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First polis in which women could either vote or stand

RIYADH: Two women have won seats on a
Jiddah chamber of commerce, the first to
win any elected position in Saudi Arabia,
where women remain largely barred from
political life, officials said on Wednesday.

Lama al-Sulaiman and Nashwa Taher
were elected to the Jiddah Trade and In-
dustry Chamber, officials at the chamber
said on Wednesday, speaking on condition
of anonymity because they were not au-
thorised to talk to the media.

The chamber’s elections on Saturday and
Sunday were the first polls in Saudi Arabia
in which women could either vote or stand.
In the kingdom’s first nationwide munici-
pal elections early this year, women were
neither allowed to vote nor stand as candi-
dates. Electoral officials said women might
be allowed to vote in the 2009 municipal
polls.

The Jiddah Trade and Industry Chamber
had initially rejected the nomination of 10
women for its board of governors, but the
Government ordered it to allow female vot-
ers and candidates.

In the polls, Ms. Al-Sulaiman received
1,138 votes, and Ms. Taher received 1,015
votes, the officials said.

Women make up about 10 per cent of the
40,000 members of the Jiddah chamber.
The two women will become members of an
18-person board that had previously been
exclusively for men.

Jiddah, a port on the Red Sea coast, is the
kingdom’s second largest city after Riyadh.

King Abdullah, who ascended the throne
in August, has said he wishes to promote

Saudi businesswoman
Lama al-Suleiman. - PHOTO: AFP

the status of women, who are heavily re-
stricted. They may not drive a car, and a
male guardian must give permission for a
woman to travel abroad.

Earlier this year, female business exec-
utives in the eastern city of Dammam were
allowed to vote in their chamber of com-
merce polls, but only if a male guardian cast
their ballots for them. — AP



2 Saudi women win
in Jeddah local polls

Riyadh, Nov. 30 (Reuters):
Two Saudi women triumphed
today in an unprecedented
election to a local business
group, the first vote in the con-
servative Muslim kingdom
where women campaigned
openly for office.

“I'm a bit in shock, but this
shows people are ready for
women to play a role,” said
Lama Sulaiman, one of two
businesswomen to win a seat
on the 18-strong board of Jed-
dah’s Chamber of Commerce
and Industry.

The vote in the relatively
liberal city of Jeddah is seen
as a landmark for Saudi
women after they were barred
from voting or standing in
elections to municipal coun-
cils earlier this year.

Sulaiman and Nashwa

other six people who will be
appointed by the government.

“It’s an achievement. Of
course we would love more
(women) but for a beginning
it's an achievement,” Taher
said. Only 100 women voted in
the election, compared to 4,000
men, Taher said, showing that
she and Sulaiman had won
strong support from male vot-
ers.

King Abdullah has made
the promotion of women in so-
ciety a priority for Saudi Ara-
bia's economic development
but emphasised that any steps
will be in line with Islamic
principles.

Saudi Arabia, the birth-
place of Islam, follows the aus-

must be covered up in public
and should not mix with
men outside their immediate
family. “We did our best and
showed the world and our soci-
ety that we are ready to take
responsibility,” said Madawi
al-Hassoun, a losing woman
candidate.

All 12 victorious candi-
dates were part of a joint plat-
form called “For Jeddah”,
which pledged to support
small businesses for men and
women and make Jeddah
more attractive to investors.

The Jeddah chamber al-
ready promotes women in
business through its “Khadija
Centre”, named after the wife
of Prophet Mohammad who

Taher will be joined by 10 men l
inthe Jeddah chamber and an-

tere Wahhabi school of Sunni  was a successful business- Lama Sulaiman in
Islam. Women cannot drive, woman 14 centuries ago. Jeddah. (AFP)
H
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Fahd hailed as moderniser

of desert kingdom

‘Monarch championed women’s education

i Douglas Martin

RIYADH: King Fahd, the absolutist

: monarch of Saudi Arabia who

guided his desert kingdom
through swerves in the oil mar-
ket, regional wars and the in-
cessant  tensions  between
Islamic tradition and breakneck
modernisation, died on Monday,
the Saudi royal court in Riyadh

; said.

