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144 - Contemporary Trends in Arab Democratic Thonght

Lebanon put to test several principles of democracy in an underdeveloped
setting, it tried to adjust them to local conditions, and had some success and
some failure. It provides a learning experience of enormous relevance, and
(who knows) perhaps a model. Moreover, a dispassionate, and (who knowas)
perhaps a model. Moreover, a dispassionate inquiry now into the war and
democracy would be quite timely.

Leading Arab intellectuals have made a beginning, just a beginning, in
coming to terms with Western democracy. Now, we expect them to show
their creativity in dealing with such a thorny and difficult subject.
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Beirut®" throughout the war years has anything to say about the Lebanese
experience. Except for one volume published in 1991¢%), primarily on
relations with the outside world, the Arab Unity Studies Center overlooks
Lebanon.

Regardless of their persuasions, Arabs admit one thing, that only in
Lebanon is there genuine freedom in the Arab World. But have Arab
intellectuals no curiosity about how freedom comes about? Have they not
wondered how come «reactionary» and sectarian Lebanon has been
providing them with the only genuine freedom they had ever enjoyed? Or,
is freedom something that grows on trees? No one thinks so, but I believe
that Arab intellectuals are wounded and shamed by what has happened in
Lebanon during the civil war and try to suppress the whole issue. The
complexity of Lebanese democracy and politics may be another barrier. They
are also reluctant to deal with the Lebanese civil war in fear of having to
come to terms with the shortcomings of the Palestine Liberation
Organization, whose role in the Lebanese civil war was, as Edward Said
observed furtively, «not a very happy thing»®?.

However, contempt by Arab intellectuals toward Lebanese demoeracy, it
must be mentioned, predates the war. Without understanding it, they see in
Lebanese democracy prima facia the embodiment of the sectarianism and the
traditionalism which they abhor. '

Lebanon is a rich political terrain where the paradoxes and opportunities
for democratic life can be examined to" the benefit of all concerned.
Complextiy and ugliness are not strange to democracy and should not deter a
scholar and an intellectual from facing them. Indeed, politics, all politics, is
as dirty as it is sublime. I do not know why we cannot say the same of
democracy. It is doubtful if Arab democrats know what they have embarked
upon, or if they are prepared for the rough-and-tumble of competitive
politics. T would feel much better if 1 see them muster their courage and
encounter the Lebanese experience head on, leaving behind their bias in favor
of a sanitized society, which they are preparing for the bride democracy.

(21) Indeed, Hasib has adamantly refused to move the Center from Beirut despite the
dangers and inconveniences of 15 years of war, admitling to his friends that no where
efse will he have the freedom necessary.

(22)  «Lubnan wa Afaq al Mustagbals, Beirut, 1991. The book does not deal with Lebanese
democracy and includes one chapter on domestic affairs and developments.

(23)  Sce hus interview with Magazine, (December 1993), p. 49.
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way to minimize such an undesirable effect. Modernization and political
competition have the effect of reviving and inflaming primordial sentiments
and segmentary divisions"®. That, we ought to know and be prepared to
deal with, rather than get frustrated and turn away from democracy as we
have turned away from the patron state.

In short, dembcracy is not only part of the solution, it is also part of the
problem. The challenge is to accept it as a problem.

Arab democrats must realize and come ‘to terms with one hard fact:
democracy is its own reward. You either want it for itself or you do not. It
may be helpful but not necessary for Arab unity, and it will not bring to
power the progressive and enlightened forces, at least for a long time. It is,
though, dynamic and flexible, and given a conducive regional environment,
democracy tends to be self-correcting. It does hold promise of change and for
the better.

It may will be clear now why no Arab democrat has yet made use of
democracy as experienced in Lebanon between the forties and seventies. (Still
though, it is not clear why not Turkey). The only references made to
Lebanon in the literature which we have surveyed have been brief statements
as to how not to do it, or for a demonstration of total futility of segmentary
and traditional attachments.

The Lebanese political systeni' was an Arab democracy. Lebanon remains
the only Arab country that has a genuine democratic experience®” for at
least thirty years, and one that had been adjusted by its founders to local
conditions. Lebanes democracy provided Arab intellectuals the only place in
the Arab world where they could freely discuss ideas adverse to authority,
wherever it happened to be. When Beirut was closed up by the war, those
same Arab democrats had no other Arab city where they could commune.
Cyprus, London or Paris were the alternatives. Not even Khayr al Din
Hasib, who i$ a prime mover of many of these discussions and who stayed in

(19)  Since J raised this point for the first time in 1970, we have scen events give it credibility
and strength in the actual course of Arab and Third World politics. See my article, «The
Ethnic Revolution...» in TIMES.

{20) This is not intended to belittle or disrespect the Egyptian experience under the
constitutional monarchy. The fact, however, remaing that Egypt was not independent
during that period and was. actuaily ruled by an autorati¢ and corrupt king not by
clected officers, .
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our authors as well. Elsewbere, Abdalla has expressed an attitude of
tolerance toward some privatization trends and to the importance of the
private sector, but we have not been treated to a discourse on the relation of
privatization to democratization. Since under privatization businessmen
expect a meaningful measure of decision-making autonomy, it is important
to know wherther future political leaders will interfere administatively in the
economy as recent regimes have been doing, or allow business entrepreneurs
to dominate government? What is the place of businessmen in a democratic
system? Are they a social group that is likely to have a vested interest in
democracy, or the contrary? What is their relations to other groups who may
have vested interest in the same. Our authors do not enlighten us regerding
the groups in Arab socicties who have a vested interest in democracy and
who would support it? Can they say in a clear conscience that most Arab
intellectuals, like them, favor democracy?

Again the issue of vestiges comes back to haunt us. Egyptian intellectuals
continue to have attachment and respect for ideas of socialism. Any attack
on the public sector is bound to place the advocate among the conservative
reactionaries who are insensitive to the needs and interests of the
impoverished masses. One may find oneself accused of being in support of
unbridled capitalism. With sound political instincts, Ibrahim has drawn a
blank on the subject of privatizations. That will not do. Not only are
interllectual pace setters called upon to face the issue squarely but also to
provide creative ways in which a strong private sector could exist within a
democratic system that is cognizant and sensitive to social welfare.

What is being asked here is not an expression of preference, for it is €asy to
say I am for both businessmen and workers. Arab regimes of the single party
systems have always maintained that they will take care of both, economic
growth and social welfare, with the result of achieving neither. The question
is how to effectively manage social forces under democratic rules in such a
way as to allow reasonable shares for the working and entrepreneurial
classes. Democratic intellectuals need to explore the possibilities whereby
Justice may be rendered to the large number of poor people in Arab societies
without warfare. The issue is vital because the poor are the majorities in most
Arab countries. We may ask where is the creativity shown by Arab
intellectuals that can be compared with that of Madison who wrote on the
subject more than two hundred years ago?

It would be unwise for us to ignore or deny that democracy has the
potential of aggravating social divisions and the unequal distribution of
income in developing societies. The point is how to democratically devise a
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practice of democracy, a matter quite attractive to incumbent regimes.

The above mentioned observations are just two examples of the
complications that arise from adopting democracy to Arab socities,
discussed here to show that statements of profession of allegiance are not
enough but have to be accompanied with serious studies of the issues and
solutions within a democratic framework. Here I must admit some concern,
for many of the authors under consideration have shown lingering vestiges of
their former positions, which makes one doubt that they really have creative
and democratic ways in mind to solve such problems.

Abdalla still speaks of «liquidation» (tasfiyat)!”, with reference to
traditional and exploitative forces, and assumes that the democratic soclety
is going to be the modern and just society. Not only does he seem to retain an
old boggy from Leninism but places himself with the others who want to
create the conditions of democracy first. One would gain a little more
confidence if Abdalla kept his slate clean of Leninism. When he defends
Leninism claiming it to have been democratic'®, one has really to be
concerned. I am personally prepared to take such statements as lingering
defensiveness and continue to believe in the genuine democratic spirit
expressed by Abdalla and others.

Ibrahim, as we have seen, leaves traditional associations and groups
outside the civic society, and aside from excluding them we do not know
what he plans to do about them. To the extent that he acknowledges and
seeks a civilized solution to ethnic and religious minorities, he is a step ahead
of the others. More serious, however, is the conspicuous silence over the issue
of privatization m his writings. This is an outstanding issue currently in
Egypt as in the rest of the Arab World, and for the Civic Society group to
underplay it or ignore 1t leaves a serious hiatus in the ideas and relevance of
the civic society approach to current events and to Arab societies in gencral.
Moreover, 1t 1s an issue closely related to political liberalization.

The idea of civic society is posited as a counterpoint to governmental
hegemony and one that bestows more responsibilities, political and
economic, to non-governmental agencies. Preivatization has the effect of
doing that in particular, and obviously adds force to civic society. Then why
overlook 1t? The questions is not directed to Ibrahim alone but to the rest of

(17} See “‘Abdalla in «Azamat al Dimugratiya», p. 467.
(18) Thid., p. 481.
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constitutionalism may take care of that issue. The question here pertains to
divided socicties, where majorities do not change periodically. In this case,
the social majority (ethnic, class, sect, etc) becomes a permanent one and thus
exclude the minority from ever having its views and interests accommodated
or implemented. That of course may not happen if we follow the counsel of
the civil society advocates, East and West, for they seem much like Sayf al
Dawla to see democracy as contingent first on the transformation of society
into a civic one. The prevailing view is that democracy can be implemented
only after traditional forces have disintegrated giving way to modern
secularist social relations. To some, social classes also should be reduced or
eliminated in preparing society for democracy. But are such propositions
really feasibel or desireable?

