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The war against Afghanistan:

Compromising international conventions

The visitors of Dubai’s Gitex compu-
ter exhibition held last month were notonly
astonished to see the almost empty venue,
but were overwhelmed by the gloomy pic-
ture of the market in one of the most active
in the Arab world. They were told many of
the exhibitors cancelled their plans soon
afier the 11 September events, and many
visitors were too ternfied of flying to ven-
ture out in an aeroplane to the Gulf. It may
look remote from the war scenein Afghani-
stan but the roots of the problem are not
totally detached from the Gulf geopolitics.

After all, Osama bin Laden who 1s
wanted by the United States alive or dead,
is a Saudi and many of his followers come
from the mainland Arabia. The degree of
sophistication of his operations and mental
framework is not totally detached from the
religious tendencies in that part of the world.
The irony is that despite the enormity of the
event and the anger of the United States of
America, religious figures in Saudi Arabia
have gone on the record to condone what
Bin Laden is being accused of doing.
Intemet citescarry the edicts of these schol-
ars, while the Saudi authonties struggle to
maintain a balance between its internal and
external afYairs.

It could be argued that the Saudi gov-
emnment is facing one of its most crucial
tests in its balancing acts. The success or
failure of this test will have long-term con-
sequenccs. The Americans may be able to
defend the Saudisagainst an outside threat,
but the internal situationis one thathas had
adverse effects not on the Saudis but on the
Amernicans themselves.

The war against Afghanistan is seen as
a show piece of warmongernng. It is un-
likely to solve the cnisis created by the zeal
of the anti-American groups in the region.
It is true that the war against terrorism is
one that is long-term, but how long?

Even the American people will be-
come wary if the war atmosphere persists
for along time. It will adversely affect their
lives and create fears and anxieties that

couldlead to abacklash against the govern-
ment. The sensible approach to this war is
totackleits causes first. Pursuing the terror-
ists 1s only half the problem. For in this
pursuit new terrorists will be created and
the vicious circle of violence and counter-
violence will remain unbroken.

Attheheartofthe problemisthe Amen-
can foreign policy in the world especially in
the Middle East. So far, two aspects of this
policy have been mentioned; the US un-
equivocal support of Israel and its defence
of undemocratic regimes in the region.
Unless afresh approach to the Middle East
is undertaken the anti-American feelings
will remain. At times these feelings may be
expressedin violent terms leading to terror-
ist acts. It 1s this expression of anti-
Americanism that the US government is
now fighting against. But could this solve
the cnsis?

Two points are of interest here. First
the anti-American sentiments are areflec-
tion of the general anger against the Israeli
brutal policies in the occupied territories.
To overcome this, the Americans need to
re-¢valuate their policies, disengage from
the support it gives to the Israeli occupa-
tional forces, address the grievances of the
Palestinian people and end the fatalistic
approach to the region in terms of democ-
racy and human rights.

Second comes the American response
to the 11 September events. Three key
policies are being implemented in addition
to the military campaign against Afghani-
stan. First, both the United States and Great
Britain have tilted towards the practice of
censorship of their media. They have ob-
jectedto the broadcast of Ben Laden policy
statements, and sought to adopt pressure
on others, most notably, Qatar whose Al
Jazeera satellite station has been the main
conduit for Ben Laden’s messages in re-
cent weeks.

The media corpse in the two countries
has refused to adopt the policy of censor-
ship. In reality they have succumbed to the

wishes of the politicians. Secondly, George
W Bush hasgiven directives to the CIA that
effectively annual the 1976 directive (No
12333) by President Gerald Ford bkmning
the agency from carrying out assassina-
tions against the US foes.

Assassinations by Americans are now
likely to take place. This single step is
tantamount to endorsing terrorist practices.
Assassinations camed out by unfriendly
countnes have always been considered acts
of state terrorismn. Extrajudicial killings are
banned by the UnitedNations human rights
charter. Thirdly, FBI officials are reported
to have said they would resort to torture in
order to extract confessions from suspects
detained afler 11 September. Commenta-
tors have distanced themselves from this
and have rejected any justification for evil
practices such as torture. It is disturbing to
learn of the intentions to torture political
suspects whose guilt has would not have
proven at the time of torture.

