Reflections of/in Israel

The Arab Spring(board) to What?

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

The Special Section of this issue is called "Readers' Choice Ballots" -- reminding us of how deeply embedded are democratic values and processes in our society. Thus, it's an appropriate time to ask the perennial question "Is It Good for the Jews?" -- in this instance regarding the various Arab democratic uprisings throughout the Middle East. Instead of "Jews" I will substitute "Israelis".


The answer to this important question is clear: "it depends". First, it depends on who will ultimately emerge victorious: true democratic forces, even if populistic and not altogether responsible at first, or anti-democratic forces of a different nature, as occurred with the Iranian Revolution. Second, it depends on the time frame. Are we referring to the limited short run (a couple of years) or the medium-to-long term?


Regarding the first aspect, there are obvious countervailing forces at hand. On the positive side, a good portion of the Arab world has internalized global democratic values. Moreover, for the common Arab citizen the Arab-Israeli conflict -- and some intra-Arab ones as well -- have taken a back seat to more pressing concerns such as employment, housing etc. On the other hand, the temporary fluid state of affairs lends itself more to groups that have a firm and stable organization, and the prime example in the Middle East are the Islamic parties, most of them quite fundamentalist in nature. In addition, while some specific dictatorial leaders have been ousted (e.g. Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Libya), this does not guarantee that the underlying, authoritarian, power structure will be eliminated -- Egypt might be a good example of this, with the Army still calling most of the shots, precisely because its leaders know how to "bend" to certain democratic demands without giving up the reins of power. Nevertheless, once the democratic snowball starts rolling down the hill, it is very hard to stop it or even avoid an increase in its strength.


Thus, in the short and even medium term the situation will be muddied at best, and quite unstable at worst. Of course, the Middle East is not a monolith -- each nation will move forward (with a step or two backwards at times) at its own pace, and for its own reasons. In the longer run, though -- exactly as happened in the West over the course of the 18th through the 20th centuries -- Arab democracy will coalesce into something functional and stable, if not precisely mirroring its counterpart in the Western world.


Where does this leave Israel? I believe that over the long term this is basically very good news. The main reason for my optimism is that democracies do not go to war with other democracies (there are extremely few examples of this happening in history). The shared democratic values are usually enough to stop other differences, whether religious, economic or historical. However, over the shorter term, Israel will probably be even more "vigilant" (one could call this "paranoid"), employing the philosophy of "preferring the devil I know to the devil I don't know". Certainly PM Netanyahu has been using the argument that "we have to wait and see how this plays out" -- which is fair enough as far it goes, but not really germane regarding the peace process with the Palestinians. Moreover, if anything, Israel today is less popular in the Arab street than among the (former) Arab leadership, so that following the "public's will" at this stage might not be to Israel's benefit. An example of this is the Egyptian public's "outrage" at alleged Israeli bribery of Egyptian leaders when negotiating gas exports to Israel a few years ago at a supposedly too-low a price.


There is one final irony in this story. Several months ago I speculated in this column that the highly publicized (in the Arab world) trial of Israeli President Katsav might have been a trigger for the Arab Spring's war against state corruption. I am now even more convinced that the opposite has happened too: this past summer's massive Israeli tent protests were induced (sub-consciously) by the Arab Spring example. It's as if the Israeli public said to itself: "if in autocracies the people could rise up, then certainly we can do no less in a democracy such as Israel!"


The bottom line: for better or for worse -- and probably for both -- Israel and the Arab world have become more intertwined than ever. The Arab Spring, the Israeli Summer... who knows what coming seasons will bring?
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