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ATMOS OF DEMOS  
 
REPORTER:   It was a historic, euphoric moment 
 
PROTESTOR:   When the people want something, they get it.  Not the 
Americans, not the English, not anybody but the Egyptians 
 
STOURTON:  And what sort of conversations were going on in government at 
that point, because it did as you say take everyone really by surprise? 
 
HAGUE:   Well much of our immediate concern was about the safety of 
British citizens, evacuating people from Cairo and that kind of thing 
 
STOURTON:  The Revolutions in Egypt and the Arab world gave William 
Hague, the Foreign Secretary, his first real taste of international crisis management. They 
have also been a test of his reputation as a politician with a sense of history and with the 
intellectual heft to give strategic shape to British foreign policy. 
 
HAGUE:   It moved us rapidly onto what does this really mean for the 

world and to my argument that this is the main thing to happen in the 21st century so far - 
more than the financial crisis of 2008, more than 9/11. This is the main event we have 
experienced so far in this century and that it will run on for many, many years in its 
ramifications. 
 
 
ATMOS OF TRUMPETS 
 
ANNOUNCER:  Pray silence for the Right Honorable William Hague, Her 
Majesty’s Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs. 
 
STOURTON:  Last month, in the very formal setting of the Mansion House in 
the City of London, Mr Hague laid out a considered view of events in the Middle East and 
North Africa, and a vision of what they mean for Britain and the West. 
 
HAGUE:   Some people wrongly thought that 9/11 was the expression of 
Muslim grievances; but it was not. The true expression of what the people of the Muslim 
world want was seen in Tahrir Square in 2011, not at Ground Zero in 2001. 
 
STOURTON:   In this programme we are going give that vision what the 
money men in this City audience might call a “stress test”. We’ve asked several experts on 
the region where its weaknesses might show, and Mr Hague himself has given us an 
extended interview. The underlying premise of the Foreign Secretary’s analysis is that the 
so-called Arab Spring is about values, not just about power – similar to the revolutions of 
1989, which ended communism in Europe. He believes what is happening is, in the fullest 
sense of the term, epoch-making. 
 
HAGUE:   The forces that led to the Arab Spring will sweep more widely 
across the globe – not because Western nations are advocating them, but because they are 
the natural aspirations of all people everywhere. Europe’s reaction to the fall of 
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Communism in Eastern Europe was far-sighted and an astonishing success.  Our challenge 
now is how we mirror that achievement to the south. 
 
TRIPP:   When I heard the speech of William Hague at the Lord 
Mayor’s banquet, it said to me that here was somebody who was articulating perfectly 
understandable perspectives from his point of view, but they  were potentially very 
contradictory.   
 
STOURTON:  Charles Tripp is professor of Middle Eastern politics at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in London, and was a Downing Street adviser under 
Tony Blair.  I asked him to explore the  comparison between the revolutions of the Arab 
world today with those of Eastern Europe two decades ago. In 1989 there was a certain 
inevitably about the way the dominos fell to democracy. This time… 
 
TRIPP:     I think it’s much less certain partly because across the Middle 
East, as we’ve seen, the reactions of regimes, the entrenchment of regimes, the ruthlessness 
of regimes is very different. So some are going to hang on, some are going to repress more 
fiercely, and others are much more an open question. And I think for many of the public as 
well, you could argue that in Eastern Europe there was a sense of what the alternative to 
Communism would be because in a sense they had experienced it in the 30s and 40s before 
the Communist shadow moved over them; whereas of course in the Middle East the 
experience was far more mixed and far more troubled 
 
STOURTON:  William Hague talks very much as if what’s happened has been 
inspired by an enthusiasm for Western ideas about democracy, free markets and so forth. 
Do you think that’s true? 
 
