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Foreword

EMOCRACY” 1S AMONG the most sacred words in the vocabulary of
American politics—and American foreign policy as well. The
Founding Fathers believed theirs was a new kind of nation, one
based on the principle that the individual has inalienable rights, that the
citizenry is self-governing, that leaders answer to the people rather than the
other way around. Since that principle was held to be universal, it has often
been reflected in American diplomacy and in the dispatch of American
armed forces to far corners of the world. That has especially been the case
since the late nineteenth century, when the United States emerged as a
global power. An early example was Woodrow Wilson’s vow that America’s
entry into the Great War would make the world safe for democracy. Less
than two decades ago, with the erosion and collapse of a totalitarian ideol-
ogy in the Soviet Union and dictatorships giving way to elected leaders in
Latin America, democracy seemed to be sweeping the world. The nineties
saw bipartisan support in the U.S. Congress for the Freedom Support Act,
which was intended to help former Soviet bloc countries develop inde-
pendent judiciaries, healthy civil societies, pluralistic electoral politics, and
the other prerequisites for their transformation into successful modern
countries.
In recent years, however, “democracy” has become a controversial if not
dirty word in many parts of the world. In Russia, it is often turned into a
scatological pun and treated as a synonym for political chaos, economic
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inequality, and self-righteous American interference in Russia’s internal
affairs. In Latin America, especially in the Andean region, a demagogic
brand of populism has a hero in Hugo Chavez.

But the single greatest setback to democracy promotion as a cornerstone
of American foreign policy has been George W. Bush’s invocation of that
goal in Iraq and in the Greater Middle East. Few scholars understand what
has happened—and why, what it means, and what to do about it—as well as
Tamara Wittes, a senior fellow in the Saban Center at Brookings. As she
demonstrates in the pages that follow, Bush’s Freedom Agenda faltered in the
Arab world because of the instability unleashed by the invasion of Iraq. In
part, that was because of the recalcitrance of Arab autocrats. But the admin-
istration also failed to take account of risks to American interests and let
itself be lulled into believing that the toppling of a tyrant in Baghdad would
vindicate a benign version of the domino theory throughout the region.

Tamara puts the folly of Iraq in the broader context of the tension
between the best of American intentions and the worst of consequences. In
particular, she analyzes earlier cases where the actual or prospective rise of
Islamist political movements has tended to make Washington more defer-
ential to autocratic regimes. This phenomenon is part of a global and long-
standing pattern. During the cold war, American presidents would often
back a dictator—a Somoza in Nicaragua, the Shah of Iran—if he seemed to
be serving as a bulwark against Soviet inroads in a strategically vital region.
It was about Somoza that Franklin Roosevelt famously remarked, “He’s a
son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch”—and that was before the cold
war. FDR’s line is a translation into American idiom of an Arab proverb,
“The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

Tamara deconstructs carefully and convincingly the tangle of conflicting
considerations that have guided, and too often misguided, U.S. policy in the
Middle East. American officials have frequently shied away from pressing
their Arab counterparts on human rights for fear that they would lose Arab
cooperation on gulf security, energy issues, and the Middle East peace
process. Tamara believes that the failure to date of democracy in the Arab
world may be due not only to the “exceptionalism” of Arab oil sheikdoms
and revolutionary republics—their unexpected resistance to democratizing
trends that have swept every other region of the globe—but also to the U.S’s
readiness to grant its Arab allies an exemption from America’s advocacy of
human rights and democracy.
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While recognizing the dilemmas posed by consistent support for those
goals, Tamara forcefully rejects the notion—all too commonly held—that
the Arab world prefers autocratic rule and “isn’t ready for” democracy. She
cites polls indicating that the peoples of the Middle East desire political free-
dom as much as those in other parts of the world. Tamara makes a powerful
case on behalf of continued American efforts to advance Arab democracy,
arguing that in most Arab countries, the risks of trying to maintain a shaky
status quo may be even greater than the risks of a democratic transition.

For the United States to help shepherd the growth of freedom in this
region, Tamara argues that it must overcome the deep-seated American
ambivalence about Arab democracy. Her sharp insights show us how to do
just that. She has tracked Bush’s Freedom Agenda since its inception
through dogged data gathering and numerous interviews with government
officials and local Arab activists. She draws on this knowledge to build a
clear-eyed examination of the Bush record and to illuminate the relation-
ship between Arab political development and American foreign policy. With
sober judgment, she suggests ways to reconcile the apparent conflicts
between democracy promotion and America’s other pressing strategic con-
cerns in the Middle East, identifying priorities and picking a path across a
tumultuous landscape whereby the United States can promote its values
while protecting its interests in this volatile but crucial region.

Tamara looks ahead to the challenge facing the next administration,
which—in part because of the failure of Bush’s Freedom Agenda—may find
it difficult to win support for continued American efforts to advance dem-
ocratic growth worldwide. Tamara gives us—to borrow a phrase from the
diplomacy of the Middle East—a road map that might avoid this trap.

This book is just the latest example of the work Tamara has done at the
Saban Center, where she directs the Project on Middle East Democracy and
Development. I'm proud to have her as a colleague at Brookings, and the
Saban Center is proud to sponsor this timely and important work.

STROBE TALBOTT
President

January 2008

Washington, D.C.
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CHAPTER ONE

The End of Arab
Exceptionalism, and
of America’s Own

HE FINAL YEAR of the George W. Bush administration admittedly

presents an awkward context for a book arguing for a muscular

American policy of democracy promotion in the Middle East.
Attempting to push the Middle East toward more American-style govern-
ment was, after all, one of the Bush administration’s hallmarks, and the
results have discredited the project as few could have imagined. Where the
administration failed, it failed spectacularly. The overthrow of Saddam Hus-
sein in Iraq produced a seemingly endless military quagmire that resulted in
thousands of dead American soldiers and untold numbers of dead Iraqis;
the reconstruction effort produced nothing an American might confuse
with democracy. Even where the administration succeeded by its own terms,
it failed spectacularly. It pushed for elections in the Palestinian territories
and got a Hamas government and a civil war among the Palestinian fac-
tions. It pushed for fairer and more open elections in Egypt and got a show
of electoral force from the Muslim Brotherhood. It pushed for new elections
in Lebanon, free from Syrian meddling, and got an impressive showing by
Hizballah and a weak and paralyzed government whose collapse it has had
to struggle ever since to prevent. Given these outcomes, many Americans
now regard the promotion of democracy as a fool’s errand, the province of
naifs and neoconservatives. Even Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, who
so boldly championed Middle East democracy, has practically stopped talk-
ing about it except when asked by a journalist.
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So it is with full awareness of the uphill climb I face with most readers
that I state what should be an unremarkable thesis: promoting democracy
in the Arab world remains an imperative for the United States. This is the
case not merely—or even mainly—because democracy might act as an anti-
dote to the spread of Islamist terrorism but because enduring American
interests in the region require us to embrace and advance democracy for
Arab citizens. America’s fundamental interests in the Middle East remain
largely unchanged, despite the dramatic threats revealed by the attacks of
September 11, 2001, and despite the massive, costly, and long-term inter-
vention in Iraq. What has changed, radically, is the effectiveness of America’s
traditional means of securing its regional interests. What has worked in the
past will not work in the future.

In the coming years the United States will find its historical tools of
alliance-building in the Middle East altogether insufficient to protect Amer-
ican interests. As the Iraq war has amply shown, even America’s over-
whelming military power does not enable it to achieve its regional goals
unilaterally. U.S.-Arab cooperation remains a fundamental necessity for
regional peace and global economic stability. But the path to promoting and
sustaining successful cooperation has irrevocably changed. U.S.-Arab coop-
eration can no longer be sustained on the crumbling foundation of the
past—the reliance on strong, autocratic leaders who can guarantee policy
cooperation even in the face of domestic disapproval. A stable new basis for
America’s necessary regional engagement can be built only on the enlight-
ened self-interest of both sides, and today, unlike in the past, that requires
the consent of the region’s citizens. Only the development of liberal democ-
racies in the Arab world’s major states will, in the long term, secure the
advancement of American goals in the region.

The Middle East is, according to Freedom House, the least democratic
region on the globe. It resisted even the third wave of democratization that
swept through Asia, Latin America, and eastern Europe during the 1980s and
1990s. Arab “exceptionalism” has produced its own scholarly literature of
explanation and apology.' Scholars have explained the persistence of Arab
authoritarianism through reference to historical circumstances, religious
philosophy, political culture, great-power politics, and oil economics, among
other factors.? Over the decades since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
following its defeat in World War I, Arab states have been through many
waves of political upheaval, yet the Arab world has not witnessed a single
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THE END OF ARAB EXCEPTIONALISM 3

successful transition to democracy. A number of regimes in the region sur-
vive essentially unaltered from their form at the moment of postcolonial
independence. But most Arab regimes have undergone dramatic changes,
including revolution, civil war, and military rule. More recently, since the
end of the cold war, many Arab rulers have experimented with reforms in
economics, politics, or both. They have used the banner of “democratiza-
tion” to refer to the reestablishment of parliamentary bodies (Kuwait), the
revision of press and association laws (Jordan and Egypt), and the holding of
contested presidential elections (Yemen). Indeed, at several points in the past
twenty years, the relatively quick pace and broad scope of reforms in certain
countries led observers to hail a democratic transformation in the region.
But by and large these changes amounted to little improvement in the dis-
tribution of political power in Arab societies or in the minimal degree of
public accountability governments in the region enjoy.

In recent years the rhetoric of democratization and the use of certain of
democracy’s forms have been in vogue even among Arab autocrats. Four of
the conservative tribal monarchies of the Arab gulf have given women the
right to vote and run for office.’ Egypt’s long-time autocrat, President Hosni
Mubarak, allowed himself to be reelected to his fifth term through a com-
petitive ballot rather than, as in previous years, a yes-or-no referendum.* At
the sixth annual Doha Forum on Democracy, Development, and Free Trade,
held in April 2006, the Qatari emir, hereditary monarch of the tiny gulf
nation, said that “the success of the democratic process is essential for
addressing the manifestations of tyranny and corruption that still devour
the people’s fortunes, deprive them of their rights, and push some of them
to extremism and alienation.” Even the calcified Arab League agreed, in
March 2004, to “keep pace with the rapid world changes, by consolidating
the democratic practice, by enlarging participation in political and public
life, [and] by fostering the role of all components of the civil society, includ-
ing NGOs, in conceiving of the guidelines of the society of tomorrow.”®

The most dramatic change in rhetoric, however, has come not from the
region but from the White House. Many commentators greeted President
Bush’s commitment, declared in November 2003, to spreading democracy
in the Middle East as a radical restructuring of American policy toward the
region. But the commitment was not entirely new; the administration’s
rhetorical emphasis on transforming the politics of the Arab world had
been evident since shortly after the 9/11 attacks. At West Point in June 2002,
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for example, the president asserted, “The twentieth century ended with a
single surviving model of human progress, based on non-negotiable
demands of human dignity, the rule of law, limits on the power of the state,
respect for women and private property and free speech and equal justice
and religious tolerance. . . . Mothers and fathers and children across the
Islamic world, and all the world, share the same fears and aspirations.””

Seven months later, on the eve of the Iraq war, the president argued the
importance of democratization in the Arab world for American security,
asserting that “stable and free nations do not breed the ideologies of mur-
der.”® Bush has sustained his rhetorical emphasis on democratization in the
years since then. In his second inaugural address he famously declared, “The
survival of liberty in our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty
in other lands. The best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of
freedom in all the world.”” And in a speech at the National Defense Univer-
sity in March 2005 he said that “for the sake of our long-term security, all
free nations must stand with the forces of democracy and justice that have
begun to transform the Middle East.”*

The reason for this shift in presidential attitudes toward Middle East
autocracy is an altered view of international security and its requirements
that derives from the end of the cold war and the rise of transnational secu-
rity threats, including international organized crime, refugee and other
migrant flows, and, most notably, international terrorism."" If events such as
the Rwandan genocide or the Somali state’s collapse demonstrated the con-
sequences of internal political dynamics for the security of neighboring
states, then the al Qaeda attacks of September 11,2001, drove home to many
Western leaders the idea that domestic politics in one country or region
might produce consequences affecting the security of states far distant.'?

The U.S. government thus embraced the necessity of democratizing the
Middle East in order to, as the phrase goes, “drain the swamp” from which
Islamist terrorism emerges.'* The president’s “forward strategy of freedom”
was the first attempt by the Bush administration to enunciate a positive
vision for American engagement in the post-Saddam Middle East. It was
also, quite consciously, a strategy for winning the war on terrorism by trans-
forming the dysfunctional politics of the region, which in Bush’s view made
Arab citizens resentful and repressed and so more vulnerable to the appeals
of extremist ideology. The Freedom Agenda, as the administration formally
dubbed it, was billed as the political face of America’s counterterrorism
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effort. Deeper and more meaningful than any attempt to “win hearts and
minds” for the United States itself, it was an effort to win Arab hearts and
minds over to the practice of American values and virtues—whether the
new practitioners ultimately embraced the United States and its policies or
not. From this perspective the goal of democracy in the Arab and broader
Muslim worlds was to marginalize Islamist extremists, delegitimate political
violence, and so make the world safe for Americans.

President Bush was probably correct in supposing that spreading liberal
values in the Middle East would reduce the prevalence of anti-American
terrorism in the long run. It is hard to imagine that, embraced by Arab soci-
eties, values such as toleration, limited government, individual rights, and
equality before the law would not help to limit the appeal of the ideology—
deeply intolerant, totalitarian, even nihilistic—that undergirds the terror-
ists’ actions and provides them with moral, popular, and financial support
and with a pool of willing recruits. Although democracy might not defeat
terrorism, in the long run it ought to help undermine the popularity of vio-
lent, radical Islamism in countries where the ideology currently enjoys fol-
lowers, sympathizers, and admirers.'

The trouble is that although this theory has strong philosophical roots
and many friends, it is as yet entirely speculative.'® Democratic societies
produce terrorism and recently have even produced Islamist terrorists such
as, to name only a few examples, Zacarias Moussaoui, Richard Reid, and the
perpetrators of the July 2005 attacks on the London subway. Democratiza-
tion, moreover, is a long-term and uncertain process and, as recent scholar-
ship has shown, often produces violence.'® The assumption that democra-
tization could defeat terrorism seems a thin reed upon which to build such
a dramatic new commitment for American foreign policy.

But here is the rub: Although George W. Bush’s application of America’s
traditional democratic idealism to the Middle East may derive largely from
the post-9/11 logic of the global war on terror, it also responds, intention-
ally or not, to a real and growing crisis in Middle East governance. The hes-
itant reforms of the Arab world’s monarchs and imperial presidents and the
mounting domestic and international pressure for more reform both
respond to Arab societies’ sinking circumstances in a changed global envi-
ronment. In a world in which democratic governance is an increasingly uni-
versal norm, in which political, social, and economic openness and flexibil-
ity appear to be the keys to successful development, the Arab states are
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increasingly out of step.'” At the same time, demographic forces within the
Arab countries are increasingly challenging their governments’ abilities to
provide the basics: education, housing, health care, and jobs. The gover-
nance crisis in the Arab states has deep and long-standing roots. And the
forces of change that are buffeting the Middle East from within and without
are strong and growing.

They are not, by and large, explicitly democratic forces, meaning that the
outcome of the coming change, without some concerted push, may well not
be democratic either. Indeed, democratization in the Middle East is by no
means inevitable—it is a very uncertain path, fraught with danger. But it is
a path that the peoples of the Middle East must take, because the alterna-
tives are so much worse—for them, for us, and for the world.

Because of this reality, America’s new policy of democracy promotion in
the Arab world is not best viewed as a naive, ideological juggernaut that
deserves to crash and burn with the end of Bush’s second term in office.
Rather, the policy meshes with the real historical circumstances of both
domestic and regional Arab politics. Bush’s policy commitment to Arab
democracy was significant not because it promised an end to Islamist ter-
rorism—which it could not realistically hope to deliver—but because it
was responsive to historical developments already under way in the Middle
East. That is why getting American policy right on this issue is so impor-
tant and why the actual execution of the Freedom Agenda has been so
disappointing.

Indeed, despite the high-volume rhetorical commitments of the Bush
administration, it remains to be seen whether the United States can help to
midwife the birth of a democratic Arab future or whether, if the transfor-
mation occurs, the United States will be a mere spectator. The structures put
into place to implement President Bush’s Freedom Agenda for the Middle
East were woefully inadequate to the task at hand, and the minimal invest-
ments of funds and, more important, of political capital made by the United
States in supporting Arab democrats have so far had little effect other than
threatening the credibility of the project.

