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The “Arab Spring” and the World

Reflections on recent events in the Middle East

3. What Role for Outsiders? 
(Thursday 22 November)
In my first lecture last week I tried to explain, by telling my own story, the global context in which the “Arab Spring” occurred, and what might be at stake in it for the wider world. On Monday I narrowed my focus to look in more detail at events in the region since the uprisings began, and particularly at the tortuous interaction between Sunni and Shia Muslims through which, in the eastern part of the Arab world, the revolutionary current has been channelled. 
Today, in my final lecture, I propose to broaden the focus again. Since we in the wider world do have a stake in the outcome of events in the Middle East, how have we reacted to them? Can we influence their course? Should we seek to do so, and if so, how? 
First, let me look at the role of the international media in framing and interpreting events. I have thought a good deal about this, because I had to deal with it earlier in the year, when the BBC Trust asked me to review BBC coverage of what they delicately called “the events known as ‘the Arab Spring’”. The way it is done – especially, of course, in media which have a global reach and are beamed back into the region they are covering – may influence the way people within the region behave. It may also encourage or discourage other forms of external intervention or involvement that I will come to later.
Quite a few commentators have suggested that the very phrase “Arab Spring” is misleading, and that from the start the media reported these events within the framework of a preconceived “narrative”, which gave the public a wrong impression of what was actually happening. 
Possibly the most radical statement of this view appeared last year as a chapter entitled “The ‘Arab Spring’ Did Not Take Place” in a book, Mirage in the Desert? Reporting the ‘Arab Spring’, edited by John Mair and Richard Lance Keeble.
 The author, Kevin Marsh, is a former Executive Editor of the BBC College of Journalism and former Editor of the Today programme. His critique is essentially twofold, and concerns both halves of the phrase “Arab Spring”.  The use of the word “Arab”, he suggests, conveys a false sense of uniformity, implying that the Arab world, or the countries where Arabic is the majority language, form a cultural and political continuum within which politics follows a single pattern, and thus that the various protests, revolts, conflicts and upheavals going on in these countries during 2011 all formed part of a single political phenomenon, whereas in fact they were highly disparate events arising mainly from local causes, and each followed its own distinct course. The word “spring”, for its part, conveys an implicit expectation that these revolts and protests betoken a change for the better, and therefore should be welcomed and encouraged, if not actively supported, by the rest of the world.
It is worth noting, however, that most alternatives that have been suggested are open to the same objections – for instance, “Arab Awakening”, which has the additional disadvantage of being liable to cause confusion with the quite different period of Arab history covered by George Antonius’s book with that title. 

There has been a similar argument about the use of the word “revolution”, which was criticized on the grounds that the immediate effect of the changes, particularly in Egypt, turned out to be less sweeping than at first appeared, with the high command of the armed forces keeping power firmly in its own hands. This seems to me a somewhat pedantic objection, relying on a more precise and restrictive definition of  “revolution” than is reflected in its use in everyday speech. When many thousands of citizens are mobilised in the streets of the capital for weeks on end, and succeed in forcing the departure of a man who has ruled the country for several decades, to most of us that looks and smells like a revolution – and that was certainly how very large numbers of those taking part described it. Moreover, we should remember that most of the great revolutions of history have taken years to run their course. It is hardly scientific to deny an event the status of revolution just because not everything has changed on day one. At least one should reserve judgement.

Did the media in fact, by using this term, imply a positive judgement about the outcome? That depends on what view one takes of revolutions in general – a point on which opinions are surely divided. Some of us, like the young Wordsworth, may associate the word with excitement and the prospect of change for the better - “bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, but to be young was very heaven”. Others might remember that, by the time he wrote the poem (whose title is “The French Revolution as It Appeared to Enthusiasts at Its Commencement”), Wordsworth himself had become disillusioned with radicalism, and now associated revolution with bloodshed, destruction and disorder. The commencement is not the whole; the dawn is not the day; the spring is not the year. So I would say that use of the word “revolution” leaves the reader or audience free to make their own choice.
In any case, journalism is not an exercise in simply relaying raw and untreated “facts” to the audience. On the contrary, and perhaps especially when dealing with international news, the role of the journalist is to select and present the facts in a way that enables the audience to follow and understand them. This cannot be done without some sort of framework – if you will, a “narrative” – and therefore the construction of such a framework by journalists should not be treated as if it were a sin in itself. The right questions to ask are (a) whether the narrative offered is on the whole plausible and compatible with the facts, and (b) whether the audience is enabled at least to glimpse the possibility of alternative ways of framing the story.