King Fahd bin Abdul Aziz, the

| fifth Saudi sovereign, transcend-

ed his early reputation as a bon
vivant prince to become a leader
of Arab states in the Persian Gulf

i region, a friend to the United
¢ States when that was not always

easy and, most recently, though
in a debilitated state due to re-
peated and deepening health
problems, a principal in the war

i against terrorism.

King Fahd, who suffered the
first of several strokes in 1995,
was overweight, diabetic, and
long suffered maladies from ar-

_ thritis to gallbladder surgery to a

blood clot in his eye. He used a
cane or a wheelchair. He let hun-
dreds of thousands of American
troops be based in Saudi Arabia
during the first war against Iraq
despite heated criticism from
other Arab countries.

Religious schools

His influence ranged from
helping the Reagan administra-
tion orchestrate and finance its
complicated, illegal operation to
sell arms to Iran while aiding
Nicaraguan rebels; to giving
hundreds of millions of dollars
to Palestinians fighting Israel, to

establishing religious schools,
some of which have been de-
scribed as breeders of terrorists,
throughout the Islamic world.

The power and prestige of
controlling the world’s biggest
pool of 0il, a quarter of the plane-
t's reserves, spoke for itself. But
depressed petroleum prices dur-
ing much of King Fahd’s reign,
which began in 1982, engen-
dered economic pressures un-
thinkable during the high-flying
1970s. As population surged and
employment opportunities
dwindled, the kingdom’s per
capita income sank to a third of
what it had been at the time of
his coronation.

The King nonetheless used
his ability to pump more oil al-
most at will as a damper on oil
prices so as not to damage the
world economy. But he under-
standably worried when prices
fell too low to pay the kingdom’s
bills, and in 1986 sacked his fa-
mous Oil Minister, Ahmed Zaki
Yamani, for allowing crude pric-
estofallto $10 abarrel from $30.

In 1986 King Fahd boldly de-
clared his other source of power
by naming himself Custodian of
the Two Holy Places, referring to
the Saudi cities of Mecca and
Medina, Islam’s most sacred
sites. But it was exactly this reli-
gious role that was most chal-
lenged during the latter part of
his reign as Islamic conserva-
tives derided the royal family as
corrupt and the Government’s
closeness to the United States as
near-satanic.

It was thus of high signifi-
cance that in December 2003, an

A
edict in King Fahd’s name or-
dered religious scholars to mar-

shal doctrinal arguments to fight
Islamist terrorists.

Action against Osama

In 1994, the King stripped
Osama bin Laden of his Saudi
citizenship because of his activ-
ities against the royal family.
The King’s other anti-terrorist
actions, many probably per-
formed by Crown Prince Abdul-
lah, included removing more
than 2,000 radical preachers
from their mosques.

Other than the principality of
Lichtenstein, Saudi Arabia is the
only country named after a fam-
ily. King Fahd’s Saud family has
ruled since 1932 when his father,
King Abdul Aziz al-Saud, formed
what was actually the family’s
third kingdom on the Arabian
peninsula.

Each time, beginning in the
mid-18th century, the Sauds
claimed religious authority as le-
gitimacy for their rule. This de-
rived from their alliance with
the Wahabbi sect of Muslims, led
by the Al-Sheikh family. In re-
turn for the endorsement of the
ultra-strict Wahabbis, the Sauds
act as their protectors and en-
forcers.

Dr. Rashad Pharaon, once
personal physician to Saud,
compared Fahd to his brothers,
saying he came “nearest to his
father in outlook and general
qualities wisdom, ambition and
the will-power to achieve those
objectives for which the Saudi
house stands.” —New York
Times News Service

_ Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques

1923? Fahd Bin
Abdul Aziz Al-Saud
born in Riyadh

1932; Desert state
Kingdom founded
- and oil discovered

19508-60s: Gains
reputation as a bon
vivant

1953: Becomes
nation’'s first
Minister of
Education. Expands
school system from
30,000 students

to over 3.2m. Builds
3even universities

King Fahd, known as the Cusodian of the Tar Holy Msqueswas one
of around 48 sons of King Abdul Aziz, founder of modern Saudi Arabia.
Under his rule the Kingdom has had to absorb the huge cost of the

