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The late Elie Kedourie was a frequent guest and lecturer at the Moshe Dayan Center. This is the text of an interview with Kedourie which took place on 8 June 1992, shortly before his untimely death on 29 June. The interviewer, Frits Bolkestein, is the leader of the Dutch Liberal Party as well as a noted writer and journalist. He recorded the interview at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, and the following is a transcript of that recording, which Kedourie did not see. A Dutch version has appeared, together with an appreciation of Kedourie, in NRC Handelsblad, 11 July 1992. An abbreviated English version appeared in Freedom Review, December 1992. This is the first full version in English.
FB. In the Muslim world one sees few democracies. The countries that look most like democracies are Turkey, Indonesia after a fashion, and Tunisia. They are far away from the center of the Muslim world. The question is legitimate: does the lack of democracy in the Islamic world have something to do with the Islam itself? Is it rooted in Islam? In your book, Politics in the Middle East (Oxford, 1992) you go back to the fact that in its origin the distinction between the temporal and the spiritual power did not exist. That may be part of the explanation. On the other hand, there is the intrusion of outsiders. Baghdad was sacked by the Mongols in the 13th century. Surely the violent disruption of the Islamic civilization of the time must have had something to do with its relative decline thereafter and therefore with its lack of capacity to regenerate itself into some kind of political democracy?
EK. I am not sure that one can establish a link between the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols and the political tradition of Islam. Before as well as after the Mongols we see the same political tradition. It is a tradition in which there is no question of representation. Representation is a European invention, which is unknown to the Muslim world. There is no question of a balance of power, of checks and balances. All functions of government are concentrated in one man, who is the ruler and everybody else is his servant or indeed his slave. That existed before the Mongols and went on existing. So in that sense there was no catastrophic break which would account for the decline of Islamic civilization in a political sense. It did not decline, the political traditions continued. And if you are talking about trade, industry and the arts one should not exaggerate the effects of the Mongol invasion. Egypt was not touched by the Mongol invasion. It was a very flourishing place under the Mamluks. In the 16th century, Persia under the Safavids was one of the high points of civilization. It is perfectly true that Islamic civilization fell into a decline in modern times in relation to Europe. Europe became much more dynamic. But that is a recent phenomenon. There was no science or industry to speak of in medieval Europe. It became a dynamic society after the discovery of the Americas, and it is then that the decline set in the Muslim world. The trade routes became diverted from the Middle East to the Atlantic. Thus began a period of stagnation in the whole of the Middle East.
FB. Would you then say that the relative decline of the Muslim world is a consequence of the rise of Europe after 1492?
EK. I would not say one is the cause of the other. One can say that these things happened in Europe and they did not happen elsewhere. What one notices in relation to the Muslim world and the Middle East in particular is the lack of curiosity about developments in European civilization, even in European military power until they were brought very forcibly to Muslim notice.
FB. Professor Mohammed Arkoun speaks time and again of the “medieval mental space” in which Islamic thought has been confined since the death of Averroes at the end of the 12th century. Do you have an explanation for this medieval mental space in which Islamic thought has been confined?
EK. It is exactly the same mental space as that of medieval Europe. The question is not about Islam but about Europe. Why did Europe take off? Why did it burst the bounds of this mental space, whereas the others did not? There is a very good book by G.E. von Grunebaum, Medieval Islam: A study in Cultural Orientation (Chicago, 1953). One of the points made in that book is that medieval Islam was in many ways a mirror image of medieval Europe. There were many more points of contact, if one cares to find them, between medieval Islam and medieval Europe than between modern Islam and modern Europe. So it really is a question addressed to Europe rather than to Islam. One can say one thing about Islam, however. Islam, when it came on the scene, became a very great military power in a comparatively short time. There came to be a belief among Muslims that the truth of their religion was proven by the fact that their God had favored them over the non-Muslims. They did not believe that all these multitudes over whom they had triumphed were a match for them. Therefore they did not trouble to find out what was going on in their world, which was so inferior to their own. That became an ingrained habit. I think this may explain a lot.