One of the paradoxes of the progressive Arab thinkers is the ambiguity
they maintain regarding the concept of the individual, which after all is the
corner stone of liberal democracy. As we have already scen, they speak of the
people, the nation, classes, political parties, trade unions etc. The relevance of
such corporate concepts to democracy is left unclear. While communalism is
decried, very general terms akin to slogans such as «the people» or «class»
constitute their main conceptual currencies. Neither the group nor the
individual are clearly dealt with, though they are the basic concepts of the
doctrine.

The concept of individual appears in the literature under the rubric of
elections. The individual is considered as the only legitimate elector in the
process of representation. Group representation in effect is excluded and
with it-any legitimacy for traditional associations. None has touched on the
issue of corporatism and democracy in modern society. It is almost as if they
are not aware that in advanced industrial countries, the major competing
units in the counsels of government are made up of corporations of one sort
or another. The united Yemen, whose regime is based on strict indivualist
voting system, almost broke down on the rock of majority rule. The South,
which is quite distinct from the North in so many ways, feels slighted by
majority rule and wants representation as a bloc, even though informally?
What do our authors have to offer the Yemenis in the way of solution to
their democratic transition crisis?

Putting democracy on the shelf until the proper conditions are present is a
disturbing thought. Though totally free from the cynicism found among the
ruling Arab elites, some of our democratic authors seem to be making the
same argument, whether they know it or not. By putting the preparation of
society for democracy first, one is in effect delaying the introduction and
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position be in the face of such an eventuality? Will they be willing to say
publicly that they concede to a «reactionary» government brought by
democracy? To judge from current writings, the answer will have to be no.
All of them have denounced traditional forces in society and considered them
reactionary and divisive.

Traditional leaders, groups and practices are seen as the historical obstacle
to democratization in the Arab World. Ibrahim leaves them out of the civic
society, implying that pluralism does not include people who have a strong
attachment to primordial ties or traditional forms. Only voluntary
organizafions constitute a legitimate part of civic society.

But one may ask here: Is not freedom indivisible? Should not people who
have sectarian or tribal loyalties be represented? Are traditional cleavages
more divisive than say political party or class cleavages? There may be
legitimate reasons why such forces must be ejected, but to do that under the
guise of democracy is to be accused either of not understanding democracy,
or not in fact being a democrat. If the object is to instantly bring a
progressive government with modernist out look, then our authors should
seek another ideology than democracy.

There 1s no justification for the concern shown by Arab intellectuals that
segmentary identitics and centrifugal allegiances are inconsistent with
citizenship. There are no societies where the only legitimate allegiance is
national in character. Citizens in all societies entertain more than one loyalty
and on different scales of importance. Why should allegiance to a political
party be more honorable than to a tribe? Not all tribes or ethnic groups reject
the natiohal state. If some primordial attachments are secessionist in
character, they undoubtedly would constitute a more serious problem, but
some political parties too work against the state and call for its termination.
Using the same logic, we may ask should Arab nationalist political parties be
banned.

Democracy is a process, and while it brings about change, it does so slowly
but decisively. The initial results are quite often disappointing. Understood in
democratic terms, diversity is what it mm fact is. One does not select certain
groups and discriminate against others. The democrat is one who tries to
craft proper ways to manage problems, not an ideologue who is ready to pass
judgments and no solutions.

Then there is the question of such a basic and simple democratic principle
as majority rule. What if majority rule is found to violate the political rights
of minorities? I do not speak here of tyranny of parliamentary majority; for
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specifics. Turkey, for instance, has had more experience with democracy, and
its society and culture are quite comparable to Arab societies, yet the Turkish
experience is hardly ever mentioned, let alone studied. We have not yet seen
Arab intellectuals examining empirically and analytically the impact of
implementing democracy in an Arab society.

Though one may find democratic principles in Arab and Islamic thought,
democracy remains a Western ideology and form fo government. What
mplications will that have, and how can democracy be adapted to an alien
environment? The democratic Islamists can claim that the environment has
not been that alien. Hasan al Turabi, among others, has provided brief but
significant ideas adjusting Western democracy to Islamic views of it. But
nationalists and leftists clearly draw on the Western experience, dand in an act
of enlightenment have come to think of the Arabs and Arab civilization as a
participant in world civilization. What they have not done is relate the ideas
of democracy to their societies. Ideological statements about democracy and
social forces in Arab societies, of course, abound but those have to be
considered, with all due respect to the authors, as beliefs rather than
empirical generalizations.

Abdalla has tried to be quite specific regarding pluralism, syndicalism,
parties et al, but stopped way short of exploring the implications of his ideas,
The same may be said of Ibrahim, who has indeed followed his own counsel
and established a center to put his ideas on civil society in place. But again
the implications of these ideas have not been explored. What if these liberal
ideas are suddenly accepted by leaders and are put into effect? Is society
ready for them in their Western forms, and are there ways consistent with
arab culture in which they could be introduced or to which they could be
adjusted? One wonders if those well-meaning Arab scholars and intellectuals
are poised for the same shock from democracy as they have had from
nationalism and socialism.

To be more specific, we may ask if the enthusiastic Arab democrats have
thought out seriously the consequences of free elections in types of societies
such as the ones we encounter in the Arab World? Freedom of choice in
socteties where traditional forces are quite prominent, whether tribal shaykhs
as in Yemen, or sectarian leaders as in many Arab countries, not only
Lebanon, generally bring to power conservative leaders. Where there is
cconomic and status inequality as in Arab countries, free clections will bring
n a conservative legislature and in turn a conservative government. Algeria
in 1992 is just one reminder. Morcover, where there is widespread poverty
and dependency relations, electoral fraud abound. What will our authors’
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that democracy is a major pillar of national reconstruction. Not all those
mentioned tendencies, however, have reached the same conclusion. Some
Islamists are openly opposed to Western democracy, and the same can be
said of some in the other two tendencies. However, the number of
intellectuals who have come to terms with democracy is quite impressive.

While these intellectuals and groups do indeed talk to one another most
often, many of them have expanded their reach. the Center of Arab Unity
Studies ranks high among the politicized Arabs from the Gulf to the Atlantic.
The Center’s journal, al Mustagbal al Arabi, has one of the widest circulation
in the Arab World, and the Center’s books are in great demand. Conferences
have in addition been socializing young intellectuals into the new ideas of
democracy. Almost all of these individuals are linked to some center or
politicl party, which they use as a vehicle to reach ordinary citizens. They
may not be winning the battle but they are definitely creating a current of
thought of great promise.

As an act of allegiance to democracy, the protestations of our authos are as
impressive as they are heartening. The intensity of their commitment,
however, is hard to deternine except from their statements and the extent to
which they give democracy attention in their various writings. Sayf al Dawla,
who makes the most categorical statements about the necessity: for
democracy, thinks that democracy is possible only if the Arabs unite into
one state. For he sees the territorial state as an incomplete entity and its
people falling short of forming a nation. The implication is that democracy
has to wait, and giving him the benefit of the doubt, we may conciude that he
wants us to work for unity and democracy in tandem.

What concerns us also in this respect is the new fear and reluctance among
many intellectuals in Egypt regarding the democratization process in the face
of the threat from the Muslim ghulaat. Such attitude reflects weak
commitment to demccracy. Moreover, we would be wrong to entertain the
idea that the Mubarak regime and the junta in Algeria are suppressing the
Islamic extremists in the name of democracy, for democratic those regimes
are not. One can say though that they are acting in defense of secularism but
also autocracy.

Profession of allegiance is a good beginning, unfortunately, it is not
enough. We have seen many generalizations and impressive retelling of the
history of the liberal idea; we have also been assured that democratic liberty
must be coupled with equality and that socio-economic rights must
accompny democratization. All this is encouraging and re-assuring, but it
remains bookish. The issue is debated without reference to experience or
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wants the ruling class destroyed, but in this case, it seems, he also assigns it a
lasting role in coalition with the people!

Second, the Arab bourgeoisie by virtue of its formation is a dependent
class culturally, politically and economically and therefore is a rentier class
characterized by consuming what others produce. The survival ofits role as a
ruling class linked to achieving real independence and an alliance with the
masses by meeting their needs and integrating them into the system (damjuha
fi al nizaam). Democracy, he adds, constitutes the foundation and a balanced
growth of the various interests of the class coalition. It would be difficult,
however, to see how this is different from Nasserism, which sees democracy
in terms of the social interests of class coalition.

Third, the creation of a nationalist culture can be achieved by creating a
people culture in content and structure, free from modern Western capitalist
influences. Therefore, an end should be put to translations, and instead
reliance should be on Arabization.

Fourth, regarding economic growth the emphasis is placed not on
institution and production but rather on controlling consumption, a policy
which would be possible if the basic needs of the masses are met. Not the way
it was in Nasser’s Egypt, but by changing prevalent consumption habits to
balance with a country’s resources. An independent nation limits its
consnmption to what it produces.

Ghalyoun’s intellectual heritage lies in perplexed Marxism and dependen-
cia theory. Despite his protestation, taking his advice would require the
aggrandizement of the government apparatus, for how else would society
control consumption habits among the various classes, meet the needs of the
masses, and follow a self-sufficiency economic policy without applying
authoritarian measures? The same criticism may be made of al Jaabiri, who
places equality above liberty. Moreover, how is it possible for Arab thought
to move on in isolation? His contribution to Arab thinking today may be
confined to his value as a challenger, Ghalyoun as a gadfly, not a path finder.

Critigue

One is tempted here to dismiss these groups and authors as intellectuals
addressing intellectuals, but that would be a gross mistake. There is a genuine
and promising trend here toward the establishment of democratic thinking as
part of the lives of the Arab people. The convergence of diverse and often
hostile currents of thought around one issue, democracy, is by itself of
considerable significance. Islamists, Marxists and Arab nationalists have
come together after having gone through bittér experiences to the conclusion
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thaqaafi), and the formation of an educated nationalist elite is what brings
back Islam as an integrative force of the old with the new.

