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In my field of political science, we speak of "hard power" and "soft power". The former is a function of direct use of "force" -- military, economic -- to get the other side to do your will. Soft power, however, is not a matter of "force" but rather of "influence". Here the other side may not always realize that there is a cause and effect. Thus, for example, we speak of U.S. "cultural imperialism", meaning that American movies subtly alter the value systems of traditional societies when they come into contact with "Hollywood".


I would like to suggest something similar regarding Israel's indirect, "soft" influence on the current political uprisings within the Arab Middle East. Of course, we should all be well aware that the main source of the unrest comes from within these countries: decades of political repression, economic stagnation and the like. However, there's another socio-political concept that is involved here: relative deprivation. If you live in an environment where everyone is in "poor" shape, then you tend to accept your situation as a given fact of life. However, if there's someone else in your "neighborhood" that is in far better shape than you are, then feelings of relative suffering come to the fore at some point. And this is where Israel enters the picture.


From the Arab street's perspective, it was bad enough that the Jews captured "holy Arab land". But what is especially galling is that the Jewish State flourishes economically. For a time this could have been attributed to American largesse (foreign aid) but at some point in the past decade or two it became clear to all concerned that the main factor in Israel's growth has been democracy and social freedom. And then more recently something else came into the picture: Israel's war on its own internal corruption (which I wrote about last June). This reached its zenith with a case that was covered very extensively in the Arab media across the Middle East: Israeli President Katzav's indictment and conviction for extremely serious sex crimes. Such a thing is actually unprecedented (I almost said unPresidented) on the world scene -- and particularly stupefying for the Arab citizen in the Middle East, so beset by personal presidential corruption and licentiousness. 


Can I prove that the highly covered Katzav case, or the Israeli democratic model in general, had anything to do with the current uprisings? Certainly not. One of the reasons is that surely those who are protesting and revolting today would hardly be aware of such a "soft" influence -- and even if they were, they would certainly not want to give Israel any credit. But it is not lost on non-Israeli Arabs that their Arab brethren in Israel have far more freedom in the reviled Jewish State (notwithstanding some forms of social discrimination against Arab-Israeli citizens) than almost anyone else in the Middle East under "their own" purely Arab or Islamic regime.


And if in this essay I am into speculating a bit more than my usual wont, I'll add one more speculative thought (which I personally believe is true, but you are welcome to add as many grains of salt as you wish): it is not totally coincidental that all this is occurring less than two years after newly elected President Obama came to Cairo -- his first overseas Presidential trip! -- to deliver a stern lecture about the need to democratize the Arab world. One could ask: if so, then why didn't these uprisings occur right after the speech? But things don't work that way in the real world. Revolutionary ideas -- not to mention organization -- need time to percolate and coalesce. Obama threw out the challenge and the Arab leaders did not pick it up. When this became clear to the Arab street, then that may have been the straw to break the camel's back (pun intended).


None of this is to suggest that either America or Israel can really "conduct" the direction of this historic revolution. Again, we are talking here about "soft" (indirect) influence. It is more than enough for both democracies to stand for what they are and continue to model for other nations their brand of political freedom. The Arab world -- in its own distinctive fashion -- will know how to follow suit. 
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