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The “Arab Spring” and the World

Reflections on recent events in the Middle East

1. The Liberal Dream: are “universal values” universal, after all? 
(Thursday 15 November)
Lord Samuel, the first British High Commissioner in Palestine, is credited with the remark that “life is one damn Balliol man after another”. Looking back over the list of Leonard Stein lecturers since the year 2000, it is something of a relief to find that the College has departed from this principle, at least in recruiting lecturers who have studied elsewhere – though not, rather surprisingly in these times, in finding any of the female sex. That restriction apart, it has drawn on a wide field of talent and expertise about the Middle East, and I am not a little intimidated, as well as greatly honoured, to find myself in their company. While my Balliol credentials are – I would venture to say – impeccable, my scholarly ones are anything but. Nor could I remotely claim first-hand experience of living and working in the region remotely comparable with that of my most recent predecessor, Professor Rory Stewart.
It’s true that for a long time I shared a profession with the lecturer before him, Sir Max Hastings, but I never rose so high in that profession; nor have I written any books so widely read and admired as his. And then, looking further back, I come to the name of Israel’s most enlightened foreign minister, Shlomo Ben Ami; to the heroic Palestinian peace activist Sari Nusseibeh; and to such giants of Middle East historiography as Avi Shlaim, Roger Louis, Peter Sluglett, Bernard Wasserstein, Ilan Pappe. How on earth can my name belong in such a roll-call? 
All I can say for myself is that I have been following events in the Middle East for nearly 40 years. I have done so sometimes closely, sometimes out of the corner of my eye, but never exclusively. I have always tried to align my views of the region within a more general world-view. That is how I have reacted to the events of the last two years, and that is why I have entitled these lectures “the Arab Spring and the World”. I will return later to the aptitude of the phrase “Arab Spring”, and others that have been used to try and capture the essence of the events in question. At this point I simply want to put you on notice that I believe these events do have global significance, and then to warn you that, in embarking on the difficult task of finding anything new to say about them, I have taken – especially in this first lecture – a somewhat autobiographical approach. The “liberal dream” may or may not be the dream of liberals everywhere, but it is certainly the dream of one particular liberal, namely myself. So, egocentrically perhaps, I am going to try and explain why recent events in the Middle East matter to me, and the context in which I approach them. 
My involvement with the region started on a day in May 1973, when I was a very new and inexperienced leader-writer on The Times. The editor, William Rees-Mogg, called me into his office, looked at me over his spectacles, and said, “Edward, would you do the Middle East?” – meaning, would I take over writing the leaders on that region, since he had just promoted the person who had been doing it until then, the late Charles Douglas-Home, to a job which would no longer leave him time for it.
I objected that I had never been to the Middle East – which was strictly true. During my previous assignment, as assistant Paris correspondent, I had been sent once to Algeria and once to Tunisia (from where, in September 1969, I reported the revolution that brought Colonel Gaddafi to power in Libya, since his first move had been to close the frontier so that no foreign journalist could report it at first hand); and just a few weeks before our conversation, in March 1973, I had been sent on a “freebee” to Morocco, whose government had invited foreign journalists to come and cover a trade fair in Casablanca. I’m not sure what the practice is now, but in those days British newspapers accepted such invitations without qualms, but also without any sense of obligation. It was quite understood that, while readers of The Times had no interest in the trade fair, this was an opportunity for the paper to update them on Moroccan politics, without having to pay my fare.
But to the Middle East proper I had never been. This did not bother Mr Rees-Mogg (as he then was). “Well of course, you must go,” he replied – and I went, on a three-week tour: ten days in Israel and the occupied territories, ten divided between Jordan, Egypt and Lebanon. After which I was treated as an “expert” on the region, in the well-known journalistic understanding of that term: an expert is a guy who did the story yesterday. 