1990 Gulf War, the impact of falling oil prices and the rise of extremism

i June 13, 1982:

Crown Prince Fahd
succeeds Khalid as
fifth King of Saudi

Arabia

1986: Takes title:
Khadin atHaramayn
akSharifayn-
Custodian of the Two
Holy Mosques - to
indicate his protection
of the sacred sites
at Mecca and Medina

1990: lraq invades
neighbouring
Kuwait. King Fahd
Invites US.-led
forces temporarily
onto Saudi soil

1962: Appointed Minister of the Interior

1967: Becomes Second Deputy
Prime Minister. Arab sentiment
against U.S. support for Israel
-during Sx-DayWarspills over into
criticism of ruling family

1970s: Oil boom - as home to world's
ggreatest oil reserves petro-doliars
flosd in. Future king arnasses personal
fortune estimated at $18 billion

1990s: Aiter GulfWar American
forces do not leave, stirring up ‘_
widespread popular resentment against
United Staies. Estimated $60 billion
cost of Guif War to Saudi Arabia forces
ailing monarch to introduce unpopular
austerity measures '

1995: King Fahd suffers a stroke -
cedes much of his power to his
half-brother, GrownRince Abdullah

1973-1974: Oil embargo against
nations that support Israel during
Arab-israeliWar triggers crisis in
U.8.-Saudi relations

1996: Bomb attack on U.S. desert
headquarters at Dhahran kills ’
19 service members

Mar 1975: Becomes Crown Prince
when his brother KhalidBin Abdu!
Aazizis proclaimed King

1979: Revolution in iran leads to
fears of Islamic upheaval spreading
to Saudi Arabia. King Fahd supports
Baghdad in Iraq's war with Iran

2001: Revelation that 15 0119
terrorists in 9/11 attacks were Saudi
nationals deals sledgehammer blow
to U.S.-Saudi relations. Saudi
govarament severs diplomatic relations
with Taliban regime in Afghanistan

1981: Proposes peace plar. 1o seek
end to Arab-Israeli conflict: Plan
becomes basis of Fez Declaration

2003: Saudi government refusesto
patticipate in U.S.-led invasion of lrag.
U.S. finally puils troops out of Kingdom

Aug 1, 2005: King Fahd dies. Crown
Prince Abdullah suceeds as monarch

Picture: Associated Press

© GRAPHIC NEWS |
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The question of Arab unity and reform?

Hamid Ansari

14

RISE, YE Arabs, and awake!” was
the seditious 19th century slogan of
Arab nationalism in its infancy. It
aroused them against the Ottoman
rule but did not hinder the subsequent imperial
designs of Britain and France. The moment of
liberation became the start of newer forms of
dominance.

In an essay written in 1958 an eminent West-
ern scholar had posed three possible options for
the Arabs in their encounter with the West:
submit, turn their backs, or meet on terms of
equal cooperation after renewing their society
from within. A prerequisite for the latter, he
added, is “the removal of the irritant of foreign
interference.” That interference persists and the
Arab world today, in the words of a careful ob-
server, “is decimated and divided, bereft of all
nationalist pride, lacking any solidarity or self
confidence, more subject to foreign domination
than at any time since the Second World War,
and at war with its own angry citizens.”

The Algiers Summit of the Arab League pro-
vided ample evidence of the limitations of the
Arab state system. The external factor is one
aspect of it; another, more intrinsic, reason lies
in a web of socio-political sins of omission and
commission,

Decades back the Syrian historian Constantin
Zorayak had observed that the failure to under-
stand catastrophes is even deadlier to a people
than the catastrophes themselves. The failure to
comprehend is thus central to the crises that
have affiicted the region.