On the first point, it hardly seems perverse for journalists to have made a connection between events happening in different Arab countries at more or less the same time, or to have expressed this connection by using phrases containing the word “Arab”. Nor can it be denied that many of these events marked a sharp break with the recent past in the region, which – as shown, for instance, by the “Arab Human Development Reports” to which I referred last week – had indeed been characterized by political stability, a lack of basic freedoms such as those of expression and association, and slow rates of economic and social development compared to other parts of the world. Also, while clearly there were specific local factors operating in each Arab country, it was equally clear that activists and protesters in each Arab country followed what was going on in the others, especially on the satellite TV stations, and were encouraged, if not inspired, by each other’s successes. The media would have done no service at all to their audience by ignoring or marginalising these important facts. 
It is perhaps worth quoting the view of a distinguished professor in this university – Eugene Rogan, author of The Arabs: A History – when interviewed on Radio 4’s Today programme on 1 February 2011. Asked whether he agreed with an assessment by the BBC’s correspondent based in Cairo, Jon Leyne, comparing the current events to the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Dr Rogan replied:

This is clearly a historic moment of tectonic proportions. I might go back to the events of 1989 rather than the fall of the Ottoman Empire to find a good parallel ... the events that led to the fall of dictatorships in Eastern Europe and the rise of democracies there. And I think that’s very much the parallel that the Arabs are comparing themselves to... It’s been incredibly exciting to see people in the Arab world asserting their rights to representative government and taking the fear out of public life... Egypt is a huge domino. To see someone like Hosni Mubarak being displaced by popular movements [note that the interview was recorded ten days before Mubarak actually resigned] well, it’s really your Erich Honecker moment, when East Germany falls and you realise there isn’t a stalwart bastion to keep the old system together. Yes I would expect to see countries like Sudan, the Yemen – I’m really watching what happens in Libya and Algeria with great interest. I think that we could see 2011 prove to be the revolutionary year of the Middle East... I think it would be the beginning of the Arab renaissance that people in the region have been calling for, where they might actually aspire to a level of dignity and of development that would meet their aspirations as people who were at the very heart of the Mediterranean world.
When one of the leading academic experts on the region expresses himself in these terms, it would surely be strange if the media did not adopt some such narrative framework as a way of conveying to their audience the significance of what was happening. 
It is fair to note, though, that in the course of the same interview Dr Rogan did also say: “we are facing the morning-after question, of what kind of government is going to follow these revolutions, and whether the people are going to get something to reward the sacrifices they’ve made to this point.” Perhaps the media should have given more attention to that side of the argument, and to other experts who might have insisted more on the diversity of the Arab world, stressing that behind a few common slogans the protesters in different Arab countries had different agendas, while the regimes, even if none of them could be described as liberal or democratic, were also different in nature, ranging from deeply entrenched monarchies with a degree of religious legitimacy to thinly disguised military dictatorships with long experience of playing off different tribal or confessional groups against each other; and that therefore the outcome of events was likely also to vary widely from one Arab country to another. In those early days, many correspondents were prone to described whatever event they were witnessing as “a symptom of the tornado sweeping across this region”, or words to that effect. With hindsight, perhaps this narrative should have been questioned more closely, but it was inevitably a powerful one – all the more so for being espoused at the time by many highly articulate Arabs, as well as Western academics. 
To a certain extent, journalists are inescapably – one could say structurally – biased in their coverage of any struggle between government and opposition, and the more authoritarian the government appears, the more this is true. Governments seek to control information, and often to withhold it, while their opponents seek the oxygen of publicity, and especially the ear of the international media. Journalists, and especially foreign journalists, thus find themselves at odds with governments, while sharing an interest with oppositions. They would be almost superhuman if this did not in some degree affect their sympathies as they observe and report the struggle.

Once the struggle takes a violent form, there is an additional problem. Journalists can no longer come and go easily between the parties – they are obliged to remain physically on one side or the other for a significant period of time. This means that they have to accept either being shepherded around by government “minders”, or the guidance and protection of activists and rebel fighters. And between these two experiences there is no true symmetry. The former generally breeds irritation and resentment, while the latter creates sentiments of gratitude, camaraderie, and often horror or even guilt at the pain and suffering witnessed. It can seem callous and inhuman in such circumstances to remain a cool, impartial observer, rather than engage in advocacy on behalf of those whose dangers one has shared.

To these hoary truisms must now be added another observation resulting from recent technological change. In media history, the “Arab Spring” will be remembered mainly for the explosion of “UGC” (user-generated content – essentially amateur audio and video material) and the fact that for much of the story this was the only first-hand source available to the international news media. 
For several years before Mohamed Bouazizi set himself alight, the role of the “citizen journalist” had been widely debated among media professionals and scholars. It had become clear that, at a time when fewer and fewer “traditional” news organizations could afford to maintain extensive networks of professional journalists and cameramen around the world, technology had placed in the hands of “ordinary” people the capacity to film and record events as they were happening, and transmit them around the world in a matter of minutes, or even seconds. The iconic example of this was the photograph of the dying student, shot (in both senses) during the demonstrations that followed the 2009 election in Iran, which is said to have been on President Obama’s desk within 15 minutes.

Yet nothing had quite prepared us for the sheer volume of amateur footage of street protests, and of violence used to repress them, combined with the inaccessibility of much of the action for independent professional media, which has characterized the Arab Spring.

Indeed one might say that, combined with the existence of satellite TV channels able and willing to transmit these images, it has made the Arab Spring. Without those endlessly repeated jumpy images of crowds marching, crowds chanting, people running, falling, bleeding, and smoke rising from buildings, how many Arabs would have known that there was an Arab Spring, and felt emboldened to take part in it? 

If that question is unanswerable, another admits of only one answer: can we, the outside world, imagine the Arab Spring without those images? Surely not. UGC has not simply made the story more vivid, more exciting, more telegenic. It has been the story, or at very least has transformed its nature.

