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Abstract

We examine the state of the discourses on the establishment of democracy inthe Muslim
world and conclude that three obstacles require special attention if progress towards
democracy isto be facilitated. (1) There must be achangein American foreign policy so
that American actions do not contradict American professions of adesire for democracy
inthe Middle East; (2) the discourse must be modified to directly address the concerns
and objectionsof Idamists; and (3) anew strategy must be formulated that aims not at
immediate results, but at changing long-term attitudes.

The hypocrisy with which America attacks authoritarian and discriminatory regimesthat
oppose its geopolitical objectives while supporting authoritarian and apartheid regimes
that comply with them del egitimizes actions taken by the American government in
pursuit of democracy and undermines the concept of democratic reform itsalf, making it
seem like nothing more than abanner for interventionism.

Advocates of democracy should addressthe Idamist critiquein its strongest form. This
will necessitate conceding certain points, such asthe fact that the definition of democracy
isanotion with a contested definition (e.g., isit the defense of minority and individual
rightsor arule of the majority?). Aspects of democracy that inherein Islamic law (such
astherule of law) should be emphasized as |dlamic rather than secular, while those
aspectsthat are not inherent (such asthe election of |eaders) should be promoted as
pragmatically beneficial. Certain aspects of Western democracy (such asthe concept that
positivelaw may rescind natural or Divinelaw) need to be abandoned. On the other side,
Muslims must abandon some long-cherished interpretationsthat conflict not only with
Western notions of individual rights, but with the fundamental notion of theindividual’s
direct responsibility to God.

Seedsfor afuture democracy must be planted by an intellectual engagement with the
youth of the Muslim world. That such an approach may take two generationsto bear fruit
isnot an argument against it, sinceit iswell established that paradigm shiftstake a
generation or two to establish themselves.



I ntroduction

From the era of the Cold War until relatively recently, the major strategy of American
foreign policy wasthe preservation of stability. While progress towards democracy was
considered adesirable devel opment, there was concern that such devel opment not come
at the price of negative consequencesin terms of the alignments of the nations
unnumbered among the great powers. Thisstrategy played itself out in the support of
dictatorial or autocratic regimes in the Mudim world—and el sewhere.

Whilethis obsession with stability could be objected to on idedlistic grounds,' the
sacrifice of long-term progressfor the benefit of a shortterm stability, in the long term,
produced no stability either. There has been a sea changein recent decades. With the
perception of aclash of cultures, there has arisen aschool of thought that the institution
of democracy around the world, especialy inthe Mudlim world, would be an effective, if
not the most effective, strategy for defusing the nascent cultural warfare.

The primary obstacle to the advancement of democratic reform in the Muslim world has
been the fact that few in the Muslim world correctly understand what democracy is. This
obstacle has not been helped by the fact that the conversation around theissue of
promoting democracy hasresulted in multiple discourses with many sometimes-
conflicting threads: orientalist, neo-orientaist, cultural, consumerist, etc.

In this paper we shall examinethe state of the discourses on the establishment of
democracy inthe Muslim world and conclude that there are three obstaclesthat require
specia attention if progresstowards democracy isto befacilitated. (1) Theremust bea
changein American foreign policy so that American actionsdo not contradict American
professionsof adesirefor democracy in the Middle East; (2) the discourse must be
modified to directly addressthe concerns and objections of Idamists; and (3) anew
strategy must be formulated that aims not at immediate results, but at changing long-term
attitudes.

A Review of the Discour ses

A discourse about discoursesis ameta-discourse. The discourses have been beset with
various problems. Thereis, for example, the tendency of utilitarianism to motivate,
dominate, and ultimately subvert adiscourse. Thisismost clearly seeninthe Orientalist
discourse. Orientalism addresses the Other as an object to be studied, analyzed, and
ultimately exploited. Other discourses may suffer from asimilar problem in more subtle

ways.

Lu Stabilty cannot be obtained at the expense of liberty.”—Peter F. Mulrean, “MEPUI and Democracy
Promotion: What Did We Learn?’ 7" Annual Conference of the Center for the Study of Islam and
Democracy (Washington, DC, May 6, 2006).