I also returned from that first trip with a strong conviction that the Palestinian side of the story had not been properly told, or at least that it had not been understood by people of my generation in the West, who had only become aware of world events during the 1950s. It became something of a personal mission of mine to try and redress that balance. Before long I was a notorious Arab-lover and bête noire of the Israeli embassy, which on a couple of occasions nearly cost me my job. I also formed a close friendship with Said Hammami, the then PLO representative in London and the first such official to propose, ostensibly “in a personal capacity”, what has since become known as the “two-state solution”. It was through my good offices that Said was able to publish two articles in The Times arguing for this in the immediate aftermath of the October war – at the end of 1973 – and soon afterwards it was through me that Uri Avnery got in touch with him, inaugurating the long history of contacts between Israeli and Palestinian “peace camps”, which led eventually – 20 years later – to the Oslo accords. I fear that 20 years was probably too long, and that what might have worked in the 1970s was, by the 1990s, doomed to failure. Anyway Said did not live to see the fruit of his work. He was shot dead in January 1978, in his London office, by an emissary of the dissident Palestinian leader Abu Nidal, then based in Baghdad. This was a great shock to me personally, and one of many events which, over time, soured my love affair with the Arab world, leading me to take a more cynical and pessimistic view of its future.
Over 12 years, from 1973 to 1985, I paid many visits to the Middle East, and wrote many thousands of words about it. But I never lived there, never acquired more than a smattering of Arabic, and was never a full-time Middle East specialist – unless you count the year I spent at the Carnegie Endowment in New York working on my book Faith and Power: the Politics of Islam (now long since out of print), and even that dealt with South and Central Asia as well as the Middle East. On The Times I was always expected to write about other areas as well, mainly those on the north shore of the Mediterranean; and in 1987 I moved to the Financial Times, where my brief was much broader – “foreign affairs” in general. I still followed events in the region, but less closely, and my visits became less frequent. By then I had begun to say that I found Arab politics depressingly predictable, and was much more interested in Iran and Turkey, where you never knew what might happen next.
Yet from a distance I became if anything even more involved in the affairs of one particular Arab country: Iraq. As early as 1974 I had visited Iraqi Kurdistan and witnessed the struggle of the Kurds, led by Mullah Mustafa Barzani, to defend their autonomy against Iraq’s Baathist regime – in which Saddam Hussein was already the driving force. The following year, after the Shah of Iran had done a deal with Saddam, leaving the Kurds to their fate, I accepted an invitation from the Iraqi government, which was anxious to prove that peace and reconciliation now prevailed. In my case this effort was somewhat undermined when a Kurdish minister in the Baghdad government, who had been dilating in Arabic on the iniquities of Barzani’s regime, took advantage of the interpreter’s momentary absence to lean across his desk and tell me, in fully intelligible English, “the situation is very bad. All the people from the level areas [meaning Kurds living in the plains of northern Iraq, as opposed to the mountains] are sent to the south. Even the name of Kurdistan is not allowed.” 
The more I learned about Iraq, the more I became aware of the extent to which Iraqi Arabs – especially but not exclusively the Shiites – were also victims of the regime, and I was one of the relatively few journalists to deplore Western support for Saddam in his war against Iran in the 1990s. I helped to expose his use of chemical weapons against Kurdish villages at the end of the war, and was strongly influenced by Kanaan Maqiya’s book Republic of Fear (published in 1989 under the pseudonym Samir al-Khalil). In January 1990, months before Saddam invaded Kuwait, I pointed out in the FT that Saddam’s regime was even more despotic and brutal than that of Ceausescu, whose fall we were all applauding at that time. And I campaigned for the release of the Iranian journalist working for a British newspaper, Farhad Bazoft, who was arrested and accused of espionage when he got too close to an Iraqi nuclear facility. Injudiciously, perhaps, I suggested that no British journalist should visit Iraq until Bazoft was released. Soon afterwards he was hanged – which made it difficult for me to go back to Iraq without looking rather stupid. 

A year or so later, in the New York Review of Books, I fiercely criticized what seemed to me the callous and cynical decision of President George H.W. Bush to allow Saddam to crush the Shia revolt against him in southern Iraq, using helicopter gunships which should have been grounded under the terms of the ceasefire, at a moment when American forces were already encamped well inside Iraq, in a position of overwhelming strength. 

This was the time, remember, when the UN Security Council was working on the text of Resolution 687, sometimes called “the mother of all resolutions”.  Under this peace imposed by the victors on the vanquished, Iraq had to accept not only the payment of massive reparations and war damages but also the presence of UN inspectors on its soil, empowered to search out and destroy all remaining weapons of mass destruction. It amounted to a temporary but almost total abrogation of Iraqi sovereignty. Yet it had nothing to say about the human or civil rights of the Iraqi people. I will never forget the phone call I received at that time from Ismat Kittani, a distinguished Iraqi diplomat of Kurdish origin who had carried out a number of important missions for the UN. “Edward,” he said, “why don’t they just say ‘free elections’?” Indeed, if the UN had made free and fair elections held under international supervision the condition for the withdrawal of coalition forces and the lifting of sanctions, how much subsequent bloodshed and suffering might have been avoided? We shall never know.

Thereafter, working with my friends Chibli Mallat, David Gore-Booth and – yes, I admit it – Ahmad Chalabi, I helped form an International Committee for a Free Iraq, to try and ensure that, while the international community focused on disarmament, the rights of the Iraqi people were not forgotten. The UN General Assembly had appointed a special rapporteur on human rights in Iraq – the late and much lamented Max van der Stoel – who, year after, year produced the most harrowing and carefully documented reports on Saddam’s continuing brutality. We urged that the UN follow these up by appointing human rights monitors, alongside the weapons inspectors. We also suggested the creation of an international criminal tribunal, comparable to those set up to judge the crimes committed in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, before which Saddam and his main accomplices could be indicted – in absentia, no doubt, but at least this would have expressed the world’s abhorrence of their crimes, prevented them from travelling abroad, and provided the UN with additional leverage.

Then, in 1998, at the age of 54, I unexpectedly began a new career as speechwriter, and later director of communications, for the UN Secretary-General. Ostensibly this had nothing to do with the Middle East, but I soon found that many of the communications problems I had to deal with were in fact related to that region – especially to Iraq, and to the Arab-Israel conflict. By 1998 the Secretary-General found himself caught in the middle of a structural deadlock in the Security Council about how to deal with Iraq’s failure to cooperate fully with the UN’s disarmament inspectors. France and Russia had concluded that sanctions no longer served any useful purpose, and were anxious to bring Iraq back into the international community as soon as possible, while the US and UK were determined to maintain sanctions so long as Iraq had not fully satisfied the inspectors, with Secretary of State Madeleine Albright even saying on one occasion that they could not be lifted so long as Saddam was in power. In December, the US determined that Saddam had reneged on a deal reached earlier in the year with the Secretary-General, under which the inspectors were supposed to have access to so-called “presidential sites”. President Clinton ordered a three-day punitive bombing campaign, and the inspectors were hurriedly withdrawn.