Yet many in the international media have been slow to grasp the fact that, by its nature, UGC tends to come overwhelmingly from opposition activists, and thus to reinforce the perception that they are on the side of the angels, their opponents on the other. Most of the people generating it are not neutral bystanders or aspiring journalists, but citizens with a strong interest in the outcome. They are not necessarily representative of the population – nor can one assume that all social and political groups are equally media-savvy. These pictures do not become available on YouTube and other social media by accident, but because those who film and post them desperately need and want “the world” to see and hear their story, which means of course their side of the story. Increasingly, they understand the need to prove their authenticity, and have become more sophisticated in finding ways to do that. But the same sophistication can be used to “improve” the image they are trying to convey. 

A good example appeared earlier this year on Al Jazeera’s media programme, “Listening Post”, showing how easy it is for activists to give an urban landscape the appearance of having been subjected to heavy shelling, simply by burning a few tyres. Yet Al Jazeera’s own reporting, especially on its Arabic channel, has often been quite uncritical in its use of this kind of material.

Like all wars, the wars of the Arab Spring are being fought on the information and propaganda front; and just as advances in military technology give advantage now to offence, now to defence, so there is a premium for the side which is ahead in understanding and applying the latest developments in information technology. At least in the first phase of the Arab Spring, that advantage lay with opposition activists, but some regimes – notably the Syrian – have been catching up, learning for instance how to infiltrate and manipulate the email accounts, blogs and tweets of some of their opponents. (It was also partly by using quite sophisticated techniques of media manipulation that the Sudanese government was able to nip its own revolution in the bud in the spring of last year. According to an American reporter, “pro-government agents infiltrated anti-government sites, spreading disinformation and looking to triangulate the identities of the chief organizers. They’d barrage Facebook pages with pornography, then report the pages to Facebook for violating the rules.”
)
UGC is evidently here to stay as a major component of news coverage. It contributes to a strong sense of emotional engagement for audiences, and also brings an important sense of the reality of the front line, which can contribute to perceptions of accuracy, if audiences are convinced that broadcasters have made the appropriate checks. Ignoring or banning it is not an option. The sheer volume of the material, and in many cases its nature, often give it overall credibility even when individual items are not fully verifiable – and the story it tells can be very important. The fact that UGC generally enables the public to see conflict through the eyes of opposition activists, rather than governments, seems an inescapable fact of life, and there is no obvious solution – other than to make sure that concerns about source material are fully shared with the audience.

To sum up, the international media have played a role in all these events, and on balance this role has been favourable to the forces of political change. But external media have not, by and large, played this role in such a conscious or deliberate way as the satellite TV channels within the region, such as Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya. By contrast, there have been many attempts to influence events more directly. 
In the late 20th century the Arab countries taken together became the world’s most important source of energy, and some of them became very wealthy as a result. All foreign powers came to have a strategic and commercial interest in cultivating good relations with the Arab oil and gas exporting countries – essentially those bordering the Persian Gulf, plus Libya and Algeria – cultivating them not only as energy suppliers but also as consumers of all kinds of goods and services, and as investors. Regional stability also required them to take an interest in the poorer Arab countries which bordered Israel and/or faced Europe across the Mediterranean. Most of these became major recipients of foreign aid.
All these interactions were, and are, only possible for foreign countries which have close relations with the government in power at the time in the Arab country concerned – unless they were prepared to invade it and overthrow the government as the US and UK did in Iraq in 2003, with the results that we know. So all foreign powers were in some degree complicit with the pre-2010 status quo in the Arab world; and this has now become an embarrassment for those which claim to espouse values of democracy, human rights, etc. But it is fair to ask how much choice they really had.