The stated purpose of the Arab League is to
strengthen relations between member states,
achieve cooperation through coordination of
policies, and safeguard the independence and

SURENDRA

The challenge to the Arab citizen is manifold.
Domestically, neo-patriarchy and
authoritarianism has to make way for
participatory governance. Regionally, the being
and becoming of Arabness has to be clearly‘\

demarcated.

sovereignty of its members. It has failed on each
of these counts. Disunity characterises its func-
tioning in times normal and stressful. Its failure
is that of its members. They lack the political will
and for six decades have not been to develop a
unity of purpose and convergence of interests.
Intoxicating rhetoric of Arab unity has enhanced
manifold the impact of this failure. Is there a
case for re-statement of purpose and procedure?

Role of elites

Philosophers caution against systematically
misleading expressions and lawyers endeavour
to benefit from loosely worded formulations of
intent, Two generations of elites in Arab lands
have been guilty of both. The issue, as the Mo-
roccan historian Abdullah Al Arawi put it, is not
about the intrinsic value of their vision of Arab
history but about the real relationships obtain-
ing in the world today. The focus, he said, should
be on the social matrix of tradition, on the dis-
tinction between tradition as structure and tra-
dition as value.

Did the elites perceive this and translate it
into practice? What was the precise import in
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their minds of frequently used expressions such
as freedom, liberty, legitimacy, tyranny, revolu-
tion, governance, participation, and consulta-
tion? Were elite perceptions altogether
autonomous? What role did external interests
play in shaping and sustaining them?

The geopolitical centrality and economic in-
dispensability of West Asian lands is the curse of
modern times, even if one result of it is unparal-
leled economic prosperity. The curse translated
itself into an “infra historical rhythm” that re-
tarded normal evolution; this, in turn, benefited
both the elites and the principal external bene-
ficiaries of that rhythm. The Arab nationalists
lost their way in a maze of ideological confusion
and oppressive state structures. The neo-patri-
archal Arab Right became integral to the quest
for stability and was viewed as an ally in local,
regional and global terms. Its religious identity
was an added asset in the fight against godless
enemies.

Prior to 9/11, the preference was for moderate
Muslims; thereafter, for moderate and modern
ones. In the process the Arab (and the Muslim)
became synonymous with the actual or alleged
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failures of these elites. Thus were laid the foun-
dations for implementing the doctrine of the
“Clean Break.” Simplistic prescriptions, howev-
er, do not work and Iraq shows that the best laid
plans can go awry.

Some questions beg for an answer. What is the
seriousness of the domestic effort for change?
Three Arab Human Development Reports of the
UNDP have analysed the shortcomings in the
shape of “three deficits” — knowledge, freedom
and gender. Another report on Arab Compet-
itiveness, produced recently by the Davos Eco-
nomic Forum, puts the focus on population
growth and high levels of youth unemployment
and has urged a shift away from total depend-
ence on a rentier economy. Sheer necessity
would propel movement towards some correc-
tives; it would be slow, even erratic and would
seek not to disturb the locus of political and
economic power.

Machiavelli’s dictum that “men forget more
easily the death of their father than the loss of
their patrimony” would hold good. The correc-
tives therefore will lead to 4 measure of sharing,
but will not involve meaningful transfer of polit-
ical authority or economic power and
decision-making.

Is the purpose of the external impulse altru-
istic? In a process that is essentially elite-cen-
tric, they have been told that the “rules of the
game have been changed” and they therefore
have to comply. The elites would comply wherz
they must; they would also be artful dodgers.

In the process, and conveniently, less atten-
tion is paid to the other assertion of the AHDR
2005 that “the continued occupation of the Pal-
estinian territories by Israel, the US-led occupa-
tion of Iraq and the escalation of terrorism” had
an adverse impact on human development. (This
and a few other sentences in a 250-page volume
incurred the wrath of the U.S. Government, led
to a cut in funding, and compelled the Adminis-
trator of the UNDP to dissociate the UN and the
UNDP from these judgments).