[t seems the world is about to witness
dramatic changes in the political and hu-
man rights perceptions. Prior to the war
against Afghanistan, censorship, assassi-
nations and torture were taboos in the mod-
em political thinking. To have this reversed
as a reaction to a dreadful act by some
individuals or groups is tantamount to suc-
cumbing to the dictates of evil and aban-
doning the most valuable achievements of
the human race in terms of the dignity and
sanctity of humanbeings. Universal values
of human rights must be upheld especially
by powerful nations such as the United
States of America. They are not commod-
ties that could be exploited for political ends
before being abandoned.

In fact, the foundation of modemn civil
society are to be found in the respect of
human rights and personal liberties. The
Geneva Conventions regulating the con-
duct of war are yet another example of the
achievements of mankind.

Continued on the next page...)
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Tocompromise these principles is
an inhumaneact thatcouldonlyleadto
more disenchantment andanger and
willbe gross violations of the interna-
tional spirit. It will demonstrate the
lack of commitment to this spirit and
will certainly undermine the moral
standing ofthe US.

Many pcople in the Gulf region
have expressed unease about the cri-
sis. While they have rejected the ter-
roristactsof 1 1 September, they have
also called for an end to the military
campaignagainst Afghanistan. A so-
lution must be sought through the
United Nations that would deal with
the symptomsofterrorismas wellasits
underlyingcauses. Itisnotthetimefor
rejoicingasthousands ofinnocent lives
have been lost since 11 Sepiember.

It is time to reflect seriously on
many issues especially those relating
tothe politics of world whichis domi-
nated by one supcrpower. Religion is
not at the heart of the crisis as some
would like 1o assume. The crisis is
borme out of political mismanagement
over the past five decades, andis exas-
perated by the Israeli occupation of
Palestine. It will be a great service to
the human race if those in position to
take serious decisions act in accord-
ance with international law, respect
humanrightsvalues, endIsraeli occu-
pation address the grievances of the
people of the region and tackle the
issues of poverty, economic disparity
and end exploitation of the natural re-
sources of the Middle East.

Bio-terror scares

The evacuation of American Ex-
pressbuilding inBahrainon 21 Octo-
ber following anthrax alertis oneofa
seriesof terroristalerts hittingthe US
company. It had been evacuatedin the
week before following a hoax phone
call. TheBahraini Health Ministry con-
firmed that “some loose powder spilled
onthe ground of the coffee room,” and
resultedin the anthrax scare.

Similar bio-terror scares were re-
ported on 22 October and two build-
ings, one belonging to the National
Bank of Bahrain andtheothertoBah-
rain Telammurocation Comgray had
to be evacuated for some time.

On Friday, 20 October, some 300
people picketedin Adleya, Manama,
after Friday Prayers. Demonstrators
calledforan endtoattackson Afghani-
stananddenounced the US policiesin

theMiddle East. One of the organisers,
Mr. Mohammed Abdulla Fakhro,
stated that a person from outsidc the
demonstrators raised the picture of
OsamabinLaden whileothers tore-up
theUS flag.

Mr. Fakhro confirmed that these
two acts were not part of the actions
plannedby theoriginal demonstrators.
He was also quoted by Reuters saying
“It was a public gathering aimed at
condemningU.S. policiesagainst our
Islamic and Arab causcs, espccially
the Palestinian and the Afghan prob-
lems,” “We are against terrorism, but

wearealsoagainst treating terror with
terrorism,”.

Amir pledges more

openness

The political environment is be-
coming more active following the re-
marksmade by the Amirin mid-Octo-
ber that he is prepared to allow the
functioning of political parties if the
parliament 1o be elected before 2004
weretoallowit. However, therewas a
concernregarding thelack of clarity in
some of the statementsattributedtothe
Amir. While one statement made it
clear that any changes to the 1973
Constitution would only be processed
through the mechanism prescribed by
Article 104 (whichrequirestheelected
parliamentarians to debate the
changes), anotherstatement indicated
that the first changes to be introduced
into the Constitution will be proceed
throughan Amiri decree. This process
will bc beyond Article 104 and hence
my not gainthe nceded constitutional
legitimacy.

Unemployment

Inaregrettable development on 2
October, apeaceful gathering of some
40 unemployedinside the Ministry of
Labour developed into clashes with

the secunity personnel thatwerecalled- -

uptocontainavolatilesituation. Five
unemployed were detained by police

but were laterreleased on ordersfrom
thc Amir.