Already in the Freedom Agenda’s first few years the project has been beset
by a lack of commitment among the foreign policy bureaucracy, by a mis-
match between the assistance strategy and realities on the ground, and, most
notably, by a lack of sufficient support at senior policy levels to bolster
democracy assistance with frank government-to-government dialogue. A
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THE END OF ARAB EXCEPTIONALISM 7

degree of naiveté in designing and implementing programs also limited the
policy’s force and chipped away at its effectiveness and the seriousness with
which rulers and activists in the region viewed it. Continuing down this
path risks undermining the foundation of American public and congres-
sional support for the larger project.

America’s weak-kneed policy, though, does not result simply from inde-
cision or an inadequate commitment to democratization on Bush’s part. It
flows, rather, from genuine dilemmas and costs associated with the promo-
tion of democracy—costs vividly on display in the Hamas victory and the
gains by Islamists in Egypt and militants in Lebanon. The United States,
while it today enjoys unprecedented and perhaps unmatched ability to
influence the direction of change in the Arab Middle East, still faces signif-
icant risks and obstacles to doing so effectively. First is the potential for
democratic processes in Arab states to produce outcomes that many Amer-
icans, including many policymakers, find unpalatable—specifically, the
election of Islamists to the leaderships of what are today friendly Arab
states. Second is the possibility that a serious-minded pro-democracy pol-
icy might impede Arab regimes’ cooperation with Washington on other
issues of importance. These two factors, along with other challenges of pol-
icy implementation, explain the hesitation and half-measures that have
characterized even the most aggressive American efforts to advance democ-
racy in this region.

The ambivalence these risks and costs induce is understandable, but it
creates a major impediment of its own: a significant credibility deficit on
America’s part in arguing for democratic change to an Arab audience.
Grassroots activists know the difference between drop-in-the-bucket grant-
making programs administered by mid-level bureaucrats and a speech in
which the president of the United States demands, as Ronald Reagan did of
Mikhail Gorbachev in Berlin, that the Soviet leader “tear down this wall.”
And America’s limited credibility with the Arab public, in any event, impairs
its ability to play a direct role in encouraging grassroots democratic devel-
opment. Indeed, some Arab democracy activists argue that, given America’s
tainted reputation in the region, direct American assistance harms grass-
roots democrats more than it helps them. Any effective policy of democracy
promotion must begin by confronting and resolving the risks of bad out-
comes and competing priorities—and addressing thereby the ambivalence
they induce in America’s own attitude toward the project.
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This is not, I admit, a challenge most commentators and policymakers
now wish to tackle. The United States is in the midst of a full-fledged back-
lash against advancing democracy as a policy objective. Democracy promo-
tion, we are told, is naive, unachievable, and imperialistic. And even when
we win, we end up losing. The conventional wisdom argues instead that we
have no choice but to bolster the Middle East’s extant autocratic regimes as
bulwarks against extremism or at most to promote economic and other
gradual reforms as spurs to eventual democratization.

This is exactly the wrong answer.

My purpose in this book is to argue that, notwithstanding the failures of
the past several years, America has no viable choice but to wield its power
and influence firmly on behalf of democratic reform in the Middle East,
alongside other reforms in economics and society. For the United States,
and indeed for the rest of the international community, the risks that
accompany Arab democratization are at least balanced by, if not over-
whelmed by, the risks of failing to act on behalf of democratic development
in this strategic part of the world. Propping up corrupt autocrats might
seem the only way to hold back radical Islamists whom democracy would
hasten to power. But, in fact, failing to press assertively for basic political
rights serves to entrench the Islamists’ position as the sole viable opposition
to the autocrats, just as surely as it entrenches the autocrats—for now, at
least—in power. Only by pushing to expand political freedoms can the
United States cultivate the sort of political movements that can challenge
the Islamists for legitimacy as voices of dissent. In pressing for expanded
political rights, the United States has more powerful tools than many poli-
cymakers and commentators imagine.

All this may seem an obtuse argument given the extent to which, in the
public discourse both in the United States and abroad, the Bush adminis-
tration’s policy of advancing Middle Eastern democracy is inextricably
linked to the war in Iraq. Yet this conflation misunderstands both the Iraq
war and Bush’s policy of democracy promotion. Humanitarian interven-
tion to topple a brutal dictatorship was a distant third among the rationales
put forward by the Bush administration and its allies for the invasion; the
primary arguments had to do with Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, both
past and presumed, and its alleged links to terrorist groups. Hope that Sad-
dam’s fall would produce a democratic “domino effect” in the region was
expressed by the president and other senior officials as a hope, not as a war
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aim.'® The United States would not have gone to war simply to create a
democracy in Iraq, absent what was then viewed as a compelling security
rationale. On the other hand, having made a decision to invade and topple
the existing dictatorship, the United States and its allies could not reason-
ably have been expected to impose a nondemocratic successor regime in
Baghdad. The goal of establishing a democratic government in Iraq is prop-
erly viewed as a consequence of the decision to go to war, not as a motive.

Similarly, the project of Iraqi stabilization would have been only mar-
ginally less difficult had the American military imposed a strongman of its
own. The military would still have had to contend with the competing
ambitions of Kurds, Sunnis, and Shiites, and it would still have faced an
insurgency by al Qaeda and by those dissatisfied with the distribution of
power and wealth in post-Saddam Iraq. The challenge of building a democ-
racy in Iraq after the previous regime’s defeat is more properly viewed as a
project of postconflict reconstruction and nation-building than one of pro-
moting a transition from authoritarianism to democracy.

The Iraq war is a distorted prism through which to view external efforts
to cultivate Middle East democracies for another reason: almost no efforts
to promote democracy, either today in the Middle East or throughout mod-
ern history, have been carried out at the point of a gun. Although interna-
tional norms clearly endorse democracy as the form of government most
protective of fundamental human rights and freedoms, and although
post—cold war international practice suggests the evolution of a “duty to
protect” citizens from an abusive government as a rationale for external
intervention, a lack of democracy in and of itself has never been suggested
by any state as sufficient reason for military overthrow. Aggravated human
rights abuses and transborder effects harmful to international peace and
security (such as mass refugee flows) have been required to raise govern-
ments’ indifference to their citizens to a level worthy of international
scrutiny, let alone action.'” The notion that democracy promotion neces-
sarily involves forcible imposition or military intervention, simply because
the war in Iraq did so, is a red herring. Indeed, partly as a result of the fiasco
in Iraq, the United States is far from advocating forcible regime change in
any other case, either in the Middle East or outside it. The Bush adminis-
tration may have pressed its relatively ambitious agenda of democracy pro-
motion in the Middle East simultaneous with its execution of the war in
Iraq, but the two efforts—except in Iraq itself—employ different approaches
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and tools. Iraq is not a model of democracy promotion likely ever to be
replicated.

This is not to say that the war in Iraq has no implications for efforts to
promote democracy in the Middle East. Unfortunately, those implications
are vast. At least initially there was some evidence in the wake of the inva-
sion that, as in past episodes of Arab military defeat, Western intervention
in the Arab heartland had provoked the sort of introspection that might
encourage internal pressures for democratic change. As in 1967, after Israel’s
lightning defeat of the combined Arab armies and conquest of territory pre-
viously held by Syria, Jordan, and Egypt, Arab commentators asked how it
was that their nations had become so feeble. The ouster of Saddam likewise
compelled even nationalist journalists and intellectuals to ask whether
internal weaknesses were what had led to the humiliation of yet another
external military intervention in the region. For example, a petition signed
by 287 Syrian citizens and delivered to Syrian president Bashar al-Assad in
May 2003 noted that “the only force capable” of combating America’s impe-
rialist plans in Iraq and Palestine was “a free nation.”

More recently, however, the chaos in Iraq has overtaken Arab public per-
ceptions, making an easy case for those who argue for the benefits of order
over freedom in public life. It has also further discredited American leader-
ship and, in Arab eyes, motives.?! This has made it more difficult for those
both inside the region and around the world to partner with the United
States in advancing Arab democracy. Whether the Iraq war will, in the end,
hasten or stymie a democratic trend in the Middle East will be a matter for
historians to judge. But however much the American intervention in Iraq
may color contemporary perceptions, clearly it is inappropriate to restrict a
discussion of the American role in building Arab democracy to an exami-
nation of the failed military intervention in Iraq.

The more substantial objection to efforts to promote Arab democracy is
that those undertaken by the Bush administration have produced very lim-
ited payoffs—and some of the farther-reaching outcomes have yielded pro-
found regret in Washington. The elections in Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine
produced gains by armed Islamist factions whose values are far from the lib-
eral pluralism that the United States would like to see triumph in Arab pol-
itics. Indeed, the very commitment of these groups to democratic pluralism,
given their ideologies and their continued armed activities, is questionable.
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In some places, domestic agitation and initial American pressure pro-
duced substantive gains in political freedom. In Egypt, Yemen, and
Morocco, for example, the period immediately following the Iraq war pro-
duced tangible results. Egypt held its first-ever competitive presidential bal-
lot, marred though it was by unfair rules, state harassment of opposition
candidates, and repression of voters. In Yemen the president committed the
government to a new anticorruption drive and allowed a significant degree
of competition in his reelection bid. In Morocco a major social reform
passed the legislature that vastly improved the legal status of women. The
king also accepted the report of a commission investigating state abuses of
human rights during the reign of his father. But in each place, progress
slowed or even was reversed (notably in Egypt) as American efforts flagged
and the executive power reasserted its authority over spheres where greater
liberty had temporarily reigned.

Surveying the region in late 2007, one sees the Lebanese government
stalemated between allies and adversaries of neighboring Syria, with the mil-
itant group Hizballah nearly able to tip the government into irrelevance.
The Palestinian Authority, struggling under the weight of Fatah’s entrenched
corruption and Hamas’s violent intransigence, has split into two rival enti-
ties in the West Bank and Gaza. In Egypt, major opposition leaders are back
in prison and the country holds its breath to see what Mubarak’s death
might hold in store. It is not a pretty picture, and realists are reasonably
tempted to avert their eyes and try to return to the comfort of the old policy
framework—one in which dictators did as America wanted, more or less, in
exchange for American indulgence of their illiberalisms.

But that comforting framework is no longer available. One way or
another, major changes are coming to Middle East governments. The
United States can try to prevent those changes, but for reasons I lay out in
the following chapters, it is highly unlikely to succeed in the long run and
will pay a huge price for the effort to stand behind the region’s repressive
forces. The alternative is to try to shape the change, to encourage and culti-
vate those forces and institutions most congenial to Western values and
interests. Uniquely at this moment in history, the United States has a crucial
role to play in the future of the Middle East. America’s overwhelming mili-
tary and economic dominance of world affairs since the cold war, its brash
but irrevocable intervention in Iraq, its indispensable role in Arab-Israeli
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relations, and its close military relations with many Arab leaders and gov-
ernments make its attitude toward domestic Arab political development a
significant variable in the way these changes play out. America’s enduring
interests in the Middle East do not allow it to take a neutral stance toward
the question of Arab democracy.

In the next chapter I look at the challenges that have historically beset
American efforts to promote democracy abroad and that long prevented the
United States from making any serious attempts to do so in the Arab world.
I explore the two chief impediments—the conflict between democracy pro-
motion and other strategic interests, and the risks of Islamist takeover—that
have handicapped even the Bush administration’s landmark efforts.

In chapter three I explain the factors that have, until now, largely sus-
tained Arab autocracy even while democratization has transformed every
other part of the globe. I also explain why the status quo that the United
States has so long defended in the Middle East is no longer viable, examine
the dangers of the current period, and argue that America therefore has lit-
tle choice but to try to aid a peaceful transition to more democratic politics
in the region.

I use chapter four to consider alternatives to a policy of democracy pro-
motion in the Arab world and reveal why none of them will suffice to safe-
guard American interests or to avoid the pitfalls of instability and extrem-
ism, as their proponents claim they will. In chapter five I explore and
critique the tools of American policy that have so far been directed toward
advancing a democratic transformation of the Middle East. The invest-
ments made by the Bush administration match neither its soaring rhetoric
nor the necessity and urgency of the enterprise at hand. America’s policy
of Middle East democracy promotion has so far been beset by ambivalence,
a consequence of its inability to resolve the enduring challenges outlined
in chapter two. Chapter five lays bare the ambiguity afflicting American
policy in the Bush administration and explains the failings of Bush’s Free-
dom Agenda.

In chapter six I describe ways to overcome this debilitating ambivalence
and build a sustainable policy of democracy promotion in this challenging
environment while protecting key American interests. American leverage in
the region is significant, but it cannot be exercised without limit or cost.
America’s desire to advance democratic politics must be tempered by a
grounded assessment of the risks of change in the region and how to hedge
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against them. A practicable strategy must acknowledge these challenges and
focus attention on areas of maximum leverage and efficacy. In particular, I
argue, the United States must seek in all its efforts to advance basic political
freedoms for Arab citizens, which are key to resolving the dilemmas of
democratization in this region. The United States must therefore be willing
to put other elements of U.S. policy at stake in pressing that end with its
Arab allies.

In chapter seven I tackle the challenge of integrating Islamist movements
successfully into democratic Arab politics. The United States cannot choose
the winners and losers in future Arab democracies, and its attitude toward
Islamist movements must become far more attuned to regional realities. I
develop a framework in this chapter for making American decisions about
which groups to condone, to associate with, or to support in the context of
broader democratization. The book concludes with a brief discussion of the
necessary bureaucratic elements of an effective policy and how support for
robust American democracy promotion can be built and sustained among
the institutions of American government and society.

Having decided that “America’s vital interests and [its] deepest beliefs
are now one,” as Bush said in his second inaugural address, does not mean
that the two will be congruent in every time and place or that democracy
promotion requires no difficult choices along the way.* A proper under-
standing of America’s role and its limits is necessary to transform a com-
fortable and only-when-convenient idealism into a sustainable and effective
policy. A hard-headed framework for making unavoidable choices about
how and when to press for democratic change is necessary to prevent the
freedom strategy from being abandoned as impractical when such choices
emerge. Think of this book as a realist’s argument for democracy promo-
tion in the Middle East and a guidebook for making the choices that a real-
istic strategy demands.
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CHAPTER TWO

Democracy Promotion
in U.S. Foreign Policy

EMOCRACY PROMOTION HAS always been part of United States for-
eign policy. While the founding fathers—most famously George
Washington, in his farewell address—eschewed foreign adventur-
ism and entanglements, they also viewed the political rights and freedoms
for which they fought as universal values and hoped their new nation would
serve as a beacon for others who aspired to similar liberty. As Thomas Jef-
ferson wrote on the fiftieth anniversary of America’s independence, “May it
be to the world what I believe it will be (to some parts sooner, to others
later, but finally to all), the Signal of arousing men to burst the chains, under
which monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded.” The universal-
ism of America’s founding ideals and its role as a beacon for others’ strug-
gles for liberty have resonated across the history of American foreign policy.
Indeed, scholars such as Tony Smith and John Ikenberry have argued that
the advance of global democratic development has been a consistent theme
during both Democratic and Republican presidential administrations and
that it has helped define America’s role in the world: “Honed in the first
instances as a means of countering European imperialism and later given
even sharper definition in the struggle against fascism and communism, it
was no mere talisman but the cutting edge of the United States’ rise to
world-power status.”?
America’s foreign policy from World War I to the present clearly displays
one pattern: whenever the United States has been on the cusp of a major

14
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overseas engagement, the promotion of democracy has been a prominent
part of the rationale presented by American politicians and embraced by the
American public for the necessity of the commitment. For better or for
worse, Americans understand their country’s role abroad to be closely
linked to the spread of democracy.’

But although the global advance of democracy has been a consistent
theme in the rhetoric of American foreign affairs, the reality of U.S. policy
has often diverged from this line. In fact, America’s self-appointed mission of
promoting democracy abroad has been tempered by other considerations in
many places and times. During the cold war, staunch anticommunists,
themselves believers in the universalism of the right to liberty, were in prac-
tice frequently willing to support “moderate autocrats friendly to American
interests” in developing countries. Jeane Kirkpatrick famously called dicta-
tors such as General Anastasio Somoza of Nicaragua and Mohamed Reza
Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, “traditional rulers of semi-traditional societies”
whose support for America’s anticommunist policies had earned them
American backing.* Thus the United States provided significant military
and economic support to Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines and, until
the late 1980s, turned its head from Marcos’s embezzlement of government
funds and abuses of human rights. The United States government’s willing-
ness to overlook concerns about democracy and human rights in the name
of anticommunism was also clearly evident in Latin America, where the
United States backed right-wing governments (and, where relevant,
antigovernment militias) in Guatemala, Argentina, Chile, Nicaragua, and
elsewhere. Even when cold war considerations were muted or absent, the
United States sometimes sacrificed concerns over basic political freedoms to
economic and strategic interests. Two prominent examples are President
George H. W. Bush’s weak response to China’s Tiananmen Square massacre
in 1989 and President Bill Clinton’s later abandonment of attempts to link
trade benefits for China to its human rights record.’