FB. The same Mohammed Arkoun is very critical of the governments of the Middle Eastern countries. In fact he calls them totalitarian. One can quarrel about the use of that word. But when I asked him what the cause of this totalitarian form of government was, he said it was a result of the Islamic countries importing the Jacobin centralizing state. Now, Arkoun is by origin Algerian and of course he looks towards France. I replied that there were two other models. One was the model of the Ottoman state and the second was that of oriental despotism. But he said those models were forgotten. They played no role in the thinking of modern Muslims. They looked towards Europe and what they saw was the Jacobin centralizing state.
EK. I would agree with him, except that I would not use the term totalitarianism. I would use the term despotism or absolutism. And I would not talk so much about Jacobinism, which really is a doctrine. Certainly centralization was a feature of the European state. There were exceptions like the Netherlands and Great Britain, where centralization was not practiced until recently and there was a tremendous diffusion of power in these two countries. But on the whole, in France, in the German-speaking world and in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, from the 18th century on, there flourished what was known as enlightened absolutism. This was the first European tradition that became known to rulers of the Middle East, the Ottomans included. There was the native tradition of despotism, but superimposed on that were the traditions of enlightened absolutism which were centralizing traditions. These traditions impressed the rulers of the Middle East, particularly Ottoman rulers and Muhammad Ali of Egypt, because the European states seemed to have solved the problem of military power. What one had to do was to borrow from these states. First one borrowed their military techniques and then one borrowed their administrative arrangements. In the first half of the 19th century, the rulers in the Middle East tried very hard to strengthen their states by importing these ideas of centralization and enlightened absolutism. But it did not work because the state remained very weak. What it did was to increase discontent because all kinds of people became more aware that there was another European tradition: the tradition of parliamentary government and political representation. And they said: “This is really the secret of Europe, not what you have been importing from the centralizing absolutists, and it is this that will be our salvation.” I think I have established in my book that this did not work either. 
FB. In your book you point to two ideas that have come from Europe. One is millenarianism and the other one is nationalism. In China and Japan one sees little influence of millenarianism. There was a millenarian movement in China, the Tai Ping movement, but a significant inspiration of that movement was Christian. Why was the Muslim world so particularly susceptible to the idea of millenarianism?
EK. It was not particularly susceptible to the idea of millenarianism. We have to distinguish between religious movements that are millenarian and the political millenarianism in Europe from 1789 onwards- a new age, a new world. As Wordsworth said: “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive.” It was very heaven, he said. And it was this kind of political millenarianism which took hold of certain political thinkers. Among these the most important was Jamal Al-Din Afghani. He was very influential in spreading the view that it is possible for people and for societies to transform themselves entirely and to become other than they were by political action. Salvation lay through political action. By the 20th century that idea became very prevalent among the educated classes and particularly the military officers in the Ottoman empire and elsewhere. That is the explanation of the current of political millenarianism. In a sense it originates in Christian religious tradition. But a millenarian tradition was important only in the Shiite branch of Islam. And even in that branch the millenarian tradition had become very passive. People were taught to accept the coming of the savior who was a descendent of the fourth Caliph. It is only when new kinds of political millenarianism appeared after the French Revolution that this new current in the Muslim world arose. I look upon it as entirely derivative of European events and actions.
FB. As a casual observer of the Middle East, having visited most of the countries, I have always been struck by the theatrical quality of Middle Eastern politics, and also by their ruthlessness. We must never forget that European history has many examples of ruthlessness. But there does not seem to be an end to this tradition in the Middle East. Is there something peculiar to those countries that cause both the theatrical quality and the ruthlessness?