True nationalism like true democracy must include the mass of people in
an alliance with the powerful ruling class (al tabaqa al gqaa’ida).
Unfortunately, the nature of such alliance and the role of each in it are
difficult to fathom from his writings, which is anything but clear Arabic. The
«peopler, (al sha‘b) is a term that he repeats quite often by which apparently
he means the productive forces in society such as workers and other lower
income people. His version lacks the precision regarding the identity of
groups who formed Nasser’s working forces. Nasser’s coalition was made up
of workers, peasants, national bourgeoisie, intellectuals and soldiers. In
Ghalyoun’s language, we have the vague substitute, the people, and in the
text one finds repeated reference to the bourgeoisie in general, and sometimes
workers. He rejects Nasserism, however, and maintains that it is a corrupted
Marxism?.

The people, who constitute the vast majority, represent the more authentic
culture not adulterated by Westernization, he claims. they had opposed the
so-called progressive nationalists in their revolt against the Ottomans, they
took a stand against secularism, and against the modern hegemonous state.
Of their original culture, the people have preserved the norms which reflect
their interests such as cooperative spirit, distaste for mimicking the West,
attachment to humanist ethical values in self-defense against government
oppression, opposition to the modernist state, and antipathy toward
conspicuous consumption, exploitation and injustice.

One of the interesting points he makes is that nationalists should seek the
development of the people (bina’ al sha‘h) rather than the state. He tries to
show that all Arab nationalist efforts were directed toward building the state
(the government apparatus), which he claims serves the class interests of the
political nunority. Though couched in Marxist class terms, the observation is
interesting in so far as if tries to reverse the attention of the elite from
aggrandizing the government system to focusing on society. comes in so
many places close to the ideas expressed in the civil society lingo.

Ghalyoun outlines what he stands for in the following points®®. First, the
nation is the productive classes, who form the majority in their relations with
the ruling class (al tabaqa al qaa’ida} and the state. In some places, Ghalyoun

(15) See Ghalyoun, «Bayaan...» p. 119.
(16) See his «Bayaan min Ajl ai Dimnqratiya».
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While Abdalla acknowledges ethnic minorities, he is less charitable to
sectarian ones or to tribalism and other traditionalist, social formations
considers traditional associations to be reactionary and divisive and cites
Lebanon as an example.

Barhan Ghalyoun, a Marxists Syrian scholar who lives in France, is widely
known in Arab intellectual circles and participates in the activities of many of
the centers mentioned in this article. His rejectionist language, though quite
opaque, appeals to young Arab readers who yield to categorical imperatives.
He has in his various books and articles addressed the central issues
confronting the Arabs, including democracy and nationalism™%.

One very clear line of thought in Ghalyoun’s works is his vehement
denunciation of oppression and violation of human rights in most Arab
regimes. He may not be very clear about what democracy means, but he is
clear on one point: human rights and mass participation in state affairs are
The often blunt language used by Ghalyoun shakes up some of the basic
assumptions of Arab intellectual life. His criticism of Arab nationalism might
Serve more as a provocative gesture than as a project for Arabs to see their
way out of their political crises.

He makes two provocative observations, both of which have anti-Arab
nationalist tone. First, he links despotism to the rise of Arab nationalism;
and second, he maintains that Arab masses have always and still oppose the
intellectual projects of the elite. Conventional Arab nationalists, he
maintains, camouflaged the narrow interest of the upper bourgeoisie, a
class subservient to foreign capitalist and imperialistic nations. Claims made
by nationalists to being nation builders were in his opinion not true; what
they built was class supremacy. In effect, they were anti-nationalist. As
representatives of class hegemony tied to foreign capitalistic interests, it is no
surprise that they are despotic. Ghalyoun views them as a compradore class
(tughma). The same applies, according to Ghalyoun, to Islamic reformism
and developmentalism of the socialist secular state. The nation-state will not
become a reality until the minority ruling class is destroyed. His reproach to
[slamists is that a return to Islam is not what frees the Arabs from Western
ideologies, but that intellectual liberalization, cultural renaissance (izdihaar

(14)  See Barhan Ghalyoun, «Bayaan min Ajl al Dimuqraatiya», Beirut: Daar Ibn Rushd,
1980; and Ightiyaal al ‘Aql al ‘Arabi, Cairo: Maktabat Madbouli, third edition, 1990,
See also his article, «ma waraa’ al dimugqraatiya wa al istibdaad,» in al Tajaarib al
Dimugraatiya fi al Watan al ‘Arabi, published in Beirut for the Arab Thought and
Dialogue Forum of Morocco, in 1981,
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to be run internally in a democratic way in order to instil the culture of
democracy in Arab citizens. He wants to see party and trade union leaders
subject to election periodically by members of their organizations. Political
parties bear a major responsibility in supporting and instilling democratic
ideas and practices among the people, In addition, a democratic attitude
must prevail in the relations of political parties. He takes political parties in
Egypt to task for not running their organizations democratically while they
demand compliance to demnocratic principles from the regime. By showing
that they stand in sepport of the democratic rights of rival political parties,
they demonstrate the seriousness of their commitment?,

The new Abdalla we read is very consistent on the issu¢ of pluralism as can
be seen from his syndicalist line of thought. He criticizes the Arab
authoritarian regimes which coopied trade union leaders and brought them
under their wings. The opposition parties in return do not escape his scathing
reproach for trying to do the same thing as the government. He does not
want to see trade unions tied to a political party, but wants them independent
and free to pursue their particular interests within the national context.

It seems clear that for Abdalla cleansing oneself from past errors while
retaining what is valuable is an essential part of the transition to democracy.
He admits that the «progressive and nationalist forces» had sacrificed
democracy on the alter of socialism and national unity, which were
considered more important. Moreover, practices of the progressive and
nationalist forces in power were far from democratic. Being devoid of a
democratic content, the national Arab liberation movements understandably
failed. He accepts no excuse for all that and urges the elite to follow the
example of the masses who had shown their repugnance to tyranny,
suppression and arbitrary government.

Abdalla’s honesty is attested to when he handles a sensitive issue such as
ethnic minorities in the Arab World and the need to deal with them
democratically. He grants minorities the right to maintain their culture,
identity, and local government within a national and democratic system. He
stops short, however, of granting them the right of secession, but if thatisa
fault, then it is common to democratic and non-democratic attitudes alike.
One can hardly avoid thinking here of the great and salubrious relevance of
such ideas to the situation in Iraq, not to mention other Arab countries,
especially Algeria and Morocco.

(13) Sec his article, {al dimugraatiya daakhil al ahzaab al wataniyah», in «Azmat al
Dimugraatiya».
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Ibrahim established the Ibn Khaldun Center in order to advance the civil
society ideas, and in 1992 issued a newsletter called, Civil Society: Democratic
Transformation in the Arab World, in which news of the civil organization
and associations are dissemipated. The Ibn Khaldun Center produces the
research and helps in disseminating Ibrahm’s ideas. It organizes conferences
and publishes books.

Ibrahim’s work in the field of promoting civil society is consistent with his
interset in human rights in Egypt and the Arab World. He was quite active in
the Arab Organization for Human Rights in its carly stages.

The Left and Democracy

In much the same way as with the nationalists, an impressive number of
Arab communists and socialists have moved ahead to put Western
democracy at the head of their concerns. Amongst them from Egypt are
Samir Amin and Ismail Sabri Abdalla, and from Syria Barhan Ghalyoun.
We shall focus here on Abdalla and Ghalyoun since Amin’s writings in
Arabic are now rare and no longer innovative.

A French trained economist, Abdalla has been one of the leaders of the
leftist coalition, al Tagamu. He was also a communist who had experienced
jail under Nasser before the reconciliation of 1963. He became minister of
planning under Sadat and is currently the head of the Third World Forum in
Cairo. One of his major books is on the New International Economic
Order™ and has written numerous articles.

It should be made clear that the ideas on democracy now expressed by
Marxist-Leninists, such as Abdalla, no longer reflect the ideological stamp of
Leninism. The same is true of Nasserists among Arab nationalists, who have
dropped the populism of the single party democracy. Indeed, Sayf al Dawla
repudiates the ideas based on the single party system. So does Abdalla who
repudiates single party practices and the idea that providing socio-economic
rights for the masses is a substitute for their direct and free involvement in
politics. The corner stone of his thinking is that political pluralism in the
widest sense is the sine qua non for democracy.

The next significant point in Abdalla’s views is the importance of
apprenticeship in the practices of free choice and public involvement on the
part of citizens. He wants all associations and political organizations in
society such as political parties, trade unions, business and civic associations,

(12)  «Nahwa Nizaam Iqtisaadi ‘Aalami Jadidw, Cairo, al Hay’ah al Misriyah al ‘Aamma kil
Kitaab, 1977
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one should not doubt his genuine commitment to Arab nationalism and to
democracy.

Ibrahim sees democracy as a function of a strong civic society. Despite his
subscribing to the conventional view of civic society, which exclude
orgamzations or associations based on primordial ties, Ibrahim played a
significant role in highlighting the issue of minorities in the Arab World.
Almost alone among Arab Muslim writers, Ibrahim deals with the issue of
religious and ethnic minorities in the light of the Arab nationalist project. He
has recently published a book on the subject!® trying to introduce a spirit of
tolerance and acceptance of the full rights of minorities within the Arab fold.

Classical Arab nationalist views on minorities, which used to be
patronizing and assimilationist denied ethnic minorities the right to be
themselves and to protect their individaulity. Ibrahim reverses this order and
calls for their integration but not assimilation’? or oppression. Moreover, he
has tried to impress upon the Arab majority the significance of these
minorities, insisting that Arab nationalists must face the problem squarely, if
they hope to establish a stable and united state.