At this point, to my own surprise, I found myself part of a small group asked by the Secretary-General to rethink policy on Iraq, supposedly from first principles. My contribution was to suggest that we seek to break the deadlock in the Security Council by urging a bargain, under which the US and UK would agree to lift sanctions in return for French and Russian agreement to the indictment of Saddam and his accomplices before an ad-hoc tribunal. I was told firmly that this was a non-starter. 
Let me stress that all these ideas and activities were intended to level the playing-field within Iraq, in the hope that the Iraqi people could liberate themselves – as I believe they might have done in 1991 if the US had not appeared to come down on Saddam’s side. I certainly did not imagine that the US and UK would mobilise again, twelve years after the liberation of Kuwait, for a full-scale invasion of Iraq during which Saddam would be overthrown not by his own people but directly by foreign invaders. It still amazes me that that happened, and I think it certainly could not have happened without the attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001. Not that Saddam Hussein was responsible for these – no serious evidence to that effect has ever been produced, although I do think it possible he may have had a hand in the previous attack on the World Trade Center in 1993. Rather, I believe that only the frenzied atmosphere of anger and insecurity which the attacks produced in the US made it possible for George W. Bush to win public support for a major war in the Middle East, which before 9/11 would have seemed wildly disproportionate to its stated objective. After 9/11, the American people were disposed to believe almost anything their president told them about threats from the Middle East, and to accept his argument that it was better to take pre-emptive action against such threats rather than wait for them to mature.

I also think the events of 9/11 may have contributed to the choice of Iraq as a target, irrational though that may seem. I cannot prove this because – as far as I’m aware – neither Bush nor any of his advisers has ever spelt it out. But the only remotely convincing rationale for the attack on Iraq that I can come up with goes as follows. There was a longstanding contradiction in American Middle East policy, in that for geo-strategic reasons the US had long relied, as its main ally in the region, on the regime that was arguably furthest from American values, namely the Saudi monarchy. Indeed, the Saudi rulers themselves were bemused by appeals from successive US presidents for help in combating Islamic fundamentalism, since they prided themselves, and based their power on, a stern and unyielding adherence to the teachings of the arch-fundamentalist Ibn Abdul-Wahhab. Their cooperation in seeking to curb acts of violence committed by fundamentalists outside the Kingdom was fitful at best. 

The US struggled with this contradiction as best it could, but some kind of tipping point must surely have been reached when it transpired that 15 out of the 19 hijackers who carried out the attacks on 9/11 were Saudi citizens. “Unsatisfactory” was no longer an adequate word to describe Saudi Arabia\s performance as an American ally. Surely some US policymakers must have cast about for an alternative, and convinced themselves that the ideal replacement would be a liberated Iraq – a country with comparably large oil reserves but also a large settled population, a long history of urban culture, and a significant educated class of merchants, technicians and administrators, many of whom had fled the country in recent years but might be expected to return once the hated and feared Baath regime was removed; a population, in short, that might espouse democracy with enthusiasm once it got the chance, and would surely be grateful to, and willing to ally itself with, the power that gave it that chance.

Among those who took the decision to attack Iraq, the one who came nearest to articulating the rational in these terms was Paul Wolfowitz, who famously explained, after the invasion, that weapons of mass destruction had been only a “bureaucratic” argument, the real aim being to depose an oppressive regime and allow the Iraqi people to choose their own government.  And I have to admit that I myself, even if I did not believe that the attack was justified, at any rate without much clearer authority from the Security Council, did wish that the case against Saddam Hussein had been explicitly made on the basis of his actual crimes against humanity rather than the weapons he was suspected of possessing; did welcome the prospect of his downfall, and did hope that the damage done by the flagrant violation of international order would be at least partially compensated by the opportunity it would give Iraqis to rebuild their state and society in greater freedom. I was deeply conflicted – on the one hand not wanting the US and UK to be vindicated and encouraged in their cavalier, unilateralist approach to international peace and security; yet at the same time hoping that their action would turn out to have given Iraq, and by extension the Arab world, the chance of a better future. Indeed, immediately after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein I was keen to revisit Iraq, where I had not been since 1985. Having made some friends among Saddam’s opponents – both Arab and Kurdish – during my days as a journalist, I offered my services to Sergio Vieira de Mello, the Secretary-General’s new Special Representative in Iraq, thinking perhaps he could use some help with communications. Luckily for me, he politely declined the offer. 
All this may sound ridiculous to most of you, and perhaps it was. Certainly the indications are that not many Iraqis today feel grateful to the US or the UK for invading their country, and in the wider Arab world it would be hard to find anyone with a good word to say for it. But it may also be just worth recalling Walid Jumblatt’s interview with Washington Post columnist David Ignatius shortly after the assassination of Rafiq Hariri, in February 2005. Calling for an uprising against Lebanon’s Syrian occupiers, the Druze leader remarked: “It’s strange for me to say it, but this process of change has started because of the American invasion of Iraq... I was cynical about Iraq, but when I saw the Iraqi people voting three weeks ago, eight million of them, it was the start of a new Arab world.”

