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The Amir and the Fly
WY.

Wth each new riot and bombing or other signs of unrest in
the Gulf, I think back to life there nore than a decade ago when
oil prices were high and the public coffers were flush. The Shi0a
majority in Bahrain and the al -Hasa, eastern province of Saud
Arabia, were already waging their quiet war against the status
quo, flavored with Islamic undercurrents that have waxed and waned
over the years. 1In a separate, coexisting world, a nore secul ar
prof essi onal bourgeoi sie was angling for nore political rights and
representation. New these two groups have found each ot her and
are singing the sane chorus. The autocratic princes have
nonopol i zed power and plundered their national treasuries for too
long. Wth the surpluses of the 1970s having turned into deficits
in the 1990s, there is no noney left to naintain the generous
subsi dies of the past. Now, faced with tough fiscal choices, the
best the nonarchs of these countries can offer is a Qconsultative
counci | O

Listening to recent news reports of unrest, | amrem nded of

one nonarch®s hypocrisy, alienation fromhis subjects, and his
classic story of the fly. OSheikh Isals BeachO, naned after His
Royal Hi ghness the Amir, was a waterfront conpound on the
sout hwest coast enconpassing one of the Amir®s palaces. It had a
| ovely garden of date palns, fruit trees, and a | arge green | awn
borderi ng an extensive stretch of private beach. The conpound was
encl osed by a high wall and at the entrance stood four arned
guards who scrutinized every patron.

Asi ans, Africans, and Arab nationals were not allowed in.
Only western expatriates were wel cone. Here they could expose
t hemsel ves, in various degrees of undress, wthout being ogled by
natives. Some went wind surfing on breezy days, but nobst of the
time we lazily roasted and toasted our pale bodies, pausing only
occasionally to quench our thirst and replenish our fluids at
Shei kh Isals bar. The natives could only hear of the bar but
could not share in the excitement. Their resentment was evident
and it nmade no difference that the bar did not serve alcoholic
bever ages.

The Amir was too busy to enjoy his seaside playground. But on

Fri days, he would discreetly arrive in an unmarked car, pace back
and forth in the courtyard for his exercise, and then attend to
busi ness of the day. The business consisted of informal neetings
wi th distinguished expatriates fromthe di plomatic and comercia
communities. \When a guard approach a chosen party, in accordance
with an unwritten protocol, they would quickly cover their bare
bodi es and proceed to the courtyard where a | arge canopy had been
erected. Beneath the canopy the Amir sat in front of a small glass
cof fee table surrounded by a few garden chairs. Under the table
was a small tissue box and a hand mirror. The Amir was extremely
consci ous of his appearance.

One day a new visitor arrived on the island and was brought
al ong as guest of one of the chosen parties. It was the visitorCs
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first time to the Mddle East and the Amir was nost interested in
hearing his early inpressions.

Preci sely on cue an Indian servant came with tea and Sara Lee
cake, the Amir(Os favorite. Mnutes passed and sone guests had
proceeded with their third round of tea. The new visitor was
conspi cuously not joining in for when he lifted the cup to his
lips he noticed a dead fly floating on the surface, and froze.

bserving the young man®s nortified expression, the Amr
peered into the cup and a barely detectable grin fornmed across his
face. He gl anced around at his guests and proceeded to tell his
story. OEvery Friday norning | nmust rise up at 6 a.m to make a
formal appearance at the Mbsque. One day the cerenpny was being
broadcast on national television. It was a special holiday and
all the nedia were represented. The caneras were pointed at nme and
everyone was watching. Just as the prayer was about to begin, a
fly flew up ny nose. | was nesnerized for there was nothing
could do. | sat there without a nmove for an hour with that fly in
my nose. O Everyone | aughed except the Amr.

A net aphorical fly has been stuck up the AmirGs nose for the
past twenty years, angrily tickling himto make a nove. The Amr
continues to sit still on his throne refusing to budge. If he
squashes the fly it will be martyred and worshi pped. |[If he does
not, he will continue to be bothered. However, waiting will not
make the fly go away. It will lay its inconspicuous |arvae and
sooner or later will multiply into many flies, and it will be
i mpossi ble to shoo they away.

The royal famly in Bahrain continues to blanme the buzzing
agitation on Iran, but this excuse has worn thin. |In 1981, after
a failed coup attenpt, they blamed Iran. When hidden arnms caches
were discovered in outlying ShiGa villages, they blamed Iran
they did so again and again, but trouble continues just the sane.

Why is the discontent so vocal in Bahrain? The Bahrainis
have a long history of unrest and activism and they have had a
taste of denocracy. In 1973 they had free elections of a nationa
assenbly, but only a year later it was dissolved by the AmirGs
br ot her.

It would be foolish to limt the explanation to these
factors. The Bahraini ruling famly are Sunni while 75 % of the
popul ation are ShiGa. It is no accident that many of the ShiGa
popul ation are relatively inpoverished. The children who were
rai sed in dilapidated shantytowns, next to |uxury expatriate
conpounds, are now fully grown, graduated from school, but
unenpl oyed.

Just next door, across the causeway, |ies the eastern Saud
province, al-Hasa. The nmmjor of the popul ation are al so Shi (Qa,
while the Saudi ruling fanmily are Sunnis. The Saudis too have been
running fiscal deficits and unenpl oynent anong recent graduates
has been hi gh.

Al'l the ingredients of trouble are in place. Yet the ruling
famlies in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, as in other Mddl e Eastern
countries, are reluctant to bring about change. They are
unwilling to inplenment even the kind of conpronise solution
adopted by Kuwait--a partly elected national assenbly with strict
restrictions on suffrage.

Why the intransigence? The Bahrainis have the nost plausible
excuse. Their hands are tied by their dependence on the Saudis.
They depend heavily on the financial assistance they receive from
the Saudis who have direct influence on BahrainGs policies.

The options are few |If reforns are not undertaken soon,
there are likely to be nore disturbances, coup attenpts, and acts
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of sabot age agai nst donestic and foreign institutions. This wll
seriously bring into question the continued American presence in
the regi on and jeopardi ze the security guarantees that these
nonar chi es have fromthe west.

The only way to head off the rising tide of violent zeal ots
is for the ruling famlies to introduce noderation and i npl enent,
if only slowy, sonme new ideas. An elected |legislature would be a
great first step, wonen0s suffrage would be ideal, and nore
freedom for the press would be great. Even an open dial ogue with
t he opposition seens overdue.

Let us hope reformw Il cone and the fly will be there no
nore.
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