Ibrahim’s special contribution lies in his civil society approach to
democracy. As a sociologist in close contact with current academic fads in
the US, Ibrahim immediately became attracted to the idea of civil society as a
useful one for the Arab nation. His objective, of course, is the establishment
ultimately of democracy in the sense it is used by social democrats, where
freedom, equality and the rule of law prevail side by side with economic and
social rights of the people. However, as a sociologist he is impressed by the
diversity of Arab societies and by the weak social bases which they provide
for a democratic order, which is perceived as individualist and secualr.
Tribalism, sectarianism, landlordism, familism etc... prevail in so many Arab
countries. He finds such centrifugal tendencies functioning against demo-
cratic practice and against Arab unity. The civil society ideas appealed to him
as means to strengthen the modern sector of society, the intermediary
agencies between government and the people, and the assumption of greater
responsibility by citizens. To build civil society in the Arab World is to
prepare the way for a democratic system of government.

(10) «Ta’amulaat fi Mas’alat al Aqaliyaat», Cairo: Markaz Tbn Khaldun, 1991.

(11)  for a clarification of the difference between the two concepts, see my articles, «The
Ethmic Revolution in the Middle East», in «International journal of Middle Eastern
Studies», vol 3, no. 3, (July 1972).
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The Moroccan writer, Muhammad® Aabed al Jaabiri, shares this strain of
national decentralization, as well as the link of Arab npationalism to
democracy with Sayf al Dawla. He believes that the territorial state has
much more strengh and credibility than is attributed to it by Sayf al Dawla(?,
Jaabiri is a cultural historian and a philosopher and the space in his prolific
writings which is devoted to democracy is relatively limited. However, the
tension between equality and liberty has preoccupied him from the early
years of his career as a writer. In his most recent book, Democracy and
Human Rights®, Published by the Center for Arab Studies Unity, he still
sounds like a reverberation of Nasser’s Charter with its skepticism and
condemnation of liberal democracy. His contribution perhaps will be his
ability to disentangle the concept of the state from its Islamic roots and
reconciling democracy with Islam.

Another author whose intellectual heritage is grounded in Arab
nationalism is Saad Eddin Ibrahim, an American educated sociologist from
Egypt, professor at the American University in Cairo, former head of the
Arab Thought Forum® in Amman, Jordan, and currently the founder and
head of the Ibn Khaldun Center in Cairo. He was associated and continues
to participate in the activities of the Center for Arab Unity Studies. Ibrahim
1s actively engaged in Egyptian and Arab affairs, and unsuccessfully sought
with like-minded Egyptian intellectuals, such as Saydi Yasin and Ali al Din
Hilal, to form a political organization during the Sadat period.

Ibrahim too has extended his original base of Arab nationalism to embrace
democracy. Unlike Sayf al Dawla, Ibrahim makes no categorical imperatives
regarding either democracy or Arab unity. He has publicly criticized the basic
assumptions of Arab nationalist dictums and has found room for the
territorial state within the future Arab united entity. He does not, though, try
to justify normatively or intellectually those positions like Sayf al Dawla. His
empirical and pragmatic bent of mind temper his ideoligical enthusiasm, but

(7} See Muhammad ‘Abid al Jaabiri, «Point of View: Toward a Reconsideration of Issues in
Contemporary Arab Thought», (in Arabic), Beirut: Center for Arab Unity Studies, 1992.

{8)  Muhammad “Aabed al Jaabiri, «al Dimuogragqtiyah wa Huquq al Insaan», Beirut: Center
for Arab Unity Studies, 1994.

(%) One of his achievements there was the convening of a Conference for Arab intellectuals
on pluralism in the Arab world, the proceedings of which were published by the forum
in a volume called, «al Ta‘addudiya al Siyaasya wa al Dimuqraatiya fi al Watan al
*Arabi», edited by himself and publised in Amman in 1989. Another volume of the same
nature was done on the intellectuals and the state, al Intelijensia ‘Arabiya: al
Muthagqafun wa al Sulta, Amman 1988.
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problems. He attacks intellectuals, who claim that democracy is not suitable
for the underdeveloped countries, and accuses them of denigrating the people
in order to justify imposing their will on others.

The idea that Western democracy is functional and also necessary for the
development of nations is not only a new way of thinking about devlopment
by intellectuals from developing countries but also is related skillfully by Sayf
al Dawla to the idea of Arab unity. Democracy and Arab unity must be
realized together for neither one is fully meaningful without the other.

Though Sayf al Dawla’s ideas of Arab nationalism are expressed with
intellectual sophistication, he retains some of the old classical principles, such
as the objective existence of the «nation», the nation’s precedence over the
state, the responsibility of imperialism for the fragmentation of the Arab
nation, and the territorial state (al dawla al qutriya) as an mcomplete entity.
Moreover, the territorial state is structurally unable to establish democracy
or solve the problems of the people. The cultural evolution of the future
united Arab state will depend on unity and democracy, for they alone will
make the conditions for growth possible. All the hopes expected of the united
Arab state will be dashed if the new structure does not take a democratic
form. If an autocratic system is adopted by the unity state, it will constitute
the greatest failure in Arab history. Rarely does one come across such a
categorical statement in the literature regarding the necessity of democracy as
the one made by Sayf al Dawla.

In short, Sayf al Dawla feels that democracy is the best way for solving
problems and for evolution of societics to a higher standard and that
national unity performs similar object which is the best possible path to a
better life for the Arabs. He bases his case for Arab plitical unity on that
principle, which he claims supersedes the familiar ideas about the subject.
Finally, one cannot but be impressed by the ethos with which Sayf al Dawla
expresses his ideas, when the subject of Arab nationalism now evokes
emotional indifference and lazy thoughts among most Arabs.

Needless to say, new ideas on Arab nationalism are currently quite rare.
Even Hasib has resorted recently to republishing the old classics such as
those of Saati al Husri. Sayf al Dawla may be said to have made a very strong
pitch for linking the fate of Arab nationalism with democracy in its more or
less social liberal sense. In addition and perhaps in association with the
democratic dimension, the idea of Arab national decentralization has been
gaining ground and more appreciation of the territorial state has been
noticeable,
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respond effectively to the.challenges and dangers surrounding the Arab
homeland». By turning his dttention to the issue of democracy, he has given a
boost to a burgeoning interest among Arab intellectuals, and by linking it to
Arab nationalism, he has filled a serious gap in Arab nationalist concerns.
\
Another Arab natlonahst advocating democracy is Dr. Ismat Sayxc al

Dawla, a lawyer from Egypt with a Nasserist background. He has been for
some time committed to democracy in the belief that it constitutes an
indispensable doctrine for the success of Arab unity. He is also author of
several books on Arab unity® and well versed in Western thought. Indeed,
his understanding of democracy draws on Schumpeter, and like Schumpeter
he prefaces his discourse on democracy with a critique of libcral democracy
through the centurics. Weber and Schumpeter were less sanguine, though,
about the prospects of democracy, even in the narrow sense they used the
term. Sayf al Dawla, in contrast, maintains categorically that democracy is
the only way and the most effective doctrine to solve peoples problems. He
considers it, moreover, necessary for the evolution of societies. Free
expression makes people understand their problems best and no collective
or patronizing elite could substitute their thinking for that of the people.

Individuals or groups occupy a central place in the literature on Western
democracy®, but Sayf al Dawla gives no indication why he does not share
that view. His references are always to al naas (pcople) and al mujtama
{(society), terms that are reminescent of nationalist jargon. However, he
accepts basically, the familiar freedoms, compliance with the majority rule,
accountability of elected officers, and the rights of the opposition to function
without harassment. The author does not calim that once a democratic
system 1s in place, problems will be solved smoothly and routinely but that
democracy provides the framework for making those problems open for
solution. He accpets the assumption that a certain cultural standard in
society is required for the success of democracy, but insists that there is no
other way to rise from cultural underdevelopment except through democracy
and more of it. Underdevelopment must be overcome by more education,
knowledge and experience of the democratic method for the solution of

(5}  For instance, «Ussus al Wahda al ‘Arabiya», Cairo, 1955; «Ussus al Ishtiraakiya al
‘Arabiya», Cairo: al Daar al Qawmiya, 1965; «Nazariyat al Thawrah al ‘Arabiya»,
Beirut 1972; «Al Tariq ila al Wahda al “Arabiya», Beirut, 1979; and many others.

(6)  The term, Western democracy, is used here in a very broad sense just to distinguish
forms of democracy in the West from peoples democracy of communist countries and
LDCs.
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the Center for Arab Unity Studies received financial support from some
Arab states, especially Iraq. However, the funds it received were turned to a
trust, which gave the Center autonomy rarely enjoyed by cultural centers in
the Arab countries. Its leadership was entrusted from the start to Khayer al
Dine Hasib, an Iraqi economist and former minister in the Iragi government.
An able and committed Arab nationalist, Hasib turned the institution into a
most prominent center of Arab thought. The Center headquarters have
remained in Beirut despite the war, with a branch established in Cairo.