TRIPP:    I think he’s completel y wrong about the notion that this is a 
movement like 1989 in favour of economic liberalisation. One could argue that the key 
difference between what you’ve seen in the Arab world and in Europe in 1989 is in some 
ways this is a revolt against what privatisation and economic liberalisation has done to 
these economies over the last 20 years, which has been terrible. The social consequences, 
the economic price and the human cost of it. In 1989 economic liberalism seemed to be the 
alternative to Communism. Now this has come as a result of 15 years of the implementation 
of recipes from Washington and Brussels, which have caused social hardship. 
 
STOURTON:   That then, is a critical difference between today’s revolutions 
and those of 1989; the crowds in Tahrir Square were not fired by anything like the passion 
for capitalism which enthused the crowds in Prague and Warsaw. I suggested to the Foreign 
Secretary that another big contrast between 1989 and today is that unlike the countries of 
Eastern Europe, the countries of the Arab World have almost  no collective memory at all 
of how democracy works. 
 
HAGUE:   That is true. And indeed it’s worse than that, if you like, in that 
they … they don’t have a fixed role model of what their democracy should be like. Whereas 
for companies in Eastern Europe, they knew pretty much they wanted to be like countries in 
Western Europe in their political systems. There is no central Arab role model for 
democracy.  And that means they have to find their own way and that we have to help them 
in doing so without being patronising or dictatorial in the way that we do it. And that of 
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course is going to be a fine balance to strike in the construction of Western policy over the 
coming months and years. 
 
STOURTON:   In your speech you talked a lot about the value of free 
markets, liberal economics and so forth in the transformation. Isn’t there a case for saying 
that in some of these countries they have experienced that already and it has given them 
crony capitalism and huge inequalities in society, and in some ways the revolutions like the 
one in Egypt were actually driven by an opposition to those sorts of economics?  
 
HAGUE:         Well it is true, yes, that part of what has driven the 
revolution in Egypt is this sort of huckster capitalism in which corruption has run rife and 
people have reacted against that. Now we would argue that that’s because they’ve not really 
had the institutions of a free market and an open society, combined with a transparent 
political system, that bring the more widespread benefits of an enterprise economy that we 
are familiar with in the Western world. But you’re right to point to the danger that people 
could draw the wrong conclusion from that and think they need a more state directed 
economy. That of course would be a disaster. 
 
STOURTON:   That conviction that free market economics hold the 
key to the Arab future goes to the heart of the big idea William Hague floated in his 
Mansion House speech.  He wants to offer emerging Arab democracies the lure of access to 
Europe’s markets – including, eventually, a full customs union or free trade area. It is a 
huge ambition. 
 
HAGUE:   That means a new partnership with the southern neighbourhood 
with a simple proposal at its heart.  That the European union will share its prosperity and 
open up markets in return for real progress on political and economic reform. 
 
STOURTON:  In fact, the idea of closer economic ties between Europe and 
North Africa was talked about seriously a full two decades ago, and in 1995 the EU 
actually committed itself to work towards a full customs union by 2010. After years of 
unsuccessful negotiations and false starts, that idea seemed dead. Now William Hague is 
reviving it, and there are influential voices pushing him to go even further. Professor Fawaz 
Gerges  has just taken up a post at the London School of Economics, and  he wants to see 
the free movement of people as well as goods between Europe and the Arab world. 
 
GERGES:   I think it would be ideal and I think this would be really a 
transformational step on the part of British foreign policy and part of the European Union. I 
don’t think it’s going to take place soon. But this would be a concrete idea to really 
transform the relationship between that part of the world and Europe. It would have 
tremendous consequences not just in the region itself, but for relations between the Middle 
East and Europe. 
 
STOURTON:   If  the free movement we enjoy within Europe were 
extended to North Africa and the Middle East it would mean, for example, that Egypt’s 80 
million or so people, nearly a third of the Arab world, could come to Britain as freely as 
people from Germany or France. It is, of course, political dynamite. Reflect for a moment 
or two on the years of resistance to Turkish membership of the EU from countries like 
France and Germany, and you quickly appreciate the obstacles to the sort of transformation 
that Professor Gerges has in mind. Even William Hague’s more modest vision of a customs 
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union faces some formidable political hurdles – not least the fact that southern European 
economies are heavily dependent on agriculture. 
 