In other places and times the United States has spoken out in favor of
democracy without pressuring friendly governments to advance it on any
particular timetable. This gap between rhetoric and policy generated resent-
ment among indigenous democratic activists living in Taiwan and the
Republic of Korea, for example. But when those indigenous movements
gained strength, America embraced the trend and supported those coun-
tries’ democratic transitions. Even in the Philippines, President Reagan
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eventually withdrew American support for Marcos when the indigenous
democratic opposition became too popular and Marcos’s repression of it
too violent to ignore.

America’s mixed record has implanted doubt in many minds about the
essential sincerity—and, more pragmatically, the reliability—of America’s
stated commitment to advancing democracy abroad. Some analysts and
activists even reject the idea that the United States is interested in democ-
racy for its own sake, arguing that instances of American support for dem-
ocratic transformation are properly understood as smokescreens for the
pursuit of national interests, mainly economic.® Indeed, even some experts
who reject the smokescreen argument worry that democracy promotion is
a dangerous temptation for American foreign policy, leading the United
States into imperialistic behaviors based on a belief in the superiority of its
own values and institutions.”

In most regions of the globe, America’s interest in and support for dem-
ocratic development has varied considerably. In the Middle East, though,
the American record is consistent. In the name of stability and anticommu-
nism, the United States regularly and overtly backed dictators and mon-
archs, providing diplomatic, military, and economic assistance to bolster
these autocrats against enemies both foreign and domestic. Nowhere has
the disjuncture between American values and America’s foreign policy been
as great, as consistent, for as long as in the Arab Middle East.

America’s core objective in the Middle East has been—and remains—
regional stability. Stability there is necessary to ensure the free flow of oil
and gas through the Persian Gulf to world markets, to facilitate the move-
ment of U.S. naval and commercial traffic from the Mediterranean to the
Indian Ocean via the Suez Canal, and to protect the security of key regional
allies, including the State of Israel and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. For six
decades America’s interest in a stable Middle East was, by and large, well
served by its support of status-quo Arab regimes, including most promi-
nently the al-Saud dynasty, Jordan under the late King Hussein and his son
King Abdullah II, and, beginning in the 1970s, Egypt under Anwar Sadat
and his successor, Hosni Mubarak. The United States helped the young
King Hussein of Jordan stabilize his rule in the face of challenges from
neighbors and a restive domestic Palestinian population. In the immediate
post—World War II years, America was generally regarded as free of the colo-
nial taint of European powers. The United States assisted Saudi Arabia in
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building its oil industry and modernizing its domestic infrastructure and
was rewarded with a Saudi commitment to oil price stability that was broken
only once, in the Arab oil embargo that followed the 1973 Arab-Israeli war.?

The United States, through adroit diplomacy, a degree of pressure, and
extensive military and economic assistance, won Egypt—the Arab world’s
most populous (and at the time its most politically influential) state—away
from the Soviet orbit and eventually brokered Egypt’s peace with Israel. The
Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty was greased with even more American aid, but
it solidified America’s dominant position in the region, consolidated Egypt’s
shift from regional adventurer to regional stabilizer, facilitated the coun-
try’s hesitant moves toward a market economy, and broke Israel’s regional
isolation.

Likewise, Washington’s support of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq during his
long war with Iran served America’s interest in stability, because Saddam’s
onslaught prevented the revolutionary Islamism of Khomeini’s Iran from
extending its influence further into the gulf, a move that would have under-
mined the stability of Saudi Arabia and other oil-producing states. When
Saddam Hussein gassed his own population in the midst of that conflict,
America’s official response was mild. Only when Hussein turned his revi-
sionist ambitions on American allies Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, threatening
global energy supplies, did the United States turn against him.

Although Arab human rights activists can point to a not-insignificant
human toll, the relationships the United States built with autocratic Arab
leaders during the twentieth century served U.S. interests well, on the whole,
and contributed to peace and stability in the region. Any temptation on the
part of the United States to consider human rights or democratization in
Middle East policy during the period preceding the presidency of George W.
Bush was blunted by two fundamental forces that still hold strong sway over
U.S. policy today.

The first of these is the belief that more assertive American democracy
promotion in the Arab world would inevitably exacerbate tensions with
Arab states whose cooperation on other issues is highly valued. Promoting
democratic transformation might be cost-free for the United States in Libya
or Syria, states whose regimes have been unreliable partners and whose for-
eign policies have long caused Washington headaches. But the Middle East
is full of regimes with which America has worked closely for years and
whose cooperation it still desires on a variety of security and economic
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issues. The potential for conflict between efforts to promote democracy and
efforts to achieve other core U.S. strategic goals has been a long-standing
obstacle to concerted U.S. pressure for internal political reforms.

This “conflict-of-interests” problem manifests itself in two distinct ways.
First, there is the concern, widespread among U.S. policymakers, that put-
ting a greater emphasis on democracy in America’s dialogue with Arab
regimes will necessarily bump other issues down the priority list or even
demand trade-offs. Second, there is the belief that U.S.-Arab cooperation,
despite being rooted in mutual self-interest, is fragile and that pressure on
Arab governments to yield power at home will lead those governments to
loosen or even abandon their strategic alliances with Washington.

Because of these worries, the U.S. government has typically subordinated
its concerns about governance and human rights to cold war imperatives
and other core issues, such as the Arab-Israeli peace process. Although
human rights violations and religious repression in Arab states are regu-
larly noted in the State Department’s annual reports on these topics, they
have rarely ranked very high on the agenda for face-to-face dialogue
between American and Arab officials.

The conflict-of-interests problem has not gone away. Conflicts between
democracy promotion and other strategic U.S. goals in the Middle East
remain inevitable, given that those other goals rely for the most part on
close cooperation with the current slate of Arab governments. Yet the exis-
tence of such conflicts does not entirely preclude American efforts to
advance political rights and freedoms. Broad consensus exists among Amer-
ica’s foreign policy elites that, in the long term, democracy in the Middle
East and indeed worldwide will work in America’s favor and in the interests
of international peace and stability.” In the short term, however, conflicts
often arise between steps that would advance the pursuit of democracy
and other steps that could or should be taken in pursuit of nearer-term
objectives. Cooperation in counterterrorism investigations, in regional
peacemaking, and in U.S.-Arab trade may favor near-term decisions with
tangible benefits at the expense of the long-term, amorphous goal of
democratization.

The problem in practice is that promoting a transition to democracy in
an autocratic country is always a long-term objective whose progress is dif-
ficult to assess. One rarely knows, at a given moment, whether the events
one observes in a country’s political life will prove to have been a tipping
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point in a democratic transition or merely a brief moment of relative free-
dom in an otherwise unrelieved era of autocracy. Transitions to democracy
are rarely unidirectional, rarely without stalls and reversals.'* How difficult
it can be, then, to justify sacrificing a clearly identifiable objective in some
arena of material interest in the name of a potential gain for democracy that
can be accurately weighed only in retrospect. Moreover, human rights and
democracy are such perennial concerns that there will always be another
occasion to discuss them. Only rarely does an event such as a rigged election
or a mass protest force America’s hand. This increases the temptation by sen-
ior officials and line officers alike to push democracy concerns down the pri-
ority list and save that necessarily unpleasant conversation for another day.

Considering how frequently America’s diplomats must rank-order its
policy priorities in dealing with other countries and how commonly day-to-
day conflicts arise between concrete, short-term objectives and the long-
term pursuit of democracy, it is perhaps remarkable that political freedom
makes it onto the list of U.S.-Arab talking points at all. What rational U.S.
official would sacrifice the pursuit of hard-headed American security or
commercial interests for a mush-headed, ill-defined goal like the advance-
ment of political freedom where none now exists and the prospects for
developing any are slim?

The conflict-of-interests problem also confounds the effective promo-
tion of democracy by the United States in a more insidious, anticipatory
way. Policymakers, even at a relatively high level, have come to believe that
certain hard-won types of U.S.-Arab cooperation valuable to the United
States remain precarious and liable to disruption should American pressure
be brought to bear on behalf of democratic progress. Especially with regard
to security cooperation, and even more vociferously since September 11,
2001, experienced American officials and their counterparts in the policy
commentariat warn their colleagues and superiors against pushing too hard
on Arab leaders for greater political openings—for fear that the ax might fall
on some issue dearer to America’s heart, or perhaps closer to its jugular.

Most fundamentally, U.S. officials recognize that although democracy in
the long run is good for stability, democratization is often volatile and
uncertain. Indeed, recent studies suggest that countries undergoing demo-
cratic transitions are more likely to go to war with a neighbor than either
consolidated democracies or secure autocracies.!’ A real risk exists that a
transition to democracy will itself produce threats to key American interests
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or to internal or regional stability in the Middle East. Advocating more
democratic practices can also carry direct costs. For example, improving
legal due process standards in Arab countries might reduce those countries’
abilities to assist in U.S. counterterrorism efforts by carrying out arrests,
interrogations, or surveillance that would be impossible under American
legal standards.!?

This preemptive dampening of the democracy promotion flame is most
obvious with regard to two long-standing and close American allies, Egypt
and Saudi Arabia. Foreign policy experts and career officials alike note that
Egyptian cooperation on Arab-Israeli relations is a strategic asset to the U.S.
government, one in which previous American administrations invested
decades of diplomacy and billions of dollars. But democracy in Egypt might
yield a government deeply unfriendly to the United States, perhaps even
one that would threaten abrogation of the Camp David accords.!* These
voices also argue that Egypt’s cooperation in the Arab-Israeli peace process,
among other issues, has always rested on a firm foundation of American
support for Egypt’s regime. An uncertain campaign for free Egyptian poli-
tics, they suggest, will upset this carefully constructed apple cart. If, for
example, the U.S. Congress conditioned aid to Egypt on steps toward polit-
ical reform, they warn, Hosni Mubarak might respond to undue American
pressure for democracy by rejecting the nearly $2 billion in annual military
assistance he now receives from the Pentagon and turning, as Nasser did, to
Russian equipment and training—or perhaps to Chinese.'

Similarly, in Saudi Arabia the security cooperation that enabled the
United States’ forward positioning in the Persian Gulf through the 1990s and
up until 2003, and Saudi Arabia’s concomitant cooperation on counterter-
rorism and the containment of Iraq and Iran, came only after many favorable
arms deals, an existential threat against Saudi Arabia from Saddam Hussein,
and finally a growing jihadist movement led and populated by Saudi citizens
who targeted American and Saudi interests. U.S.-Saudi counterterror and
security cooperation is viewed in many quarters of the U.S. government as
essential for fighting al Qaeda and defending Western interests in the oil-rich
gulf region. Iraq’s descent into civil conflict only magnifies the importance of
Saudi Arabia’s stabilizing role in the region. Pressing the al-Saud regime on
basic human rights issues, much less on political participation or govern-
mental accountability, is considered by some analysts and policymakers as
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foolhardy in the extreme. Not only might such unwelcome pressure lead the
Saudi royal family to question the wisdom of its strategic alliance with the
United States, they argue, but the advent of greater openness in the kingdom
might produce instability that could be exploited by local religious extrem-
ists or al Qaeda supporters and lead to the takeover of the Arabian penin-
sula’s largest country by radical jihadists.'

Fortunately, as I will show, this image of U.S.-Arab relations as delicate,
resting on American largesse and easily threatened is profoundly inaccurate
as a depiction. Relations between the two countries, over the past sixty years,
have rested more than anything on strong foundations of mutual interest.

The second broad problem that haunts American democratization
efforts is that this country’s general preference for democratic politics has
long been tempered, in regard to the Arab world, by the knowledge that the
victors of a democratic process in most Arab countries are unlikely to be
parties who shared America’s policy preferences in the region. Indeed, they
might prove actively anti-American and perhaps even antidemocratic once
in office.’ In 1953 the United States and Britain conspired with the Shah of
Iran to overthrow a democratically elected, left-leaning prime minister,
Mohammed Mossadegh—a betrayal of democratic principles that still car-
ries consequences for U.S.-Iranian relations.'” Although American policy-
makers might have begun to regret their actions to constrain Iranian pub-
lic demands by the time of the 1979 Islamic revolution, the radically
ideological tenor of the new regime and its bloody purges of liberal ele-
ments from Iranian politics and society seemed only to confirm American
prejudices that nothing good could come of popular regime change in the
Middle East. Rather, as Jeane Kirkpatrick wrote in 1979: “Hurried efforts to
force complex and unfamiliar political practices on societies lacking the req-
uisite political culture, tradition, and social structures not only fail to pro-
duce desired outcomes; if they are undertaken at a time when the tradi-
tional regime is under attack, they actually facilitate the job of the
insurgents.”'® Given this experience in Iran, it was natural for U.S. officials,
beginning in the early 1990s, to take a similarly dim view of the prospect of
Islamist movements taking the reins in Arab states, even if it were done
peacefully.

In the years following the fall of the Berlin Wall, the winds of change in
the global environment produced democratic transformations in eastern
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Europe, East Asia, and Latin America. The Middle East was not immune
from the spirit of this “third wave” of democratization, but neither did it
succumb. Algeria’s postcolonial, military-led government went farthest in
the region along the path toward democracy during this period. Beginning
in 1988, Algeria’s revolutionary regime began to loosen political controls,
and by mid-1991 several major new political parties were preparing to con-
test the country’s first free National Assembly elections. But when the main
Islamist party, the Islamic Salvation Front (known by its French acronym,
FIS), built on its growing popularity to call a general strike and press for
presidential elections, the Algerian president declared a state of emergency.
After a first round of parliamentary elections in December 1991 produced
an overwhelming FIS victory, the president dissolved parliament altogether
and stepped aside in favor of military rule. Over the next ten years Algeria’s
military and Islamist opposition waged a civil war that killed approximately
120,000 people.*

The notion that democracy in the Arab world might yield fundamental-
ist Islamic regimes instead of liberal pluralism had been a matter of concern
in Washington since the Shah’s fall in 1979, and the concern was accelerated
with the assassination of U.S. ally and peacemaker Anwar Sadat by an
Egyptian Islamist in 1981. So when the Algerian election results were tallied
and appeared likely to produce the Arab world’s first democratically elected
theocracy, Washington was primed to oppose the development. The United
States, caught up as it was in the dramatic developments in eastern Europe
and the Arab-Israeli arena, did not spare a great deal of attention for Alge-
ria’s abortive democratic experiment. The U.S. government chose to follow
the lead of Algeria’s former colonial overlord, France, in its reaction to the
military coup of 1992. After an initial expression of concern, the State
Department quickly backed away from the issue, with spokeswoman Mar-
garet Tutweiler saying, “We’re not going to take sides.”*

The Algerian experiment and its bloody conclusion have become a prism
through which many different actors in the Middle East, and the West, still
view the question of Islamist participation in Arab politics. To America and
the West, the Algerian experiment was proof that the Iranian Revolution was
not an outlier but a premonition of things to come. As one reporter put it at
the time, “the success of the Islamic Front indicates that sectarian differences
are no barrier to the spread of Muslim fundamentalist politics.”*' The
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prospect of an FIS victory in Algeria in 1992 slowly crystallized in State
Department discourse as the nightmare vision of what democracy might
bring to the Arab world: legitimately elected Islamist governments that were
anti-American, illiberal, and ultimately antidemocratic. In a speech to the
Meridian International Center after the military coup in Algeria, Edward
Djerejian, then the assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern Affairs, laid
out the resulting attitude toward Islamists and Arab democracy that was to
dominate the next decade of U.S. policy: “We are suspect of those who
would use the democratic process to come to power, only to destroy that
very process in order to retain power and political dominance. While we
believe in the principle of ‘one person, one vote, we do not support ‘one per-
son, one vote, one time.”?? Better to have no elections than elections that
produced such an outcome.

But like a prism, the abortive Algerian experiment displays different
meanings to different observers. To Arab autocrats, the violence that fol-
lowed the cancellation of the elections, and the brutality of Islamist terror-
ism in the years afterward, was proof positive that despite verbal assurances
to the contrary, Islamist movements would settle for nothing less than total
political victory and would not respect the rule of law or formal political
procedures when their outcomes were not to the Islamists’ liking. Thus Arab
leaders (and secularists as well) often argue that allowing free Islamist par-
ticipation in politics will send a society over the edge into violent chaos.
Arab rulers regularly cite the Algerian example to show why more democ-
racy is dangerous—the Islamists who wish to compete would merely use the
opportunity to impose a clerical regime.® This argument gained strength
with U.S. policymakers in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. A former CIA offi-
cial noted that “these regimes are not stupid. . .. they raise the Islamist threat
and we fall for it, because we want their counterterrorism cooperation. That
has trumped the idea of democracy.”*

To Islamist movements elsewhere in the Arab world, the Algerian experi-
ence taught a different lesson: it demonstrated the insincerity of both Arab
and Western political leaders’ commitment to democratization. When push
came to shove, the Algerian leadership showed its willingness to impose mil-
itary rule rather than accept the legitimate democratic victory of an Islamist
party. The lack of protest from Washington demonstrated its hypocrisy in
claiming to support democratic transformation. This conclusion—that
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despite all rhetoric to the contrary the West is unwilling to accept Islamists
governing an Arab state—is deeply ingrained among many Islamist leaders
today.”

