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STOURTON:    Remember that wave of optimism about the birth of new 



democracies in the early days of the Arab Spring? To get a sense of what’s happened to 
all that hope today, listen to this.  
  
STOURTON:    Aref Ali Nayed is an Islamic theologian who joined Libya’s 
revolution, became one of its leaders and is now one of his country’s ambassadors. Here 
he is on the BBC’s Hardtalk last autumn.  
  
  
HARDTALK CLIP:   What I can assure you is that three things will never happen in Libya 
again: tyranny will never happen again; and corruption will never happen again; and the 
over-powering of one tendency by another tendency will never happen again.  
   
STOURTON:    And here he is talking to me for this programme.  
  
  
NAYED:      Now unfortunately I cannot say that these three things are now absent 
from Libya. Yes we did get rid of the tyranny of Gaddafi, but there are little tyrants who are 
still there. And also corruption is still rampant.  
  
STOURTON:    In this programme I’ll ask why progress towards real democracy 
has been so sluggish in countries where change seemed to promise so much – and whether, 
indeed, it should make us rethink our understanding of what democracy is.   
  
STOURTON:    Tunisia is the only Arab country where there has been something 
close to a smooth transition from dictatorship to a democratic system. Its achievement is 
of course hugely significant, but what has happened across the region suggests it will 
prove the exception rather than the rule.  
I am going to focus on Egypt, Libya and Syria. Each of these countries is – to borrow a 
phrase from Tolstoy – unhappy in its own particular way.  
  
FAHMY:     We had an idea. We had hopes.   
  
STOURTON:    Khaled Fahmy, professor of history at the American University in 
Cairo.  
  
FAHMY:     Not necessarily a clear idea, but we had a general feeling of excitement 
that finally after so many years of stagnation and frustration that we had an opening. Our 
generation really for the past sixty years, we effectively had the suspension of politics. We 
didn’t have an opportunity to think positively, to think that the future is ours.  
  
STOURTON:    The revolution in Egypt was perhaps the most significant of them 
all; the country has a tradition of leadership – both political and intellectual - in the 
region.  



  
But when Egyptians were able to vote freely for the first time – in a referendum last 
March – something odd happened. Many of those you would expect to be the most 
enthusiastic cheer-leaders for democracy – the sort of well-educated, liberal-minded and 
often young people who supported the revolution – came out AGAINST early elections.  
  
 
ES:       Can you tell me how you’re going to vote today?   
Man A:      I’m going to vote for no.   
Man B:      My vote is going to be no  
Woman A:     No  
Woman B:     No  
Woman C:    I’m 40 years old and this is the first time for me to go to   
vote.  
ES:       Which way you going to vote?  
Woman C:     No  
ES:       Why?  
Woman C:     We need time to prepare everything and two months is   
not enough, for sure.  
  
STOURTON:    Their concern was that early elections would give an advantage to 
the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood, which has long been a well-established and highly 
organized force in Egyptian society.  
  
And at the end of last year Egypt’s voters duly fulfilled the liberals’ worst fears; Islamists 
picked up nearly three quarters of the seats in the People’s Assembly. Most of those seats 
went to the Brotherhood, but the Salafis – a group which looks back to the earliest days of 
Islam for its inspiration – did startlingly well too.  
  
FAHMY:     The liberals are afraid of Islamists. I mean to put bluntly, they look at 
the constitution of the parliament and the result of the elections and they see the Salafis and the 
Muslim Brotherhood occupying these seats in parliament and they get alarmed by them. Some 
of the earliest bills that they drafted (and thankfully they haven’t passed) were some draconian 
measures to let’s say pass a law against banditry that would have implemented the Quranic 
verse, that would … that stipulates the crucifixion, chopping off of hands and limbs, and exile 
as punishment for banditry and highway robbery. This was you know very alarming. There are 
bills on the table against women’s rights, rolling back many of the benefits that women have 
had in terms of child custody, in terms of ability to initiate divorce, in terms of equal pay. So 
these haven’t passed, but Islamists, some Islamists, some extreme Islamists are talking about 
them in parliament. And it is because of this that they say we have to reach some kind of an 
understanding with the military to try and curb the power of Islamists now that the elections 
have resulted in what they have resulted in.  
  