The answer is that they had some choice in deciding which countries to engage, and some choice in the degree and nature of the engagement they pursued. This applies to governments, but also to companies and institutions, including educational ones. Quite a few Western universities and museums have now established branches or campuses in the Arab Gulf states. The case for these has generally been made in terms of promoting cultural exchange and enabling host countries to benefit from the guest institution’s experience, expertise and high professional standards. But it has hardly been a secret that the primary attraction for the guest institutions has almost invariably been financial. Elite education and culture do not come cheap, and Western governments are less and less able or willing to cover the cost. The chance to cultivate states or individuals who are interested, and who have almost unlimited funds at their disposal, is not one that any vice-chancellor or museum director can lightly pass up.
Yet such investments do not come without risk, as the experience of the London School of Economics with the Gaddafi family all too painfully illustrates. From 2003 onwards Muammar Gaddafi and the Libyan government embarked on “a diplomatic initiative to reposition themselves as legitimate and constructive players on a global stage”, notably by agreeing to pay reparations for the destruction of a Pan Am airliner over Lockerbie in 1988 and announcing that Libya was relinquishing all weapons of mass destruction. In effect, Gaddafi was seeking to move himself into the same category as the Arab Gulf rulers, and this was more or less accepted by Western governments. LSE followed suit, not only accepting money from the foundation led by Gaddafi’s son Saif al-Islam, but also admitting Saif as a student and in due course granting him a PhD. When the Libyan revolution broke out in February 2011 these decisions came under intense public scrutiny, which led to the resignation of the School’s Director. 
His successor, Professor Craig Calhoun, has examined the issues raised by these events in a long and thoughtful article, written before his appointment but published after it. 
 While it is clear – especially with the benefit of hindsight – that LSE made several serious errors in its handling of the relationship, it is equally clear that some of the dilemmas involved have to be faced by virtually all major Western academic institutions in the current climate.  While conceding that “sometimes possible funders should be rejected out of hand on the basis of ethical questions about the provenance of their wealth or reputational risk”, Calhoun also suggests that “it is good that universities provide education and support research in China and Saudi Arabia” and even that “we should wish there were more opportunities in Iran and Zimbabwe.” But his main conclusion is that “academic decisions should not be based solely on predictions of whether a country is changing for the better or a particular project will help that process along. They should also and crucially be based on whether chosen actions advance core missions of education, research, and intellectual debate.”
The advent of the “Arab Spring” has certainly not ended these dilemmas. After all, it has so far only brought about a change of government in four Arab countries out of 22. And even in those four, as we saw on Monday, it cannot be assumed that everything is now going in the right direction and all we need to do is “help the process along”. Perhaps for a time we shall have fewer temptations to trim our academic or cultural programmes to the taste of Libyan donors, but certainly we are under pressure to reward or encourage progress towards democracy by giving financial assistance to all four countries as they seek to navigate their post-revolutionary crises. 
Only yesterday the Financial Times carried a report that “Egypt has reached an initial agreement with the International Monetary Fund for a $4.8bn loan widely seen as crucial to salvaging its damaged economy after almost two years of political turbulence”, and that this deal “is key to unblocking a wider financial package of assistance from a range of external donors that totals $14.5bn”. Of course it does not come without conditions, including a reduction of energy subsidies and increases in taxation. All this is no doubt necessary and on balance valuable, if the government can make it work. But for those of us who have observed Egypt’s affairs over the past three or four decades it has a definite feeling of déjà vu. One can seldom be sure that giving aid to governments, even elected governments, is the best way to advance the interests of the people or an agenda of freedom and sustainable development. Nor can one feel confident that major new arms deals with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia are necessarily the best way for the UK to export its way out of recession. A large chunk of the cost of such deals always seems to be shouldered by taxpayers in the exporting country, and some of us have not forgotten the massive arms deals with Iran in the 1970s, which had to be written off after the revolution.
One of the ironies of the situation is that, while governments which are the product of more open societies, or engaged in the process of opening them, are arguably more deserving of foreign assistance, they also make it easier for that assistance to be given directly to other elements in society, rather than being necessarily channelled through the state. So would-be donors have more choices to make. They may often prefer to direct their assistance to civil society institutions, to independent media, or even to political parties, including those in opposition, on the grounds that in this way they improve the opportunities for people in the receiving country to make their own political choices, while also reducing the risk that their aid will go to waste through bureaucratic mismanagement or corruption. Yet the more they make such choices, the more they lay themselves open to the charge of seeking to impose their own agenda and interfering in a country against the wishes of its sovereign government.

I already mentioned, in my first lecture, one specific form of such assistance, namely the advice and training in strategies of civil resistance provided to activists in various countries, including Egypt, by the International Center for Nonviolent Conflict. In fact the ICNC was by no means alone. A significant range of Egyptian non-governmental organisations have been funded directly or indirectly by the US National Endowment for Democracy, the Congressionally funded body tasked with promoting democratic values and practices around the world. The director of one such group, the Ibn Khaldun Centre, Saadeddin Ibrahim, had spent time in prison under Mubarak, accused of embezzling funds provided by the European Union – even though the EU sent a representative to testify at his trial that it was fully satisfied with the way its money had been spent and accounted for. It was fairly clear that Dr Ibrahim’s real crime was to have taught Egyptians how to observe whether elections were being properly conducted, and the fact that he had accepted European assistance to carry out this work made it easier for the government to claim that he was the agent of a foreign conspiracy to subvert Egyptian sovereignty.
It was therefore rather disappointing to find that in the immediate aftermath of Mubarak’s overthrow, attacks on foreign-funded NGOs increased rather than diminished. Indeed, a few months after the Egyptian revolution the mere fact of having attended a conference or training course in Serbia (another country with recent experience of bringing down a dictator through nonviolent resistance) became an accusation levelled at certain activists.  And in the winter of 2011-2012 the Egyptian military government tried to crack down on these groups more systematically. Forty-three pro-democracy activists, including nearly 20 US citizens, were put on trial on charges of working illegally in Egypt, provoking a temporary crisis in relations between Egypt and the US. 