He added that this spark of democratic revolt was spreading: “The Syrian people, the Egyptian people, all say that something is changing,” he said. “The Berlin Wall has fallen. We can see it.” Small wonder that Ignatius described him as “almost sounding like a neoconservative”.

Well, Walid has always been something of a maverick, and he would probably not repeat those words today. But there is generally method in his madness. His rhetorical twists and turns are never as impulsive as they sound, but reflect the navigational skills which have allowed him and his embattled community to survive, and even prosper, in the shark-infested waters of Lebanese politics. That is to say, they are informed by a strong sense of which way the regional winds are blowing at any given moment. Less than three weeks after the statement just quoted, over a million Lebanese were in the streets of Beirut demanding the withdrawal of Syrian troops. Certainly the movement was driven by anger at Hariri’s murder, but also by the sense that the power of the Assad dynasty was no longer beyond question, at a time when a greater power had entered the region, and had already toppled the other Baathist dictatorship next door. Bashar al-Assad must himself have reached a similar conclusion, since within two months he did indeed withdraw all Syrian troops.
Yet Walid was at least premature in proclaiming that “the Berlin Wall has fallen”. The Cedar Revolution did not spread to Syria or Egypt. It was contained within Lebanon, and gradually fell victim to its own divisions, as well as the determined opposition of Hizbollah. 
Anyway, I did not go back to Iraq. I was spared the fate of Sergio Vieira de Mello and his colleagues – several of them good friends of mine – who perished in the debris of his headquarters on August 19, 2003. Instead I remained in New York for the last three years of Kofi Annan’s Secretary-Generalship. It was there that I wrestled with the threat to the UN, and to his own reputation, posed by the revelations about the “oil-for-food” programme; with the dilemmas and frustrations of the atrocities in Darfur; and with the furious arguments that swirled around the UN during and after the war in Lebanon of July-August 2006. It was there that I helped write Annan’s “In Larger Freedom” report, which led among other things to the replacement of the heavily politicized and largely discredited UN Commission on Human Rights by the smaller Human Rights Council, which we hoped would be an improvement. And it was there that I penned, with the help of another Balliol man – Andrew Gilmour – the valedictory statement on the Middle East which Annan made in the Security Council in December of that year.

From New York I went to Salzburg, where I spent five years as Chief Programme Officer of the Salzburg Global Seminar. In that position I fairly quickly decided that the world was not short of conferences on the Arab-Israel conflict, and that I would not add to their number. I was more attracted by the idea of organizing a conference on the future of the Arab world, comparable to a successful one that we held in the spring of 2008 on “Russia: the 2020 Vision”. I thought such a conference might revisit the famous Arab Human Development Reports of the early 2000s, prepared by Arab intellectuals under the aegis of the UN Development Programme. These reports, you may remember, highlighted a series of important deficits in Arab countries as compared with other parts of the world: a deficit of knowledge (more books were being translated in Spain alone than in the whole Arab world); a deficit of women’s education and empowerment; and a deficit of freedom, democracy and human rights.

I wrote to Rima Khalaf, who as UNDP’s regional director had overseen the drafting of the reports, and who had recently been appointed head of a new multi-million dollar fund in Dubai, to see if she would be interested in helping organize a conference aimed at reviewing and updating these findings in the light of recent events, and perhaps sketching a roadmap both for Arab societies and for other countries interacting with the Arab world in the decade or so ahead. Sadly, I never got a reply – I think Rima was not in good health at the time, and the launch of the new fund was proving far more complex and difficult than had been expected. I also discussed the idea with Husain Agha, a leading Arab intellectual based in London. He, however, was scornfully dismissive of the Human Development Reports, saying they were the work of a very thin and unrepresentative westernised Arab elite, and that the values and concepts they expressed had little or no resonance among the broad mass of Arab people. Discouraged, I laid the project to one side. 