The importance of Khayr al Din Hasib in current Arab thought lies in his
power to set the agenda, support research, hold conferences, and publish
results. The Center’s monthly journal, al Mustakbal al Arabi, enjoys the
highest reputation and widest circulation in the Arab World. Scores of
quality books, all on Arab national affairs, were initiated and then published
by the Center. Those diverse activities under the guidance and leadership of
Hasib have kept interset in ideas of Arab nationalism alive at a time when the
force of nationalism was sagging. In 1979, Hasib turned his attention to
democracy as another dimension of Arab nationalism. He organized a series
of lectures in Beirut and published them in the Mustagbal al Arabi. Then in
1983 he organized a conference and assembled a large number of leading
Arab intellectuals from all over the Arab World ot discuss the issue of
democracy. A huge volume was published as a result, entitled The Crisis of
Democracy in the Arab Homeland™. Since Beirut was no longer safe in 1983,
the Conference was held in Cyprus, which is a sad commentary on the
conditions of freedom prevailing in Arab countries, especially when we know
that Hasib resorted to Cyprus after he had been turned down by Arab
countries. The conference may not have produced a consensus on
democracy, but it did reflect a growing interset and a new moderation
among the assembled dignitaries, who included Arab nationalists, Islamists,
and leftists of various strains. While we are treated in the press to a flood of
news on the rising number and influence of extremist fundamentalists, the
Cyprus conference shows the other side of Arab intellectual endeavors™.

Hasib’s label is stamped on the proceeding of this important gathering as
he himself had set the agenda. In the call for the meeting, he stated that the
subject of inquiry will be: «a discussion of the relation of democracy.. to the
movement of Arab solidarity (tadaamun), Arab unity and Arab capacity to

(3)  Azamat al Dimugraatiya fi al Watan al *‘Arabi.

(4} Leonard Binder first drew attention to moderate Arab thinkers among the religious, in
his «Islamic Liberalism: A Critique of Development Tdeologies». Chicago University
Press. 1988,
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dependency of both the working and the middle class make the argument
quite feeble.

Whether the new interest emerged out of the Palestinian or Egyptian
concerns, the fact of the matter is that it is the product of the post-1967
debacle and a response to failure of the national project of the single party
nationalist-socialist systems. It is the same kind of failure of the national
project of the single party nationalist-socialist systems. It is the same kind of
failure that occurred in other developing countries, and discredited
authoritarian regimes. The opening has, as in other LDCs, been associated
with economic liberalization trend made necessary by financial and economic
crises and demanded by the international agencies of the world ECONONTY
dominated by the West. However, the association of economic liberalization
with political liberalization remains tenuous and partial. Like economic
structural adjustment, in the short term, it is a product of the crisis of the
patron state and its needs to shed off some of its heavy responsibilities. In the
long term, we expect a deeper impact and the development of entrenched
Interests in democratic institutions.

It may be noted here, that the Lebanese experience of communal
democracy played an ambiguous role in all this. It gave impetus to the
Palestinian drive for autonomy and a short-lived flirtation with democracy
expressed in the idea of secular democratic state, but the Lebanese war and
the communal nature of the system turned people away. As we shall see, none
of the Arab bearers of democratic thinking takes Lebanon as a model or
deals with its experience seriously.

The new democrats in the Arab World have more group than individual
character. We shall find the nationalist group congregating around the
Center for Arab Unity Studies in Beirut; the civil society group around the
Ibn Khaldun Center in Cairo; and the human rights advocates around the
Organization for Human Rights with its headquarters in Cairo and branches
in various Arab capitals. The leftist democrats appear to participate in the
conference sponsored by the Center for Arab Unity Studies as well as of the
Thought and Dialogue Forum of Morocco.

We shall turn now to the views of leading figures associated with one or
another of these organizations.

The Neo-Nationalist Democrats

Since the seventies, Arab nationalist ideas have mainly been put forth by
the Center for Arab Unity Studies in Beirut. Founded in the sixties by a
group of Arab nationalists including Qustantin Zurayq and Walid Khalidi,
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governments of Egypt, Jordan and Syria. All this happened within the decade
after the 1967 defeat.

The shock and disappointment of the secular nationalist intellectuals,
Palestinian or Arab supporters, was deep. Thus, it was in the Jate seventies
that we start to hear of the need for democracy in the Arab world. Since only
in Lebanon did the PLO flourish, it was often argued that the survival and
success of the Resistance required democratization of Arab regimes. One of
the first conferences on the subjects was held by Palestinian and sympathetic
Arab intellectuals in Tunisia. The resoning being that the Resistance was
crushed by Arab regimes because governmental leaders were autonomous
from the mass of the people.

The new democratic impetus thus stemmed from nationalist concerns. One
might argue either way, curiously enough, that the birth circumstances were
the source of the democratic movement’s weakness or strength. Weakness
because democracy was, to a large extent, seen as a nationalist need to
protect the Resistance movement, not as'a value in itself. Strength because its
birth out of the bosom of the nationalist movement gave it legitimacy which
it never quite found definitively in the turaath.

There are other claims to the emerging interest in democracy. In Egypt, the
1ssue is seen in an entirely different light, where the inspiration is traced back
to the pre-Nasser constitutional period”, which makes the new interest
rooted in Egyptian nationalist history.

Saad Eddin Ibrahim sees an additional factor in the emergence of interest
in democracy in the Arab World and that is the demographic growth of the
middle and labor classes in the last few decades®. Having a strong vested
interest in the maintenance of the Arab state system, Ibrahim agrues, the
middle and labor classes rose to defend it from internal threats coming from
religious fundamentalism and from the Israel and imperialism. Ibrahim does
not, however, tell us whether mass support for democracy among these
classes is manifested in political parties or if it has been any stronger than
what it was in Egypt between the twenties and forties. Moreover, the
commitment shown by these new classes to populaist regimes of the patron
state has also been overlooked. The organizational weakness and economic

(1)  See, for instance, Ali al Din Hilal et al, «Tajribat al Dimegratiyah fi Misr, 1970-1981»,
Cairo: al Markaz al ‘Arabi lil-Bahth wa al Nashr, 1982,

(2}  Saad Eddin Ibrahim, «mugadimah», in Azamat al Dimuqraatiya fi al Watan al Arabi,
Markaz Dirasaal al Wahda al “Arabiyya, Beirut, 1984,
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groups in urban centers. The popular forces which gave the challenge its
Islamic character in the Maghreb were young people who came of age in the
post-independence school system and received their education mainly in
Arabic.

The main struggle currently in the Maghreb is between two generations
both of which tend to be authoritarian in orientation. The one bears a secular
label and the other religious fundamentalist.

In the Machregq, the process is somewhat similar but more complex. The
struggle between the secular and the fundamentalist tendencies was
associated with claims to cultural authenticity by both sides. Arab
nationalism, which represented more or less the secular trend, drew its
cultural ethos from classical Arab culture, which curiously enough is heavily
Islamic in character. Fundamentalists could not therefore calim a monopoly
on the turaath, the proper culture of the nation.

The emergence of a democratic wing withim both trends, the nationalists
and the religious fundamentalists, is entirely a recent phenomenon. Our task
here is to discuss the secular modernists not the religious ones,

I have maintained earlier that the secular democratic tendency has
emerged in association with the experience of the Palestinian Resistance. As
the conscience of Arab nationalism until the early eighties, the Palestinian
Resistance movement reached its apogee subsequent to the defeat of 1967,
Nasser, who represented the triumph of nationalist modernism, was cut
down in size overnight by the military setback. The Palestinian Resistance
emerged as the answer to the desperate nationalists and radicals against the
authoritarian secular regimes. Curiously enough, the very triumph that
raised the Palestinian Resistance to the forefront had the seeds of their
decline sown in it. The nationalist authoritarian regimes struck back at the
Palestinian challenge for the spot in the limelight. The military vulnerability
of the confrontation states, moreover, made control of the Resistance a
matter of life and death for the ruling Arab elites. When necessary Arab
regimes showed that they could and did turn their armies loose at the PLO.

In short, the Palestinian Resistance was curtailed and in certain cases
ruthlessly by the same Arab regimes it chatlenged. It was suppressed by force
in Jordan and had to fight a bloody war in Lebanon. Syria, like Jordan,
showed in Lebanon that it was ready to meet Palestinian defiance with arms
and did. In Iraq, the Saddam Husayn regime hunted PLO lcaders all over the
world. Moreover, Palestinian sorties to Isracl were blocked forcefully by the
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that ordinary people are the beneficiaries of its activities, they are starting to
subscribe to its ideas, including Islamists whose rights to the expression of
their ideas have been defended by a secular organization which does not
share their views. The ideas of the AOHR and its practice are rooted in the
most basic democratic and civic values. Some of the writers we shall deal with
below have been active in the AOHR as in other organizations mentioned
above.

Background. Before we start discussing the particular perceptions of
democracy by Arab intellectuals, it would be in order first to say a word on
the background of the current democratic interest. It would not be remiss
here to state that current concerns with democracy constitute a revival rather
than a fresh outlook in the Arab world. Our authors are looking at but not
reconstructing the constitutional monarchy of Egypt before Nasser: they
even go back to the social contract between Muhammad Ali on the one side
and the ‘nlema and notables on the other. In the post independence period in
the Arab countris, the idea of Arab democracy coincides and reflects the
current trend of democratization in the Third World. Nevertheless and upon
further examination, it seems to be the product of some special
circumstances.

The first stirring in the direction of democratic thinking stemmed from the
experiences of the Palestinian Resistance and almost by default, just as one
may say the whole trend has been. Arab intellectuals in general and
Palestinians in particular were not advocates of democracy, not at least in its
Western sense today which combines adherence to civil rights, popular
representation and a modicum of welfare. They shared revolutionary ideas
whose intent was to redefine and remake the nation-state. The revolutionary
impetus was i part dictated by the urgency of the task: transforming
agrarian economies to modern industrial socicties, weak and fragmented
political entities to one united state, and replacing out-dated monarchies with
populist regimes. We shall refer to this trend as modernist and nationalist.

In the Maghreb rcgion, the prominent ideas expressing nationalist
modernism, especially in Algeria and Tunisia, were secular and sometimes
too eagerly European not to evoke the idea of Fanon’s assimilated native.
We may refer to this modernist trend whether it is expressed in authoritarian
power structures or liberal social ideas as Bourguibism.