Khaled Fahmy, a professor of history at the American University in Cairo, admitted in an article in Egypt Independent that “many Egyptians seem to have bought the official line that this was a long-overdue move aimed at subjecting foreign NGOs to local legislation and thus correcting a momentarily injured Egyptian sovereignty”. But, he went on to note, the “crusade against NGOs” was led by Fayza Abouelnaga, the minister of planning and of international cooperation, who “for ten years … has been faithful to Mubarak, loyally serving him as minister and passionately defending him and his policies in numerous international forums”. The Supreme Council of the Armed Forces evidently found her campaign useful in its attempt to discredit liberal activists who were challenging its arbitrary rule, but in the end could not afford itself to risk losing $1.5bn of official US aid, much of it military. The American pro-democracy workers were allowed to leave Egypt after posting bail, and the incident seems to have blown over.
Not the least interesting aspect of the affair was that the conspiracy theories it fed into, according to which the whole “Arab Spring” was a devious Western plot aimed at weakening Arab governments – including, somewhat bizarrely, those which had been most visibly dependent on Western support – and distracting attention from the Palestinian problem, are popular not only in parts of the Arab world but also on left-wing American websites and among liberal critics of US foreign and security policy. For instance Stanley Meisler, a veteran US journalist and enthusiastic supporter of the United Nations, wrote in the Los Angeles Times that “the Egyptian furor over such seemingly idealistic work may strike us as wild and idiotic, but in fact, the Egyptians have a right to be suspicious.” He traced the origins of the National Endowment for Democracy back to the Cold War, and various clumsy American attempts to interfere in the domestic politics even of allied democracies like France. And even some Americans who themselves were very active in promoting democracy around the world, such as Aryeh Neier, then president of George Soros’s Open Society Institute, expressed intense irritation with the triumphalism of the NED and its neo-conservative president, Carl Gershman, who they felt had queered the pitch for more responsible activists by trying to claim public credit for their role in the Arab Spring.
To my mind, this strengthens the case for a longstanding hobbyhorse of mine, which is the need for some generally accepted norms governing peaceful involvement by outsiders in the affairs of a sovereign country. It seems to me that in a globalised world, where people living in different countries and continents are constantly interacting with each other – transferring money, sending emails and tweets, beaming television pictures, searching websites, every day of the year and every minute of the day – without their governments being involved in any way, to suggest that assistance to groups in one country from like-minded groups, or indeed governments, in another country can never be given without the permission of the government of the receiving country is simply anachronistic. Apart from the unfortunate North Koreans, we no longer live in the world, which I can still remember, where before going on holiday abroad I had to take my passport to the bank and have it stamped with the amount of foreign currency that I had been issued. Neither social nor economic nor political relations across frontiers can be confined to what governments approve. We all have friends in foreign countries: we have the right to help them if we want to, and they have the right to receive our help – or vice versa. Indeed, I call this principle The Right To Help, which seems nicely to capture its two-sided nature. If “help” is taken as a verb, it means my right to help you, or yours to help me. But it could also be a noun, in which case it means my right to receive help from you, or yours to receive it from me.
Yet it doesn’t seem to me that this right can or should be absolute. By and large we do accept it as normal that countries have regulations governing foreign investment. We do not on the whole think it desirable that all the news media in a country should fall under foreign control, and we accept that many countries have legislation to prevent that. Similarly, we feel uncomfortable if a rich country, or an individual or corporation based in a rich country, spends large sums of money in a poor country on the election campaign of a particular party or candidate. We do not find it unreasonable if the poor country forbids that. 
In other words, this is an area in which lines can be, and probably need to be, drawn. And it would be good if they were drawn according to some generally accepted principles, so that everyone knew where they stood. The particulars of each country’s legislation or regulation would be for it to decide. But in doing so it should respect these internationally accepted principles. The list should not be too long or too detailed or complicated. But it should be clear, and generally accepted as fair and reasonable. 

This in fact was another of my Salzburg projects that never came to fruition. I thought I could gather a group of experts together in Salzburg to hammer out these principles, and then get a group of generally respected elder statesmen and women from different parts of the world to endorse them, so that they would not be seen as being dictated by one part of the world to the rest, but something that was fair and workable in all countries and all cultures. 
I did not imagine that these principles would be formally adopted by the UN General Assembly or any such inter-governmental body – or anyway not in the near future. But I did think that they could acquire a degree of moral authority, and perhaps an indirectly binding force, through conditionality. In this I was inspired by the Sullivan Principles, which governed investment in South Africa in the later years of apartheid. They did not have legally binding force in themselves but, for instance, states or local authorities were able to refer to them in their procurement policies, so that the cost of not observing them for a large corporation could be quite high. So I thought a government might be able to say that it would permit foreign NGOs to work within its jurisdiction “provided they observe the Salzburg Principles” – or an aid agency might agree to work with a government on the same understanding. At least the principles would help establish where the moral high ground is located in a given dispute. In some cases an NGO accused of acting as an agent of foreign interests, and in others a government accused of adopting an unduly restrictive policy on cross-border transactions, would be able to strengthen its position if it could say “we are acting in strict conformity with the Salzburg Principles”. I do not think it should make a difference whether the assistance comes from official or unofficial foreign sources – if only because in many cases it would be hard to tell which it was. The principles should relate to such things as the purpose on which the money is spent, and whether it is managed in a transparent and accountable way; and they should apply equally whatever the ultimate source.
Alas, I never found the relatively small amount of money that would have been needed to make the project happen. Decidedly, fundraising is not my forte! But for the purposes of this lecture, my point is that foreign assistance to institutions and NGOs within Arab countries is not in itself illegitimate, and that in at least some of them it is possible. In Tunisia and Morocco, for instance, the Council of Europe has this year been able to set up new schools of political studies without causing major controversy.