American policy since the Algerian coup has evinced a near allergy to
official contacts with Islamist movement leaders. This skittishness resulted
in part from the harsh experience of the Iranian Revolution, in part from
the record of violence among Islamists in Egypt, Lebanon, Algeria, and Gaza
in the 1990s, and in part from reasonable suspicions regarding the sincerity
of Islamists’ professed commitment to democracy and understandable
American preferences for liberal and secular parties. In part, too, it stemmed
from deference to the preferences of largely secular U.S.-allied regimes that
objected to any legitimation of Islamist opposition movements.

Whatever the source, one unfortunate result of the allergic American
reaction to Islamist movements in the 1990s was a failure to differentiate,
even as the radical Islamist threat to the United States materialized in the
late 1990s, among the different types of Islamist groups that were then
evolving within Arab societies and among their different attitudes toward
Arab political change. Between 1991 and 2001 the world of political Islam
diversified significantly, so that today the term Islamist can be applied to
such a diverse set of groups as to be almost meaningless as a descriptor,
encompassing terrorists who flew planes into the World Trade Center along
with legislators who voted on behalf of women’s suffrage in Kuwait.

And yet, given the prominence of Islamist movements—Ilegal and illegal,
violent and peaceful—among the political opposition across the Arab
world, the necessity of drawing relevant distinctions and developing a clear
and consistent U.S. policy to deal with them is obvious. Ambivalence over
how the United States should orient itself toward Islamist movements is one
of the key obstacles to developing a credible, effective, and sustainable pol-
icy of democracy promotion in the Arab world. The Bush administration’s
failure to overcome the legacy of Algeria and to develop a more sophisti-
cated relationship with the region’s varied Islamist movements severely
hampered the effectiveness and indeed the basic credibility of its democracy
push. The danger of this failure is evident in the swift backlash against
democracy promotion that swept Washington in the wake of several dis-
maying election results, most notably the victory of Hamas in the Palestin-
ian territories in January 2006 but also the strong showing by Hizballah in
the Lebanese elections in 2005 and the Muslim Brotherhood’s significant
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gains in Egyptian elections the same year. As one journalist asked, “How is
it possible to promote democracy and fight terrorism when movements
deemed by the United States to be terrorist and extremist are the most polit-
ically popular in the region?”*

To avoid the perceived risks of Islamist takeovers and the perceived costs
of prioritizing democracy over other, more immediate goals, the U.S. gov-
ernment’s reform efforts in the Arab world before 2001 were generally
small, were undertaken in full consultation with the targeted governments,
and emphasized technical assistance to government institutions rather than
support for nongovernmental social groups. Assistance for “democracy and
governance” was (and still is) just a small part of the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development’s larger program for the region, which tends to
emphasize projects in health care, education, and other core development
concerns. Until a few years ago American policy statements occasionally
mentioned popular will and human rights, but these issues never intruded
on close U.S.-Arab ties. The question of whether they do in 2008, five years
after President Bush launched his Freedom Agenda, is still an open one.

The United States, with crucial strategic interests at stake in the Middle
East, began in the 1990s to look more closely at the domestic picture in key
allies such as Jordan, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. But the American response to
rising regional pressures for change almost never, before September 11,2001,
emphasized democratization as a major element of desirable Arab reforms.”
Instead, American efforts during the administrations of George H. W. Bush
and Bill Clinton focused first on stability in the face of rising Islamist popu-
larity and second on advancing economic liberalization and integration of
Arab states into the global economy. These limited efforts at promoting
reform were very much afterthoughts in American Middle East diplomacy
while two security objectives—resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict and con-
taining Iraq and Iran—took center stage in American policy planning.

In the 1990s America’s reform efforts in the Middle East were focused
almost exclusively on economic liberalization.?” The economic reform effort
was centered on Egypt and Jordan, key U.S. allies in regional security efforts
and in the Arab-Israeli peace process. Jordan won increasing U.S. economic
and trade-promotion assistance after it concluded a peace treaty with Israel
in 1994, while Egypt and the United States pursued a “Partnership for Eco-
nomic Growth and Development,” also known as the Gore-Mubarak Part-
nership. According to William Daley, then America’s secretary of commerce,
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the Gore-Mubarak Partnership was designed “to promote economic reform
and growth in Egypt and greater U.S.-Egyptian trade.”* In practice the part-
nership mainly involved combining pressure from the U.S. government and
export-oriented Egyptian businessmen to advance reform in Egypt in the
areas of intellectual property protection, commercial law, and credit mar-
kets. Political reform was not part of the agenda for discussion. In his annual
testimony to Congress on the government’s aid request for the Middle East,
in June 1996, then assistant secretary of state Robert Pelletreau’s discussion
of Egypt—America’s largest Arab aid recipient at the time—did not mention
human rights concerns at all but only the peace process, economic reform,
and the Egyptian security services’ battle against violent Islamists.”*

The September 11 attacks shocked the U.S. government into questioning
the long-term benefit of its status-quo policy and its relationship to the gen-
eration of Islamist terrorism—and also awoke American policymakers to
realities in the region that had been growing slowly for a long time and were
creating increasing internal pressures for change in Arab politics. In
response the Bush administration embraced the goal of active democracy
promotion in the Middle East as being deeply in American interests, over-
coming the United States’ long-standing preference for maintaining friendly
relations with reliable regional autocrats.

But President Bush found this goal hard to pursue because the two chal-
lenges outlined earlier—the problem of competing American interests and
the Algeria problem—did not dissipate in the new, post-9/11 environment.
If anything, America’s new cognizance of its stake in Middle Eastern stabil-
ity raised American sensitivity to the risks inherent in a policy of democra-
tization. Confronting these risks and developing ways to address them are
therefore crucial prerequisites for an effective and sustainable policy of
democracy promotion in the Middle East—and the Bush administration
failed at this essential task.

The difficulty of pursuing a robust democratization program in the Arab
world is hardly a surprise. Even at times and in places where the American
commitment to promoting democracy has been most sincere and least con-
flicted, it has been hampered by the fundamental complexity of the enter-
prise. At its heart, democracy promotion means using the tools of foreign
policy in an attempt to influence the domestic politics of another state—
always an uncertain enterprise, often ineffectual, and occasionally even
counterproductive. Moreover, the programs and projects that the United

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

DEMOCRACY PROMOTION IN U.S. FOREIGN POLICY 27

States has developed to advance democracy in other countries are fraught
with problems: they are often ill designed for their intended operating envi-
ronment, they apply narrow templates for democratic development, and it
is difficult to measure their results and efficacy.’> Because of these problems,
even where America’s values and interests are truly and wholly congruent
on behalf of democracy promotion, the resulting policies have not always
produced positive payoffs and have nearly always been surrounded by con-
troversy both at home and in the target countries.*

In the Middle East the United States not only faces the dilemmas of deal-
ing with Islamism, conflicts of interest, and the normal complexity of
democracy promotion but also must confront the compounding factor of
America’s tarnished reputation in the region. The advance of democracy
inside a country always rests on the determination of local citizens to par-
ticipate in government decisionmaking. Throughout the Arab world, as
recent headlines and long-running poll results demonstrate abundantly, cit-
izens are interested in greater individual freedom and political participa-
tion. But the United States has difficulty tapping into these indigenous pro-
democracy sentiments because of widely held and fiercely expressed
resentment of the United States and its regional policies, resentment that
predates the Iraq war but was exacerbated by it. According to a twenty-one-
nation BBC World Service poll in January 2005, 49 percent of Lebanese cit-
izens surveyed said they thought the United States was a “mainly negative”
influence in the world. Eighty-two percent of Jordanians and 57 percent of
Lebanese did not believe U.S. foreign policy considered others. In another
survey only 1 percent of Jordanians and 23 percent of Lebanese respondents
said they had “some” or “a lot” of confidence in President Bush “to do the
right thing regarding world affairs.”** Because of this overarching skepti-
cism toward the United States, as well as its inconsistent history on democ-
racy issues, America faces a fundamental credibility gap in speaking to Arab
citizens about democracy and thus in forging effective partnerships with
regional reformers.

The Pew Global Attitudes Survey in the spring of 2005 found that 80 per-
cent of people in the three Middle Eastern countries in which they sur-
veyed—Lebanon, Jordan, and Morocco—believed that democracy was not
a “Western way of doing things” and could work in their country. Another
survey, however, found significantly unfavorable views of “American free-
dom and democracy” among Moroccans, Saudis, Jordanians, Lebanese, and
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Emiratis. Even more sobering, a 2006 poll found that 65 percent of Arabs
polled in six countries believed that despite the United States” activism on
the issue, “democracy is not a real U.S. objective.”®® When the United States
is widely resented by Arab citizens, it is difficult to see how America can
play a positive role in advancing domestic reforms in Arab countries. Broad
public opinion aside, until the United States can build an effective alliance
with the Arab world’s aspiring democrats, it cannot hope to assist in the
project of Arab democratization—but Arab suspicions of U.S. intentions
make an alliance difficult to forge.

At the same time, much of the debate in the United States about whether
and how to promote democracy in the Middle East centers on a faulty under-
standing of how democracy promotion relates to U.S. public diplomacy.
Some people believe that democracy promotion, to be regarded as successful,
must enhance America’s popularity among the peoples of the Arab world.
Others argue that unless America first repairs its bruised reputation in the
region, it cannot hope to affect the growth of democracy in any positive fash-
ion. Neither assertion is necessarily true. Indeed, democracies in the Middle
East are, at least at first, unlikely to be as pro-American as some of the United
States’ autocratic allies have been.* It is likely that, as in many other new
democracies, popularly elected Arab leaders will burnish their nationalist cre-
dentials by railing against the global superpower. But Arab proponents of
democracy, like their colleagues in other regions, understand the value of
American support for their struggle, even when they would prefer to avoid a
tight American embrace. And as in other regions, the United States works for
democracy in the Arab world for reasons of long-term national interest, not
to win a short-term popularity contest.

These challenges do not add up to the observation that the United States is
foolhardy to press for democratic governance in the Arab world. In the long
run, building a new social contract between Arab governments and their cit-
izens is necessary for the development of a new equilibrium in Arab regional
politics—and for continued fruitful cooperation between Arab governments
and the United States on key issues, including stabilizing Iraq, confronting
Iran’s regional challenge, and promoting Arab-Israeli peace. If Arab govern-
ments cannot sustain the support of their citizens, they will be unable to work
easily or reliably with the United States on issues of common concern.

In the wake of the Iraq war and the bloody confrontation between Israel
and Hizballah in Lebanon in 2006, the relevance of domestic Arab reform to
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continued U.S.-Arab cooperation is clearer than ever. Hizballah’s dynamic
leader, Hassan Nasrallah, and Iran’s populist president, Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, envision a region defined by unending “resistance” (read:
violence, terrorism, and perpetual confrontation) against Israel, the United
States, and status-quo Arab governments. Nasrallah and Ahmadinejad
argue for the redemptive value of violence and offer the promise of justice
and dignity for Arabs humiliated by decades of defeat at the hands of the
West and Israel.

The radical vision for the Middle East presented by Iran and its militant
allies Hizballah and Hamas is gaining traction in Arab society. Even on the
streets of their own cities the leaders of Egypt and Jordan are less popular
than Nasrallah and Ahmadinejad; in one poll Hassan Nasrallah was the
most popular world leader among Arabs in six states.”” The radicals’ mes-
sage of resistance is always combined with denunciations of Sunni Arab
leaders for cowering under an American security umbrella and making
humiliating deals with Israel.

Arab leaders feel keenly the threats from radical Islam within their own
societies. They know that Islamists have capitalized on state failures and
weaknesses and that the critique put forward by local Islamists is under-
scored by the resistance rhetoric peddled by Iran and its allies. In this inse-
cure environment, Arab rulers face a dilemma: they know regional stability
and their own strategic interests require them to cooperate with the United
States, yet America’s regional role is intensely unpopular with their publics.
Enhancing Arab cooperation with American regional diplomacy would
likely require Arab rulers to employ greater repression at home, reinforcing
the claims of domestic opponents. To extract Arab rulers from this dilemma
and effectively counter the region’s radical axis, U.S.-Arab cooperation must
rest on a new foundation of partnership among the United States, moder-
ate Arab governments, and their mostly moderate citizens—a partnership
designed to produce a better future for the people of the Middle East.

The risks of a concerted pro-democracy effort by the United States in the
Arab world are real. But to assess them accurately, one must weigh them
against the risks of remaining indifferent. The Middle East has changed in
the years since America backed the Kuwaiti and Saudi monarchs against the
Iraqi dictator. It has changed in ways that make further shifts in Arab politics
likely yet leave the outcome of that change both uncertain and dangerous.
In the next chapter I examine this new reality and what it portends.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Vanishing
Status Quo

N A 2005 interview with Jeffrey Goldberg of the New Yorker, former

national security advisor Brent Scowcroft argued that protecting the

political status quo in the Arab world had been and remained the correct
policy for the United States. According to Scowcroft, the status quo in the
Middle East had bought the United States “fifty years of peace.”! Residents of
the Middle East might quarrel with that characterization, for the years after
1948 witnessed five Arab-Israeli wars, wars or major civil conflicts in Yemen,
Algeria, Jordan, and Lebanon, and a war between Iraq and its Persian neigh-
bor, Iran. But Scowcroft’s statement reflects the judgment that, from the per-
spective of American interests, the latter half of the twentieth century went
very well in the Middle East. Despite its upheavals, the region remained
mostly friendly and accommodating to core American interests in energy
stability, maritime access, and the containment of communism.

Among the status-quo rulers on whom the United States relied to pre-
serve these interests were Morocco’s King Hassan I, Jordan’s King Hussein,
Egypt’s Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mubarak, and the succession of sons of
Saudi Arabia’s Abdel Aziz al Saud. During the cold war years these rulers
checked the penetration of Soviet influence in the region and contained the
activities of pro-Soviet regional actors. They largely agreed with the United
States on major issues such as the need for stable oil production, the desir-
ability of Arab-Israeli peace, and the need to contain ambitious regional
actors who might undertake local adventures. Throughout the second half
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of the twentieth century, superpower rivalries, Arab-Israeli wars, and
regional adventurism were the main threats to regional stability.

Today the primary threat to regional stability emanates not from such
interstate conflicts but from internal factors. A combination of demo-
graphic change, economic stagnation, and political alienation in Arab soci-
eties poses a powerful and increasing challenge to the legitimacy of key Arab
governments and to their ability to govern peacefully.

A perfect storm is uniting local factors such as population growth and
internal corruption with external factors such as the globalization of capi-
tal markets and information flows to produce an undeniable challenge to
the stability and viability of today’s status-quo Arab regimes. An imbalance
between demographics, economics, and government capacity is producing
a generation of frustrated, urbanized young people with decent educations
but few available jobs in their chosen fields and few prospects for marriage
or other means of social advancement. This imbalance, combined with the
effects of new technologies and globalization in media and culture, is also
slowly breaking down the basic social contract—the bargain between citi-
zens and state—that has long sustained America’s Arab partners.

Arab states have faced severe economic and political challenges before
and emerged intact. Indeed, their ability to survive such domestic pressures
has led some analysts to declare that radical regime change in the Arab world
is a near impossibility.? Whatever the challenge, these analysts argue, Arab
rulers are flexible and resourceful enough to escape the noose. As Gregory
Gause noted, “the greater the control a state can exercise over society—
through coercion, inducement, vesting interests, and the manipulation of
symbols and ideologies to gain citizen loyalty—the harder it is going to be
for even attractive ideological movements from the outside to find enough
local support to threaten the existing order.”® Indeed, for many years a pow-
erful combination of ideology, money, and effective domestic security forces
has lengthened the life spans in office of some Arab rulers who otherwise
might long ago have found themselves in the dustbin of history.

This trio of tools—rent, rhetoric, and repression—has kept Arab rulers in
power for more than half a century. But the magical trio’s effectiveness is
breaking down, and escape valves for social pressure, such as outmigration,
are increasingly constrained in a post-9/11 world. As the pressure builds,
nervous Arab regimes are experimenting with political, social, and economic
reforms that will ease the building pressures for change without requiring a



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

32 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

real devolution of power. But the interdependent web of social, economic,
and political relations that Arab autocrats built to sustain themselves leaves
them today without the flexibility they need to deal with these new pressures
and still survive in power unscathed. In short, the political status quo in the
region—the status quo on which America has long relied to protect its inter-
ests—has become unsustainable, and the coming years will see major
changes in Arab politics. Undoubtedly some long-time Arab regimes will
survive the coming storm, but they will not survive it unchanged. The key
question is not whether the regimes will survive but in what form and at
what cost to themselves, to their citizens, and to U.S. interests.