Following on from that incident,
morethana hundred unemployed met
in a grand mosque in Bani Jamrah
village on 2 October, and they were
joined by representatives from the
General Committec of Bahraimi Work-
ers (GCBW)and theBahrain Human
Rights Society. The meeting of the
unemployed decidedto callfor another
bigger and more representative meet-
ing within two weeks to elect a com-

mittee that will represent the unem-
ployed for six months and will negoti-
ate with governmental departments.

The meeting also decidedthat there
would bc no more pickets inside the
Labour Ministry so long asthe unem-
ployed will be able to organize them-
selves in association with the General
Committce of Bahraini Workers. The
meetingtobe heldintwo weeks will be
made upof representatives (who must
bc unemployed) nominated by the
Charity Funds around the country.
These Charity Funds are elected and
hence thosc who are nominated will
havea popular legitimacy. Oneof the
problemsisthat therehadbcenacom-
mittec made-upof scveral unemployed
persons which was negotiating with
the Ministry of Labour. However, most
of the membcrs of the said committee
were given jobs by the Ministry and
hence bccame employees rather than
representativesof the unem ployed.

Itis tobe noted that the GCBW is
expected to be dissolved in the ncar
future and a Labour Union will be
allowedto function in Bahrain for the
first time. The Labour Union is ex-
pected to list the problem of the unem-
ployed asone of its toppriorities. There
are many causes for having some
20,000 citizens unemployed while
there are more than 200,000 foreign
work-force. One of the causcs relates
to the corrupt practices of some influ-
ential pcople who import the socatled
“free-visa” foreign workersand dump
them inthejobmarket. A corrupt frec-
visa importers of say 1000 foreign
workers wouldillegally extract BD 20
(around US $54) per person per month.
This means thata corrupt trader would
get some BD 20,000 (US $54,000)
every month for dumping a thousand
free-visaforeign workers in local mar-
ket. This andother typesofcorruption
must bc uprooted before unemplo
yment could properly be resolved.

US statements infuriates

Bahrainis
Bahrainisareexpressingtheircon-
cernand condemnation of the war and
statements madec by US officials fol-
lowing the start of war against Af-
ghanistan. While Bahrainis do notsup-
port terrorist groups anywhere in the
world, they would not want tobe part
of a war led by the USA. The US
President and his Defense Secretary
have said that their war and bombing
will not belimitedto Afghanistan. Such
statements are rejected by Arab and
Muslim nationswho are suffering from
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terrorism, particularly the state-spon-
sored and US-backed Isracli terror-

ism.

The Bahrain Freedom Movement
believesthat the Talibanregimeis one
of the most reactionary and backward
amongthegovernmentsofthe Muslim
world. The terrorist acts in New York
and Washington were condemnedby
the vast majority of Muslims who af-
firmed that Islam docs not allow the
killing of innocent people or the adop-
tion of terrorist methods. The ele-
ments who are accused by the US to
have carricd out terrorist acts were
initially fosteredby thc Americansand
the Pakistani secret service. These
groups then became anti-American
after the scoond Gulf war.

Muslims oppose the war against
Afghanistan. Thisis becauscthe main
loscrsarctheinnocent civilians. Iraqis
one of the clearest examples, when
Saddam Hussain was spared, while the
Iraqi people have suffered and are cuill
suffering from the sanctions. When the
Iraqis took to arms against Saddam
Hussain in 1991, the US allowed the
Iragi armytofly helicopter gun-ships
toslaughter them.

TheUS hasinfunatedthe Araband
Muslim worlds with its pro-
Israclipolicies. In an American poll
published few daysago, 56 percent of
the Americansbelieve the terrorist at-
tacks were the result of the US support
of Israel.

The present military campaign is
being carried out by the US and has
mainly been supportcdbyBritain only.
The UN has becn by passed. Terror-
ism hasitscauscs, andmilitary means
cannot eradicate these causcs. The US
policies need to be overhauled espe-
cially thosc relating to Palestine and
support to repressive regimes.

Women to launch their

union

Ontheotherhand, Bahraini women
are expected to launch their union in
the coming monthsfollowingthe com-
pletion of all preparatory work. Next
Monday, there will bc a meeting of the
preparatory committee responsible for
launching the General Union of Bah-
raini Women. It is expected that the
women union will be made upofthree
different types of membership. The
main catcgory willbc women societics
thatwill berepresented by ten persons
for each society. The second category
will be for professional/social socie-

tics that have women’s committees
and these will be given three repre-
sentatives cach. The thirdcategory will
be for individual members who will
directly join thewomcnunionandthesc
willberepresentedby three personsto
beelected by all individual direct mem-

bers.