But it needs to be undertaken with great care and sensitivity to the cultural and political context. The analogy with central and eastern Europe after 1989 is for this purpose at best an imperfect one, and at worst dangerously misleading. In that case there was a clear and more or less consensual objective throughout the region – to embrace Western models of economic and political organization and to join Western international institutions, especially the EU and NATO. For Arab countries the latter option is not on offer, and the West is by no means generally regarded as either a model or an ally. For many Arabs, indeed, it is quite the opposite.
A much graver dilemma arises, however, when conflicts take a violent form, and particularly when civilian populations become the victims. It was with this in mind that heads of state and government from all over the world, gathered at the United Nations World Summit in 2005, adopted the doctrine of the “responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity”, now commonly abbreviated to “R2P”. They identified this responsibility as belonging to “each individual State”, but declared that the international community also had a responsibility to help, “through the United Nations”, by using “appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means”; and that they were “prepared to take collective action, in a timely and decisive manner, through the Security Council, in accordance with the Charter, including Chapter VII [the chapter under which the Security Council can use force], on a case-by-case basis and in cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, should peaceful means be inadequate and national authorities are manifestly failing to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity”.

All 15 members of the Security Council certainly had this doctrine in mind – even if they momentarily lost their grip of English grammar – when, on 26 February 2011, they unanimously adopted Resolution 1970, which explicitly invoked the “Libyan authorities’ responsibility to protect its population”. This resolution included a comprehensive package of coercive measures – an arms embargo, asset freezes, travel bans and referral of the situation to the International Criminal Court – aimed at persuading Gaddafi to stop killing his people.
Three weeks later, on 17 March, the Council passed Resolution 1973, authorizing Member States “to take all necessary measures… to protect civilians and civilian populated areas under threat of attack in the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, including Benghazi, while excluding a foreign occupation force of any form on any part of Libyan territory”. This time it was not unanimous: ten members supported the resolution while five – Brazil, China, Germany, India and Russia – abstained. On 19 March the US, UK and France began implementing the resolution with a massive bombardment of Libyan air defences and military hardware, and especially of Gaddafi’s forces outside Benghazi.
In Resolution 1973 the Council not only reiterated (correcting its grammar) “the responsibility of the Libyan authorities to protect the Libyan population”, but went on to express its own “determination to ensure the protection of civilians and civilian populated areas”. By “deploring the failure of the Libyan authorities to comply” with its previous resolution, “condemning the gross and systematic violation of human rights, including arbitrary detentions, enforced disappearances, torture and summary executions”, and “considering that the widespread and systematic attacks currently taking place in the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya against the civilian population may amount to crimes against humanity,” the Council was clearly saying that the condition for “collective action” laid down by the World Summit in 2005, namely that Libya’s national authorities were “manifestly failing” to protect their population, had been fulfilled. And therefore it was itself taking that action, “in a timely and decisive manner”, as the instrument of all Member States.
Was this the right way to deal with the crisis, and did the subsequent action by a NATO-led coalition fall within the terms of the Council’s resolution? These are two distinct questions, both of which have been hotly debated since. In answer to the first, it has been argued that the logic of R2P drove the Council to move too fast towards military action, without adequately exploring the scope for a negotiated solution to the crisis. Yet the fact is that the situation on the ground was moving extremely fast, and the threats uttered by Gaddafi against the population of Benghazi were all too explicit. If the Council felt it had a responsibility to protect that population, it had to act fast. 
Unquestionably, it is true that the Council had taken no such action to protect the Tamil population in Sri Lanka in 2009, nor has it done so to protect the population of Syria, even though in both cases the death toll is much higher than it was in Libya at the moment when intervention was decided. I would agree that it was too passive in the former case, and has shown a lamentable disunity of purpose in the latter. But I doubt whether in either case a comparable use of military force by Member States was politically or militarily practicable. And in the report of the International Commission which first formulated the notion of the Responsibility to Protect, in 2001, it is clearly stated that one of the criteria for military intervention is “a reasonable chance of success”: “Military intervention is not justified if actual protection cannot be achieved, or if the consequences of embarking upon the intervention are likely to be worse than if there is no action at all.” I would argue that this is precisely the case in Syria, but was not the case in Libya. In Libya the Council had a rare chance to act “in a timely and decisive manner”, with reasonable prospect of success, and would have failed in its responsibility if it had not done so.
On the second question, whether the action taken by Member States was in conformity with the terms of the resolution, the main argument has been that the intervening forces did not confine themselves to protecting the civilian population, but quickly moved on to a more ambitious political objective, namely the removal of Colonel Gaddafi from power. Personally I believe this was defensible, and probably it should be made explicit that once the international community gets to the point of using force to protect a people from atrocities committed by its own government, it is no longer realistic to imagine that they can be sustainably protected so long as that government remains in power. 
But clearly many of those who supported the resolution, or allowed it to pass, had not reached that conclusion, and even the leaders of the intervening powers were, at least to start with, ambivalent about it. In a joint op-ed article published around the world on 15 April the three main ones – Prime Minister Cameron and Presidents Obama and Sarkozy – tried to have it both ways, arguing that:
Our duty and mandate under UN Security Council Resolution 1973 is to protect civilians, and we are doing that. It is not to remove Qaddafi by force. But it is impossible to imagine a future for Libya with Qaddafi in power. It is unthinkable that someone who has tried to massacre his own people can play a part in their future government. The brave citizens of those towns that have held out against forces that have been mercilessly targeting them would face a fearful vengeance if the world accepted such an arrangement. It would be an unconscionable betrayal.
In other words, in order to provide any genuine and lasting protection for Libyan civilians it was necessary for Gaddafi to be removed, and while the intervening powers might not directly remove him themselves, they were helping the opposition forces who would do it. Their logic was consummated six months later when NATO bombed or strafed the convoy of vehicles in which Gaddafi was leaving the town of Sirte, though allegedly without realising he was in it – and this led directly to his capture and extrajudicial execution.
Certainly the manner of his end was legally and morally deplorable, and NATO cannot escape some share of responsibility. Politically, however, the problem was that the international consensus behind the intervention had long since shattered. Russia and China, along with much of the non-Arab developing world, suffered an acute case of buyer’s remorse, and felt that NATO had somehow pulled a fast one on them. This feeling has undoubtedly coloured the arguments over Syria, and contributed to the paralysis that afflicts the international community in confronting that crisis. 
But it is far from being the only factor. For the reasons I referred to in my last lecture, the Syrian civil war is proving to be the “problem from hell” for all of Syria’s neighbours, including its non-Arab neighbour, Turkey. 
There is an element of irony in this, or perhaps of poetic justice. Turkish leaders have had a somewhat condescending attitude to Syria ever since 1516, when the Ottoman Sultan Selim the Grim conquered it by defeating the Egyptian Mamluks. When his successor lost it 400 years later, to a British army with Arab auxiliaries, the Turks largely turned away from the Arab world, which they considered had stabbed them in the back. The exception was that they maintained their claim to the Syrian Sanjak of Alexandretta, which bordered Turkey on the north-eastern corner of the Mediterranean, and had a 38 per cent Turkish-speaking minority. In the late 1930s they were able to wrest this territory from France as the price of Turkish neutrality in World War II. It is now the Turkish province of Hatay, though this is not recognised on Syrian maps.
Later in the 20th century the Turks maintained an alliance with Israel, as a way of keeping Arab nationalism in check, and largely ignored both Syrian and Iraqi interests when building a system of high dams on the upper waters of the Euphrates and Tigris. During Hafez al-Assad’s 30-year rule over Syria, Turkey was the only foreign country that succeeded in humiliating him, when in 1998 it used an open threat of war to force him to expel Abdullah Öcalan, founder of the banned Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), from Syrian territory.
It is only since the Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power in Turkey in 2002 that the country has developed a new Middle Eastern policy, seeking to cultivate close relations with Arab countries and play a leading role in the region. Improved relations with Syria were a cornerstone of this policy, and Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan was able to forge what appeared to be a close friendship with the younger Assad – the two leaders even went on holiday together with their families. Joint cabinet meetings and military exercises were held. Visa requirements were lifted, border gates expanded and a new crossing built, helping to triple trade in three years.
The Turks appear to have accepted Bashar al-Assad’s self-image as the representative of a new Arab generation and at least a potential reformer, who could sail before the winds of democratic change rather than be blown away by them. When the protest movement got going in Syria in the spring of 2011, they strongly advised him to meet it half way, or even get ahead of it, rather than resort to a brutal security crackdown. They were correspondingly disappointed when his promised reforms turned out to be little more than rhetoric, while his security forces were given free rein to drown the uprising in blood, by much the same methods that his father and uncle had used against the Muslim Brotherhood in the early 1980s. 
In a three-and-a-half-hour meeting in May and a six-hour one in early August last year, Erdogan and his foreign minister Ahmet Davutoglu respectively made last-ditch efforts to persuade Assad to change tack. In hindsight, their expectation that he would listen to them was probably naïve. Having friendly relations with neighbours does not mean you will necessarily take their advice on a matter of domestic security, on which you may reasonably consider yourself the expert, and in which the stakes are far higher for you than for them. None the less, the Turkish leaders were exasperated, and decided to join some of their other friends and allies – notably Saudi Arabia, Qatar and (somewhat more hesitantly) the US, France and Britain – in concluding that Assad’s days were numbered, and the sooner he relinquished power the better. The issue was more urgent for them than for these other allies because refugees from the fighting in Syria began to cross the Turkish border in large numbers. Soon, Turkey allowed the “Free Syrian Army”, composed of defectors from Assad’s armed forces, to establish itself on Turkish soil, and allowed weapons, mainly from Qatar, to be smuggled across the Syrian border. 
In the eyes of much of the world, Assad has totally discredited himself by resorting not only to mass killings and torture but also to heavy bombardment of almost every city in his own country, whenever and wherever the opposition has established temporary control. But the hard core of his security forces remains loyal, as does the bulk of the Alawi community from which that hard core is drawn, while many other Syrians, especially but not exclusively members of other minorities, continue to regard him as the lesser evil. Outside Syria, Iran and Hezbollah continue to support him, and so (more tentatively) does the Shiite government in Baghdad – but Hamas, which had become his main Palestinian protégé, has removed itself from Damascus and sided with its fellow Muslim Brothers. As I noted on Monday, the eastern Arab word appears now divided more and more along a Sunni-Shia fault-line, even though the government in Damascus is not aligned with Twelver Shi’ism in any religious or ideological sense. 