EK. The theatrical quality is a result of the dissemination of modern means of communication and particularly the electronic media. Rulers are not stupid. When they controlled the printed word, radio and television, they made use of them. They have seen how it was used in Europe by Mussolini, Hitler and the Bolsheviks. And they imitated them. But they are not the only ones. Despots in Africa do exactly the same. This particular phenomenon does not originate in the Middle East. The ruthlessness results from the total absence of checks and balances and of the idea that the citizen has a right to control the actions of the rulers. There is an absolute absence of such a tradition. The living tradition is one of entire and absolute passive obedience. When that is combined with great ambitions, namely to provide salvation through political action, the stakes become much higher and then you witness this continuous parade of ruthlessness. This results from the desire to establish a society according to a particular blueprint. Old-fashioned despots did not want to fashion society. They had traditional ways of looking at things. Here they were: rulers under God. And they meant to keep their power. So long as the subjects recognizes them as their rulers, the rulers let them be. But now there is a succession of blueprints, and blueprints have a way of not coming out right. So one blueprint succeeds another, producing a succession of revolts or revolutions. The holders of the new blueprint blame the holders of power who had an earlier blueprint. Their blueprint had failed and therefore they had to be swept away- how else can you really reconstruct society? That makes for ruthlessness. Every new ruler or successful maker of a coup d’état, starts by saying that he will abolish corruption and excess of power and establish a new heaven and a new earth, yet every one of them fails. If he is not careful and does not have an efficient police and army then he is bound to fall prey to younger people who have another blueprint and are very dissatisfied with the failure of the earlier blueprint.
FB. Your book is depressing because its central thesis is that Europe undid the Middle East not because of what it did but because of what it was. Your thesis is that the developments of arts and sciences and representative democracy in Europe, Europe’s wealth and the organization of European armies caused the Middle Eastern countries to emulate us and that this implanted the seeds of destruction. Now, of course the European countries committed many mistakes. Colonialism was a mistake. But even without those mistakes, the example of Europe and its wealth, force and presence would have been sufficient for the destructive emulation by Middle Eastern governments.
EK. I do not know if that is necessarily depressing. It is what it is. Europe cannot help being what it is. By the very fact of its existence, as you rightly say, it was a destabilizing force for the Middle East. As for European conquests or colonialism, this is the least important factor. The lands of the Middle East had been accustomed to conqueror after conqueror. The fact of conquest was nothing new in their experience. And in a sense, European conquest was like any another conquest. But what was not like any previous experience was the tremendous intellectual and technical power of European civilization. That is what undid them- without the Europeans lifting a finger.
FB. Your book ends in a pessimistic note. The last sentence reads as follows: “The torment does not seem likely to end soon”. I would subscribe to that statement. Mohammed Arkoun reproaches Europe for dealing with corrupt governments. He says: “You exported your ideals to the Middle East, yet the French bombarded Sidi Ben Sakiet in Algeria. You are hypocritical. You deal with corrupt governments. Saddam Hussein is a creature of the West and you leave people of good will in the lurch.”
EK. I do not think the term hypocrisy is in order. Hypocrisy is a moral attribute of individuals. You cannot speak of hypocrisy in relation to whole civilizations or to states. And it was not that Western states exported these ideals into the Middle East. They got imported. Absolutely no one could have prevented it. It is no one’s responsibility. As far as dealing with “corrupt” governments, states have to deal with all kinds of other states and there is no reason why they should not deal with this or that state according to their own interest. As far as Algeria is concerned I have a bit of sympathy with Arkoun when he complains that he and people like him have been left in the lurch. That is very true because Algeria was governd by the French and it was abandoned in the most lamentable and pitiless fashion, from one day to the next. Abandoned without any regard to the interest of those for whom France had taken responsibility for a hundred and thirty years. That much can be said. In Algeria the French had a great responsibility and they fell down on it.
FB. The Dutch recently ran into a conflict with Indonesia because our government linked Dutch Development assistance to an improvement in Indonesian treatment of the people of the Island of Timor. Indonesia basically replied that the Dutch could keep their money, that they no longer desired development assistance from the Dutch, who poked their noses in Indonesian affairs.  This little incident shows that it is very difficult for Western governments to promote internal democracy in other countries. What Arkoun asks us to do- to support the democratization of the Middle East- is in practice very difficult. Our governments have to deal with governments of the day, of whatever persuasion they may be.