HAGUE:   You’re quite right to point to the fact that not everybody will 
welcome more agricultural produce from North Africa, for instance. But now we have to 
really make that argument. This is one of the jobs of the British government over the 
coming weeks and months - to sustain that pressure within Europe. This is a historic 
opportunity and moment for Europe and we must remember that perhaps the central 
achievement of the European Union is the effect that it has had on countries that want to 
join it or to be closer to it. It now has to have that sort of magnetic effect on the countries of 
North Africa. Is there a danger that instead in this period Europe could be inward looking, 
worried about the Eurozone. There is a danger of that and the role of the United Kingdom is 
to try to keep Europe outward looking and welcoming towards the Middle East 
 
STOURTON:   I suppose something that might be a real incentive to the 
countries to change would be the promise not just of open trading but of open borders. Is 
that something you’d ever contemplate? 
 
HAGUE:   Well that is of course … that’s a great difficulty, and indeed one 
of the incentives for European nations to engage in the economic success of North Africa 
and the Middle East is that it is an alternative to open borders and to great flows of 
migration from the Middle East into Europe. I don’t think any European government would 
be able to think of that … think that that was acceptable.  
 
STOURTON:  That’s a step too far for you? 
 
HAGUE:   That is … Well not only for me, but really for the whole 
continent. And I think that would be deeply destabilising. So this illustrates how high the 
stakes are. The stability and prosperity of the countries undergoing these changes is in the 
direct national interest of European nations 
 
STOURTON:   Mr Hague’s longer term vision of a new European partnership 
with the Arab world is underpinned with the offer of some practical short-term assistance. 
The British government has committed 110 million pounds to provide the sort of technical 
assistance emerging democracies will need to develop new institutions – the hope is that it 
will replicate the success of the so called Knowhow Fund projects in central and eastern 
Europe. But the Foreign Secretary is well placed to appreciate the influence of the recent 
past on the politics of the present - he built a successful career as a popular historian during 
his time out of government.. Maha Azzam is a fellow of the foreign affairs think tank 
Chatham House in London. 
 
AZZAM:   Despite the statements made by William Hague and others aof 
wanting to encourage trade and cooperation political and economic with the region, the 
memory is still alive of the fact that the West in general till very recently supported 
dictatorship in that part of the world. It doesn’t mean that people won’t welcome 
investments, that they know that they can’t do it alone, so there is a kind of contradictory 
relationship with the West in the sense we need your help but we still remember the 
position that you took till very recently in supporting dictatorship in our part of the world 
and denying us the development and growth that could have been underway a long time 
ago. 



  7

 
STOURTON:  So, how will aspiring democrats in places like Egypt take to 
being taught the rules of the democratic game by representatives of governments which, 
until very recently, seemed to be on the side of the dictators. 
 
HAGUE:   Actually I think from what I’ve seen talking to people who took 
part in the revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya indeed, that they recognise that Western 
nations were quick to identify with the demonstrators; that we did not stand by in these 
circumstances the regimes that they were protesting against. So I don’t … Actually I 
haven’t found - unless they’re being polite - I haven’t found among them that resentment of 
previous Western policy. I think there’s a recognition that we have to deal with whoever is 
the government in these countries. They do see that a lot of help is available from Western 
nations, but now, as I say, we have to use it in a way which encourages and facilitates what 
they’re doing without trying to be prescriptive about it. 
 
 
ATMOS OF CLAPPING AT MANSION HOUSE 
 
HAGUE:   We will continue to fight against terrorism wherever it rears its 
head with renewed determination. 
But in the long run it is the people of the Muslim world who will inflict the greatest defeat 
of all on Al Qaeda and its ideology. 
 