This sectarian divide is now affecting Turkey, too. The majority of Turks are Sunni Muslims, and the outlook of the ruling AKP is certainly rooted in Sunni Islam. Yet there is no evidence that any of its leaders set out to base their Middle East policy on the Sunni-Shia divide. On the contrary, they sought good relations with all their neighbours, including Syria and Iran. But having stumbled into a confrontation with Assad, they are now aligned with his Sunni opponents. The more this confrontation looks like escalating into actual conflict, the less popular it is in Turkey, so that the government now finds itself on the wrong side of public opinion. Fear of war and dislike of the Syrian opposition certainly cut across confessional boundaries in Turkey, but Turkey does have a Shi’ite minority (confusingly known as “Alevis”, but quite distinct from the much smaller Arabic-speaking Alawi community who live close to the Syrian border and are known as Nusairis); and this minority has a history of supporting secularism – as religious minorities in many countries do, for obvious reasons. It is therefore predominantly hostile to the AKP, which is seen as seeking to reintroduce Islam (meaning in practice Sunni Islam) into Turkish public life, and tends to support the opposition Republican People’s Party, which seeks to defend the secularist legacy of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. 

The current leader of that party, Kemal Kilicdaroglu, is himself an Alevi. As a good secularist, he maintains that this fact is of no political importance. “I always refused to do politics on ethnic identities and religion,” he is on record as saying. “I am an Alevi. Since when is it a crime to be Alevi in this country?” The answer is that it is not a crime, but that there is a temptation, for supporters of a beleaguered government, to hint that their opponents are disloyal for sectarian reasons. 
Meanwhile Bashar al-Assad, after Erdogan compared him to Gaddafi and even Hitler, has hit back by claiming that Erdogan “personally thinks that he is the new sultan … and he can control the region as it was during the Ottoman Empire under a new umbrella. In his heart he thinks he is a caliph.” Assad made this claim in an interview with the Russian “RT” news channel. Russia certainly feels no affinity with Shi’ism. Its support for Assad stems partly from a desire to maintain a strategic foothold in the region (though this might perhaps have been better served by cultivating Assad’s likely successors), and probably more from determination not to let Western-dictated regime change become a global norm. Yet it finds itself giving airtime to a view which essentially presents the circle of Assad’s enemies as an alliance of Sunni powers seeking to restore the Ottoman caliphate. Similarly the West opposes Assad partly out of revulsion at the brutality of his regime, and partly out of desire to keep in with the Sunni monarchies of the Gulf which provide it with reliable oil and gas supplies and lucrative markets. But this alignment draws it into echoing the sectarian views of those monarchies, which demonise Shiite Iran and regard any claim for civil and political rights by their own Shiite subjects as serving Iranian expansionist designs. You can tell this by the reluctance of Western governments to condemn repression in Bahrain, and indeed the readiness of many British establishment figures to speak up in defence of the Bahraini monarchy.
So what role is there for outsiders in the “Arab Spring”? We like to think that we can help the Arabs embrace and live by universal values, which we still tend, unthinkingly, to proclaim as “our” values. We like to think that we are on the side of peace and harmony between peoples of different faith or culture. Yet somehow we allow our ideology and our perceived interests to get all mixed up, and we find ourselves fanning the flames of sectarian conflict. And as Turkey looks more and more to its NATO allies to rescue it from a conflict that is sliding out of control, Western powers find themselves sucked further in. We have now recognised a hastily-cobbled-together opposition alliance as the legitimate representative of the Syrian people; and today’s newspaper tells us that NATO will supply Turkey with Patriot anti-missile defences, though these will be useless against the actual weapons that have been fired from the Syrian side of the border. 
What next?
� This book was published, in the words of one of its editors, “two months after the symbolic and effective end of the Gaddafi regime with the taking of Green Square in Tripoli on Sunday 21 August”, and ten weeks before the first anniversary of “the event which launched the Spring – the self-immolation by fruit seller Mohamed Bouazizi in Tunisia on 17 December 2010”. The editors evidently saw this as a great achievement, contrasting it with “the glacial pace of traditional publishing”, and claiming to have produced “the first draft of journalistic history but a thoughtful, and more importantly, a very thorough, one”, in which “speed does not mean any loss of intellectual rigour”. I am all for academics making a timely contribution to the analysis of journalism, but I’m afraid I cannot say that in this case the text lives up to the prospectus. In fact most of the contributors are themselves journalists rather than academics. Nothing wrong with that, but many of the contributions were clearly dashed off under extreme pressure. Not only intellectual rigour, but even normal standards of copy editing, seem to have got lost somewhere along the way. 





� See Alan Boswell, “How Sudan used the Internet to crush protest movement”, McClatchy Newspapers, April  6, 2011, (http://www.mcclatchydc.com/2011/04/06/111637/sudans-government-crushed-protests.html#storylink=cpy).


� Craig Calhoun, “Libyan Money, Academic Missions, and Public Social Science”, in Public Culture 24:1 (Duke University Press, 2012), pp12-13. 
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