Change does not mean, necessarily, democracy. Indeed, less progressive
and more destabilizing options for Middle East political and social devel-
opment are easy to imagine and perhaps more likely than democratization.
Arab politics may move along any number of paths in the coming years, but
generally speaking, the available paths other than increasingly liberal and
democratic development are paths fraught with unpalatably high costs for
the United States and the region. Among other risks, the likelihood of
Islamist takeovers (of an especially unfriendly nature) in the region is far
higher in the absence of democratic development than in a more demo-
cratic context, a prospect I discuss in chapter seven.

If the future of the Middle East is to be more stable and prosperous than
the present, and at least as congenial to American interests as the past, then
the inevitable process of change in the Middle East must be managed—
mainly by local actors, but with outside assistance—toward a progressive
end. The stakes for the United States and the world demand that outside
forces, for the first time in the region’s modern history, put their thumbs
firmly on the scale on the side of Arab democracy.

In the early twentieth century all of today’s Arab countries were gov-
erned, directly or indirectly, by colonial masters. The Ottoman Empire con-
trolled most of what is now the Arab world until that empire collapsed in
1918. The victorious Allied powers arranged borders and governments for
the nation-states that emerged from Ottoman rule. In parts of North Africa
and the Persian Gulf, the colonial era persisted into the 1960s. Many schol-
ars have noted the resulting artificiality of nation-state identity in these new
countries and the legitimacy problems it created for successive Arab state
governments.*
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Nonetheless, with a few notable exceptions such as Algeria, Arab societies
did not have to wage military campaigns to win their sovereign indepen-
dence; it was granted by the European powers under circumstances that
allowed those powers to retain significant economic, military, and political
relationships with the successor governments. Moreover, although monar-
chies were created in most of the successor states, in Iraq and Egypt the
monarchs ruled alongside elected parliaments and prime ministers. Indige-
nous nationalist parties in both these states capitalized on the relatively lib-
eral climate to demand increased independence from Britain and increased
concessions from their monarchs to the parliamentary body. And in both
countries the parliamentary monarchies were ultimately overthrown in rev-
olutions that brought nationalist forces to power, shut down the democratic
processes as they had existed, and replaced them with military-led authori-
tarian states.

The relatively democratic climate that prevailed after independence in
the larger Arab states and their relatively peaceful paths to independence
(certainly in comparison with India, Southeast Asia, and much of Africa)
have led some intellectuals and activists to hark back to the experience of
the 1920s and 1930s as evidence of a “liberal legacy” in Arab politics that
could and should now be revived. The Egyptian dissident Saad Eddin
Ibrahim, writing shortly after his release from prison in 2003, argued that
the liberal age of Islam that was silenced after World War II when authori-
tarian regimes came to power across the region must be revived: “We saw
ourselves not as builders from scratch, but as revivers of a great (but not
perfect) tradition that had existed not only in our country but also in Syria,
Iraq, Iran, Morocco, and elsewhere. We were and we remain determined
that this liberal tradition . . . will not be forgotten.”

It is therefore worth recalling that colonialism permeated this era’s Arab
politics. The major nationalist parties of the early twentieth century arose in
the context of continued colonial domination (however direct or indirect in
different places) and were dominated by elites educated in Western schools
and imbued with Western sensibilities. The historian Albert Hourani noted
that early nationalist movements such as the Young Tunisians and Young
Algerians were perhaps more concerned with achieving modernization and
development, through their continued relationship with the colonial power,
than with political independence itself.® Thus he wrote:
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Power in the newly independent states came in the first instance into
the hands of ruling families or educated elites who had the social posi-
tion and political skill which had been needed during the period of
transfer of power. Such groups did not on the whole, however, possess
the skill and appeal needed to mobilize popular support in the new
circumstances of independence, or to create a state in the full sense.
They did not speak the same political language as those whom they
claimed to represent, and their interests lay in the preservation of the
existing social fabric and distribution of wealth, rather than in
changes in the direction of greater social justice.”

The so-called liberal era of Arab politics was thus tainted by association
with colonial domination, and those liberal nationalist parties that survive
today, such as the Egyptian Wafd, are tainted, too, by this history.

Because most Arabs tasted full political independence only during the
past sixty years, it is unsurprising that sovereignty, especially with respect to
European and Western powers and their policy preferences, remains a key
concern in Arab politics. Arab leaders continue to invoke sovereignty as a
national priority that serves to legitimate their continued rule and label
democratic opposition movements as fifth columns, inspired or supported
by the Western powers.

Of course, this emphasis on sovereignty also serves Arab rulers well when
they reject Western governments’ pressure for improved human rights or
democratic freedoms as unwelcome interference in their indigenous politi-
cal development. Thus the son of Egypt’s dictatorial president, who holds
no government leadership post himself yet aspires to succeed his father, can
still argue against U.S. democracy-promotion efforts, saying, “We reject
these foreign ambitions to erase Arab identity in the framework of what
they call the Greater Middle East initiative.”® But over time the cry for
enhanced sovereignty has been taken up by opposition movements in Arab
states whose leaders are closely aligned with the United States. The very
foundation of U.S.-Arab cooperation is vulnerable to appeals on the basis of
this political history.

By mid-century, postcolonial Arab nationalism had taken on a revolu-
tionary cast. In the 1950s and 1960s, noted the historian William Polk,
“coups were attempted in virtually all the Arab lands.” Beginning with the
Free Officers’ Coup in Egypt in 1952, which quickly brought Gamal Abdel
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Nasser to power, many Arab states were overtaken by revolutionary leaders.
Nasser was followed by the overthrow of the parliamentary government in
Baghdad (1958) and the ascendance of the Baath Party in Damascus (1963).
In Sudan, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, and Libya, nationalists succeeded in establish-
ing military-led authoritarian regimes. With the success of anticolonial
struggles in Tunisia (1956) and Algeria (1962), nearly every government in
the region was espousing one or another version of Arab nationalism.

Arab nationalist ideology merged the rich history of Arab literary, cul-
tural, and political dominance of the Middle East and North Africa with a
folkist nationalism in the style of 1920s Germany and the rhetoric of anti-
imperialism common at that time across the third world. The result was a
pan-Arab political identity that papered over very real sectarian, ethnic, and
class distinctions within Arab societies and prioritized the social unity of
Arabic-speaking citizens against the external (Western, colonial) enemy
over any domestic agenda. The ruling regime, as the vehicle for national
realization (in principle through eventual unification of the Arab nation in
a single political entity), was owed loyalty by every citizen. In many of the
larger Arab states, Arab nationalism was combined with a state-socialist
economy that institutionalized and reinforced traditional modes of patriar-
chal state-society relations, making the government the source and distrib-
utor of almost all social goods and thereby marginalizing and suppressing
social organizations independent of the state.

Although united in their opposition to Israel and their insistence on
national independence vis-a-vis the Western powers, Arab states were not
immune to intraregional rivalries—witness the Egyptian-Saudi proxy war in
Yemen.'® At times these rivalries, particularly those between Syria, Egypt,
and Iraq, were expressed in terms of which Arab nationalist regime was
doing more to advance pan-Arab unity or the war against Israel. Arab
nationalism never fully overcame more local forms of political identity—the
Egyptian-Syrian condominium, the United Arab Republig, failed after only
three years—and indeed sometimes it merged with them. But it did serve as
a powerful legitimator for revolutionary and postcolonial regimes that
might otherwise have had difficulty sustaining public loyalty or justifying
the repression of domestic opponents. Repeated wars with Israel in 1956,
1967, and 1973 and Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982 reinforced the legit-
imation of Arab regimes through their defense of the Arab homeland and
their struggle for Arab rights to historic Palestine. Meanwhile, Arab kings
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and presidents alike consolidated their domestic rule into a well-known
form of autocracy that political scientists call corporatist authoritarianism.!

The apparently inhospitable environment for democratic development
in the Arab world led some to conclude, with Samuel Huntington, that
“Western ideas of individualism, liberalism, constitutionalism, human
rights, equality, liberty, the rule of law, democracy, free markets, [and] the
separation of church and state often have little resonance” in Muslim com-
munities and that “deeply ingrained Islamic” cultural traditions are a “neg-
ative condition” that “may prevent democratic development.”'? Such claims
echo similar assertions made about other cultures in earlier eras; at various
times, Catholic Latin America and Buddhist Japan were both considered
culturally deaf to democratic ideas.”” That consolidated democracies can
now be found on every continent of the globe suggests that although culture
may shape democratic development, it does not determine it. Self-serving
autocratic leaders also sometimes argue that their local culture is ill suited
or at least not yet prepared for democratic governance. King Fahd of Saudi
Arabia, for example, claimed that “the democratic system prevalent in the
world is not appropriate in this region. The election system has no place in
the Islamic creed, which calls for a government of advice and consultation
and for the shepherd’s openness to his flock, and holds the ruler fully
responsible before his people.” His arguments echo the “Asian values” thesis
advanced by Singapore’s former dictator, Lee Kuan Yew, to explain why
international human rights norms should not be enforced in East Asian
nations."

History, however, has proven such arguments ill founded. A majority of
the world’s Muslims already live in democratic states, including two states
with large populations of Muslims, India and Indonesia. And the very exis-
tence of democratic movements in many Arab countries is clear witness to
the fact that Arab citizens are not, simply by virtue of their cultural or reli-
gious identity, immune to the aspiration to self-rule.

The factors that have so far prevented the establishment of a single viable
Arab democracy cannot be reduced to culture or religion. In fact, the per-
sistence of Arab authoritarianism stems from multiple, interactive forces,
and it has proven correspondingly difficult to erode. The success of Arab
regimes at overcoming inhospitable conditions and deflecting manifold
challenges to their rule over the past six decades has led some observers to
conclude that the regimes are so deeply entrenched as to be indestructible.
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Their ideological flexibility, material resources, and willingness to employ
force to suppress dissent have made them, these observers judge, experts at
muddling through, who can effectively deflect any internal or external
attempt to unseat them.'® Yet the environment that enabled Arab autocrats
to build and sustain their regimes has changed in significant ways in the
past decade or so, with concomitant challenges for governance.

The Three Rs behind the Durability of Arab Autocrats

The factors that historically have enabled Arab authoritarianism can be
summarized as a triad of external income, or “rents,” state repression, and
effective nationalist rhetoric. I examine each of these “three Rs” in turn.

One of the most powerful and well-understood forces underlying Arab
authoritarianism is economic. Many, though not all, Arab states can main-
tain authoritarian political structures, scholars note, for the simple reason
that they do not rely for state income on taxation of the citizenry. As Lisa
Anderson observed, “historically, states have become beholden to their cit-
izens through reciprocal obligation” wherein the state’s demand for taxes is
“soon followed by demands, particularly among property holders, for pro-
tection against such arbitrary exactions and for a role in deciding how state
income was spent.”'® This traditional linkage between taxation and the
demand for representation, which helped inspire the American Revolution,
breaks down in the Arab Middle East, where oil resources, nationalization of
foreign industries, and foreign aid have all been sources of revenue that were
not reliant on citizen compliance. Moreover, Anderson says, these Arab
regimes “use their externally generated income to buy acquiescence in their
rule” by providing social services and public goods. This externally subsi-
dized welfare statism facilitated, in the eyes of scholars who focus on the
“rentier state,” the sustenance and persistence of a traditionally paternalis-
tic relationship between Arab state and society.'”

Between 1970 and 2004, Saudi national income from oil exports totaled
$1.6 trillion.'® Saudi Arabia’s windfall oil profits in the 1970s funded a mas-
sive expansion of the welfare state, with health care and education guaran-
teed by the government and with sizable subsidies for housing, utilities,
food, and other necessities. Government employment also became widely
available to citizens, and the government facilitated the importation of work-
ers for menial and service jobs. In such an environment, private voluntary
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organizations were superfluous and indeed only called into question the
adequacy of the royal family’s benevolence. With social welfare guaranteed
by the state, what purpose could be served by the existence of interest
groups lobbying for citizens’ rights? Until a few years ago the only non-
governmental organizations legally recognized by the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia were the chamber of commerce and the journalists’ syndicate. The
kingdom provides a paradigmatic example of how external rents enable the
paternalistic authoritarianism of Arab regimes."

Of the Arab states without large oil resources, scholars note, some have
managed instead to acquire external “rents” from foreign assistance pro-
vided through an alliance with one of the superpowers. Beginning in the
early 1950s the Egyptian regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser played the two
superpowers against one another in an attempt to extract resources Nasser
could use to sustain his revolutionary regime. His alliance with the Soviets
was cemented in 1955 with a significant arms deal (via Czechoslovakia) and,
a few years later, Soviet financing for the Aswan High Dam. His successor,
Anwar Sadat, likewise played the superpower rivalry to his advantage, both
economically and diplomatically. He used his ousting of Soviet advisors to
win American aid, which smoothed the way for domestic economic reforms
and the peaceful reacquisition of the Sinai Peninsula from Israel after three
unsuccessful wars. Today, despite Egypt’s peace treaty with Israel and the
end of the cold war, American assistance to Egypt is mainly military and
includes a license to assemble M1A1 “Abrams” tanks in Egypt and subsidies
for annual joint military exercises in the Mediterranean, reinforcing Egypt’s
strategic dominance over all its Arab neighbors.?® Egypt also garnered access
to significant non-tax income by nationalizing the Suez Canal in 1956.

Especially in the oil-rich states, the easy availability to governments of
non-tax income enabled the establishment of a paternalistic state-society
contract that reinforced traditional Arab patriarchal social relations (and in
some places enhanced them with state socialism) and effectively choked off
the development of independent power centers in civil society. Easy rents
similarly made it easy for Arab governments to buy off dissent and central-
ize authority by making government the primary organizer of social and
economic as well as political life.

Gregory Gause has shown how the governments of Saudi Arabia and
other oil-rich states used their income from oil resources to build a network
of citizen dependence on and allegiance to the state that effectively insulated
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these countries from potential sources of instability for many years. The
availability and use of oil rents, Gause argued, explained the relative stabil-
ity of Arab gulf states in the face of the Iranian Revolution in 1979 and
efforts by its leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, to foment unrest among
Arab Shiites across the gulf.”!

Easy income from oil and strategic rents, the prevailing climate of super-
power competition, and the ongoing Arab-Israeli conflict all facilitated the
growth of sizable military establishments and large security services in Arab
states, enabling the second leg of our authoritarian triangle, state repression.
Military and security forces, financed through external rents, served as
important arenas for domestic employment and socialization of young peo-
ple, tying citizens ever more tightly to government-provided sustenance. And
governments have not always resisted the temptation to deploy their large
militaries in foreign adventures, which coincidentally provided them a fur-
ther excuse, in the form of a national security threat, to ignore or suppress
domestic dissent. The ongoing conflict with Israel justified massive defense
spending, especially in the “ring” states around the Jewish state’s borders, but
more distant governments in the gulf and the Maghreb also used it to ration-
alize such expenses. Arab states spent an average of 5.2 percent of their GDP
on military expenditures in 2004, versus a world average of 2.5 percent.?

These sizable security forces have enabled regimes to be vigorous in their
defense of the political status quo and proactive in their suppression of dis-
senters. Arab regimes have effectively used their military and security forces
to intimidate, disrupt, and repress domestic opposition forces on both the
right and the left. They have employed emergency laws and other security
tools to suppress the formation of independent social forces that could
potentially counterbalance state power. In 1979, when demonstrations
swept Shiite communities in the Saudi kingdom’s oil-producing east, secu-
rity services swiftly put down the disturbance. The government was able to
justify its harsh response by reference to a security threat earlier in the year
when a group of zealous (Sunni) religious dissidents took over the Grand
Mosque in Mecca. In the secular nationalist states, the dominance of Arab
nationalism justified a role for domestic intelligence and security services in
monitoring, intimidating, and shuttering organizations espousing contrary
views, including not only communist and Islamist opposition movements
but also those representing ethnic or religious minorities such as Kurds,
Berbers, and Copts. Egypt’s Interior Ministry forces, composed of young



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

40 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

men with few other job prospects, are present at every political protest in
Cairo, often outnumbering demonstrators several times over.