OTTAWAY:    All we can say is if you look at the facts now, the offenders against 
democracy are the so-called liberals and not the Muslim Brothers.  
  
STOURTON:    Marina Ottaway is a senior associate of the Middle East 
programme at the Washington think tank the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace.   
  
OTTAWAY:     Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafis made a very strong showing in the 
elections, and the liberal parties that supposedly, theoretically are the real defenders of 
democracy in the country don’t want to accept a majority rule because they are discovering that 
majority rule means that they are going to be wiped out. They only got about 25 per cent of the 
vote. So that what they are doing now is very much the same thing that happened in Turkey in 
the late 90s. That is, they have turned to the court, they have turned to the institution of the state 
to try and annul the result of the election because they did not come out the way they wanted.  
  
The army is the one force capable of taking on the Islamists – but it is of course associated with 
everything that was wrong about the old regime.  
  
Khaled Fahmy is horrified by the idea of throwing in his lot with the generals; he believes that 
in the long term democracy will trump Islamist ideology.  
  
STOURTON:    Some liberals are putting their faith in the army it is the one force 
capable of taking on the Islamists but it is of course associated with everything that was 
wrong about the old regime. Ali Fahmy is horrified by the ideal of throwing his lot in with 
the generals, he believes in the long term democracy will trump business ideology.  
  
FAHMY:     I am very confident that through time the Islamists in power will evolve 
and produce policies or fail, and in this case we will vote them out of power. 
   
STOURTON:    And how widely shared among those who think like you in terms of 
their general orientation politically, how widely shared is the sort of optimism that you 
clearly cling to?  
  
FAHMY:     I have to admit not widely shared. I have to admit that many people 
when they are confronted with these two choices - the Islamists or the military many people 
would opt for an alliance with the military against the Islamists rather than the other way round. 
And I think this is disastrous. I think the army has very strong fascist tendencies, the army has a 
lot to lose and the army now has blood on their hands.  
  
STOURTON:    The current presidential election in Egypt has framed and focused 
that dilemma very neatly. The choice in the second round of voting will be between the 
Muslim brotherhood candidate and the military man. On top of those political obstacles 
to a smooth transition to democracy, there is an all-important economic hurdle to leap. 
For all its rich history Egypt is resource poor. To date the economic impact of the 
revolution has been almost entirely negative, and ordinary Egyptians could be forgiven 
for asking whether  



their lives have really been improved by the end of dictatorship; indeed the World Bank 
has warned about “mounting social frustrations”.  
  
Fawaz Gerges, Professor of Middle Eastern Politics and International Relations at the 
London School of Economics, argues that improving living standards is a necessary 
condition for the establishment of democracy.  
  
GERGES:     The most pressing challenge in the Arab world today is to provide bread 
and butter, jobs the economic difficulties in Egypt are overwhelming: 43.9 of Egyptians live in 
poverty or below the poverty line.  
The question is how do you provide bread and butter and jobs while also reforming, 
comprehensively reforming the economic system and basically try to provide jobs because what 
exists in the Middle East is crony capitalism? There are no competitive private sectors.  So 
this tells you about the enormity of the economic and social challenge facing transition… 
transitioning government because you cannot build or rebuild the political institutions without 
providing bread and butter survival.  
  
  
OTTAWAY:    I think in terms of democracy Egypt is in the midst of an extremely 
troubled transition and I don’t think it has more than a 50/50 per cent probability of making it 
through this first stage. That does not mean that the country is never going to be democratic, 
but I’m not too sure at this point you can safely say it’s going to be able to go through the first 
cycle of elections successfully. There is no constitution yet, so that it is not clear what powers 
the President that is going to be elected for a four year term is going to have. And in the 
background, there is rumblings about the military not letting go of power if the transition does 
not … you know if the mess continues in a sense.  
  