Interview with Peter
Cathcart

Mr. Cathcart is a British lawyer
within-depthknowledgeinpoliticsof
theMiddlcEast.

VOB: As aBritish citizenandlegal
expert with in-depth knowledge in
politicsofthe Middle East, howdoyou
view the impact of the terrorist bomb-
ingin the US, especially as there had
beenhundredsof British victimsin last
week 'sterror?

Cathcart: The political impact of
the bombing in the long run will be
very significant. I do not belicve that
major changes will result from any
significantshift in US Foreign Policy,
morcfromaglobal shift resulting from
therealisation that terrorism isa world-
wide and major problem which needs
tobetackledby all countries working
together. Sofar, they have not doneso.

What happenedinthe US was hor-
rificandtotallyunforescen. Forget Star
Wars as a means of defence. Many
countriessuffer from internal terror-
ism which they need to tackle. Many
terrorists work from safc havens in
other countrics. Allcountricswill real-
isc that global co-opcration to defeat
terrorism is essential. No country is
immune. Ifitcan be done in the US it
canbe donevirtually anywhere.

The economic impact is already
being felt in many countrics. Travel
will diminish, poorer countrics will
suffer more than rich ones because
they donot havethe resourcesto cope
in a downtum, and the major losers
will be the poor and destitute. More
powerful countrics willbe channelling
resources into the fight against terror-
ism, rather than the fight against global
poverty, the greatest indictment of the
modern world

VOB: Bahrain isgoing through a
transitional reform process, what are
the main concerns with regard to the
effects of recent events on political
reformsin theregioningeneral?

Cathcart: Recent events will not
change the reform process underway

inBahrain. The changesare gradual,
sustainable, and ata paccwhich allows
changctobeeffective. Rapidchange is
often unsustainable. Rome wasnot built
in aday. A democratic child is not a
democratic father, and needs to learn
and develop the skills, experienoe and
expertise of the democratic father. In
the region as awhole change isois the
way -and reccnt events will have little
cffect. If anything, the need for greater
security may impinge on the speed of
change. We are becoming a global
village and the benefits enjoyed by
many need to be nurtured for the less
fortunate.

VOB: On the medium and long-
term, do you see our troubled region
heading towards democratisation?

Cathcant: Inthe medsumterm per-
haps marginally slowcr, butinthelong
runchange is inexorablc and incvita-
ble. Change needs to be external, not
Just internal. We need to become na-
tions of ecquals, not nations of gross
inequality. That is the greatest chal-
lenge not just for the region, but for the
world as a whole. We should not just
look to our own needs, but rather tothe
needs of the peopleof the world gener-
ally.

VOB: What do you sec the priori-
ties for the pro-democratic Islamic
movement atthisstage?

Cathcart: Islamis one of the great
religions of the world. Sadly, outside
the Islamic worldit is often associated
with fundamentalism and, more re-
cently, horrificterror. Those within the
pro-democratic Islamic movement
need to understand how the outside
worldvicws Islam. Itisportraycd round
the world as something itis not. The
terrorists werenot Moslems, they were
simply mass murderers taking the cloak
of Islamtojustify theirhorrific crimes.
What they did was fundamentally con-
trary tothe tecachingsof Islamand the
Koran. Itis therefore even more cssen-
tial these days for those secking to
pursue democratic aims to do so peace-
fully and strictly in acoordance with the
true tenets of Islam. It is also vital for
that message to be made clear to the
outsidc world. It is too casy for thosc
secking to pursuc democratic change
to be tarred with the same brush as
those simply using Islam to pursuc
their own totally undemocratic aims.
Remembcer always that when you pur-
sueyour lofty goalsitis themen, women
and children of the rest of the world
who do not have proper foodand shel-
ter who most need your assistance.
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Democratisation by Decree - Part 3

Dr. Abdulhadi Khalaf

(-..Continuied from last issue)

The Amir hasthe power to determine
what social groups and what opposition
networksare to be includedin or excluded
from actively participatng in the hiberali-
sation process. In tum, the Amiri options,
however, will be constrained by the unre-
solved squabbles within the core of the
ruling family. Of these the most conspicu-
ous is conflict between the Amir and his
uncle, the country's undisputed strong man
for the past three decades.

