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Middle East Revolts and Extremist Ideologies

1. The revolts in the New Middle East are an opportunity

· The ‘Arab Spring’ may change the world more deeply than the attacks of 9/11 or the global economic crisis since 2008. It is, above all, a huge victory for democratic ideas.
· In the short run, it may well lead to more instability, and entail violent crackdowns as in Bahrain and Syria, or civil war or strife as in Libya and Yemen. It may also strengthen the role of Iran which has been supporting terrorism and is threatening to develop nuclear weapons. Even in those countries where the revolts were successful in toppling authoritarian rulers, i.e. Tunisia and Egypt, the transition to democracy may yet take time and be fraught with backlashes. 
· Nevertheless, the revolts of Tunisia and Egypt show that regime change without external influence is possible. More importantly, there is now a realistic chance to overcome decades of stagnation and underdevelopment in this vital region.  
2. Coping with Extremism

· The thrust of the Middle Eastern revolts is, in most cases, not Islamist. In fact, in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood was initially wary of the protest movement and only hesitatingly supported it later.

· Thanks to an excellent infrastructure and strong appeal especially to rural citizens and voters, extremist organizations may yet profit from democratic procedures. The Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt may, through a joint election list with the liberal party Wafd, become the strongest political force in the Egyptian Parliament to be elected in September. 
· But there are also obvious splits in the Islamist movements. It remains to be seen whether these are tactical manoeuvres, or whether a genuinely modern political Islam can arise, accepting gender equality, rejecting the shariah as decisive for secular legislation and truly committed to the democratic process, with no veto power for the clergy. 
· The West should differentiate between talk (with everyone who does not practice violence) and cooperation (with those who hold similar values as we)
3. Transatlantic cooperation is now as necessary as ever!
· Both Europe and the United States have an eminent interest in successful transformation to democracy in the Middle East and North Africa. They should both recognize past mistakes (such as EU Mediterranean policy) and a clear policy of support for the democratic movements.

·  This entails: 
· Secularism which is, i.a. the only way to protect (Christian) minorities
· Liberal economy in order to profit from globalization

· Media freedom which is essential to freedom of opinion.

· While many US conservatives tend to see the struggle against Islamism as the fight against an ideology and warn against appeasement, many European centre right politicians would take a more nuanced approach. We will have to keep talking about this issue.
· The economic dimension of the Arab Spring is not often discussed but will be vital to its ultimate success or failure: around 40 million jobs are needed in the region over the next decade, if the transition is to work out. Europe and the US can help through trade agreements, development cooperation and smart visa and migration policies. 