The Bourguibists of North Africa were challenged by the revival of Islamic
ideas that claimed greater cultural authenticity and were conveyed by
individuals steeped in Islamic scholarship and supported by a new gencration
of young people who hailed from the provinces and from lower income
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the hegemony of the autocrats who happen to be secularists.

Another important feature of the democratic interest which seems to stand
out in the face of the established dictum of government hegemony of the
secular nationalists and that of Islamic ghulaat is characterized by group
thinking rather than by outstanding individual advocates. There is no Arab
intellectual today that can be identified as leading the current of democratic
debate. Democratic thought has tended to be expressed by groups of
thinkers, by itselfl a new tendency and felicitously consistent with the
principles of democracy.

We shall touch here on the ideas circulating among those groups and
centers such as the trend expressed in the Center for Arab Unity Studies; The
Ahraam Center for Strategic and Political Studies, the Thought and
Dialogue Forum in Morocco, the. Civic Society in Cairo, and the Arab
Organization for Human Rights. It remains to be said that most intellectual
leaders in these groups tend to be academics and/ or former statesmen. The
selection of individual writers for discusion here is thus governed by their link
to one group or another of the above. Since there are no outstanding
individual advocates of democracy, the group approach recommends itself.

The Ahraam Center, originally founded by Hasanayn Haykal and led
initially by Dr. Boutros Boutros-Ghali, has under the leadership of Sayid
Yasin shown a geater interest in Arab affairs and democracy, though its
focus remains on Egypt. It issues a quarterly journal and an annuaire
assessing Arab developments. It also publishes many of the works of its
researchers. Wide as its influence is, the Ahraam Center remajns constrained
by limited resources and its official status as a governmental institution.

In contrast, the Arab Organization for Human Rights, which was started
in the early eighties by Arab intellectuals and former statesmen from various
Arab countries, is totally independent and set itself up as a watch-dog over
Arab regimes. While its presence in Cairo is tolerated by the Mubarak
regime, it has not been able to obtain a legal status. The Organization
publishes a newsletter which draws the Arab readers attention to the status of
human rights in various Arab countries and describes the efforts made by the
orgamization on behalf of the victims vis-a-vis their govenments. The
Origanization operates in association with human rights groups in each one
of the Arab countries.

The intellectual significance of the Arab Organization for Human Rights
{AOHR) lies in propagating what ordinarily would be considered an
academic subject, of little understanding or interest to ordinary people. Now,




Contemporary Trends
in Arab Democratic Thought

Iliya Harik™

One may well describe the state of thought in the Arab World today as
passing through an interregnum characterized by revisionism, reorientation,
and questioning. Intellectuals are cautiously looking into the future and
stressing new directions but without departing with their heritage.

The casual observer is, of course, bound to say that the Islamic trend is the
most conspicuous, but there is a more pervasive though less intense trend and
that is an awakened interset in democracy. The fact that the main stream
Islamic movements, Arab nationalists and leftists share in this interest is
what makes the democractic outlook the more pervasive as an alternative to
the patron state, which has dominted Arab politics since the fifties. Though
all three trends have moderated their ideological stands, none of them has
really abondoned their basic principles in favor of a totally different outlook.
They have simply added a new dimension, that of democracy, in the form of
various degrees of commitment to one or another aspect of the doctrine. In
all, the common thread is rejection of the single party and of the autocratic
state.

This article will be confined to democratic thought among nationalists and
leftists, leaving out Islamists whose works would require an extensive
Inguiry.

The question is whether the presumed convergence toward democracy
among advocates of different tendencies will create a structural coalition
among the three original trends, and whether such a coalition will determine
the current debate and struggle in favor of democracy. Here, it would be in
order to remind the reader that the democratic trend has to win the battle not
only against the radical and extremist Islamists (ghulaat) but more so against

(*)  Professor in the dept of political science, Indiana University, U.8.A.

YAY
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VA2 —Front Ivan the Terrilbe to Boris Yeltsin:

What the future holds for Russia is a matter of speculation. Things are
changing before our eyes. It is impossible to tell how they will end up.

Separatist sentiment is infectious. After the decomposition of the Soviet
Union, the republics in turn are faced with the prospect of fragmentation as
well, especially republics like Russia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan, which have
subrepublics whithin them. The Russian Federation, for example, is made up
of 89 “subjects of the Federation™, organized into different levels of
administrative subordination, depending on the size of the ethnic group
involved. There are autonomous republics, autonomous regions, and
national districts. One of the republics, Chechnya, i the Caucasus, had
even proclaimed its total independence soon after the failed coup of August
1991. Other republics, like Tatarstan (landlocked in the middle of Western
Russia) and Yakutia (in Siberia, with some of Russia’s richest natural
ressources) are grumbling. Boris Yeltsin’s decision to crush the rebel republic
of Chechnya by force is not difficult to explain: the battle for Chechnya is a
battle to save Russia as a multinational federation. If Chechnya is allowed to
secede, other parts of the federation might try to follow suit,
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three days. Gorbachev was freed and resumed his position in Moscow.

The unsuccessful coup of August 1991 precipitated the break-up of the
Soviet Union. When the coup collapsed, the decentralization it was meant to
prevent accelerated. The Communist party, which had been the union’s main
centralizing force, was dissolved. All fifteen republics declared themselves
independent, making the old central government and its president Mikhail
Gorbachev shadows with no power to rule. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania
were widely recognized as independent nations. The leaders of the three
Slavic republics, Russia, Ukraine and Belarus — representing 73% of the
population and 80% of the Soviet Union — announced that the old union no
longer existed and formed a new and much more decentralized association.
They called the new association the Commonwesth of Independent States
(C.1.S), and moved its capital from Moscow to Minsk (capital of Belarus).
They invited the other republics to join, and eleven did so (all but the three
Baltic states plus Georgia). '

Gorbachev had become the president of a country that no longer existed.
On December 25,1991, he bowed to the inevitable and resigned as president
of the defunct union. He had never intended or even imagined the collapse of
the Soviet Union; he just wanted to reform the system.

Seventy-four years after the Bolshevik revolution, the red hammer - and -
Sickle flag came down from the Kremlin and was replaced by the tricolor flag
of the Russian republic. “In less than three-quarters of a century, the Soviet
Union had been born under Lenin, grown to brutal Stalinist maturity, and
died during an attempt at rejuvenation by Gorbachev’('?,

At the present writing, the development of new political structures in the
former USSR is still far from complete. The successor regimes have moved a
long way from dictatorship to democracy and free - market economy. Many
of the USSR’s former satellites in Eastern Europe have moved even more
rapidly in the same direction. Stalinist-type regimes, which once governed
many nations, now survive only in Cuba, North Korea and the People’s
Republic of China. The fifteen former Soviet republics are experiencing many
problems, particularly ethnic tension. It will not be easy for these new nations
fo find a stable way of living together now that the heavy hand of the
Kremlin has been removed. The C.I.S. is a body of uncertain powers and
lifespan. It looks like a temporary mechanism to manage nuclear weapons
and economic problems.

(16) Roskin & Berry, op. cit,, p. 109.
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the occupied people were the key forces driving Mikhail Gorbachev to
abandon what we may call the “outer-empire”. As the outer-empire was
given its freedom, it proved impossible to contain the independent impulses
within the inner-empire, the Soviet Union itself.

An old joke has it that the USSR stands for the “Union of the Silently
Swallowed Republics”. With the arrival of glasnost they were not silent
anymore. The relaxation of political controls released smoldering ethnic and
political tensions within the country. Azerbaijanis and Armenians fought
each other over disputed territory. Violence erupted in Georgia and
elsewhere. As the Soviet Union became a more open society, ethnic
grievances bottled up for so long by repression soon boiled over. The new
openness allowed them to expand and feed one another in a sort of chain
reaction. Every one of the fifteen soviet Republics raised demands for
freedom from central control and for self-government, some even for
independence. Particularly vocal were the three Baltic states annexed by
Stalin in 1940 as a result of the Nazi-Soviet pact.

The Soviet Union’s fifteen constituent republics increasingly demanded
independence and the restructuring of the umnion into a much looser
association. Gorbachev tried to persuade the republics to sign a treaty that
would create a new “Union of Soviet States”. The proposed treaty would
increas¢ the powers of the republics but would stop short of full
independence and would leave significant powers with the central
government which he headed. Nine of the fifteen republics agreed to sign
the new union treaty, but before they could do so, conservative elements in
the army and KGB tried to oust Gorbachev by a coup d’état in August 1991,
Fearful of the desintegration of the Soviet Union, a group of old line top
officials calling themselves the “‘State Committec on the State of Emergency”
staged a coup to overthrow Gorbachey and restore the old regime. They put
him under house arrest in this vacation home in the Crimea and assumed
emergency powers.

The ineptitude of the plotters was blatant!’®. Badly prepared, almost
improvised, the coup met with stout popular resistance led by Boris Yeltsin,
president of the Russian Republic. The army refused to support the coup:
troops sent to the “While House” (the headquarters of the Russian Republic
a mile west of the Kremlin) fraternized with the crowd. The coup failed after

(15) “They can’t even organize a coup d’état properly™, comments former interior minister
Vadim Bakatin, cited in Robert V. Daniels, The £nd of the Communist Revolution
{London and New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 31.
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It all began in 1985, when Mikhail Gorbachev became the General
Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. At 54, he was an
adolescent by Soviet Politburo standards. It is not easy to explain how
someone as reform-minded as Gorbachev could have risen to supreme power
from within the system except that the country was in dire straits and that the
party leadership must have realized the seriousness of the problem and the
need for change. The economy was stagnant. Alcoholism and corruption
were growing alarmingly. The Soviet Union was obviously running down. It
was especially falling behind in high-tech areas.