It was probably not his intention, but Husain’s comments appeared to confirm the reaction of some in the West who had seized on the reports’ findings as evidence that the Arab world’s development was being held back by a reactionary and illiberal culture; and also the view put forward by quite a few governments in the developing world – both Arab and non-Arab – that human rights and other supposedly universal values were in fact a Western invention, aimed at undermining and if possible reversing the hard-won independence of developing countries from Western hegemony and colonial rule. In an odd way these two apparently opposing views seemed to reinforce each other. In theory, by claiming that people all over the world had the same aspirations to freedom and democracy, Western “neo-cons” were upholding universal values. In practice, their eagerness to “liberate” non-Western peoples from their oppressors made them appear to be asserting Western superiority and imposing Western values on other parts of the world – especially, of course, when military force was used and in the process the very principles supposedly being upheld were flagrantly violated. Think Abu Ghraib. Think Guantanamo. Think drones. Or remember Wolfowitz’s visit to Turkey, in May 2003, when he publicly reproved the Turkish military for allowing Turkey’s elected parliament to veto the use of Turkish bases by American troops for the purpose of invading Iraq. Such gestures and policies are hardly likely to encourage people in the “global South” to take human rights and other supposedly universal values seriously. On the contrary, they are gleefully seized on by every Southern regime that comes under criticism, enabling it to sneer at the “hypocrisy” of the North (or West) and to tar every critic, at home or abroad, as an agent of Western neo-imperialism. 
So, by 2010 I had become rather gloomy about the global prospects for human rights, and liberal values more generally. By and large the UN Human Rights Council had not fulfilled the hopes we had for it in 2006. It reflected the politics of a deeply polarised world, in which even those Southern governments with fairly robust democratic credentials in their domestic affairs – for instance India, Indonesia, South Africa, most of Latin America – routinely and almost instinctively opposed any international censure of gross and systematic human rights violations committed by other, less savoury Southern governments. Perhaps the worst example of this came in May 2009, when the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, had drawn the Council’s attention to large-scale violations by both sides in the last phase of the civil war in Sri Lanka, and called for an “independent and credible international investigation”. So far from adopting this suggestion, the Council passed, by 29 votes to 12, a resolution congratulating the Government of Sri Lanka on its victory and accepting at face value every aspect of its proclaimed policy. The only “Southern” countries to vote against this were Mexico and Chile.
The more I learned about what had actually happened in Sri Lanka – and about what continued to happen in the shape of military occupation of the north of the country, the long detention and/or displacement of large numbers of Tamil civilians, the widespread use of torture against anyone suspected of having been a member or supporter of the Tamil Tigers, the frequent murder or “disappearance” of journalists and others, and then a constitutional amendment conferring virtually unlimited authority on the president – the more shaken and perplexed I was by the extraordinary lack of reaction to these events in what passes for global public opinion. Even worse, the Government of Sri Lanka promoted its success against the Tamil Tigers as a model of how the “war on terror”, and indeed all wars against separatist insurgencies, should be fought. The essential moral seemed to be that developing country governments can best deal with internal opposition by crushing it ruthlessly and treating any advice to respect universal principles of human rights and humanitarian law (which Sri Lanka agreed to uphold when it signed and ratified many treaties and conventions) as hypocritical – especially as Southern governments could rely on Chinese support, and the West would not want to let them become part of an exclusive Chinese sphere of influence. Alarmingly, this “model” appeared to attract favourable attention in various parts of the world. 
I became involved in a campaign for peace and justice in Sri Lanka (even though I had never been there), and looked around for allies. It seemed clear to me that human rights was a doomed cause so long as it could be shrugged off as a mainly Northern or Western concern. Yet I knew that there were many, many activists struggling to defend human rights in many Southern countries, and generally taking much greater risks in the process than their Northern counterparts. I also knew that many of these civil society movements had made important gains in their own countries. In countries like Brazil, India, Indonesia and South Africa – all of whose governments voted for the infamous Sri Lanka resolution in the Human Rights Council – there was a great deal of open debate, and many great victories had been won by people struggling against oppression and for freedom, democracy and human rights. Why were these values not reflected in their foreign policies? Why did such strong civil society movements allow their governments to behave in such a reactionary way on the international stage. Only if civil society became engaged internationally; only if the peoples of developing countries showed the same solidarity with each other as their governments did, would there be any hope of real global change on these issues. Such, at least, was my reasoning.
Looking around for allies, more or less the only group I could find with some claim to moral authority in both North and South was the one called the Elders. It is chaired by Archbishop Tutu and includes my old boss Kofi Annan, as well as another old friend of mine, Lakhdar Brahimi – who, as you know, has now taken over from Kofi the thankless task of trying to find a peaceful solution to the conflict in Syria. More of that next week. 
Brahimi had some experience of Sri Lanka, and had tried to warn the world of the developing bloodbath in an article in the International Herald Tribune in March 2009. Later that year, when we started our campaign, he agreed to be a member of its Advisory Council, and also joined me in writing an op ed which was printed in several leading Asian newspapers, urging Asian donors to Sri Lanka, such as China, India and Japan, to make further aid conditional on a genuine reconciliation process and respect for international law. I’m afraid this fell on deaf ears, and the following year he wrote another op ed, this time co-signed by Desmond Tutu on behalf of all the Elders, again urging “ increased efforts to secure truth, justice and a lasting peace in Sri Lanka”. 
Over the past three years the Elders have maintained a fairly robust position on Sri Lanka, and I found that some of them – or at least, their staffs, shared my concern about the broader implications. As one staff member put it, in July 2010, “what has been happening there [in Sri Lanka] over the past two years, and the deafening international silence that allowed it, has set an incredibly bad precedent that erodes a whole series of international gains in the human rights and humanitarian fields and, unless dealt with firmly by the international community, threatens to bring more unacceptable behaviour and consequent serious suffering elsewhere in the world perpetrated by those who have taken good note of the total impunity and acquiescence that has accompanied Sri Lankan behaviour.” So gradually the discussion broadened, from being mainly about Sri Lanka to being about the general state of human rights and ethical standards in world politics. In the spring of 2010 I was asked to suggest some names for a discussion with The Elders on this topic, and by the autumn I had drafted a short statement (just over a page), under the heading “are ‘universal principles’ still universal?” 
In this paper, I depicted the previous decade or so as a period of “backlash, with authoritarian rulers apparently growing more self-confident and seeking to put their opponents on the defensive by tarring them as agents of western neo-imperialism”. Increasingly, I wrote, “values formerly accepted as universal have been described as ‘Western’, and the failure of Western governments – notably that of the US since 2001 – to respect their own proclaimed principles has been used as a pretext to justify even more cynical or repressive actions by governments in other parts of the world”. And in addition, “the relative decline of American power and the rise of China have further emboldened authoritarians who feel confident of support from the latter and no longer fear the displeasure of the former.”
I gave “the worldwide acceptance of the brutal methods used by the government of Sri Lanka to end the Tamil Tiger rebellion” as one example of this “worrying trend”. But I also mentioned the backlash against international criminal justice among African states (many of which formerly championed it) after the indictment of Sudan’s President Bashir by the International Criminal Court; and “developments in Europe, where openly xenophobic parties have made significant electoral gains in many countries and have succeeded, at least partially, in influencing government policies”. 