STOURTON:  This September will mark the 10th anniversary of the Al Qaeda 
attacks of 9/11. Those led to our wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Foreign secretary’s 
contention that the Arab spring is even more significant than what happened that day has 
huge implications. Islamism has been something of a dirty word in western capitals since 
9/11 – it has become associated with violent jihad and theocracy. One big test of William 
Hague’s vision will be the way our government deals with Islamist movements like the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, which want to play a full part in the new democracies. 
Fawaz Gerges of the London School of Economics. 
 
GERGES:   I know that there’s a great debate unfolding both in Britain and 
the United States about how to engage the Islamists in the region, and obviously no major 
change or shift of foreign policy has taken place. There’s a great deal of suspicion. They 
lump Islamists, mainstream Islamists and militant together. And again while Islamists have 
travelled a long journey, while Islamists have evolved, while most Islamists now accept the 
rules of the political game, they play by the rules of the political game, unfortunately 
Western foreign policies, including Britain, really have not changed much. They view 
Islamists through the lens of al Qaeda and 9/11. 9/11, I would argue, is the prism by which 
British foreign policy and American foreign policy view Islamists, including mainstream 
Islamists like the Muslim Brotherhood that now engages and accepts the rules of political 
gain in Egypt, in Tunisia, in other countries as well. 
 
HAGUE:   We will have to engage. It depends on their behaviour and 
policy of course. But I have met in Cairo a few weeks ago a member, one of the activists of 
the Muslim Brotherhood who was very active in the revolution. I think it is very important 
for them to meet Western figures and to have discussions with us. So we do engage with 
them, but of course we will have to say how their policies and behaviour develop. Much of 
what they have said to us in meetings with them about the democratic future of their 
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country and the economic future of their country doesn’t sound so different from what 
people of other strands of opinion in Egypt would say, but we’ll see over time. We would 
like to see the development of course of what one might call liberal secular parties. 
 
STOURTON:  The question of whether western governments should talk to 
Islamist movements has a particular political edge because it bears so directly on that most 
sensitive area of Middle East diplomacy, the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. In 
2006 the Islamist movement Hamas, which is an ideological child of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt, won the Palestinian elections. The following year the organisation 
secured its control of the Palestinian enclave of Gaza by fighting its Palestinian rivals and 
brutally cracking down on dissenters.  Britain and America have always refused to deal 
with Hamas because the organisation is formally committed to the destruction of the state 
of Israel, but Hamas has recently formed an alliance with the more moderate Palestinian 
Fatah movement. Some observers detected a hint in William Hague’s speech that the 
government may now be preparing to talk to Hamas. 
 
HAGUE:   There’s no change in policy on that. Hamas is … This is a 
different thing from the internal politics of say Egypt. Hamas has been engaged in a violent 
confrontation with Israel, and we look to the new administration being formed in the 
Palestinian authority to look for a negotiated two-state solution and to recognise the 
previous agreements of the PLO, which included recognising the existence of Israel. 
 
STOURTON:  It’s a tricky one though, isn’t it, because people are bound to 
remember when they hear you talk about democracy that Hamas was democratically 
elected, which raises that question of whether there are double standards sometimes applied 
in this policy? 
 
HAGUE:   Well some of them were democratically elected. Actually.. 
 
STOURTON:  Well the Gaza government was, wasn’t it? 
 
HAGUE:   …then took over Gaza by force and suppressed all opposition... 
 
STOURTON:  But originally, originally. 
 
HAGUE:   ..in Gaza. So actually they then went on to behave like a 
government to which we take great exception. 
 
STOURTON:  But they were originally elected, weren’t they? 
 
HAGUE:   Yes some of them have originally been elected, but not to do 
what they did in Gaza. And of course the policy … Well we have every respect and 
encouragement for democracy. We’re still allowed to judge people who are elected and to 
condition our relations with them on the basis of how they behave, so we will continue to 
do that and we’ll do that in other parts of the Middle East. 
 
STOURTON:  One of the striking consequences of the revolutions in the Arab 
world has been to relegate the Israeli/Palestinian conflict to a less prominent position on the 
international agenda. William Hague’s Mansion House speech foreshadowed President 
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Obama’s keynote speech on the same question by insisting that the peace process should 
remain a central preoccupation for western countries. 
 