At first, Gorbachev tried to fix the old system by the old remedies: verbal
exhortations, anti-alcohol campaigns, and the importation of more foreign
technology. He believed that more labor discipline and less abstenteeism and
drunkenness would revive the economy.

By 1987, he had realized that the problem was a structural one. He
therefore launched a program of Glasnost (media openness) and perestroika
{economic restructuring). The Soviet media became more pluralist, honest
and critical. Glasnost actually meant that problems should be publicized and
open to free discussion, for only in this way can one find out what is wrong
and put it right. Perestroika was intended to reform the existing centrally-
planned, command economy, not to change it. Gorbachev proposed to
decentralize the economy. He shifted many production decisions to on-site
farm and factory managers, putting an end to the rigidities imposed by the
government bureaucracy. He also allowed the introduction of free enterprise
practices in some areas of the economy. In addition, he tried to create new
incentives to increase workers’ productivity and to remove corrupt officials
from government economic agencies. Finally, Gorbachev made efforts to
shift the emphasis of the Soviet economy from heavy industry to the
production of consumer goods.

Glasnost and Perestroika did not lead to immediate economic progress,
and Gorbachev’s popularity declined. It became clear that more openness in
Soviet society and economic restructuring would not succeed unless
accompanied by a reform of the political system. Several changes were
introduced. Gorbachev allowed multicandidate elections. He followed this
up by transferring power from the Communist Party to the democratically
elected legislature and to the new and powerful position of the president of
the USSR.

Then came the year 1989, the “year of the people”. The Eastern European
satellites were allowed to cast off their communist governments and became
independent states. Internal decay and pressure from the outside world and
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with the Jewish Marxist party, the Bund, which wished, while remaining
within the Russian Social Democratic Party, to be recognized as the sole
representative of the Jewish workers of Russia”

That was many years ago. Now the Bolsheviks realized that they cannot
afford to alienate the nationalities any further. Federalism was a concession
to the nationalist aspirations of the peoples they dominated. It was a sort of
compromuise: the natioanlities received cultural autonomy in exchange for
political subordination. They got the right to use their own language, have
their own schools, wear their own derss, and follow their own folkways
without interference. Indeed the Soviet authorities favored the growth of
cultural nationalism. Some fifty languages were committed to writing for the
first time. The Bolsheviks recognized that it was better to let each nationality
feel culturally autonomous while in fact they are politically subordinate.

The hope was that the Soviet Union’s non-Russians would gradually
accept the Russian language and culture and be more or less assimilated into
a new ““Soviet” nationality. In some cases this appeared to be happening, but
in most it was not!'¥)_ Ironically, Soviet policy contributed to the persistence
of national identities. The federal structure of the state was originally
designed to pacify national feeling while gradually encouraging assimilation.
Instead it reinforced local national identity.

Administratively, the nationalities were put on various levels according to
their size. The fifteen largest got their own Soviet Socialist Republic. Within
the Soviet republics were autonomous republics, autonomous regions, and
national districts. The Russian Republic is by far the biggest and is itself a
federation of numerous autonomous republics and regions.

But let no one be mistaken. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was
old Russian wine in a new Soviet bottle. The non-Russian nationalities
continued to be dominated by the Great Russians who held all the levers of
power in the Union.

History has seen several instances of empires falling apart, such as the
Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires after World War I. However, the
breakup of the USSR since 1989 is perhaps the greatest disintegration ever.

(14) Credit gocs to Mme Héléne Carrére d’Encausse for pointing out the failure of the
Sovict policy of integration of the nationalitics in her premonitory L'empire éclaté
(Paris: Flammarion, 1978).
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republics. The Russian and Transcaucasian republics were subsequently
reorganized to create additional republics so that they were eleven in number.
Out of the Transcaucasian republic emerged the Georgian, Armenian, and
Azerbijan republics; out of the Russian republic were created five republics in
Central Assia: The Uzbek, Turkmen, Tadzhik, Kazakh, and Kirghiz
republics. After the outbreak of World War II, the Soviet Union occupied
adjoining territory and created five additional Soviet Republica: the Karelo-
Finnish, Moldavian, Lithuanian, Latvian, and Estonian republics. One of
them, the Karelo-Finnish, with hardly half a million people, lost its status in
1956. There remained fifteen Soviet Republics.

On paper, the Soviet Union was a federation, like the United States,
Canada and Germany. The consitutions of 1936 and 1977 formally provided
for a USSR consisting of fifteen republics joined together in a federal union,
with some functions assigned to the central government in Moscow and some
assigned to the republics. Moreover, the fifteen republics were supposed to
have the right to secede. In practice, however, the Soviet Union was ruled
from the center. Real power was exercicad by the Moscow -centered
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). Although usually staffed by
local people (Georgians ran Georgia, Uzbeks ran Uzbekistan, and so on), the
republics followed the orders of Moscow. What the Politburo laid down was
generally implemented throughout the country by the party, making the
USSR in fact a strong unitary government.

Originally, the Bolsheviks had no liking for federalism. “In his treatise on
the nationalities, Stalin had, like Lenin, opposed federalism. The oppressed
peoples, so he then argued, were free to break away from Russia altogether;
but if thy chose to remain part of Russia they would have to accept the
centralized structure of the new state, because modern economy required a
high degree of power at the center and because barriers between various
nationalities in the same statc were politically undersirable”'?. In the same
vein, “Lenin believed that the future socialist republic must be a centralized
state, but was willing that any subject nationality of a larger state, which
wished for its independent state, should secede (3. Having seceded, it
should set up its own centralized socialist republic. There was no place for
federalism in his plans. The same principle held for the party as for the state.
Each socialist party must be Centralized. No section of the party could claim
special autonomy on grounds of nationality. This brought Lenin into conflict

(12) 1Ibid, p. 191.
(13) Hugh Scton-Watson, From Lenin to Khrushcev: The History of World Communism
{New York: Praeger, 1960), p. 20.
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divorce which was also advocated by Socialists. “We
hardly mean’, said Lenin, ‘to urge women to divorce
their husbands, though we want them to be free to do
so’. Similarly, the Bolsheviks pleaded for the right of
the non-Russian peoples to secede from Russia,
without encouraging separatist aspirations. A week
after the revolution, on 2 November, these principles
were embodied in ‘the Declaration of the Rights of the
peoples of Russia’.. The Bolshevik leaders hoped that
the non-Russian nationalities would follow the
Russian example and carry out their own revolution;
and that having obtained the right to divorce they
would after all rejoin Russia in a free union of Socialist
nations... Soon, however, it became clear that the
precept tended to clash with reality. In the borderlands
of Russia new governments sprang into existence. All
were anti-Bolshevik; and all insisted on their complete
separation from Russia. Lenin and Stalin were taken at
their word”%®.

The Bolsheviks had to revise their policy. In the words of Stalin: “The
principle of self-determination for small nations ought to be understood as
the right of self-determination not of the bourgeoisie but of the toiling masses
of a given nation”". Attempts to secede were met with claims that
“counter-revolutionaries” were behind them and were eventually crushed
either by the Red Army, or local communists, or both. As soon as the
Bolsheviks had the strength, they asserted their control over the non-Russian
parts of the old empire. In Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania they
failed. In the Ukraine, in Central Asia, in Siberia, and the Caucasus, they
succeeded. In short, those nationalities of old Russia which were favorably
placed by geography established independent states, and their governments
were not communist. Those whose geographical situation was unfavorable
were subject to Bolshevik rule. The Bolshevik victory over the nationalist
movements of these nations was won by force.

With the end of the civil war and foreign intervention, it became possible in
1922 to establish the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Its first members
were four: The Russian, Ukrainian, Belorussian, and Transcaucasian

(10) Isaac Deutscher, Stalin: A Political Biography (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books,
revised edition 1966), pp. 187-189.
(11y 1Ibid, p. 190.
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to silence cven peaceable criticism of the government. Censorship tightened
and religious persecutions increased. Many Jews were either terrorized or
killed in mob attacks called ‘pogroms’ ) AlexanderIIT and his son, the
unfortunate Nicholas II, who was tsar until 1917, adopted a program of
systematic Russification, that is, they imposed the Great Russian culture on
the many other nationalities within the empire. Russia came to be called ““the
prison of the peoples”. One result of this policy was that the revolutionary
movement, which was until Alexander III an almost exclusively Russian
affair, received a massive dose of new non-Russian recruits. Many of the men
who helped Lenin seize power in 1917 and who staffed his government were
non-Russians, including Lev Davidovitch Bronstein, alias Trotsky, Lenin’s
second-in-command and founder of the Red Army (a Jew); Felix
Dzerzhinsky, the first head of the Cheka, the Soviet Secret Police (a Pole);
and Joseph Dzhugashvili, who is none other than Stalin (a Georgian),

It is interesting to sce how the Bolsheviks dealt with the problem of
nationalities. Their official view was formulated, under Lenin’s supervision,
by young Stalin, in a book on Marxism and the Nationalities, published in
1913. Stalin was the Bolshevik expert in the question of the nationalities.
Later, he will be appointed Commissar (that is, minister) of Nationalities in
the Bolshevik government after the revolution. His views are excellently
summarized by Deutsher:

“[Stalin] championed the right of the peoples oppressed by the
Tsarist Empire to self-determination; and he interpreted that
principle in the sense that every oppressed people should be free to
break away from Russia and constitute itself an independent
state. It was true that socialism did not favor national separatisms
and the formation of numberless small states all lacking viability.
Its ultimate objective was international Socialist society. Real
soclal and economic progress demanded, in the Socialist’s view,
the abolition of the barriers that kept nations apart. But
international Socialist society could be founded, so Stalin had
argued, only by voluntary agreement of the peoples that would
form it; and voluntary agreement implied that each nation should
first regain its complete freedom. Lenin defended this view in a
witty comparison between that freedom and the freedom of

(%) Between 1882 and 1914, millions of Jews emigrated from Russia to the United States,
Canada and Western Furope.
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Russian ports 1ce over in winter, and the Black Sea is controlled by the
Turkish straits, still leaving Russia without year-round secure ports. One of
the great dreams of the rulers of Russia - tsars and communists alike - has
been for warm-water ports under exclusive Russian control®. Catherine also
participated in the three partitions of Poland (1772, 1792 and 1795) in which
the three greedy neighbors of Poland, Russia, Austria and Prussia helped
themselves to parts of their weak neighbor. As a result, Russia received a
large chunk of eastern Poland inhabited mainly by White Russians and
Ukrainians. In the wake of the Napoleonic wars, Tsar Alexander I (1801-
1825) was able to acquire still more of Poland and annex Finland and
Bessarabia; he also made conguests in the Caucasus.