Rents and repression have been the “carrot” and the “stick” coaxing Arab
citizens into acquiescence to rule by governments that provided many goods
apart from political participation or civil liberties. The third leg of this
authoritarian triangle is ideology. Arab regimes have wielded legitimating
ideologies, most notably Arab nationalism, to sustain themselves in power.
Because of its emphasis on external challenges such as Western colonialism
and the perceived colonial imposition of Israel on the Arab region, Arab
nationalism heightened and sustained local perceptions of threats and so
justified autocratic politics and diverted attention from internal problems.
An anonymous Arab author in 2002 wrote:

I would like to ask [some] questions that have been bothering me
since the demonstrations [in solidarity with the Palestinians] that
marched through the streets of Arab countries—which brought to
mind the demonstrations flooding the streets to defend the honor of
the [Arab] nation, as they believed was personified by comrade Sad-
dam [in 1990 during the gulf crisis.] Is there even one Arab country in
which these demonstrations were spontaneous? . . . I ask: Why don’t
these officials hasten to protest the terrible state (indeed the absence)
of basic services in their countries, which have no health, education,
or [social] services. . . . They are all preoccupied with Palestine, and

with the slogan “No voice is higher than the voice of battle.”*

In the ideological context of Arab nationalism that makes this slogan
ubiquitous, those raising criticisms of the ruler or his policies can quickly be
labeled disloyal to the national cause. In the name of national unity against
external threat, dissent and even discussion of internal difficulties can be sti-
fled and violently repressed.

Easy rents, state repression, and Arab nationalist rhetoric worked well
because they worked in tandem, reinforcing one another in ways I have
mentioned. In the past, governments used state largesse to bind citizens to
the government and to co-opt opposition elements and make them com-
plicit in the status quo. Remaining dissent was delegitimated by governing
ideologies and repressed by state security forces.

Today, however, rents, repression, and rhetoric are less readily available,
more difficult to employ, and less effective than in the past. Domestic pres-
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sures—notably demographic changes—have combined with changes in
international politics and society to pose challenges to Arab autocratic
governments that are difficult for them to overcome without a wholesale
renovation of the social contract between rulers and ruled. External rents
from superpowers have dried up significantly since the end of the cold war,
and oil rents, even in an era of high crude prices, cannot keep pace with the
astonishing population growth the region has experienced and the pressures
a young population places on social services and labor markets. The Arab
regimes also face a much narrower range for repressive action before incur-
ring unacceptable political costs. The ideology of Arab nationalism has lost
its force as a legitimator for regimes, and global forces have altered the
expectations citizens, especially young citizens, have of their government.
As a result of these domestic and international changes, the social contract
that previously lay at the heart of Arab government stability is frayed, and
the stability and legitimacy of today’s Arab regimes rest on a knife’s edge.

Challenges to Arab Authoritarianism

Although rentierism has been a bulwark of Arab authoritarianism, its logic
is beginning to fail as the relationship between incoming rents and domes-
tic demands falls out of balance. Demographically the Middle East has expe-
rienced an unprecedented baby boom over the past twenty years, one that
makes America’s post—World War II baby boom look like a mere blip.** This
population growth, and its skewed age distribution, is slowing, but not
abruptly. Today, 37.1 percent of the Arab world population is under 15 (fig-
ure 3-1).% The large cohort of younger adults who are of child-bearing age
means that even if family size shrinks, the “youth bulge”—the large pro-
portion of young people in the total population—in the Arab world will
remain for years to come.

The disproportionate number of young people in today’s Arab world
“can be either a demographic gift or a demographic curse,” noted the United
Nations Development Program in 2005, “depending on whether countries
can use the human potential represented by their populations well enough
to satisfy people’s aspirations for a fulfilling life”*¢ In other words, young
people can be a source of strength and growth in a society if their basic
needs are provided for, if they are given a decent foundation of education
and health, and if they can be successfully integrated into adult society
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Figure 3-1. Population and Age Structure in Selected Arab States,

2000 and 2025
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through employment, marriage, and family formation. But meeting these
requirements for a large young population places tremendous demands on
government and society.

The growing population of young adults in the Arab world is a problem
for regional stability because, as Graham Fuller noted in 2003, “the requisite
conditions that could beneficially absorb and gainfully employ a growing
population are simply not present.””” The most urgent imbalance is in
employment. As the current cohort of Arab youth enters the job market
over the next two decades, it will demand a total of 80 million new jobs. This
demand for new jobs is exacerbated by existing unemployment rates in the
region, which average 10 to 15 percent and in some countries reach nearly
30 percent.”®

Economists estimate that in the next twenty years the Arab states together
will have to double their current employed labor force to accommodate these
new workers and slowly absorb existing unemployment. This amounts to a
total of 100 million new jobs, or, in the words of a noted economist, “creat-
ing as many jobs in the next 15 years as was done in the last five decades.””

In the past, Arab economies dealt with excess labor supply through two
main routes: public sector employment and international migration. Nei-
ther route can suffice to absorb the young people coming into the labor
market over the next two decades.* The public sector in most Arab states is
already bloated, because government employment was a key means of co-
optation in earlier times, and many governments promised (some continue
to promise) a civil service job to every university graduate. State employ-
ment is a virtual sinecure in many places and includes retirement and other
benefits unavailable elsewhere—making it an expensive labor-absorption
program for already cash-strapped governments. In the past two decades
the demands of the global economy have created pressures to shrink the
state sector and its role in the overall economy. Especially now that govern-
ments have begun to divest themselves of previously state-owned indus-
tries, they offer fewer and fewer productive jobs. Legions of civil servants
have little to do. International migration is also increasingly unavailable as
a way of reducing local unemployment. The more populous Arab states of
North Africa and the Levant used to send their sons to the gulf states to
work, but those states are now reducing their migrant workforces in order
to reserve more local jobs for their own citizens.’! And outlets for immigra-
tion to Europe and the United States are increasingly stymied, both by much
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tighter border security since September 11, 2001, and by Western publics’
increasing rejection of expanded immigrant labor.

If the government sector in Arab states is shrinking, and migration can-
not absorb enough job seekers, then the only other solution is to create
more private sector jobs. The Arab private sector has rebounded from the
height of Arab socialism in the 1960s, but it cannot yet create sufficient jobs
to pick up the slack in the labor market. The pace of economic reform and
the quality of the business environment in the Arab countries have been
insufficient to induce either Arab or Western investors to build the region’s
private sector in a way that would produce large numbers of new jobs. In the
gulf countries, legal frameworks and market incentives still encourage pri-
vate businesses to import cheap labor from South Asia instead of hiring
locals. Many gulf states have enacted laws to compel businesses to hire
native citizens rather than guest workers, but studies show that young Arab
university graduates prefer to remain unemployed or work in the “informal
sector”—that is, drive taxis or run unregistered small businesses such as
food carts—sometimes for years, in the hope of eventually securing a civil
service job.’> Furthermore, many Arab young adults, even university grad-
uates, lack the job skills and productivity levels that the private sector is
seeking. This mismatch between Arab educational output and the private
sector’s needed inputs contributes to a situation that frustrates the employ-
ment prospects of a generation of Arab youth.*

One might expect that for some states, at least, oil wealth in an era of ris-
ing prices would provide sufficient resources to manage this demographic
boom. A rentier state selling $80-a-barrel oil might be able to absorb new
workers through massive state infrastructure projects that create jobs or even
through an unnecessary expansion of the bureaucratic payroll in govern-
ment ministries. But the centralization of power and wealth, developed over
years by governments that used national income to co-opt any substantial
alternative power center, prevents such solutions from taking hold. Instead of
being used to spread wealth and meet citizens’ needs, binding them once
again to the state, rising oil rents are benefiting the few. As oil income and
economic growth rise, income inequality is skyrocketing (figure 3-2).

The economic pressures created by mounting youth unemployment
might be addressable through rapid economic growth if new investment in
industrial and other productive enterprises could create new jobs. Some
Arab states, in bids to win more foreign direct investment, have worked to
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Figure 3-2. GDP Growth and Income Inequality in the Arab World,
1975-99
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improve their business environments by making the structural economic
reforms and other changes that make up the “Washington consensus.” But
these reforms include steps, such as selling off state-owned industries, cut-
ting government subsidies on basic goods, and floating the national cur-
rency, that further reduce the state’s influence over society, often provoke
hardship, and can thus catalyze precisely the kinds of social instability that
Arab regimes are trying to prevent. Furthermore, the networks of corrupt
relations between governments and private sector elites that help sustain
Arab authoritarianism make structural liberalization difficult for regimes to
implement.* When governments privatize state industries or increase com-
petition and transparency in government contracting, they often threaten
the interests of business elites who have long traded comfortable contracts
or kickbacks for political support of the regime. The recent history of the
Middle East features several states that have embarked on the path of struc-
tural reform but balked in the face of mass protests against dislocation or
protests from key elites.
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There remains a significant difference, of course, between economic and
political pressures on Arab regimes and political instability. In earlier peri-
ods of economic insufficiency, when young people were swayed by larger
social trends, analysts confidently predicted political upheaval for Arab
states—yet the regimes survived. Throughout the 1980s, when oil prices
were in relative decline, analysts warned that disenchanted, urbanized
youths, inspired by the Islamic revolution in Iran, would shake the founda-
tions of Arab governments. Islamist movements in the region generated
mass mobilizations against some regimes and organized terrorism against
others. Yet the regimes managed, through a combination of co-optation and
repression, to survive this previous period of challenge. Why, then, does
today’s reality appear to present a more significant challenge to Arab
authoritarianism and a greater risk of regional instability?

In the past, Arab regimes survived these challenges in part because they
were able to expand the state in ways that brought benefits to a larger pro-
portion of the population and made the state the source of most social and
economic goods in society. State employment, educational benefits, and
other social goods were used to make citizens reliant on state largesse and
thus less likely to express dissent. But the Arab state is shrinking not only in
terms of its ability to employ large numbers of people but also in its broader
capacity to bind citizens to the government through penetration of the
economy and by acting as the primary source of social goods. In the early
1990s, Arab state capacity was prodigious and served well to buy citizens’
loyalty and suppress dissent. Today the situation is quite different. Tables 3-
1 and 3-2 reveal a downward trend in state capacity in major Arab coun-
tries, as measured by the state’s share of the economy and by the proportion
of the population serving in the armed forces. These two measures indicate
how well the state can penetrate society by providing resources and access-
ing societal labor.

As Gause noted in 1991, oil and other rents enabled “material links
between citizens and the state apparatus,” thereby encouraging loyalty—but
tight links to the state also encouraged people to “make more political
demands on the regime, including demands for political participation.”*
In recent years, Arab state capacity has been shrinking rather than growing
while the youth bulge and access to global information flows have ratcheted
up social demands.
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Table 3-1. Government Spending as Percentage of GDP,
Selected Countries, 1975-2005

Year Egypt Jordan Kuwait  Saudi Arabia Syria
1975 24.9 34.7 11.1 14.6 21.1
1980 15.7 28.8 11.2 15.9 23.2
1985 17.2 26.3 22.4 31.9 23.8
1990 11.3 24.9 38.7 29.2 14.3
1995 10.5 17.1 32.2 23.6 13.4
2000 11.2 17.0 21.5 26.0 12.4
2005 12.8 15.3 15.4 23.1 13.5

Source: World Bank Development Indicators, 2007. Data for Jordan were unavailable for
1975, so the figure for 1976 was used.

The days of easy rents with which Arab regimes could win citizen loyalty
and buy off dissent are now over. Although oil-rich states may be enjoying
soft budget constraints at the moment, this will likely be insufficient to
overcome long-standing structural imbalances or integrate huge young
populations into existing social structures. But the next tool for sustaining
Arab authoritarianism, repression, is also less available to Arab states than
it once was. The domestic repression once used by many Arab regimes to
contain organized opposition forces is now far more visible to the public
both at home and internationally. International media and pan-Arab satel-
lite channels are one factor in this visibility. When Egyptian security forces
beat up demonstrators in 2005 during a controversy over amending the

Table 3-2. Number of Members of the Armed Forces per
Thousand Population, Selected Countries, 1975-2005"

Year Egypt Iraq Israel Jordan  Saudi Arabia  Syria
1975 8.6 12.2 119.0 29.4 5.3 24.1
1985 9.2 34.7 119.1 26.5 7.8 36.6
1995 7.6 18.2 107.0 22.4 8.2 29.6
2005 6.0 6.9 91.8 17.4 10.3 16.7

Sources: “The Military Balance,” 1975-76, 1985-86, 1995-96, 2005-06 (London:
International Institute for Strategic Studies).

a. Figures for Israel include both active and reserve forces. Figures for Saudi Arabia in
1975 and 1985 are based on the lowest listed estimated total populations. Figures for Saudi
Arabia in 1995 and 2005 are based on the number of Saudi nationals in the total population.
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constitution, state television ignored the story, but Al Jazeera did not, and
the government’s brutality to peaceful demonstrators was seen throughout
the country, the region, and the world. Human rights monitoring groups
now use the Internet to mobilize global public relations campaigns on a few
hours’ notice. And increasingly, local webloggers in Arabic, English, and
French keep the world informed of the steps Arab governments take to sti-
fle internal dissent.

In this information-rich environment, human rights violations are
poorly tolerated internationally, even by allies who value the stability such
measures once ensured. Since 1977 a congressionally mandated annual
report on human rights practices has required the U.S. State Department to
detail the offenses committed by allied and hostile governments alike, and a
departmental bureau of democracy, human rights, and labor shines the
spotlight on uncomfortable places. It is much harder, under such circum-
stances, for the highest levels of the U.S. government to ignore obvious
human rights abuses committed by allied regimes.

Lebanon’s “Cedar Revolution,” in which 500,000 young street protestors
peacefully drove Syrian troops out of the country in March 2005, was pos-
sible in part because the intense scrutiny of the international community
made intimidation by Syrian-backed security operatives less effective than
in the past. Their campaign of assassinations against pro-independence
politicians only strengthened the will of the protesters. Lebanese security
forces were still present in the streets but stood back and even occasionally
facilitated demonstrators’ efforts to evade roadblocks and enter the capital
to join the protests.

The effects of international attention have likewise increased in the past
few years. In 2000 Egyptian democracy activist Saad Eddin Ibrahim was
imprisoned after preparing a documentary on voter fraud in Egypt. West-
ern pressure was slow to mount, and Ibrahim was released after three years
in jail. But in 2005, when the leader of a new opposition party was arrested
on dubious forgery charges after declaring his intention to challenge Hosni
Mubarak’s planned reinstatement for a sixth unopposed term as president,
international media coverage was immediate and the reaction of Western
governments swift. The U.S. secretary of state canceled a scheduled trip to
Egypt in protest, and the Egyptian foreign minister faced a hostile recep-
tion on his previously planned visit to Washington. Opposition leader
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Ayman Nour was released within weeks of his arrest, although his trial
went forward.*

If co-optation is increasingly unaffordable and repression increasingly
unsustainable, then rhetoric and ideology designed to evoke public support
remain the last refuge of beleaguered Arab leaders. But that tool, too, is now
failing Arab autocrats, a casualty of its own inadequacies, the mortality of its
greatest champions, and the inevitable competition of information, ideas,
and values generated by global trends.

The ouster of Saddam Hussein was a symbolic nail in the coffin of Arab
nationalism, but by 2003 the ideology was already increasingly irrelevant to
contemporary Arab politics. Arab nationalism suffered first from the
repeated military defeat of nationalist leaders at the hands of Israel and then
from Egypt’s abandonment of Arab unity in the name of national interests
in its peace treaty with the Israelis in 1979. When Saddam invaded Kuwait
in 1990 and threatened Saudi Arabia, intra-Arab rivalry was on global dis-
play, facilitating massive Western intervention and the installation of West-
ern forces in the heart of the Arabian Peninsula in order to expel Iraq’s army
from Kuwait and contain its future threats to the region. The 1991 Gulf War
also created the Kurdish autonomous zone in northern Iraq, ending Sad-
dam’s forceful extermination attempts against the Kurds and showcasing
for the world the independent aspirations of the region’s largest non-Arab
minority.

The youth factor is also important in the loosening hold of Arabism as a
legitimating ideology for local rulers. As the majority of the region’s citizens
came to be younger people who did not remember the revolutionary era,
the struggles for independence from Western dominance, the 1967 and 1973
wars against Israel, or even the shadow cast over the region by the cold war
rivalry of East and West, the anticolonial rhetoric of Arab nationalism
became less and less relevant and regimes’ reference to external threats
seemed less and less persuasive. For younger people, for whom the existence
of Israel was a fact of life rather than a recent, artificial imposition, the Arab-
Israeli struggle was daily represented by the low-intensity fight for Palestin-
ian independence, not by an image of Arab armies marching en masse to
expel the Jewish state from the Arab heartland. Indeed, with the Hashemite
Kingdom of Jordan and the Arab Republic of Egypt having signed peace
treaties with Israel, young Arabs could be forgiven for thinking that their
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regimes’ protestations of the existential threat represented by Israel rang
somewhat hollow. As long-time Arab affairs reporter Yousef Ibrahim put it:

A stark reality is coursing through Arab consciousness: No one cares
about Palestine. . . . Those 300 million Arabs face far more existential
concerns. Bad governance, Irag’s potentially infectious sectarian vio-
lence, and economic headaches—collapsing stock markets in rich
countries and collapsing living standards in poor ones—threaten their
survival. Meanwhile, the image of a Palestinian Arab state fades like an
old family photo, a yellowish tint deepening around its edges, a nos-
talgic snapshot rather than a call to arms.*”

This is not to say that Palestinian rights and Israeli actions are not salient
to Arab youths or the broader Arab public—polls clearly show that Arabs
continue to rank the Palestinian national struggle high on their lists of polit-
ical concerns. But the struggle is more distant, complicated by diplomatic
efforts at conflict resolution sponsored by Arab governments, and so justice
for the Palestinians no longer serves to motivate patriotic loyalty as it did in
decades past.