I noted the suggestion, by “some analysts, including influential Chinese scholars” that supposedly universal norms were in fact “western”, and that with the passing of western hegemony we must expect to see non-western powers, led by China, impose a different set of norms of an essentially illiberal nature, with far less emphasis on individual rights and freedoms and far more on the absolute sovereignty of national governments, no matter how oppressive or unrepresentative they may be.
Of course I hoped “that this assessment will prove a wild exaggeration” – pointing out that, whatever the case of China (whose future political structure it would be foolish to predict too confidently), the other emerging powers – notably India, Brazil, South Africa, Indonesia, Turkey – were all democracies, with strong civil societies which set great store by human rights and humanitarian principles in domestic affairs. Therefore, I said, “it seems hard to believe that these societies will acquiesce in a ‘new world order’ based on authoritarianism, whether in the name of social and political stability or of divine law.” 
Yet for the moment, the governments of these countries were tending to side with other governments in the developing world, however repressive, rather than seeking to uphold universal principles and the rights of the oppressed beyond their own borders. How, I asked, could this trend be checked, and hopefully reversed? Who would galvanise the masses of the developing world into a concerted movement of solidarity, in which peoples would champion each other’s rights as well as their own?
I believe this paper was included in the Elders’ briefing materials for their meeting in November 2010. I’m not sure how much was said about it at that meeting, if anything, but I do know that there was a plan to hold a fuller brainstorming when they met again in the Netherlands in May 2011, with “experts” invited to join and, in some cases, to submit papers in advance.
In the end, this did not happen. The Elders decided that “they would prefer to have an internal discussion on how best to tackle this issue before involving others”. They wanted, I was told, “to have a substantive debate on the topic before deciding how to move forward on these crucial issues”. This decision was communicated to me in late March. No reason was given, but surely they must have felt that, by then, events in the Arab world – a region which, as you may have noticed, did not figure at all in my paper, apart from one reference to Sudan – had transformed the whole context of the discussion, knocking away the premise of my argument. My question, “Are universal principles still universal?”, had in effect been answered in the affirmative by the peoples of the Arab world; or at least the terms in which I had framed the issue now seemed more gloomy and alarmist than justified.
In fact I had already reached that conclusion. It didn’t matter too much to me what the Elders decided to do, but I had planned to hold the annual Board Weekend of my own organization in Salzburg, in June 2011, on the same theme – using the same title and bringing human rights advocates from different parts of the global South, including one from Sri Lanka, to discuss the same questions. But by the end of February the title had been changed to what is now the subtitle of this lecture: “Are ‘Universal Principles’ Universal After All?”, with its own subtitle, “Lessons from the Arab Revolt of 2011”.  The description still began with a brief rehearsal of the setbacks of the previous decade, but continued in much more rousing tones:

“Now, in the first months of 2011, dramatic events in the Arab world have re-focused international attention where it surely belongs: on the grievances and aspirations not of governments but of people in developing countries, especially Arab and Muslim ones.
“It is, of course, far too soon to know the final outcome of these events. Deep-rooted economic and social problems cannot be solved in a few days of political upheaval, or even in a few months of liberal institution-building and free political debate. It is entirely possible that within a short time the countries now celebrating their new-won freedom will be experiencing new forms of dictatorship – although one reason for optimism is the finding of historians that change brought about by non-violent means has a better track record of leading to lasting peace and freedom than do violent revolutions or military coups. But meanwhile, governments in the global North and South alike have been forced once again to re-examine their priorities, and to ask – as they did after 1989 – whether the sacrifice of individual rights and freedoms within a state can really ensure its stability or security, and whether states which value freedom in their domestic affairs can really further their national interest by turning a blind eye to the suppression of freedom abroad. At the same time, resistance movements throughout the world are being forced to ask themselves whether, even leaving ethical considerations to one side, carefully planned and executed non-violent strategies may not actually be more effective than violent ones in contesting and undermining the authority of a repressive regime.”
 So that was the Liberal Dream, at least such as this liberal dreamed it. The revolts in the Arab world, at least in that first dramatic phase, had brought universal principles back into the centre of world debate. One small but important sign of this is that the UN Human Rights Council has come alive. Rulers like Muammar al-Gaddafi and Bashar al-Assad are no longer its darlings but its targets. In March this year it even passed a US-sponsored resolution “Promoting reconciliation and accountability in Sri Lanka”, which requires Sri Lanka to implement the positive recommendations of its own Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC), and also requires the Government of Sri Lanka to take actions to address accountability, which that Commission’s report had largely ignored. Although the Resolution could have been much harder-hitting, it was vehemently opposed by the Government of Sri Lanka as unwarranted external interference in its internal affairs. In spite of this it passed by 24 votes to 15, with eight abstentions. I strongly suspect that, without the Arab Spring, the US would not have had the courage to propose this resolution, and countries like India and Nigeria, let alone Libya, would not have voted for it.
Of course, the Arab revolts had profound social and economic causes – is there any major political movement that does not? Of course most of those taking part were Muslims inspired at least in part by their religion, and of course Islamist parties, though they did not start the movement, were quick to involve themselves in it and likely to benefit from it, given their mass following and the fact that for some decades they had formed the only organized political opposition of any significance in the region. Yet even they, for a time, deliberately played down their specifically religious slogans, insisting rather on universal values of human dignity, freedom and justice. And this was happening in the very region of which conventional liberal wisdom had almost completely despaired – where it had appeared that petro-monarchies could indefinitely contain civil unrest with a mixture of bribery, oppression and religious legitimacy, while nominal republics controlled by military officers gradually morphing into dynasts could do the same simply by running ruthlessly efficient police states. If such methods no longer worked in the Arab world, where would they work?
Clearly these revolts posed a major challenge to the West. Western governments, and Western investors, had so far paid little more than lip service to universal values in their dealings with the developing world in general, and the Arab world in particular. Their assumptions, only briefly ruffled by the fall of communism, were 
(a) that one had no choice but to deal with those actually in power in any given state at any given time; 
(b) that the most important political desideratum in foreign countries was stability; 
(c) that stability was best assured by continuation of the status quo; and therefore 
(d) that any serious attempt to defend the rights of political opponents or encourage political change was to be avoided, since if successful it would destabilise, and if unsuccessful simply antagonize, regimes which one’s interest was, on the contrary, to preserve and to placate.
However rational and even useful these assumptions might be so long as they were borne out by the facts, they became embarrassing and costly once the facts changed – as clearly the facts began to do in the Arab world between December 2010 and February 2011. The premises of Western economic and political relations with countries in the Arab world – and, at least to some extent, in the developing world more generally – were clearly going to have to be re-thought.
I will return to the content of that re-thinking in my third lecture. But for now, please note another element in my Liberal Dream: the homage it paid to the importance of non-violent protest. In this respect, if no other, it appeared that the Arabs might be following the example of central and eastern Europe in 1989. The regimes of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak were not brought down by force of arms but by masses of largely unarmed protesters against whom, after a short trial of strength, the security forces were unwilling to use the level of violence that would have been needed to crush them. 
These movements were more or less textbook cases of how civil resistance is supposed to work. Indeed, on the day of Mubarak’s abdication I was so struck by a description in the Financial Times of the tactics that young activists had used that I could not resist sending an email to my friend Peter Ackerman, founder and president of the International Center for Nonviolent Conflict, which had been carefully honing and encouraging such tactics for a couple of decades, to ask if he had not had something to do with it. Sure enough, he immediately forwarded me another email he had received from one of the activists in Cairo, thanking him for his help and stressing the importance of training courses which his group had organized. With his permission and that of the activist in question, I passed this on to my friend and former colleague Roula Khalaf, the FT’s Middle East Editor. She interviewed the people concerned, and in due course published a story about them, as did some other western journalists. This in turn gave rise to a number of conspiracy theories, according to which the whole “Arab Spring” was engineered by American agents to serve Western interests, as well as to some understandable resentment on the part of activists not directly connected with the groups in question, who felt that those groups were unjustifiably claiming much too large a share of the credit for what had happened. 
Indeed, their role should not be exaggerated. It would be a classic orientalist mistake to imagine that Arabs were not capable of working out a strategy of non-violent resistance for themselves. The essence of such a strategy is not, as they say, rocket science. Its starting point is the simple proposition that a weapon is no use except in the hands of a person willing to use it. As a general rule, people are more willing to use weapons when they believe that, if they don’t, others will use weapons against them. There are, of course, psychopaths who enjoy killing other people for its own sake, and it is also possible to train people to fire on unarmed crowds, and to use torture. But spontaneous psychopaths are the exception rather than the rule, and an important element in the training, generally, is inculcation of the idea that one has a choice between killing or being killed, between torturing or being tortured. What the nonviolent activist has to achieve is to counteract this training by somehow convincing the person with the weapon that these are not the only choices. Thus the less threatening the protestor appears to the individual member of the security forces, the more threatening he becomes to the dictator who relies on those forces to suppress the protest. For most non-psychopaths, killing and torturing people has disadvantages – one becomes odious to society and potentially to oneself. Without a strong counter-incentive to continue, the chances that security forces will desist, and/or seek to change the government that orders them to behave in this way, are quite high.
What makes non-violent resistance difficult is that it requires great courage, strong discipline, and a capacity for cool and rational strategic thought – all of these in at least as high a degree as armed resistance. Yet in many societies there is a quite false popular perception that it shows weakness, and that armed resistance is the more manly, and also the more effective, response to oppression. People are often ready to accept that armed struggle is a long-term strategy, and to go on supporting it at great personal cost even when there are no visible positive results. But nonviolence they are ready to abandon very quickly unless it has almost immediate and overwhelming success. In the case of the Egyptian and Tunisian revolts, it did. This is certainly testimony to the courage, discipline and skill of the revolutionaries, but also to the weakness of the regimes. In one respect it is unfortunate: it created expectations of rapid success in other countries whose regimes were not quite so weak, or where circumstances were in other respects less favourable. The success of these revolts was certainly a great triumph for nonviolent action. But by making it look too easy it may also have been a setback for the use of similar tactics elsewhere.
Long before the “Arab Spring”, I had been convinced that nonviolent resistance would be the most effective strategy for the Palestinians to adopt in their struggle against Israel. The very first leader on the Palestinian issue that I wrote for The Times, in July 1973, entitled “How Not To Change Israel”, pointed out that there was a contradiction between the professed desire of the PLO (at that time) to share a single state with the Israeli Jews and its determination to keep Israel under military pressure both from neighbouring Arab states without and from “terrorism”, meaning acts of violence against civilians, within. Around that same time Said Hammami, whom I referred to earlier, had a plan to replicate the tactic of the Zionists before 1948 (dramatized in the book and film Exodus), by sailing an unarmed ship filled with Palestinian refugees, plus a good assortment of Western artists, intellectuals and clerics, into Haifa harbour. Sadly he never managed to get this operation together. Had he succeeded, I think it would have presented Israel’s government with a real dilemma, and prompted many people in the West, and perhaps some in Israel itself, to rethink their attitudes to the Palestinian problem.
The first and only time when Palestinians have adopted something like this strategy on a significant scale was in the first intifadha of 1987-88. This was not strictly a nonviolent movement, but the main “fighters” on the Palestinian side were young people throwing stones at heavily armed Israeli troops and police. In purely military terms the Israelis had overwhelmingly superior force, but politically the first intifadha was much more successful than the second one which began in September 2000, and in which the unarmed demonstrations of the first few days were quickly overtaken by suicide bombings and other violent attacks on the civilian population. Peter Ackerman memorably likened the Palestinians to an all-round athlete engaged in a contest with a muscle-bound Sumo wrestler. Allowed to choose which form of combat they will use, the all-rounder opts for Sumo wrestling. In other words, by using violence the Palestinians have chosen to engage on the territory where their opponent enjoys the biggest advantage.
Therefore, when the “Arab Spring” started, part of my Liberal Dream was that the Palestinians would learn the art of nonviolent revolution from their fellow Arabs. For a moment, in May and June last year, that appeared to be happening. Thousands of unarmed Palestinians marched on the Israeli border in Lebanon and on the ceasefire line in the Golan Heights. Israeli troops responded by opening fire, and tens of protesters were killed. Similar protests were held in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. But the movement was not sustained. I felt a great opportunity had been lost. It was absolutely to be expected that Israel would respond very harshly at first, but I find it very hard to imagine that Israel could have continued firing on unarmed Palestinians in large numbers, week after week, month after month. Neither international nor domestic Israeli opinion would have tolerated it, and the soldiers themselves would soon have refused to carry out orders.

