Spring.

Only a few months ago, some Arab leaders would have been quite content to allow fellow Arab dictators to suppress popular dissent without even a hint of condemnation, or secretly manipulating situations to serve their interests. 

But with the new mood of popular accountability, leaders are aware that they are required to put the interests of the Arab people ahead of their personal or even strategic concerns and that they are required to operate transparently and publicly.

Several old givens in inter-Arab foreign policy have been challenged in this new atmosphere. But none is more important than the death of the old principle of non-interference in other countries’ internal affairs.

This stipulation - which by the way is enshrined in the Arab League Charter and was flagrantly ignored in the case of Syria - has obviously been superseded by the internationally adopted and accepted ethical framework that requires a minimum standard of fair governance at local level, which is enforceable by international will and mighty power.

The invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan was the most extreme manifestations of that international commitment, although it certainly should not be allowed to become the yardstick for foreign policy behaviour by the superpowers.

I am in no way suggesting that this should be the way to go. But certainly within the folds of this latest decision by the Arab League to pressure the Syrian leadership one can trace the roots to that moment in time when the “international community” had enough with then-Iraqi president Saddam Hussein and claimed his bloody autocratic rule as one of the incentives for its intervention into Iraq.

Of course, one is not naïve and understands, therefore, the many more self-serving considerations that were directly responsible for the invasion of Iraq, but one cannot deny that “ethical” issues over the governance style were used to justify and give credence to international intervention.

The war in Libya was a case study in lessons learned. The local opposition leaders grouped themselves into an organised council (therefore providing an alternative leadership option), then appealed to the Arab League and the international community, inviting their support - the international community’s support was calculated, measured and well targeted, and allowed the local leadership to stay in the limelight and take ownership of the process.

We now see the Syrian opposition being directed to follow the same formula, and we see that the lessons have also been learned by the Arab leaders who will see this new balance of power as an opportunity to pressure the Syrian leadership back into the (newly ethical) fold, thereby containing a mushrooming and quite threatening regional problem.

If Syria fails to pick up the lifeline offered by the desperate Arab League, the Arab leaders will have no recourse but to walk away from their old colleague, Bashar Assad, and his violent suppression of his people.

The dynamics of the changed interaction are quite mesmerising for the Arab people who can see their power increase, their voices being listened to and their leaders rushing to meet expectations to avoid becoming the targets of popular unrest in their own backyards.

Behind this apparent victory for the Arab people, there remains the fear over the clear dichotomy the Arab Spring is creating among Arab ranks along different axis of power that seem to be informed by sectarian/religious divisions. 

There is also the concern over the East/West partnership evolving into a partnership that only serves the West’s economic and strategic interests at the expense of social freedoms, especially if this turns into a West/Muslim Brotherhood partnership across the region.

The risks are many, and there are certainly many valid arguments for and against every step, yet it is also important to note that the Arab people’s voice has heralded in an ethical approach that underlines the responsibility of the Arab countries to the ensure the welfare and safety of Arab citizens regardless of geographic boundaries.
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