HAGUE:   We see a compelling need for urgent progress on a two state 
solution between Israelis and Palestinians.    Essential compromises that are difficult and 
painful now may become impossible in the future unless the moment is seized. 
 
STOURTON:  In his speech, President Obama tried to inject new impetus to 
talks about a two state solution by stating that Israel’s borders before the 1967 war should 
be the basis for negotiations between the Israelis and the Palestinians. Israel rejected that. I 
asked Professor Tripp of the School of Oriental and African Studies for his assessment of 
where the so-called Peace Process currently stands. 
 
TRIPP:   I think there are uncertainties, but I think more importantly 
there is a feeling of paralysis. I don’t think that either the Palestinians or the Israelis are in a 
position to move and the Americans don’t seem to be moving them either. So against that 
Europe can voice aspirations and certainly all the sentiments are fine - you know they 
should move forward and there should be a way, a road map to peace - but there’s not much 
way in which that could be produced. And I think one of the questions that one has to think 
about is whether the kinds of developments that have taken place in Egypt and elsewhere 
are bound to produce governments that - if they succeed - that are more answerable to the 
people. And what the people think about the relationship with Israel or the sympathy with 
the Palestinians may be a rather different thing than what a group of generals once thought 
out of very pragmatic reasons. 
 
HAGUE:   It’s heavy going. It’s difficult, it certainly is. I think we’ve 
taken a step forward with President Obama’s speech, saying that a settlement should be 
based on the 1967 borders. We’ve urged the United States for months to make that 
statement and they have now done so. I believe that is the basis for negotiations to resume. 
 
STOURTON:  Given how much is happening around Israel, what do you think 
the consequences are for Israel if they don’t move forward? 
 
HAGUE:   Well I think their long-term security will be more endangered 
unless Israel takes what opportunity it can find to come to a two state solution with 
Palestinians. Israel faces an important enemy in Iran, a stated enemy in Iran, and of course 
the Iranian alliance with Syria, with Hezbollah in Lebanon is a major problem for Israel’s 
security. It makes sense to do what is necessary to make with Palestinians in that context 
from Israel’s own point of view, and it will become harder to achieve a two state solution as 
time goes by. 
 
STOURTON:  And when you say the threat to their security in the long-term 
could be increased, do you think it’s possible that the state itself might one day cease to 
exist? 
 
HAGUE:   Well no, I certainly hope not. No, I am absolutely a strong 
supporter of Israel’s right to exist 
 
STOURTON:  Well I wasn’t asking whet her you wanted it no longer to exist, 
but whether you thought there was a real threat to it. 
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HAGUE:   No, no, I think that is … that would be an alarmist 
interpretation and Israel will always do what is necessary to defend itself, I’m sure, and it 
will always have the means to defend itself. But its security will become harder to maintain 
without a peace with Palestinians given the range of powerful enemies that exist, some of 
whom are not easily going away. 
 
GERGES:   Western foreign policy, including British foreign policy, is not 
transformation. It is still wedded to the traditional ideas of power and interest. 
 
STOURTON:   The biggest challenge to William Hague’s vision of a 
future relationship between Britain and the Arab world may be the perception that our 
government is guilty of applying double standards. It is one thing to call for democracy in a 
country like Egypt – especially once the revolution is already underway – but what about 
pushing for change in countries like Saudi Arabia or Bahrain, where Britain’s strategic 
interests might be threatened by change. Fawaz Gerges of the LSE. 
 
GERGES:   Think of Britain’s relation not just with Saudi Arabia, but with 
Bahrain and other countries based on what - based on security, arms deals and based on oil 
and other aspects - and Mr Hague did not even utter a single word about either Bahrain or 
Saudi Arabia. And this tells you again the contradictions, the tensions in Western foreign 
policies, including that of Britain. Unless Western policymakers  appreciate the sea change 
that has taken place in the Arab world and the need to anchor Western foreign policies in a 
new set of ideas - ideas of legitimacy, legitimate authority, institutions, people in the world, 
in that part of the world will not buy speeches by either President Obama or Mr Hague. 
 