The Arab Street does exist and so does the
citizen with an acute sense of dignity and with
concentric circles of identity. He is aware of the
interplay of the internal and external factors,
and of the motives for emphasising one and
underplaying the other. He knows that partici-
patory governance without the power of the
purse and the rule of law is an empty slogan, as is
democracy without sovereignty. The challenge
to the Arab citizen, therefore, is manifold. Do-
mestically, neo-patriarchy and authoritarianism
has to make way for participatory governance.
Its pace and content would be determined by
each civil society autonomously. It has to be
meaningful but cannot be prescriptive. Region-
ally, the being and becoming of Arabness has to
be clearly demarcated and the overarching Arab
identity (“all those whose manners and tradi-
tions have been shaped in an Arab mould, and
whose mother tongue is Arabic”) is to be sus-
tained for its cultural richness but without the
unsustainable political baggage of the past six
decades.

The choices

New regional or sub-regional entities, based
on identified community of economic interests,
could be one alternative. The Palestinian cause
is an international one and not merely Arab or
Muslim. Internationally, the urge to create for-
tresses, outposts, protectorates, captive sources
of strategic material, and markets has to make
way for an equitable system of international
relations and trade and cooperative rather than
competitive security arrangements.

In each category the challenge is of confront-
ing the entrenched power, and the resulting
power equations. Given the inter-linkages, none
can be addressed in isolation nor can cosmetic
arrangements be enduring,

(M.H. Ansari is a Distinguished Fellow at the
Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi.)
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+ " ARABS AND DEMOCRACY e

THERE IS MUCH talk of a new democratic
awakening in the Arab world after the elections
in Iraq. Those who think in this vein assert that
several recent developments prove the proposi-
tion that the desire for a liberal political order is
spreading in West Asia and North Africa. The
relevant highlights are street demonstrations in
Beirut, agitation by the democratic opposition
in Egypt, local body polls in Saudi Arabia, and
Mahmoud Abbas’ assumption of the presiden-
cy of the Palestinian Authority through a
smooth electoral process. These events did take
place after the Iraqis voted for a new parliament
on January 30. However, no causal connection
can be proposed with any credibility. The Leba-
nese demonstrations were sparked off by the
assassination of a popular politician while the
Palestinian election became mandatory follow-
ing the death of Chairman Yasser Arafat. In any
event, the Lebanese and Palestinians tried to
build democratic traditions long before the Ira-
gis embarked on this endeavour under ex-
tremely distorted circumstances imposed by an
illegal and outrageous occupation. Virtually
none of the authoritarian leaders of the Arab
world appears ready to concede a neéd to
change methods of governance.

The Iraqi election seems to have generated a
measure of excitement in West Asia and North
Africa. However, Egyptian President Hosni
Mubarak’s response to the situation provides
an indication of the real strength of the liberal
wave supposedly sweeping across the Arab
world. The pressure that western democracies
were exerting on the Egyptian President to un-
dertake political reforms increased significantly
after the Iraqi election. Mr. Mubarak’s domestic
opponents apparently believed that the cir-
cumstances were propitious for them to press
for a change in the political order. He respon-
ded to these twin pressures by changing the

electoral law so marginally that the one party
rule in existence for the past few decades is un-
likely to be disturbed. While the candidates of
other parties can contest the presidential elec-
tion to be held this summer, every nomination
needs to be endorsed by a few hundred officials.
Given the grip Mr. Mubarak’s party has on
Egyptian officialdom, real opponents of the re-
gime have little reason to believe their names
will figure on the ballot papers.