There are also problems of trandation. By this| mean that there isbaggage carried by the
terms of discussion dueto the historical development of the discussion. Thisisclearly
seen in the Western discussion of the relationship between religion and politicsin which
polaritiesrooted in Western history (e.g., Church vs. state) are foisted upon the
discussion of Muslim democratic reform even though the analogs are poor. InIlam,
thereisno “ Church” in the Western sense and thus a reasonabl e Western antipathy for
the conflict between what in the West are competing institutionsis twisted into ahighly
inappropriate demand for the removal of religioudy motivated ethics from political
action.

Our concern iswith the discourse about 1slamic democracy in the West, the discourse
about democracy inthe Muslim world, and the discourse about demacrati zati on between
the West and the Mudlim world.

Existing discoursesin the West are utilitarian. They seek to advance the West’ sinterests
through the spread of democracy. The discussants have differences, but those differences
focus on disputesover how to best servethe West’ sinterests. The goal of stability hasnot
changed, only the meansto achieveit. An exampleisthe statement by President Bill
Clinton's National Security Adviser, Anthony Lake, that the U.S. should “ adopt astrategy
of ‘enlargement,” promoting global stabil it;/ by increasing the numbers, strength and
cohesiveness of free-market democracies.”

Henry Kissinger advances a conservative realism: “Domination is now beyond the reach
of the US resources. They must therefore redirect towardsthe art of balancing. The
problem isthat the US has no theory for that and has always rejected the notion of
balance of power. We need only look at how the Gulf War has been justified: the appeal
to international law. [...] Europeans are concerned with the balance of power, Americans
emphasize collective security. Europeans care for shifting conditions. Americans want to
find peace through the universal spread of democracy.”

Robert Kagan supports abenevolent hegemony (anicer word than empire). Noah
Feldman, among the most sophisticated of those associated with the Project for the New
American Century, understands the ways in which Islamic law and Muslim culture can be
democratic without doing violenceto itsessence. Y et, he also touts the benefits of

Islamic democracy for its utility to the West including an, in my opinion, naive
conviction that ademocratic Irag will belessthreateningto Isradl.

2 Time International, October 4, 1993, p. 51.

3 Henry Kissinger, 1991 April, cited in Joxe, Alain (1992) L'Amérique mercenaire. Paris: Editions Stock.
Kissinger, Henry (1990, November 28) Deposition in Crisis in the Persian Gulf: US Policy Options and
Implications, hearings before the Committee on Armed Service, 101st Congress, 2nd Session, 11, 13
September; 27, 28, 29, 30 November; 3 December 1990, US GPO, Washington, 1990 [S. Hrg. 101-1071],
p. 119.



Thereisalso the ever-present confusion between Arab and Muslim issues. Unfortunately,
that is present even in the discourse within the Musdlim world as evidenced by the
discussion at the panel on “Voices from Democratsin the Arab World”* in anumber of
ways. The most memorable to me shall aways be theinvitation extended to Sarah Swick
of our officetojoin the Arab democracy network on the groundsthat Arabsfrom all over
theworld are welcome. However, Sarah hasno Arab blood of which she knows. Sheis
thefirst Muslim in her family whose residencein this country dates back to beforethe

American revolution.

Historically the main problem of the democratic discoursein the Mudlim world wasthe
fact that Muslims did not know what ademocracy was. | will not dwell onthishereasl
have discussed it at length in previous CSID talks.” | shall merely emphasize two points;
first that democracy isahighly contested term, some of the definitions of which
contradict others(e.g., rule by the majority versus protection of the minorities) and
second that presentationsyesterday (both the Arab Mudim panel and the keynote
address) suggest that the Muslim world is now stepping beyond that misunderstanding.
Nonetheless, the particular balance among the different e ements of democracy shall
alwaysbeapoint of contention and a productivediscourse requires that substance of that
guestion be addressed by the terms of the discourse.

Of the discourse between the West and the Muslim world, the old verities of Orientalism
continue to dominate. The West continuesto objectify the Mudlim world and Westerners
may differ asto whether they wish to establish a“ secular democracy” or an“Islamic
democracy,” they at |least agreethat it should bethey who set it up by some coercive
means (whether short of war or inclusiveif it) and not the Mudlimsthensel vesby some
evolutionary process or by their own independent design.