Russia was now a major world power. The Russian Empire, the largest in
the world, was also one of the most autocratic. The tsars believed that they
were responsible only to God. Administratively, the organization of the
empire was difficult to describe. Subject peoples were generally accorded
varying degrees of administrative autonomy(7). The trend, however was to
make administration more uniform®™. But it was not until Alexander IXI that
the government began to adopt a conscious policy of Russification.
Alexander III, who reigned between 1881 and 1894, was perhaps the most
reactionary of all tsars. He tried to Suppress the revolutionery movement and

(6) The Allies of World War I had promised Nicholas II to attribute him Constantinople.
“The great prize in Russian/ Soviet maritime thinking is Istanbul and the Turkish
Straits. For centuries, tsars salivated at the thought of not only liberating the original
center of Orthodox Christianity but of securing the straits for the unhindered traffic of
Russian warships and merchantmen from the Black Sea. In on war after another,
Russia pushed back the Ottoman Empire. If Russia had won in World War I, the prize
would have been hers, for Turkey fought alongside Germany”'. (Michael G. Roskin &
Nicholas O. Berry, ILR.. The New World of International Relations (New Jersey:
Prentice Hall, 1993) p. 79.

{(7)  See Hugh Seton- Watson, The New Imperialism (New Jersey: Rowman and Littlefield,
1971}, p. 23. :

(8) “There was a definite and growing belief in St. Petersburg that everything should
conform to a general pattern. It should not be forgotten that in Europe in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries centralism was usually considered to be
progressive. It had been the practice not only of militarist Russia and absolutist
Austria but also of revolutionary France. Regional autonomies, or ‘particularism’, were
thought to be reactionary. The obvious case was the Vendée in the age of the French
Revolution. Thus not only monarchs and bureaucrats, but also liberals and even
socialists, in Russia as well as in Burope, were impatient of local traditions and claims
to self-government. But centralism was considered not as directed against the interests
of the smaller peoples in the interest of the larger nations: rather it was thought to be a
guarantee of better government for all”. (Seton-Waston, op. cit., pp. 23-24).
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and to raise soldiers for the armed forces of the Golden Horde. “Indirect as it
was for the most part, Mongol rule over the Russian principalities was both
visible and tangible. The princes were constantly reminded that they were
vassals of the khan by the presence of Mongol civil agents and troops, by
ifrequent orders to make the long trip to Sarai with their families and
retainers, by oft-repeated Mongol interference in local affairs, and by
punitive expeditions (Some fifty in number during the period of Mongol
suzerainty) to pui down unrest or to settle princely squabbles”™. One of
these principalities, Moscow, or Muscovy as it was called then, gradually
emerged as the most powerful. The princes of this hitherto insignificant state
came to be the driving force behind the unification and expansion of Russia.
During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the duchy of Muscovy was
able to achieve supremacy over the other Russian principalities, and then to
assert its independence of the Mongols. Taking advantage of the weakening
of Mongol power as a result of succession struggles, Ivan III (reigned 1462 -
1505) formally ended the Tatar Yoke be refusing to pay the tribute (1480).
His grandson Ivan IV, better known as the Terrible, was the first ruler to
adopt the title “tsar”®. He centralized the administration bringing the
turbulent boyars (Russian nobility) into line, and expanded the boundaries of
the Russian state. Ivan annexed two of the three Tatar states: Kazan (1522)
and Astrakhan (1556). These were the first non-Slavic states in the thriving
Russian empire. Expansion to the east also began during this period. Before
Ivan’s death, Russia had established itself in Siberia.

One reason for Russian expansion was the need to reach the open sea.
Until Peter the Great, in the carly eighteenth century, Russia was totally
landlocked. Peter, who ruled from 1682 to 1725, wanted to have a port on the
Baltic Remove- Put, a “window on the west” as he said. He picked a quarrel
with the eccentric Charles XIT of Sweden, and after a long war, he conquered
the territory around the Gulf of Finland. There, in 1703, he built a new city,
called St. Petersburg, which he made later on the capital of his kingdom.
Catherine the Great (reigned 1762-1796) pushed southwards and reached the
Black Sea. But the problem was not solved. The Baltic and other northern

(4) Harcave, op. cit, p. 34.

(5} A breathtaking biography is provided in Henri Troyat, fvan le Terrible (Paris:
Flammarion, 1982). Reissued in Le Livre de poche, 1990. English translation in Berkley
pb. Trovat perfectly captures the “madness” of Tvan: “Dans son esprit, la diposition #
la débauche et 4 Ia violence s"allie avec une dévotion maladive. Sadigue et mystique & fa
fois, il se considére comme le vicaire de Dieu sur la terre et se croit excusé d’avance pour
tous ses déréglements. H y a, pense-i-il, entre Je Trés-Haut et lui, une complicité
heureuse dans le mal”.
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many different ethnic groups. Territorial expansion continued until after
World War I1.

The first Russian state was created in the ninth century. Its capital was at
Kiev, and it rulers adopted Christianity in 988. Politically, Kievan Russia
was a loose federation of principalities. Never truly unified, it graduaily
declined into bickering principalities. Lack of unity and internal feuds made
them an easy prey for the Mongols surging forth from Central Asia. In 1240,
the Kiev state was sacked by the Mongol prince Batu, a grandson of Genghis
Khan. The Mongol khans of the Golden Horde™ established their capital at
Sarai on the Volga and dominated Russia for more than two centuries. The
Mongols were called Tatars by the Russians because most of the followers of
the Mongol rulers were Tatars, and the period during which they subjected
the Russians to their rule is usually known as the “Tatar Yoke”. Mongol
domination was costly in economic terms because the initial conquest and
subsequent raids to maintain the Russians in obedience destroyed much of
urban life and greatly depleted the population Equally heavy, even to cities
that escaped conquest, were the tribute payments. Politically, however, the
yoke was not burdensome, for the Mongols ruled indirectly through local
princes. The Mongols did not settle in Russia or interfere with Russian
institutions. They saw no need to station troops in Russia, the terror of their
name and occasional punitive raids were sufficient to ensure obedience. They
found it more convenient to preserve the existing system of princely rule and
to use the princes as agents than to replace the system with a purely Mongol
administration. The Russian princes were required to pay an annual tribute

(3}  “Golden” because yellow was the imperial color of the khan. “Horde” is one of the few
Mongol words to enter the English language; ordu meant a gigantic armed
encampment. The word has come to mean “a very large group of people™.
Theoretically a part of the great Mongol Empire, the kingdom of the Golden Horde
was actually an empire in its own right. “By the middle of the thirteenth century, the
Mongols had established an empire reaching from China to Eastern Europe. It was
governed from the imperial capital at Karakorum, in Mongolia by the Great Khan
(chosen from among the descendants of Genghis Khan, founder of the empire). To
make administration practicable, the vast realm was divided into several parts, each
under a Khan selected from the family of the Great Khan. One such part was the
Golden Horde, which governed the defeated Russian principalities... The Khan of the
Golden Horde, the capital of which was Sarai, on the lower Volga, was legally the
deputy of the Great Khan; but, as time went on, the Khans of Sarai became
increasingly free of effective control by the Great Khan, and the Golden Horde was
soon to become (in fact, if not in theory) an independent empire”. [Sidney Harcave,
Russia: A History, 6th edition (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co., 6th edition 1968), pp.
33-34).




From Ivan the Terrible to Boris Yeltsin:
The Problem of Nationalities in Russial”

Kamal Yazigi¢"

“Russia, it has been said, is not a country, it is a world”®. The Soviet
Union, as Russia was called later, was almost a continent, a territorial giant
more that twice the size of Canada, the United States or China. With 8
million square miles, it comprised one sixth of the world’s land surface.
Within its borders lived over 280 million people, only about 51% of them
ethnic Russians, or Great Russians, as they are sometimes called. Aside from
the Great Russians, the Soviet Union was populated by two peoples closely
related to them, the Ukrainians and the Belorussians, also called White
Russians. There were also Latvians, Lithuanians, Estonians, Armenians,
Georgians, Azerbaijanis, Moldavians, Jews and other in Europe, and
Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Kirgiz, Turkmenians and many others in Asia, well over
100 distinct ethnic groups in all®.

Russian has not always been a large country. The beginnings were modest. .
But in the sixteenth century, Russia started to expand. Over the centuries
land was added in every direction. As Russia expanded, it came to govern

(*  An abridged version of this papecr was presented at a conference on ““Russia at the -
Crossroads” organized by the Lebanese American University, Byblos, on 12 January,
1994,

(**} Kamal Yazigi teaches Political Science and International Affairs at the Lebanese
American University. He is also the Director of the Center for Research and Education
on Democracy ({CRED),

(1) An ancient peasant proverb. -

(2)  “Ethnic group™ is a rather loose term used by social scientists to describe a large group
of people who share a commnon culture. “Ethnic group”, “nationality” or “people” will
be used here interchangeably. '
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