I asked Khalil Shikaki, the renowned Palestinian pollster, why he thought this strategy had not been seriously pursued. He said that it had been discussed, but that Palestinian leaders were greatly afraid of it. They correctly anticipated that Israel would react at first with considerable brutality, and they feared that under this pressure it would not be possible for the movement to remain non-violent. Palestinians would again resort to armed attacks on a significant scale, the cycle of violence would resume, and any hope of a negotiated solution would be moved even further off. 
This analysis may well have been correct, but I find it defeatist and depressing, indeed quite eloquent about the frame of mind of the current Palestinian leadership. They have been worn down by too many failures and frustrations over the years. In fact that was already true of the exiled PLO leadership in 1988. At that time their hand had been forced by a new, more enterprising leadership that sprung up inside the occupied territories – much as, in 2011, the cautious leaders of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood were bounced into joining the protests in Tahrir Square by their movement’s more enterprising youth wing. But in the demoralised and divided Palestine of 2011 no such new leadership appeared.
The sad fact is that the stunning success of nonviolent protest movements in Tunisia and Egypt has still not been replicated in any other Arab country. And it is also true – but this seems to me much less surprising – that even in those two countries things have not gone smoothly in the succeeding months. The direction of change in both countries remains hotly debated, and to many the gains of the revolution appear meagre and precarious. Some would say the very word “revolution” – or the word “spring” for that matter – is not appropriate to these events at all. In my next lecture I will turn my attention to the less liberal and more nightmarish aspects of what some wags have taken to calling “the Arab change of season”.
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