EK. Exactly. I do not see how the Dutch governments can force the Indonesian government to pursue what the Dutch government regards as a civilized policy in East Timor. This way of reasoning is encouraged by what might be called the ideological strain in modern European and American political discourse, this emphasis on human rights. It is taken for granted that there are human rights which are constitutionally guaranteed and which form the assumptions on which modern civilized society works. But when there are no such assumptions, what sense is there in talking about human rights? My point is that talk about human rights in Europe and North America is superfluous and talk about human rights elsewhere is useless. And I cannot see that it is the function of a government to impose its own view of human rights on a foreign government. It cannot do that. And there is no way in which it can do so, short of governing the place itself.
FB. I detect in your writings certain nostalgia for the millet system of the Ottoman empire and also for the Austro-Hungarian empire. Is that in fact so? Do you regret the passing of the Ottoman Empire? I know, it’s an odd question to ask. But if you compare the situation under the millet system of the Ottoman empire with the present situation, I could well imagine that you would regret its passing. In the same way, if you look at the Balkans today you might regret the passing of the Austro-Hungarian empire even though it was worm-eaten.
EK. Nostalgia is not a very profitable sentiment nor is there any sense in regretting something that cannot be revived. All one can say, is that these political systems and institutions, contraptions or call them whatever you will, worked while they were there. They functioned; and considering, the societies which the Ottomans and Austro-Hungarians ruled, they did not do a bad job of it. What one can also say, is that the successor states have failed lamentably whether in the Balkans or in central Europe or in the Middle East. Could you imagine, in 1914 in Mesopotamia which had been for centuries under Ottoman rule, a phenomenon like that of Saddam? It was unimaginable then. It has happened now. It has happened as a consequence of the destruction of that political order. That is all that one can say.
FB. Mohammed Arkoun says Saddam Hussein is the creature of the West.
EK. I do not understand what he means by that. If he means that it was Western governments which put him in power, then that is not true. If he means that from 1980 to 1990 the American and French governments and German firms did their best to help him, this is perfectly true. But you have to look at what their intentions were. The German firms were there to make money. The French had two reasons for supporting Saddam. One was to sell arms in order to recycle petrodollars. And the other was to establish an influence in the Middle East. These are perfectly understandable objectives for any government to pursue. American policy towards Saddam from 1980 to 1990 was also simple. The Americans believed, mistakenly I think, that if they did not do something in order to stop Khomeini, he would sweep  over the whole of the Middle East. I think there was little prospect of that, but that is what they believed and therefore they chose to support Saddam. Again, within its own terms it was a rational if mistaken calculation. It was a terrible mistake, which lay at the back of the invasion of Kuwait and the war that followed, which I consider an unnecessary war. It was the result of policies the Americans had followed vis-à-vis Saddam for ten years and which made him think that he could invade Kuwait with impunity. A calculation went wrong. But I do not think there was anything else there. Saddam is not a creature of the West. He is not a creature of anybody. He happens to be a very ruthless man who came to the top because of the destruction of the Ottoman political order and its replacement by nothing.
FB. Under the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires, the collective right of self-determination was suppressed yet individual rights could be enjoyed to a greater degree than thereafter. Is it fair to say that since Wilson’s Fourteen Points the modern world had laid too much emphasis on collective rights at the expense of individual rights?
EK. National self-determination was made very fashionable by the Fourteen Points and enshrined by the League of Nations and in the Charter of the United Nations. But it is a visionary idea and there is no way that it can be made into a pillar of international order. It is a pillar of international disorder. As you see in the case of Yugoslavia, you cannot simply determine that a population is entitled to national self-determination, then grant it, and that is the end of it. Because that is not the end of it. After 1918, there were those who promoted the idea that all the Yugoslavs wanted to be united-that it was an expression of national self-determination to create Yugoslavia. Now we wee that national self-determination means the self-determination of Serbs, Croats, Slovenians, Bosnians, and so on. And since in all these areas the various groups are intermixed with one another, this must make for endless conflict. 
FB. If one looks at the Austro-Hungarian empire and also the Ottoman state, yes, they were multiracial or multinational states or empires but one particular part of those empires held the upper hand. In the case of the Austro-Hungarian Empire it was the Austrians; in the case of the Ottoman Empire it was the Turks. But under the millet system they left the various people alone. That gives rise to the question whether the world is ripe for multiracial or multinational states or empires. Look at Quebec, Belgium, Ireland, Cyprus, Sri-Lanka.