STOURTON:    Marina Ottaway. So what happens if her worst fear are confirmed? 
The mess she refers to has developed because Egypt hasn’t yet developed a democratic 
mechanism for resolving the differences between the competing forces in Egyptian society; 
the rules of the game haven’t been written, much less agreed.   
  
One possible outcome is the emergence of a gentler version of the kind of government 
Egypt had before the revolution; a strong man or a group like the army who can end the 
arguments, and get on with running the country. Timur Kuran Kuran is the Gorter 
Family Professor of Islamic Studies at Duke University in the United States:  
    
  
KURAN:     I would expect the political chaos in these countries to give way in a 
matter perhaps of months or years to new autocracies or perhaps single party regimes or single 
party dominated regimes...The regimes are unlikely to be as repressive as in the immediate past 
because the demonstrations have made clear that there are significant constituencies that want 
more freedoms and that they’re willing to take risks to ensure those freedoms. But at the same 
time because civil society is weak - and by that I mean that the press is weak - 
non-governmental organisations that advocate one cause or another are weak and not 
accustomed to mobilising their constituencies, the ruling parties or presidents are likely to be 
able to rule dictatorially  



for some time to come. If things go well, over time the regimes will soften up, freedoms will 
broaden following perhaps major struggles.  
  
STOURTON:     If what Timur Kuran says about the weakness of civil 
society is true for Egypt, it is true in even greater measure for Libya.  Egypt does at least 
have well-established institutions – a judiciary and a civil service, for example – and a 
democratic tradition to draw on, including a period of significant democratic freedoms 
and rights between the first and second world wars. Whereas..  
  
ROGAN:       Libya’s historic experience has been fundamentally different.   
  
STOURTON:     Eugene Rogan, lecturer in the modern history of the Middle 
East and fellow of St Antony’s College, Oxford.  
  
ROGAN:       The former Ottoman provinces of Tripoli and Cyrenaica were 
occupied by Italy in 1911, initiating a period of colonial rule which could be seen as the 
beginning of denial of political institutions to Libya when after the Second World War, under 
British government auspices, a kingdom was created in Libya really as a kind of medieval 
monarchy. It was not particularly developed in state terms by the time Colonel Gaddafi had his 
revolution in 1969, but Gaddafi really took Libya down the road of the dismantling of the 
institutions of state. You know such institutions as cabinet government, as had existed, were 
pretty well undermined by Gaddafi in his bid to create a new kind of government which would 
be direct rule by the people without the intermediary of government. And so Gaddafi leaves 
behind in state of democracy terms a real black hole.  
  
STOURTON:     Ghaddafi also left behind a people scarred by years of 
dictatorship – and indeed by the violence in which it ended.  
  
At the beginning of this programme we heard from Aref Ali Nayed, an Islamic theologian 
who became the chief operations officer for the Libya stabilisation team – and now serves 
his country as the ambassador to the United Arab Emirates.   
  
NAYED:      Yes we did get rid of the tyranny of Gaddafi, but there are little 
tyrants who are still there even new ones. And also corruption is still rampant in two ways. The 
old corrupt tycoons have tried to cleanse themselves by spending a bit on the revolution and are 
now active again. And we also have some new corruption - you know squandering of public 
funds and basically the stealing from public funds. What’s gone wrong?  
Well it’s a vast country it is a scattered population. And I think I underestimated perhaps the 
amount of accumulated trauma and pain that often transforms itself into anger, into envy, into 
suspicion I believe that when the liberation was completed, the government needed to be 
absolutely decisive there was a period of limbo, and there was a change of ministries and at 
least one failed attempt to form a government.   
  



STOURTON:     As a result of that power vacuum many of the militias which 
fought the war against Ghadafi have held onto their weapons, and their leaders have held 
onto their power.    
  
There is a precedent which might offer some lessons about how best to deal with Libya’s 
predicament.   
  