Thus, we have Francis Fukuyama critiquing the neoconservative approach, but only for
itsmilitarization of the hegemonic project: “Now that the neoconservative moment
appearsto have passed, ... we need todemilitarize what we have been calling the global
war on terrorism, ... Meeting the jihadist challengeis more of a‘long, twilight struggle
whose coreisnot amilitary campaign but apolitical contest for the hearts and minds of
ordinary Muslims around the world. ...”°

4 Ayat Abul -Futtouh, Ala Al -Radhi, Mokhtar Benabdalloui, Jamal Bendahmane, Dina Dahkgan, Marwan
Awad Faouri, Obaida Fares, Boudjema Ghechit, Hani Hourani, Samir Amin Jarrah, Abderazzak Makri,
Mohsen Marzouk, Emad Shaheen, and Kamal Ben Y ounes, “NDAW: Voices of Democrats from the Arab
World,” 7" Annual Conference of the Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy (Washington, DC,
May 5, 2006).

® Seg, e.g., Imad-ad-Dean Ahmad 1999, "Definitions of Democracy," Muslim Democrat 1 #2 (Sept.) 2.

® Frances Fukayama, “After Neoconservatism,” New York Times Magazine, (Feb. 19, 2006)
http://zfacts.com/metaPage/lib/Fukuyama-2006-After-Neoconservatism.pdf.
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A Review of the Facts

The problem isthe tendency to evaluate nations not on some obj ective eval uation of
democratic principles, but on the alignment with America sgeopolitical objectives. After
Saddam jumped ship on supporting American geopolitical interests by attacking Kuwait,
his regime’ s atrocities against the nation’ s Shi’ amajority were abruptly discovered in
retrospect. The lslamic Republic of Iran has more than its share of problems, but
throughout the war with Iraq it was painted as the villain despite the fact that Saddam was
the aggressor.

When welook at the actual progress made wefind thereis no simple correlation between
secularity and progresstowards democracy. Indonesia, frequently cited as asuccessstory
was adictatorship under the secular Suharto. Of the cases often touted asarelative
success stories, Indonesia, Turkey, and Malaysia, | shall focuson Turkey asthe onel
know best. However, let us note in passing that the most liberal of Malaysia s politicians
isldlamist Anwar Ibrahim and the most despotic of Indonesian prime ministerswasthe
very secular Suharto.

Asto Turkey, we can notethat although theintensely secular Ataturk described the state
he founded as arepublic, hewasin effect itsdictator. Of the many secular prime
ministers who followed him, the most liberal was a so the most religious, Turgut Ozal. It
isonly with therise of the Justice and Development Party, rooted in the ISlamist
movement, that Turkey hasreformed to the point where European prejudice has become
abigger obstacle to European Union membership than Turkish departure from
international standardsof humanrights.

The means by which this came to passis an object lesson in what worksin inspiring
|lamic movements to support meaningful democratic reform. The Turkish Ilamist
movement began with neo-Ottoman and nationalist phases. Both those incarnations were
successfully crushed by the military that hasthe actual power in Turkey. After the
suppression of the Virtue Party (the Islamists previous attempt at a political party) the
Association for Liberal Thinking (a Turkish free-market think tank) invited the Minaret
of Freedom Ingtitute to hel p outline the rel ationship between Ilam and human rights. The
Islamists, already concerned with the issue of theright s of 1dlamists, began to understand
why that question should not and cannot be divorced from theissue of humanrightsin
generd . Thethird political incarnation became a party concerned with human rightsand
economic freedom asis suggested in its name the * Justice and Development” Party.
When areporter asked a prominent secular economist why hejoined the party, hereplied
with the story of how he found himself seated next to aparty central committee member
on an airplaneflight. Learning that his seatmate was an economist, the part member
showed him their pamphlet on economic issues. The economist was so impressed with
the pamphlet that he felt he could have written it himself and felt he must join the party.

When we ook at the problematic caseslike Algeria, Palestine, and Egypt, wefinditis
the Idamiststhat have been most effective in the mastery of democratic enterprise.



FI'S and Hamas have engaged in the democratic process with remarkable el ectora
success. Even the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, to the degree that it has been alowed to
participate has been successful. FI Swas crushed with the consequence of horriblecivil
gtrife. Thereisnow an attempt to crush Hamas as well. The argument that democracy is
just aconvenient tool for these movementsis premature. Rather than make a pre-emptory
strike against the I lamists on the grounds that they might not let go of power when they
lose an election, instead make the current incumbents let go of power and hold the
|dlamiststo the same standard | ater.