Indeed, justice for Palestine is today just as likely to create resentment
and dissent against local Arab governments, because the cry for Palestinian
rights has been taken up by opposition Islamists. The resurgence of Islamist
opposition movements, beginning in 1979 but especially since the 1991 Gulf
War, presented an alternative political ideology that included a comprehen-
sive and devastating critique of existing Arab regimes for their failings in the
political, social, economic, and moral realms. I discuss these movements in
greater detail in chapter seven. For now it is enough to say that Islamist
opposition groups, drawing on an idealized vision of social justice in a
golden Islamic past, harp on the inability of today’s Arab governments to
provide health, education, and other basic social services (along with their
inability to produce justice for Palestinians). Islamists further chip away at
government legitimacy by providing these services themselves, through vol-
untary organizations rooted in Islamic principles and bolstered with
Islamist ideology. In this way the Islamist critiques of status-quo Arab
regimes are both a symptom of the regimes’ declining legitimacy and an
exacerbator of this trend.

With revolutionary Arab nationalism now discredited as a source for
Arab regimes’ legitimacy, we are seeing today the emergence of a new era in
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Arab politics. In 2006 Washington Post correspondent Anthony Shadid com-
mented, “You know, Arab nationalism pretty much doesn’t exist anymore. I
think even political Islam as a force in which to organize politics around has
kind of diminished to a certain extent.”*® With Middle East governments
having shifted from anticolonialism to Arab nationalism, and facing a chal-
lenge from Islamism, individual Arab regimes’ legitimacy will increasingly
rest on their ability to perform to public expectations—nothing else is left
to turn to as a basis for legitimacy. To survive, Arab states will have to be
more self-regarding, less concerned with Arab unity, and ultimately, neces-
sarily, more sensitive to citizen needs. The shift away from pan-Arabism and
toward nation-state legitimacy is epitomized in the slogan raised by the
Hashemite regime in Jordan after the ascension of King Abdullah (half-
British himself, with a Palestinian wife): “Jordan First.”*

In sum, the Middle East today faces a series of large and growing gaps:
between the expectations of a young, more aware generation and the reali-
ties they face; between the economic, social, and political gains of most of
the rest of the developing world in the past generation and the stagnation of
the Arab states; and between the luxurious life of a privileged few who hold
political and economic power maintained through corruption and nepo-
tism, on the one hand, and, on the other, the frustration and resentment of
the middle class and a growing number of poor, even in the rich oil states of
the Persian Gulf.

All this adds up to a recipe for instability. Other indicators tell the same
story. The Failed States Index, developed by Foreign Policy and the Fund for
Peace, evaluates countries’ stability according to twelve social, political, and
economic indicators. In 2007, 9 Arab states fell into the least-stable half of
the 177 states ranked. Iraq, unsurprisingly, ranked second, with a score of
111.4 out of a possible 120 points. But Yemen, Lebanon, Egypt, and Syria all
had scores of more than 85 points, placing them in the worst one-quarter of
the world in terms of stability. Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, and Algeria
all indicated sufficient problems to rank in the less-stable half of the world
(table 3-3). In short, the political status quo in the region—the status quo
on which America has long relied to protect its interests—is beginning to
crumble. The coming years will see major changes in Arab politics, but these
changes may or may not bring about democracy. The upheavals we can
foresee can be planned and prepared for and placed in an orderly frame-
work—or they can be chaotic and contentious and possibly dangerous.
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Table 3-3. Failed States Index Scores for Least Stable Countries
in the Arab Middle East

Rank Score
Country (among 177 states) (out of 120 points)
Iraq 2 111.4
Yemen 24 93.2
Lebanon 28 92.4
Egypt 36 89.2
Syria 40 88.6
Jordan 82 76.6
Saudi Arabia 83 76.5
Morocco 86 76.0
Algeria 89 75.9

Source: “The Failed States Index 2007,” Fund for Peace and Foreign Policy magazine
(www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story_id=3865).

Alternatives to a New Social Contract

Most Arab rulers acknowledge that they are facing immense challenges, but
they hope to address these challenges through economic reform that will
boost growth and through limited openings on the political and social side
to relieve the pressure of public demand for change. As I detail in the next
chapter, for many of them this is a strategy rooted in wishful thinking rather
than socioeconomic reality. Some Arab rulers may succeed in building a
China-like model for their countries, in which they produce economic
growth and improved welfare for their citizens without yielding any power
belonging to the central authority of the king, the state, or the ruling party.
But not all of them will. Some of the more populous Arab states, such as
Saudi Arabia, Morocco, and Algeria, may fail to achieve the level of eco-
nomic growth necessary to generate enough new jobs or fail to distribute
economic growth in a way that will actually improve people’s lives. More
likely they will create some new jobs and somewhat more wealth, but cor-
ruption will keep those benefits in the hands of a few.

What will happen in Arab states in which governments fail to meet their
citizens’ needs and expectations? Revolution is one possibility. If a popular
revolution were to take place in an Arab country, it would almost certainly
be an Islamist revolution, because the Islamist movements are right now
the largest grassroots movements in the region. A revolutionary Islamist
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movement would also likely be a movement that would oppose America’s
involvement in the region and American interests in fighting terrorism and
bringing about Arab-Israeli peace. It seems unlikely that any of the Arab
regimes extant today would be toppled by a popular revolution like 1979’s
Islamic revolution in Iran. No ideological trend or charismatic leader is evi-
dent in any Arab country today who could bring people into the streets in
the way Nasser and Khomeini did in their respective eras. But revolutions
can also come from above, as Nasser himself did: military officers or other
elites who feel threatened by change in their societies and stagnation in their
governments might effect a coup. Moreover, the Iranian revolution itself
was not predicted or expected by analysts in the late 1970s.

One reason social revolutions are unlikely is because Arab governments
retain significant capacity to put down such threats with force. Indeed,
increased repression is probably the likeliest response by existing govern-
ments to their crumbling legitimacy. Although it is costlier for Arab rulers
to repress popular dissent today than in the past, it is possible that, faced
with large demonstrations or threats of overthrow, some rulers would be
willing to use massive repression to keep their thrones. Syria, for example,
has already stepped up censorship, surveillance, and arrests of dissident
voices or even those offering alternatives to Syria’s ongoing confrontation
with the international community over its role in Lebanon. We can expect
Syria to become even more a police state if international sanctions are put
into place to enforce concerns over Lebanon. If its government and its econ-
omy, which are already suffering, become even weaker, the state may well
turn to increased repression to retain control.

If the governments now ruling in the Arab world feel it necessary to use
increasing force at home to repress dissent, that will spur popular support
for radical, violent alternatives. If Arab regimes friendly to the United States
feel compelled to use greater force domestically in order to keep control,
then the United States will also suffer consequences. Governments under
that kind of domestic pressure are unlikely to take on additional risk to sup-
port the United States on Iraq or the Arab-Israeli peace process. And repres-
sion is not a strategy that can be sustained in the long term without conse-
quences such as refugee flows that transcend state borders and potentially
threaten regional security. Finally, repression has consequences for regional
extremism. In the 1980s and 1990s, Egyptian security services fought a
tough campaign against domestic extremists that drove some of those who
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were not arrested out of the country. Among those who fled abroad was
Ayman al-Zawahiri, who became the chief ideologue of al Qaeda.

In a few vulnerable states, political collapse is a possible outcome. The
Yemeni government’s limited control over rural areas and the border with
Saudi Arabia allows organized criminal activity, uncontrolled access to small
arms, and terrorist infiltration.* The governance failures of the Palestinian
Authority in Gaza enabled Hamas’s military takeover there, raising the
prospect of a terrorist mini-state on the borders of Egypt and Israel.
Afghanistan and Somalia provide clear evidence that failed states can pre-
sent security problems for the larger international community and for the
United States. Already the vacuum of governance in Iraq has made the
country a magnet for international terrorists who seek a new base of oper-
ations against American targets.

A new social contract, rooted in economic and political liberty, is obvi-
ously not the only candidate to replace the eroding, unsustainable status
quo in today’s Middle East. But the nondemocratic alternatives are, from
the perspective of American interests, beyond unpalatable. Instability and
social revolution threaten to create a more permissive environment for al
Qaeda and like-minded groups. Moreover, in this challenging environment,
facing severe internal pressure, Arab leaders will find it hard to sustain their
cooperation with the United States on issues of common concern without
the support of their citizens. In other words, without a shift toward a dem-
ocratic future, more than Arab stability is threatened—permanent Ameri-
can interests, including core security interests, are threatened as well.

Because of this it is imperative for the United States to play an active role
in trying to shape the ways in which Arab governments respond to today’s
challenges and to help them achieve a new, more stable, and more prosper-
ous future. And in most cases a transition to more democratic politics will
be important for ensuring the stability and prosperity of Arab countries
and Arab societies. In the next chapter I discuss possible alternative
approaches to liberal democratic reform for peacefully resolving the chal-
lenges Arab governments face and explain why these alternatives insuffi-
ciently address the concerns raised in this chapter about the pressures mil-
itating in favor of instability and extremism.

That democracy is the best possible outcome of the region’s current fer-
ment is a proposition that garners strong support among Arabs themselves.
Arab citizens by and large aspire to democratic change, not to revolutionary
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overthrow or renewed dictatorship. They show this in polls.** And they want
it because democracy is no longer just one contender among many but a
global norm for enlightened and modern governance and for justice.*?

Arab regimes recognize that their countries face severe challenges, but so
far their responses have been inadequate to the long-term challenge and
may in fact increase the risks of negative outcomes such as violence and
radicalism. Although the spectrum of their attitudes is broad, most of the
twenty-two Arab states themselves recognize their looming challenges and
seek to reform—but in ways that improve governmental and economic per-
formance without changing the distribution of political power. Although a
few forward-leaning regimes have placed limited power in the hands of
their peoples through constitutional and electoral reforms, many others are
focused on more cosmetic improvements. The liberalization programs cur-
rently embraced by many Arab regimes are intended, from their viewpoint,
not to lead to real political competition but to create an impression of
progress and, ideally, enhanced prosperity and thereby to mitigate demands
from the public for broader political change.*

Limited liberalization, however, is insufficient to secure America’s inter-
est in marginalizing extremism and promoting long-term stability. It
entrenches instead of erodes the privileged position of Islamist radicals as
the primary popular opponents to existing Arab regimes, and it will not
fully meet the expectations of Arab citizens. As I show in the following
chapter, limited liberalization may at best prolong the time in power of
unpopular, autocratic leaders whose legitimacy will remain fragile. At worst
this approach will enhance Islamists’ dominance of the opposition ground.
Although not all Islamists are radicals to be feared, an opposition climate
dominated by Islamist discourse can only reduce the likelihood that Islamist
politicians will feel pressure to conform to the norms of democratic gover-
nance. At worst such a situation will expand the market for bin-Ladenist
ideas while associating the United States ever more closely with autocratic
rulers in an alliance against their citizens’ legitimate aspirations for change.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Is Democracy
Really Necessary?

HE DILEMMAS ARAB regimes face today are clear. Over the past

three decades, diminished productivity and sluggish growth have

combined with population growth and endemic corruption to con-
strain governments’ abilities to penetrate and control society. Even in
resource-rich countries, high oil prices do not allow the state to maintain
the same level of social services as before, because of unequal distributions
of wealth and the high cost of providing education, health care, housing,
and jobs for an unusually large young population. The legitimating ide-
ologies Arab rulers have relied on for decades have lost their luster, and
repressive tactics have become more costly. Meanwhile, young people,
more open than ever to information about the global trends around them,
are increasingly aware of the distance between their aspirations and their
daily reality and between their prospects and those of young people in
other parts of the world. Mounting unemployment, soaring inequality, and
persistent nepotism and other forms of corruption give young people lit-
tle hope that their education and efforts will bring them a brighter future.
All these trends, together with the everyday violence in Iraq and the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, have led to the emergence of a young generation in
the Arab world whose formative political experience, one U.S. diplomat
noted, “has been a decade of bad news, particularly anti-American. . . .

Since 1996 it’s been one long slide down.”

56

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

IS DEMOCRACY REALLY NECESSARY? 57

Citizens, especially youth, define their aspirations in social and economic
as well as political terms: the ability to have a voice in governance but also
the ability to buy an apartment or to marry and have children. Arab auto-
crats’ stability is threatened by the widening gap young people perceive
between their aspirations for themselves in the social, economic, and polit-
ical spheres and their real prospects. The difficulty of integrating a vast
young cohort into society is measured not only in creation of new jobs but
also in credit and housing and in social freedom (the ability to determine
whom one is going to marry and what kind of life one is going to lead) and
opportunities for social mobility (the ability to move up from the class in
which one was born into something better for one’s children). Young peo-
ple are notoriously impatient, yet conditions are forcing them to wait longer
and longer before they can become full adults and begin trying to realize
their dreams and plans. In Egypt, for example, marriage costs equate to
more than four times the average annual income. But a recent study noted
that “while marriage costs have risen with inflation over the years, incomes
have been largely stagnant since 1985. With youth unemployment exceed-
ing 30 percent, growing numbers of young Middle Eastern men face serious
financial obstacles to getting married, especially in early adulthood. Moroc-
can men nowadays marry at an average age of 32—seven years later than the
previous generation.”> Unmarried young men, some studies suggest, are
especially likely to manifest dissatisfaction with the status quo in politically
and socially destructive behavior.” The inability of young Arabs to move
into adulthood, then, may produce not only an idle population but also an
alienated one more vulnerable to mobilization by radical forces.

Although many Arab rulers recognize that the yawning mismatch
between their citizens’ aspirations and their ability to deliver leaves them in
a precarious situation, the very structures they once built to sustain them-
selves in power now make it costly and risky for them to undertake the
reforms in economics, politics, or society that might address mounting
public demands and secure the public’s continued support for their rule.
The changes necessary to create rapid, sustained economic growth and to
facilitate improved social mobility seem nearly impossible to bring about
without changing the distribution of political power as well. It is increas-
ingly clear that neither the economic reforms necessary for growth and
development nor the political reforms necessary for democratization can
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advance very far in Arab states unless the two are advanced together. Yet the
actors whose pressure is required to produce these parallel reforms often
work at cross-purposes, leaving constrained and autocratic governments
the arbiters of which reforms will occur and on what timetable. The result,
in many places, is policymaking paralysis on increasingly urgent questions
of political and economic reform. Governments that fail to move far
enough, fast enough on reform risk producing destabilizing, dangerous out-
comes. The depth of the problem, the apparent inability or unwillingness of
governments to make necessary changes, and the dire consequences of fail-
ure suggest that external actors have an important role to play.

But what kind of role? The risks in a comprehensive strategy of advanc-
ing political, economic, and social reform in the Middle East are real. The
possibility that sudden regime change might prove radically destabilizing
seems to have been demonstrated in Iraq. The possibility that open elections
might bring deeply illiberal, anti-American Islamist movements to power
seemed confirmed by the strong showings of several radical Islamist move-
ments in the elections of 2005 and 2006. As I discuss later, both these risks
are overblown with regard to the majority of the Arab states. But because of
such concerns, American administrations since the end of the cold war have
tended to embrace approaches to Arab reform that are designed mainly to
minimize risk. Today, too, three main approaches are usually presented as
alternatives to a policy of actively promoting comprehensive reform, includ-
ing democratization:

—Economic development is often asserted to be both a prerequisite and
a catalyst for democratic development. Promoting economic development
is also presumed to be less confrontational and therefore less costly for the
United States in its relations with Arab governments. As a result, some argue
for prioritizing economic reforms, in the hope (or on the assumption) that
democratization will follow as a natural consequence of economic freedom.

—Some analysts, especially those in the community of “democracy
implementers,” focus attention on building Arab civil society rather than on
pressing for democratic elections. They argue that just as in eastern Europe,
indigenous civil society movements in Arab states could effectively and
peacefully challenge authoritarian regimes and produce “velvet revolu-
tions.” Others argue for the development of civil society by suggesting that
it will create a “safer” environment for Arab political competition by build-
ing up social groups that can check the power of Islamist movements. To
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ensure that democratic development goes smoothly, the United States could
focus on developing Arab civil society before pressuring Arab governments
to open political competition or to share power.