Bosnia was in a somewhat similar position at the end of its civil war, and the former 
Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown was given the job of securing the peace there – 
he was the UN’s High Representative.  As the title suggests he had the powers of a 
benevolent dictator, and it was widely agreed that – a certain irony here - he needed them 
if he was to have any chance of setting the country on the road to democracy. Because of 
his Balkan experience he takes a particular interest in Libya.   
  
  
ASHDOWN:       I think one of the things we need to do is to give the Libyan 
Government, the now you know established Libyan Government all the power, strength and 
help it needs to be able to dismantle the institutions of the warlords in order to give the state the 
monopoly of use of lethal force. I mean if you go to Kosovo, for instance, a very classic 
example, what we had to do was dismantle the KLA. Now we had a sufficient military presence 
to force them to do that, but even so we had to create a sort of sub-structure which was an 
interim between the KLA / a sort of home guard to give these people jobs to do because you 
don’t want soldiers swilling around with arms and no jobs?? But in Libya the real problem that 
is preventing the creation of a state is that they have not yet created a monopoly of use of lethal 
force in the hands of the state institution. Until they do that, that will act as an impediment to 
creating a decent democracy …   
  
STOURTON:     In other words before Libya can move towards democracy it 
needs a government that can fulfill its most basic duty; ensuring the security of its 
citizens.  
  
And Libya needs a central government capable of exercising real power for economic as 
well as political reason – it has one significant advantage over its Egyptian and Tunisian 
neighbours: it’s rich in resources. Eugene Rogan.   
  
  
ROGAN:       You’re dealing with a country with a small demography and 
tremendous resources and so for the Libyan people the experience of coming together to 
overthrow an unpopular autocrat gives them the kind of national glue to hold this country 
together; and, unlike other countries in the region, because of their oil wealth, they can actually 
look towards a future in which a government will have the means to provide for its people. 
That’s got to be the greatest challenge facing Tunisia and Egypt which are resource poor. So 
the challenge facing Libya really is that of building the institutions that will keep the country 
from being pulled apart by a kind of centripetal regionalism, and I think if there’s a threat in 
Libya, it is that.  
  
  



STOURTON:     There are elections in Libya this June, and the hope is that 
they will be at least the beginning of a process which will lead to the establishment of a 
central government with real authority.   
  
But there are those in Libya – just as there were those in Egypt - who argue that the 
elections are being held too soon. And while Egypt at least had some experience of 
elections – they did happen under President Mubarak, even if the outcome was 
predictable – Libya is well behind in terms of the basic mechanics of the democratic 
process.   
  
Khalifa Shakreen teaches at the Economics and Political Science department at Tripoli 
University, and – in another irony thrown up by the confusion of post-revolutionary 
politics – this political scientist says he won’t be voting in his country’s first free 
elections… because…..  
  
  
SHAKREEN:    They’re coming too soon and people are not prepared for them, and 
they’re not aware even of the terminology of the democratic process. They don’t know what the 
voting districts are. They are themselves, they’re not clearly drawn and there’s a confusion of 
where to vote and how many candidates to vote for, what are the issues. nobody is talking about 
issues or any political programmes or any conception of what the country is going to be - if a 
certain party or another is winning. There are no political parties that you can be aware of, so 
you can at least examine the agenda or political platform.   
  
  
NAYED:     Well I think it’s the lesser of two evils, if you like.   
  
STOURTON:    Aref Ali Nayed, the Islamic theologian turned revolutionary leader. 
I should perhaps add that he’s talking here in a personal capacity, not as one of Libya’s 
ambassadors.  
  
NAYED:     I think there are issues with the elections. There is a certain degree of 
lack of readiness, there is confusion. Many things were issued at the very last minute and 
they’re far too late for people to be ready. There are issues with the time for registration and 
certain parties that were much more organised do have a clear advantage. However, I believe 
that not holding the elections is going to be a big, big problem. We have seen the erosion of the 
sense of legitimacy the government, and such atmosphere, if it lasts for too long, may lead to 
the collapse of the only structures we’ve got without solid structures emerging to replace them/  
  
STOURTON:    But the fallout from holding elections which aren’t seen as fair or 
don’t make a real difference could be catastrophic.   
  