Anti-democratic forces still exist. Clearly theruling dlites of anumber of countries
remain opposed to democratic reform for obvious reasons. (Although the emir of Kuwait
has advocated reforms that his people have been slow to permit.) Extremists among the
|slamistsare a so opposed to democracy. Hisb-at-Tahrir is open about its opposition to
democracy, for example. The experience of CSID and of the Muslim demaocrats has
supported the view that increased discussion of theseissues can reduce the opposition to
democratic reform. Some of that opposition has been predicated on the fact that certain
aspects of democracy are incompatible with Islam. The notion that the Qur’ an can be
amended by popular will is clearly unacceptable—but it isalso pointless. Thefact that
the Qur’ anisand always has been interpreted by human beings meansthat its
interpretation is subject to the popular will, and for abelieving Mudlim, no more than that
isrequired.

What hasfed the anti-democratic forces has been Western intervention. In some cases
that intervention has directly propped up undemocratic regimes, as or examplethe
overthrow of the Mossadeq government in Iran. In other cases unpopular Western
interventionsinto the Muslim world have inflamed a prejudi ce against western ideas and
ingtitutionsin much the same way that the Sept. 11 attacks inflammed anti-Mudim
sentiment in America

Policy Prescriptions

Three obstacles require special attention if progress towards democracy isto be
facilitated. (1) There must be achangein American foreign policy so that American
actionsdo not contradict American professions of adesirefor democracy intheMiddle
East; (2) the discourse must be modified to directly addressthe concernsand objections
of Idamists; and (3) anew strategy must be formulated that aims not at immediate
results, but at changing long-term attitudes.

American foreign policy must be changed if the United Statesisto play any rolein the
democratization process. The hypocrisy with which Americaattacks authoritarian and
discriminatory regimes that opposeits geopolitical objectiveswhile supporting
authoritarian and apartheid regimes that comply with them del egitimizes actions taken by
the American government in pursuit of democracy and undermines the concept of
democratic reform itsalf, making it seem like nothing more than a banner for
interventionism. Consider the following example: Why isthat the Arab states have made



the least progress towards democrati zation? Could it be that the Isragli-Palestinian
dispute so dominates Arab politicsthat any other kind of reformisseen asadistraction?
The shift from an interventionist foreign policy that props up dictatorsto an
interventionist foreign policy that props up allegedly democratic regimes missesthe point
that intervention itself (not only identification with oppressors) alienatesthe Muslims
world. Moral and intellectual support for democracy without direct intervention would be
more effective.

Second, it must be recognized that the Ilamist critique of democracy, to the degree that it
isnot due to misunderstandings, has some legitimate issues. In Federalist #51 James

M adison warned against the tyranny of the majority: “In framing agovernment whichis
to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty liesin this: you must first enable
the government to control the governed; and in the next place obligeit to control itself. A
dependence on the peopleis, no doubt, the primary control on the government; but
experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.””’

Thelimits of positive law have been properly criticized by natural law theory and arefair
gamefor Idamists concern. Even wherethe Idamists' concernsarenot valid, but merely
the manifestation of misunderstanding, those misunderstandings can only be corrected by
engagement, asthe experience of Arab democrats has demonstrated®

Finally, the unrealistic expectations need to be dispensed with. Here | do not refer to
“bukra.”® that perennial Middle Eastern excuse for delay of reform. Rather, | am stating
that overnight fixes do not work. Democratic reform must begin with an intellectual
appeal to young people and, for reasons| shall explain later, women. We should educate
in democracy and civil society, rule of law and free markets, rather than try to convert the
entrenched elitesor to install friendly regimes.

Here are specific policy recommendations:

Given the stigma that association with the U.S. government attachesto democratization
projects, abandon government-sponsored enterprises and moveto adirect people-to-
people approach in which American (especially American Muslim) civil society
organizations deal directly with the civil society structuresinthe Muslimworld. We
recognize, of course, that the civil society in the Muslim world has been restricted, even
stunted. However, it is not completely dead and the Ilamic movementsin particular have
gresat potential.

7 James Madison, “The Federalist #51: The Structure of the Government Must Furnish the Proper Checks
and Balances Between the Different Departments,” | ndependent Journal (Feb. 6, 1788)
http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa51.htm (accessed 6/8/06).