EK. If groups are different in point of religion, race or language, conflicts will arise. The question is whether these conflicts must inevitably lead to the disruption of the social order. I see nothing inevitable about that. The Austro-Hungarian empire allowed a great deal of latitude to various nationalities. It tried to work with a nearly mathematical sense of equity as between the various groups. After the Ausgleich, it was a parliamentary state and all groups were represented. The government in Vienna took great care to consult and to listen and there was no despotism on the part of the German element in the last few decades. You say it was bound to disappear, I am not really sure about this inevitability. If there had been no Great War, why should it have? The Ottoman empire had nothing like the same parliamentary situation. Nor did it make the same attempt to listen to the various groups, since this kind of self-awareness among its subjects had not progressed much at all. Yet if the Young Turks had not entered so foolishly into war, it is unclear whether things would have collapsed. If you look at the record of the Ottoman empire, its rulers had a very sensible attitude to the problems raised by large groups of people who were under their control. When it came to insurrection the Ottomans were quite ruthless. But apart from that, they tried very hard to maneuver, to meander, to try and conciliate. To take an example, Abdülhamid was sultan from 1876 to 1909. He found himself confronted at various points in his reign by radical officers who believed in ideologies of renewal, national self-determination and so on. What did he do? He did not kill them. He exiled them and gave them sinecures in the provinces.
FB. You are sometimes critical of the British for leaving the Middle East. You seem to suggest that they could have stayed in Yemen and Iraq. You also write about the mistakes of Lord Cromer and others in Egypt. Do you think that the British could have hung on?
EK. All that one can say is that whatever was done, it was not inevitable. There was a choice. In the case of Egypt the breaking point came with the disturbances of 1919, and that is when great mistakes were made, by British civil servants, by the government itself, by the high commissioner Allenby and by some of his successors. They found themselves in a very volatile situation. They did not deal well with it. They thought that this uprising in 1919 was the expression of a national movement. There was once a very talented leader, Sa’d Zaghlul, who tried to speak as the embodiment of the Egyptian national movement.  There was a great deal of frustration and discontent and he was allowed to become its spokesman. There was no reason why he should have been allowed to do so except for a number of mistakes. As a result, the British came to assume that there was a national movement, Zaghlul was its spokesman, and the British had to compromise with him. In fact they handed Egypt over to a very unrepresentative group of people who had no regard for the welfare or the rights of the Egyptian people, as their records shows. They simply enjoyed the sweets of power. And in order to stay in power they kept on attacking the residue of the British position, at a time when Egypt was still important to Britain for imperial reasons, because Britain still had India and the Far East to consider. They kept on attacking Britain in order to justify their existence and their position vis-à-vis their rivals in Cairo. In the resulting mess, the main sufferers were the Egyptian people. Elsewhere, in Iraq, which the British invented, they imported a foreigner and made him king. They gave this country of which the majority was Shiite and Kurdish to a handful of ex-Ottoman officers who were Sunnis and who represented nobody. That was a recipe for disaster. In that sense one can criticize their policies. At the minimum, as we can see from the record of British colonial regimes in places like Africa or Egypt before 1919, there was no representative government but what is called a Rechtsstaat, a state in which law and order obtained. That was a great boon for the ordinary person who really does not meddle in politics. The Middle Easterner is very far from thinking that he has a right to have a say in politics. All he wants is to be left alone and not to be oppressed. At the minimum the British colonial regime ensured this for the generality of the population. When the British made a great mess of Egypt and Iraq, the chief sufferers were the local population. But I do not see that the British themselves derived any advantage from this. They thought there would be an advantage but they were mistaken.
FB. The conclusion must be that the European ideals which resulted in the freedom and affluence of the peoples of Europe led through their adoption by the rulers in the Middle East to the poverty and misery of millions of people there.
EK. I suppose this is true, but these ideals that captured the Middle East, were not imposed by Europe. It was something infectious. Someone who has influenza is not really responsible for the fact that someone else catches his disease.
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