The nature of Paddy Ashdown’s job in Bosnia was a tacit recognition that the country 
wasn’t yet ready for democracy, and he’s acutely conscious of how easy it is for people to 
lose faith the in the democratic idea.   
  
ASHDOWN:     Just imagine you have risked your life … You have lived for decades 
under tyranny, you have longed for democracy and freedom, you  



have seen your friends die for it, and when it arrives it does not deliver all the things you would 
like to think it would deliver - full shops, all the jobs you need, a secure and safe environment, 
to live in the rule of law. You begin to be disappointed and of course it can be set back, and 
that’s why it’s so important that they succeed. But succeeding means succeeding over the 
longer term. It can’t be done in a month, a week, a year, or even perhaps even inside a decade.  
Bosnia had six elections in seven years. Because we had elections and we thought that was 
democracy, when other things are necessary in a democracy as well - a free press, a civil 
society, a proper judiciary, the checks and balances of a decent constitution - actually you 
create a dysfunctional state, not a functional one. And my conclusion is security first, rule of 
law second. Keep the elections as late as you decently can.  
  
STOURTON:    Do you think there’s almost - it sounds a curious question to ask - 
almost a case of saying that democracies come too quickly to some of these countries?  
  
ASHDOWN:    But you know there might be theoretically. If you’re a political scientist 
maybe you could sit in some sort of ivory tower and say it came too quickly, but I mean how do 
you stop democracy coming if people have fought for it how would you say to a Libyan people 
or a Tunisian people or an Egyptian people who’ve fought and died for democracy, sorry you 
can’t have it now? You have to take it when you get the chance and then you have to make the 
best of it you can. Sorry, it’s a bit untidy, but that’s what life’s like.  
  
  
STOURTON:    What’s happened in both Egypt and Libya suggests it is very 
dangerous to equate elections and democracy.  Elections are – as the saying goes – 
certainly a necessary condition of a democratic system, but not a sufficient one.  
  
For the people of Syria, even the prospect of truly free elections remains distant. Egypt 
and Libya may face a long trek on the road to democracy – Syria faces an odyssey. Fawaz 
Gerges of the LSE.  
  
  
GERGES:      I think the prospects for Syria are very grim in the short-term and the 
mid-term. Syria has already descended into a protracted conflict. A river of blood has been shed 
- in particular the government using massive force against the opposition. You’re going to be 
surprised at what I’m going to say. Syria used to be one of the least sectarian based societies in 
the Arab world. what the Assad family has done, in particular in the last twenty years or so, is 
that they manipulated what we have witnessed in the last eleven months or so is that sectarian 
sentiments have become more exacerbated. The continuing bloodshed has poured gasoline on 
the raging fire and that’s why I believe that Syria has also descended into a low intensity 
sectarian strife. My fear is the longer the conflict continues, the more Syria will descend into 
all-out sectarian strife like Iraq.   
  
  
STOURTON:    The power of that warning has been underlined by the recent 
killings in the city of Hula. The prospect of President Assad stepping  



down of his own accord seems very remote indeed – and the way Colonel Gadhafi met his 
end can surely only encourage the Syrian leader to fight on with every means at his 
disposal.   
  
Even if he were to go the country’s problems would be far from over; the sectarianism 
Fawaz Gerges describes is one the most serious obstacles to democracy, and it wouldn’t 
disappear with President Assad., Marina Ottaway.  
  