Two sets of factors may influence the
shaping of the Amin options. The first is
formed by the extent to which leaders of
the opposition, religionist or otherwise,
are capable of maintainmg a credible united
front and of maintaining their hold on their
respective constituencies. The second 1s
formed by the extent to which the regime
and its loyal opposition manage a smooth
the transition towards codification and im-
plementation of the National Action Char-
ter and the reinstatement of commitment
to constitutionality. A long history of
clientalist politics provide some difTicult
and unexpected hurdles on that path.

Elevated popular expectations fuelled
by both the Amir and his euphoric opposi-
tion of dramatic changes are not likely to
be satisfied by reforms that stop at an
elected parhament and self-proclaimed con-
stitutional monarchy. For theirown differ-
ent reasons, the Amir and his loyal opposi-
tion pushed popular expectation of change
to unreahstic levels. In spite of the initial
limitation imposed on the social and politi-
cal spaces that are affected by controlled
liberahsation, and m spite of the stringent
control, liberalisation could gather its own
momentum. Asmore people berome aware
of their collective civic power, they are
likely to act to expand the perimeters of
liberahsation by pressing for additional
and possibly far-reaching dernsmds.

On the Amir’s side, the old guard is
too strung to be ignored. For, in spite of all
euphuic statemnents, and in spite of minor
changes among mid-level security offic-
ers, the old regime remams in place. No
one can be certaim of when the old guard,
or the Amirhimself, will consider itneces-
sary to call for a 'corrective move' when
things, from their perspective, will seem to
get out of hand. Corrective moves could
be tnggered by the unavoidable cutbacks
in the ruling farmily’s privileges when the
elected parliament starts monitoring state
revenues and its budgetary outlays. 'Cor-
rective moves' launched by disgruntled
members of the old guard are not the only
threats to the current project of controlled
liberahsation.

A number of threats could come from
unpredictable consequences of the 'snow-
balling of democratic demands'. (Robinson,
1998:390).

On the side of the loyal opposition, the
‘snowballing of democraticdemands’ may
become counterproductive. The current
infitah is due partly to asustained national-
based movement that transcended those
social segmentations enforced by the old
regime. For decades, effective mampula-
tion of existing divisions within society
and pre-empting the opportunisies for hori-
zontal interaction have provided the old
regime witha strategic asset tomaintain its
rule.

The expected ‘snowballing of de-
mands’ would giverise to competing and
often mcompatiblc detnzmdsby representa-
tives of ethnic groups and sub-groups, of
urban andrural cleavages, and of tribal and
confessional corporatives.

Aside from shattering the remaining
fagades of the opposition unity, such a
development could allow the regime to
once again roll out one of its most trusted
and effective instruments of rule: a frag-
mented and self-dsillusioned opposition.
In other words, nationification of politics
1s a prerequisite for sustaining the current
political reforms and for their evolution
into a senous hiberalisation proccss. This,
obviously, is contingent on the ability of
the Amir and other political leaders to
sustain required levels of reciprocity and
trust as well as their ability, and will, to
transcend those forms of social segmenta-
tion that reinforced the old regime for so
long.

Standing Still ?

In a recent appraisal of the political
reforms initiated by King Mohammad V1
mMorocco, Abdeslam Maghraoui (2001)
concluded that they remainedlargely sym-
bolic gestures. He notes that Mohammed
VI .

“ has appointed no serious team of
reformers and announced no discernible
has appointed no serious team of reform-
ers and announced no discernible program
of reforms. Three important signs confirm
the new king's inability to reform the au-
thoritanan system he has inhented. His
initiatives seem impulsive and ad hocrather
than guided by a clear reformist strategy.
He bypasses due process and formal deci-
sion-making institutions, diluting his pro-
fessed aim to establish the rule of law.
Third, King Mohammed's personal initia-
tives reproduce, in adifferent form, the old
image of the benevolent despot. The medi-

eval mechanisms of excreising political au-
thority in Morocco are still in place.

Mirroring his Morocean and Jordanian
counterparts, the Amir of Bahrain after
more than two years on the throne, has
introduced a number of adjustments to
system. Certainly, many Bahrainisare grate-
tul to hun for improving their lot. But
tlamad bin Isa’s political reform process
did not effect a systemic change. Notwith-
standing his genwine modesty and his vis-
ible concem for the future of the country,
the Amir of Bahrain, like King Mohammed
VIandKing AbdullaIl, remains hostage ot
the ancien régime, its politics and institu-
tions.
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