STOURTON:  One of the most striking images to emerge from the Arab 
revolutions to date was a column of men and heavy weapons rumbling over the causeway 
that links Saudi Arabia with Bahrain. It was sent by the Saudi regime to shore up another 
monarchy – the Emirate of Bahrain. And according to Janes Defence Weekly the armoured 
vehicles in that column were British made Tacticas vehicles. Britain’s  arms sale policy is 
being reviewed in the light of what’s happening in the Middle East, but Mr Hague is bound 
to face continuing questions about what does at least seem to be a contradiction between 
Britain’s economic interest and the role of democratic champion he would like us to play. 
 
HAGUE:   Well actually in all of the countries of the Middle East we urge 
governments to respond to legitimate grievances. We’re not trying to lay down their form of 
government. And we do that in Bahrain. In the case of Bahrain, the reason it is different, let 
us say from Egypt, is that in Egypt it seemed from all events that the great mass of the 
population wanted a change and have some clear idea about the democratic system that 
they want establishing. In Bahrain there is a sectarian divide and there is no way forward 
for that country without the 40 per cent Sunnis and the 60 per cent Shias coming to some 
kind of accommodation with each other about the constitutional arrangements for their 
country.  It is a different set of circumstances. 
 
STOURTON:   But you can see that when people see those … that famous 
image of the tanks going across the causeway into Bahrain to help suppress the rebellion 
and they see the British built tanks, that people might say well this isn’t really very serious 
when the Brits talk about democracy, is it? They’re arming the people who are putting 
down the revolutions. 
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HAGUE:   I am not aware of any evidence of any British equipment 
anywhere in the Middle East being used to suppress demonstrations or in violence in the 
recent changes. It’s true that Saudi forces have gone into Bahrain, but they have not in any 
way been involved in the demonstrations or in confronting those demonstrations. 
 
STOURTON:  Their presence was something of a message surely? 
 
HAGUE:   Their presence was a message certainly. But they are there 
again under international treaties and norms at the legitimate invitation of the government 
of Bahrain, so one has to respect that. 
 
STOURTON:    The Foreign Secretary ended his Mansion House speech with a 
reference to the subject of one of his biographies – William Pitt the Younger, Prime 
Minister when Lord Nelson defeated the French at Trafalgar in 1805. 
 
HAGUE:   In response to being toasted as the saviour of Europe he said to 
the assembled guests, ‘Europe is not to be saved by any single man. England has saved 
herself by her exertions, and will, as I trust, save Europe by her example.’ And now 206 
years later and looking to the future, I am confident that the British people can shape a 
prosperous future through their exertions, and that the power of our example in 
international affairs will continue undiminished in the years ahead. 
 
STOURTON:  Mr Hague has also written a biography of William Wilberforce, 
the 19th century anti-slavery campaigner who believed that Britain’s power could be used as 
a force for good. And the Foreign Secretary seems to believe that he is holding his office at 
a moment of serendipity, when the pursuit of Britain’s interests and the greater good point 
in the same direction. But by his own account he is likely to be long gone by the time 
history can judge whether he is right. 
 
STOURTON:  Final question, I suppose. You said at  the beginning that you 
thought that the impact of this was going to be felt for many years to come. What sort of 
timescale? 
 
HAGUE:    Oh I think a generation. I think this is a vast change. I think 
some countries are bound to go through several convulsions on this journey. In others 
regimes will fight back hard for quite a long time and not every country will change in the 

same way. So I think this will be … it is not only the main event of the 21st century so far. 

Its full playing out will occupy quite a good part of the 21st century, but it will also awaken 
similar demands for freedom of expression and improved human rights in other parts of the 
world far beyond the boundaries of the Middle East 
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