Much of the hype about the spread of democ-
racy in the Arab world has been created by a
United States administration that is intent on
manufacturing a ‘noble’ purpose for its foreign
policy. This posture suffers from a huge cred-
ibility gap given the history of American backing
for authoritarian and, in some cases, obscuran-
tist regimes in Arab countries from Morocco to
Egypt. Washington’s new-found interest in
spreading democracy might actually prove to be
a kiss of death for the movements that have
been pressing for political reform. Most of them
draw inspiration from either religion or a spirit
of nationalism. Typically, they have thrived on
anti-Americanism. The leaders of these move-
ments could lose popular support if their adher-
ents came to believe they were now relying on
Washington’s support. Such a situation will be
tailor-made for authoritarian rulers to strike
back in the guise of stauncher nationalists.
While Arab societies do need to democratise,
only untainted grassroots movements can pro-
duce such an outcome. Meanwhile, The Dream
Palace of the Arabs, Fouad Ajami’s elegiac ac-
count of the collision between the modernist,
secular, democratic impulse on the one hand
and theocratic politics and authoritarianism on
the other suggests what might have been — and
what may yet become reality if the inspiring ex-
ample of, say, a Naguib Mahfuz is followed
across the Arab world.
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Riyadh: Saudi men voted in a
municipal election in the cap-
ital Riyadh on Thursday, the
first stage in an unprecedent-
ed nationwide vote as the ab-
solute monarchy inches
toward reform. “It took a
long time to get here but
we’ve broken through a
psychological barrier, that
we couldn’t deal with bal-
lot boxes,” said university
professor Sulaiman Enezi,
who raised his arms in tri-
umph after casting his vote.
The polls, from which
women are excluded, are part
of a cautious programme of
reform introduced by de facto
ruler Crown Prince Abdullah.
He has faced growing calls for
change at home and from Sau-
di Arabia’s main ally, the US.
Critics say the elections are
largely a cosmetic respons% in

/‘

hich few are taking part. But
diplomats say the vote does at
least create a mechanism for
Saudis to channel concerns.

Voters are deciding just
half the members of munici-

» WOMEN BARRED: “An all-male
election is a lopsided one. When
you exclude 50% of the society
and allow criminal prisoners to
vote this is an insult to 9 million
women,” historian and women’s
campaigner Hatoon Fassi said.

pal councils, whose powers
are likely to be limited. The
other council members will
be appointed. Women cannot
vote and few men registered
in the Riyadh area—just
149,000 in a city of over four
million  people—reflecting
scepticism that the councils

will e much difference to
dajlf life. Agencies
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Riyadh calls for

global

RIYADH, ré(a\.”f Saudi Arabia’s

Crown Prince called on Satur-
day for countries worldwide to
create an international anti-ter-
rorism centre for quick infor-
mation-sharing, as he opened a
conference on ways to fight the
Al-Qaeda and other terror
groups.

Crown Prince Abdullah, the
de facto leader of a country
struggling to contain terrorist
attacks, said such an interna-
tional centre could allow offi-
cials and experts from
countries worldwide to “ex-
change information instantly in
response to the demands of the
situation and the need to pre-
vent incidents, God willing, be-
fore they occur.”

The Crown Prince also told
delegates the world cannot
fight terrorism unless it fights
three other global crimes linked
to it — arms smuggling, drug
smuggling and money launder-
ing.

Saudi Arabia is already
thought to exchange informa-
tion with the United States. But
the Kingdom has been blamed
by some in the West for export-
ing terrorism, and failing to
openly disclose the steps it
takes internally to fight terror-
ists.

Aggressive campaign

The Counter-Terrorism In-
ternational Conference caps an
aggressive anti-terror campaign
by Saudi authorities to uproot
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centre
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the Al-Qaeda’s strudture in the
kingdom, one respgnsible for
the deaths of scores bf civilians
in bombings, shootings and
kidnappings.

Prince Abdullah told dele-
gates from the United States,
Britain and more than 50 coun-
tries in an enormous palace
conference hall that Saudi Ara-
bia has fought terrorism ‘“‘vigi-
lantly on the local, regional and
international levels. ... We will
continue to do so until we elim-
inate, with the help of God, this
evil.”

“Wise and timely”

Amr Moussa, head of the
Arab League who was at the
conference, described Prince
Abdullah’s proposal for the
centre as ‘“‘wise and timely”
and said the league was “‘will-
ing to participate in establish-
ing this centre and running it.”

But experts say that while the
conference provides symbolic
evidence of Saudi progress in
the fight against terror, the
kingdom’s biggest problem is
making the rest of the word
believe its efforts are genuine.

“When they speak about in-
ternal security nobody believes
them,” said Kevin Rosser, an
analyst with the London-based
Control Risks Group.

“Even when they have made
genuine progress it's taken a
long time for the outside
world’s recognition to catch
up.” — AP
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