OTTAWAY:     If the uprising in Syria succeeds - and it’s still an if, you risk having a 
struggle between three different elites. In other countries you have a struggle between two 
different elites, secular and Islamist elite. In the case of Syria, you are going to have a struggle 
between the old Alawite elite and the Christians that side with them; that is the minorities that 
were in positions of power. The Sunni majority of the country, but then within the Sunni 
majority you are also going to have a struggle between the Muslim Brotherhood on one side 
and the secular element on the other. And in addition, you may have to throw in the mix the 
possibility of local militias playing a major role because although there is a Free Syrian Army, 
the Free Syrian Army is not in control of all the insurrections inside the country. So it’s going 
to be a very difficult situation, more so than in any other country I would argue.  
  
  
STOURTON:    So is it possible to construct a democratic system that can manage 
sectarianism? Syria’s neighbour, Lebanon, was one of the earliest democracies in the 
Arab world, and it has a constitution designed to do just that. It operates on a principle 
known as “confessionalism”; political power is divided among the country’s religious 
groups, so that, for example, the president is always a Maronite Christian, the Prime 
Minister a Sunni Muslim, the Speaker of Parliament a Shia Muslim and his deputy a 
Greek Orthodox Christian.   
  
Fawaz Gerges was born in Lebanon, and I asked him whether his country’s experience 
might offer a model for Syria.  
  
  
GERGES:      I would say that don’t look at Lebanon as either an example or a case 
study. I would not wish the Lebanese example on any government - not just in the Middle East 
but anywhere in the world - because in Lebanon you don’t have citizens; you have tribes and 
sects and religions.   
  
STOURTON:     Can I ask you how you turn people who think they are part of 
sectarian group, how you turn them into people who think they are citizens.  
   
GERGES:    This is one of the most difficult challenges facing certain societies in 
particularly Lebanon. Let me give you an example. Here I am, I have lived all my life … I left 
to America during the war in the 1970s and now I’m an American citizen, now I live in London. 
When I go to Lebanon automatically I no longer become the citizen, the humble citizen who I 
am. I become part of a very small community called the Greek Orthodox Lebanese 
automatically. And even if I want to participate in the Lebanese political system - my future, 
my interest lies in my  



community because any appointment, any particular ambition I have in Lebanon will have to be 
through the Greek Christian community. If I were to become a minister in Lebanon, I cannot be 
a minister based on my qualification skills as a social scientist, but rather as a representative of 
the Greek Orthodox community. And this is the tragedy of Lebanon because you have to 
change the structure of the system and you have to re-educate or educate the new young people 
about basically what citizenship is all about as opposed to ethnicity, sects and religions.  
  
STOURTON:    The country still hasn’t resolved the question of how to make the 
Lebanese citizens of a state rather than members of a tribe, and thinkers like Fawaz 
Gerges are still wrestling with the challengs.  
  
In Libya the change of power was violent, in Egypt it was very quick. The thinkers are 
running hard to catch up. None faster than Khaled Fahmy. In addition to his university 
work, he writes a newspaper column and entertains fellow intellectuals at his home on 
Zamalek, the beguiling island in the Nile at the heart of Cairo. The most recent focus for 
their debates has of course been the country’s constitution and the question of whether it 
should be written by Islamists or secularists. Khaled Fahmy believes their discussions are 
only really beginning to scratch the surface of the deeper issues they need to address.   
  
FAHMY:     A more important question is the following: to what degree should the 
constitution be a reflection of society as it is with its aspirations, with its constituency, with its 
cleavages, with its beliefs, with its phobias as opposed to a reflection of a society that we really 
want to create, a society that we don’t feel we have now but we want to have in ten years from 
now, fifty years from now, a hundred years from now. To what degree should we entrust the 
process of writing the constitution to mere drafters who translate society into articles of the 
constitution as opposed to dreamers and visionaries who ignore reality and hope for a better one. 
I learnt to unlearn the question of Islamists versus secularists and replace it with a question of 
drafters versus dreamers.  
  
STOURTON:    It is a hugely important question – but will the thinkers be given the 
time to develop ideas for a new form of democracy that really works in the Arab world? 
To those more preoccupied with earning their daily bread questions like that might seem 
an intellectual indulgence, and they could very easily get forgotten in the power politics of 
post-revolutionary societies.  
  
   
ENDS.  
  


