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Just as the rest of the world, Israelis have followed developments in the Arab Middle East with amazement and trepidation. After decades being told that Islam and democracy is an oxymoron, and that Arab patriarchal culture cannot stomach mass freedom and liberty, the Arab Spring emerged to severely test this conventional wisdom. Democracy seemed to be breaking out all around Israel.


Then the "Spring" turned to summer, some liberties began to "fall", and now many pundits are calling this the "Arab Winter". "We told you so", goes the chorus; "it could not last."


I am not a prophet and view any prognostication -- especially in the highly volatile Middle East -- as equivalent to shooting craps in Las Vegas. But what all sides need is a bit of historical perspective. And the history I want to recall is not theirs but rather "ours" in the West.


The main point can be summed up succinctly with a simple question and answer: How long did it take democracy to emerge and take hold in the West? Several centuries! 


Almost five centuries passed from the Magna Carta (1215) until the Glorious Revolution (1689) in England, and then another couple of centuries until everyone was enfranchised. In America, the first settlements were religiously intolerant (yes, you read correctly: intolerant) -- something they don't usually teach in our schools. Not to mention that from the Declaration of Independence (1776) it took 90 years to free and enfranchise the slaves, and then another 50 years to give women the vote. And then, another half-century to begin to eliminate racism and homophobia, while starting the long process of "liberating"/empowering women. 


Other, similar examples abound. Here's one last, rather incredible, fact: the paragon of direct democracy (Switzerland with its numerous public referenda) gave women the vote on the federal level in... 1971! That was later than Turkey, Pakistan, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Algeria, Iran, Morocco, Egypt, Libya, Sudan... well, you get the idea. Of course, this doesn't suggest that voting rights is the be-all-and-end-all of democracy, but it is to note that developing true democracy is almost always a long and arduous process.


So why should anyone expect democracy to break out full blown overnight in the Middle East, when it has never done that anywhere else? Indeed, in many cases, the democratic project only finally succeeded after a bloody civil war (the U.S. 1861) or other major forms of serious political turmoil (English Civil War 1648 and Glorious Revolution 1689).


But what about Israel? Isn't that a counter-example? Only if you view democracy there as having started in 1948, but in reality it started in Basle in 1897 (First Zionist Congress) and then reincarnated in 1920 (first yishuv elections) -- not to mention that the Zionist pioneers were almost all products of personal democratic activity in their 19th century European, home countries. So this is not a case of "if we (Israel) did it, why can't they?"


Am I suggesting that all we need is patience and democracy will ultimately bloom in the Arab world? Not quite -- time might be a necessary condition for democracy to grow, but it is not a sufficient condition. Certainly "culture" (religion, history, social psychology, economics etc) is a critical part of the mix. There might indeed be an oxymoronic element to the phenomenon of "Arab/Moslem Democracy", although the liberal camp in Egypt, Tunisia etc, would seem to undercut that premise. Nor can one discount the "counter-revolution" (e.g. Salafists, al-Qaida) that is capable of pushing back the democratic clock by several decades -- as occurred in Europe repeatedly during the 16th to 19th centuries.


Israel and the rest of the West is right to be wary of what is transpiring in the Middle East today, but they are wrong if they expect democracy to successfully win out in a short period of time. For the democratic world, we need not only look through the window at the Middle East, but also glance in our own historical mirror to understand what is happening over there.
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