8 Ayat Abul -Futtouh, et al., op.cit.

%t is said that a Spaniard was explaining the concept of mafiana to an Arab who replied, “We have a
similar concept in Arabic. It's called bukra, but it doesn’'t convey the same sense of urgency.”
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Neutralize the disruptive effects of symbolism, assome Arab newsoutletshave done by
having, for example, on-air female staff, some of whom cover and some of whom do not.

Surely maintaining support for democracy when the sideyou dislikewinsisachallenge,
but isn't that the whole point of democracy?“Would Islamists give up power if they lost
an election” isafair question only when asked by those who would | et them assume
power when the win an election. When Ilamist parties attain power, give constructive
engagement a chance. Consider Hamastoday. Deal with Hamas on the basis of what they
actually do intheir official capacity rather than on their party platform. If other nations of
theworld ceased to deal with—or worse yet attempted to cut off the United States
because of unimplemented planksin the Republican or Democratic platformswe would
have a serious problem. Hamas has offered along-term cease-fire with Isragl. Surely this
isapositive step from the viewpoint of Americasofficia foreign policy position.

Asimportant as accepting the outcome of an election when the side you favor losesisto
maintain the support for free expression of opposition when the sideyou likewins.

Oneright often neglected by Western democratsistheright to keep and bear arms. Most
Western democracies don't seem to think this part of democracy. The United Statesisa
major exception asfar asits own constitution is concerned, yet American foreign policy
seem bent on denying thisright to the Palestinians and the Iragis and has demanded the
disarming of militias. Y et the Bill of Rights correctly notes"awell regulated militia,
being necessary to the security of afree state, theright of the people to keep and bear
arms, shall not beinfringed." Contrary to the common perception that the second
amendment is about duck hunting, the wording of the amendment makesit clear that it is
about forbidding the disarming of militias, that isto say it recognizesthat amonopoly of
weapons by the central stateisdangerousto theliberty of the republic.

Conclusions

Asthetaksat this conference demonstrate, the discourseis shifting for the better.
Obvioudly more needsto be done. The only way to avoid misunderstanding the Ilamist
critiqueisto engage the Ilamists. Some would say the "moderae” Islamists. Obvioudy
you cannot engage those who, like Hisb at Tahrir, reject your position on general
principles. Y et the definition of who is"moderate” must not be drawn too narrowly, lest
we engage in akind of democratic " takfir" in which we define anyone who dissentsfrom
our conception of democracy in any way as being heretical. Rather let usdefine as
moderate any who are willing to engage in acivil dialogue. In that dialogue, let advocates
of democracy not misrepresent the other side, but rather addressthe critique not only
directly and accurately, but in its strongest form. Let usavoid clearly unjustified claims,
such asthe claim that the majority isalwaysright. Aslbsen dramatized in“ An Enemy of
the People,” the mgjority isawayswrong until the wise minority persuadesit of its
errors. Aspects of democracy that inherein Islamic law (such astherule of law itself)
should be emphasized as |damic rather than secular, while those aspectsthat are not
inherent should be promoted as pragmetically beneficia—e.g., thefact that election of
leaders avoidsthe violence of alternative methods of regime change. Certain aspects of



Western democracy (such asthe concept that positive law may rescind natura or Divine
law) need to be abandoned. On the other side, Muslims must abandon somelong-
cherished interpretations that conflict not only with Western notions of individua rights,
but with the fundamental notion of theindividual'sdirect responsibility to God.

Seeds for afuture democracy must be planted by an intellectual engagement with the
youth of the Muslim world. That such an approach may take two generationsto bear fruit
isnot an argument against it, sinceit iswell established that paradigm shiftstake a
generation or two to establish themselves. A successful long-term strategy concernsitself
lesswith those who hold power today than with those who may influence the powerful
tomorrow. For this same reason women must a so be engaged. In American history the
role of Abigail Adamsin influencing her husband John (influence she wiel ded despite the
fact that women then had no vote) is much cel ebrated. L ess noted, but probably more
influential, wastherole of the mothers of the founding fathers. Even in those societies
wherewomen do not havethe vote, they still raise the children and that makesthem the
most effective means of reaching the young, who are the drivers of change. Democracy,
like paradise, lies at the feet of our mothers.