—Some argue that the United States, even if it would prefer comprehen-
sive political and economic reform, must avoid confrontation with valued
regional partners and address the perception that it is imposing an agenda
on the region. They therefore argue for supporting the efforts at gradual,
limited liberalization under way in some Arab states in order to consolidate
and stabilize regimes while relieving domestic pressures for farther-reaching
changes. Some who advocate this approach assume that gradual liberaliza-
tion, over time, will prove a slippery slope to democracy.

I examine each of these approaches in turn and explore their prospects
for addressing the challenges laid out in chapter three and for protecting
core American interests. In the end these less ambitious or less confronta-
tional approaches to promoting Arab reform are largely ineffective and may
indeed have unintended negative effects, reinforcing existing problems in
the region that threaten America’s interests.

Economic Reform First: The Sequencing Trap

Some analysts propose an approach focused on economic rather than polit-
ical reform, beginning from the premise that economic growth and mod-
ernization are important determinants of democratic success.* Because
pressure for political reform is likely to be resisted by local governments and
may produce unintended outcomes, these analysts favor prioritizing eco-
nomic reform as a good in itself and in the hope that economic progress will
ease the path to democratic change.

Reform in the statist, stagnant, corrupt economies of the Arab world is
certainly a good in itself. If economic growth can improve sufficiently and if
economies can become more open to both global trends and local entrepre-
neurs, then even poor citizens are likely to see benefits and improvements in
their quality of life. And if government regulation of the economy in Arab
states can be rationalized and its arbitrariness reduced, that will certainly
qualify as a substantive improvement in the quality of Arab governance.

The first problem with an economics-first approach is that given the sub-
stantive links in Arab states between economic and political power, economic
reform is almost impossible to achieve without also shifting the political
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status quo in ways that are destabilizing. Governments undertaking eco-
nomic reforms to liberalize markets and increase competition often face
opposition from politically powerful business actors who benefit from the
status quo through preferential government contracts, subsidies, or other
state protection. These business owners and managers won preferential treat-
ment from the regime in exchange for political support, a classic form of co-
optation by autocratic governments. But the largest business actors tend also
to be those with the largest stakes in the way government policies are made
and enforced. This means that significant liberalizing reforms often risk
upsetting large economic actors, which is bad for the economy, and simulta-
neously alienating powerful political actors, which is bad for the autocrats.
One reform-minded Arab minister complained to me that private businesses
often demanded “interference positive to them, in terms of intervention,
protection, or subsidies or whatever. . . . now they have to give up on that.”

This relationship between the structures of economic and political power
tend to undermine the private sector’s ability to act as an independent force
that can challenge or check government power. Especially in Arab countries
where liberal political alternatives are small, beleaguered, and denied free-
dom to operate, business leaders tend to cluster behind the regime, both to
preserve their vested interests and to protect against the possibility of a
takeover by Islamist movements, which tend to be suspicious of free mar-
kets and would likely implement a radical revision of state-business rela-
tions in a direction that would harm the private sector. In this way private
sector leaders act out of both profit and fear in withholding their support
from liberal political forces in society and in preventing reform from
acquiring a critical mass of support.

Even Arab governments that might wish to undertake liberal economic
reforms face opposition from within their ruling parties and bureaucratic
cadres. In Egypt, as in many other Arab countries, ruling party members of
parliament rely for local political support on their access to state patronage
and their authority to distribute it. Just as in Mayor Richard J. Daley’s
Chicago, legislators and senior party members dole out civil service jobs,
government contracts, the expediting of government decisions, and other
preferential treatments in exchange for political support. Legislators and
local government officials, then, tend to oppose reforms in state policy that
would rationalize or liberalize the provision of state services, because this
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would also reduce their scope for patronage and threaten their base of sup-
port. Similarly, denizens of Arab bureaucratic offices tend firmly to oppose
efforts to introduce liberalizing reforms. In addition to the rationale just
described, government employees are more directly threatened by losses of
position, prestige, and material livelihood when government management
of the economy is reduced or when government’s role in society is abridged
in favor of private actors. An Arab autocrat contemplating significant revi-
sions in economic policy must therefore contend with the possibility that
his own civil servants might riot against him—or, at a minimum, work in
their jobs to undermine, blunt, or counteract every policy change that
comes from the top.

The militaries in Arab states can also play contradictory roles in
government-led efforts at reform. On one hand, domestic discontent and
the rise of radical ideologies in the region are worrisome to military and
security services. As a result, senior officers often support economic changes
that they believe can increase social stability.® On the other hand, the mili-
tary and security services in most Arab states consume a tremendous share
of government resources, and the military sector may also manage factories
and other government-owned businesses that would be targets of any seri-
ous structural reforms. Military elites therefore have their own vested inter-
ests in the economic status quo, and their capacity to shape politics—
demonstrated in the number of military-led coups the region has
witnessed—makes leaders wary of discomfiting them through reforms that
touch closely on their interests.

The problem of vested interests binding the hands of Arab rulers is exac-
erbated by the higher expectations they now face both at home and abroad.
Global expectations have shifted as consensus has grown about the policy
environment necessary for economic growth, raising the bar above which
domestic economic reforms will receive a positive response from global
capital markets and international donor agencies. Although high oil prices
have meant that more local capital is available for investment, it does not
necessarily follow that pressure for structural reforms is reduced: wealthy
gulf Arabs still seek security and a good return on their money and can eas-
ily direct their funds to other, more favorable business environments out-
side the region. Moreover, as Arab citizens have enjoyed greater access to
new information about the world around them, their expectations and
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aspirations for reform have also escalated, upping the ante for nervous gov-
ernments attempting to revise the social contract and still preserve them-
selves in power.

The problem of vested interests means that economic reform often
threatens the political foundations of autocratic Arab regimes just as much
as outright political reform would do. Although it is possible to find Arab
rulers who desire to improve their countries’ economic prospects, it is rare
to find Arab rulers who are willing to do so at the expense of their own rule.
As Thomas Carothers remarked, “despite some commitment to socioeco-
nomic progress, such leaders may also be fixated on enriching themselves,
protecting certain privileged groups or sectors in the society, and undercut-
ting potential political rivals.”” For this reason economic reforms have in
recent years been carried out only slowly and halfheartedly in places where
they have been attempted at all, and they have just as often been reversed.

Economic reform by itself, then, is likely to be as problematic for Arab
autocrats as political reform. Although their incentives may appear to be
stronger in the economic domain, their interests are in the end just as res-
olutely opposed. But there is an additional problem with embracing eco-
nomic change as the main thrust of an American policy to help stabilize the
Arab states of the Middle East: economic reform alone is likely to prove
insufficient to achieve the American goal of ameliorating an environment in
which extremism and terrorism can find succor. Some academics have long
argued that poverty and material deprivation are the drivers of political vio-
lence, yet this clearly was not the case with the al Qaeda terrorists who car-
ried out the attacks of September 11, 2001, or their colleagues in London
and Madrid. Rather, as Olivier Roy has shown in his research into the roots
of international jihadism, bin-Ladenist terrorists emanate from the edu-
cated middle classes, and their indoctrination into the ideology of jihadism
is a consequence of their social, political, and spiritual dislocation more
than of any material lack.® Certainly the lack of employment for educated
young men increases the available pool of idle, dissatisfied, and resentful
youths on which opposition or protest movements can draw. But it alone
does not turn men into terrorists.

If economic reform alone is insufficient to combat the conditions that
breed extremism in Arab society, cannot economic liberalization still be
employed as the thin edge of a wedge for broader political change? Those
who argue in this direction note that the changes in laws, institutions, and
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procedures that help to nurture economic growth in an era of globalized
markets and trade ought also to aid the growth of democracy. As Richard
Haass put it, “the elements required in a modern economy—the rule of law,
transparency, room for individual initiative—are exactly the same things
that a modern democracy requires.” Similarly, Fareed Zakaria has argued
that “the process of economic development usually produces the two ele-
ments that are crucial to the success of liberal democracy. First, it allows key
segments of society—most important, private businesses and the broader
bourgeoisie—to gain power independent of the state. Second, in bargaining
with these elements the state tends to become less rapacious and capricious
and more rule-oriented and responsive to society’s needs, or at least to the
needs of the elite of that society. This process results in liberalization, often
unintentionally”'® Advocates of economic reform as a means to democratic
reform often cite the cases of Taiwan and South Korea, where the growth of
the private sector and a growing middle class helped produce new demands
for political rights and, eventually, peaceful democratic transitions.

There are reasons to doubt, however, that autocrats do quite as good a
job of building these foundations for democracy as Zakaria and Haass sup-
pose. The vested interests discussed earlier are a key reason. As Carothers
pointed out, “many autocrats have some interest in developing their coun-
try, but they subordinate it to other interests that not only compromise their
socioeconomic policies but undermine any serious pursuit of the rule of
law.” Arab regimes have interests in maintaining political support through
state-directed largesse, and “these other interests usually require deforming
the rule of law in significant, even systematic ways.”!' The empirical
record—both of countries that have liberalized and those that have not—
does not support the sequencing thesis, either. In states that have built
strong rules of law, commercial sector reforms have not led the way. And,
Carothers noted, “careful analyses of whether the spreading of reforms
across domains is actually happening in countries such as China have been
reaching skeptical conclusions.”'?

The Arab states may in fact be particularly ill suited to a strategy of eco-
nomics-first sequencing. The notion that newly independent middle classes
will rise to demand their political rights from governments may not hold for
the oil-rich states of the Middle East or indeed for other Arab states that
enjoy government income from external rents. In these countries the gov-
ernment plays a massive role in the national economy because it can easily
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achieve sizable revenues from sales of state-managed energy resources. This
government-controlled revenue stream allows the authorities to sustain sig-
nificant social welfare subsidies without taxation. The effect of these oil
rents (and in other cases, strategic rents in the form of Western military and
economic aid) tends to keep all economic classes, but especially the white-
collar middle class, dependent on the state and thus reduces the likelihood
of a South Korean—style middle-class mobilization for political freedom.
Tunisia offers a case study of how Western-encouraged economic
reforms that produced impressive economic growth and jolts of foreign
investment have still not loosened the grip of one of the region’s most effec-
tive police states, because of the dependence of private sector actors on the
beneficence of overwhelming government authority. Eva Bellin has reported
that in Tunisia “the state explicitly nourishes the development of private
sector capital and labor. . . . State sponsorship fosters the development of
capital and labor but also undermines [people’s] enthusiasm for democ-
racy. Classes that have benefited from state sponsorship often exhibit a
‘pulling up the ladder’ syndrome. They are eager to push the state to be
responsive to their own interests, but once this has been achieved, they are
not eager to generalize such responsiveness to society as a whole through the
creation of democratic institutions.”"* Middle Eastern regimes such as
Tunisia see China rather than South Korea as their Fast Asian model,
because the Chinese state has facilitated economic liberalization and sus-
tained tremendous growth without meaningfully opening up its politics."*
Indeed, the destabilizing effects of economic reforms designed to improve
growth, create jobs, and attract investment can induce countries to de-liber-
alize their politics rather than the opposite. The stop-and-go history of eco-
nomic reforms in Egypt in recent years provides clear evidence for this the-
sis. In 1991, following an economic crisis caused in part by a drop in oil
prices, the government of Egypt committed to a macroeconomic stabiliza-
tion package in an agreement with the International Monetary Fund that
included adjusting the valuation of currency, reducing public spending, and
privatizing state-owned businesses. But the reforms promised painful dislo-
cations for many Egyptian workers. Saad Eddin Ibrahim observed that “with
family members of all the civil servants and public-sector employees taken
into account, the required measures promised to have an immediate effect
on as many as 25 million Egyptians. With tension and violence already on the
rise in the form of confrontations with Islamic militants, the government
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found itself unable or unwilling to risk alienating so many citizens. These
fears were not without justification. Labor unrest, as measured by the num-
bers of strikes, demonstrations, and acts of sabotage, increased eighteen-
fold from 1990 to 1993.*> As the political costs of economic change began
to rise in the mid-1990s, economic reforms slowed to a crawl.

After a ten-year pause, the government of Egypt was desperate for for-
eign investment and faced strong pressure from the American Congress,
which had conditioned a portion of Egypt’s economic assistance on new
reform measures. President Mubarak appointed a new cabinet with a
reform mandate, and it haltingly began to implement a new round of struc-
tural reforms in 2004. The government floated the Egyptian pound, radi-
cally revised customs and income tax laws, and prepared a new set of gov-
ernment businesses for privatization. But even as these reforms got under
way, those closest to the issue expressed their skepticism that the regime’s
commitment to economic restructuring could be sustained long enough to
produce noticeable gains for the average Egyptian. Cabinet members
pleaded with businessmen enjoying new relief from taxes and import duties
to invest their increased profits in employment-generating business rather
than profit-taking.'® Business actors may in principle favor these liberalizing
reforms, but their interest in social stability is also threatened by the social
forces that reform can unleash. At times business actors may even condone
regime retrenchment or repression in order to avoid the destabilizing effects
of political or economic change. The private sector may thus serve to sustain
the roller-coaster cycle of political liberalization evident in many Arab
countries.

As Eberhard Kienle noted with regard to the Egyptian experience, the
dislocation engendered by the reforms of the 1990s led to mass protests and
greater activism by unions and other affected social groups. This led the
regime to establish new restrictions on unions, the press, and political par-
ties to contain expressions of dissent and ensure an overwhelming victory
for the ruling party in the 1995 parliamentary elections. Kienle concluded
that “political deliberalization was the immediate corollary of reforms that
were meant to enhance property rights, increase private sector growth, and
otherwise liberalize the economy.”"”

The preceding analysis suggests that efforts at economic reform in the
Arab states are deeply constrained by the problem of vested interests; that
economic reform alone—even if undertaken with fervor—will not suffice
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to address American concerns about regional radicalization; and that eco-
nomic reform will not necessarily improve the prospects for rule of law or
other democratic reforms down the road. Indeed, the lesson of previous
Arab experiences with economic liberalization is that unless political and
economic reforms are undertaken in tandem, there is no compelling reason
to expect that the latter will provoke the former.'® Their past experience
leads some Egyptian reformers to suggest that in the absence of accompa-
nying political liberalization to enable debate of economic policy and to
provide alternative sources of legitimacy for the regime, fundamental eco-
nomic reform is impossible."

The Civil Society Myth

Civil society is a second focus for those seeking to alleviate the risks of U.S.
democracy promotion in the Arab world. Given the resistance Arab regimes
have demonstrated to external pressures for democratic reform, and given
the ruptured alliances or outright instability that intensified pressures for
reform might produce, some analysts argue that the United States should
take a more indirect approach to promoting change. Pointing to the lack of
a history of democratic politics in the Arab world, the relative immaturity
of political institutions such as parliaments and political parties, and the
danger of Islamist populism, these observers advocate a focus on building
up indigenous social organizations and creating a democratic culture before
pressing for procedural democracy. Moreover, faced with recalcitrant gov-
ernments that resist top-down reform, the argument goes, the United States
risks losing strategic cooperation and encourages perceptions of America as
imposing its own system on local societies. Some argue that the United
States should instead set aside pressure for structural changes in politics and
work to empower indigenous civil society groups, which can raise their own
internal demands for change. With proper encouragement and training,
some suggest, Arab civil society can produce velvet revolutions in Damascus
and Cairo just as eastern European dissidents did in Prague and Budapest.
It is true that civil society is a crucial element in mature democracies and
that civil society organizations in other places and times have played central
roles in inducing democratic transitions in their countries. Cultivating civil
society is a positive step in principle, but conditions in Arab countries make
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it difficult in practice to view the promotion of civil society as the central
facet of a pro-reform strategy in the Middle East.

The argument in favor of civil society assistance is seductive, particularly
in light of the illiberal outcomes of elections in Iraq, the Palestinian territo-
ries, and Lebanon in 2005 and 2006—in all of which armed Islamist sectar-
ian movements garnered significant parliamentary representation. These
results led many observers to argue that the problem with President Bush’s
policy of democracy promotion was its emphasis on elections first, rather
than on building social supports for democracy and inculcating liberal val-
ues through civic education.? Such critics assumed that building a “demo-
cratic culture” would prevent illiberal political forces such as Hizballah from
succeeding at the ballot box. As I show in chapter six, however, the militants’
electoral success had less to do with the absence of democratic culture and
civil society than with the absence of effective governance. Observers who
argue for the promotion of civil society before or instead of elections draw
the wrong lesson from these cases.

Moreover, such questions of sequencing political reforms—putting con-
stitutional reform and civic growth ahead of elections, for example—are
seldom relevant to U.S. policy in the Middle East. They are useful when
applied to situations of state collapse and reconstruction, as in Bosnia, or to
situations of occupation, as in Iraq.?' But in functioning, sovereign states,
whether authoritarian or democratic, external actors such as the United
States rarely have much influence over when an election is held. This is espe-
cially true when, as has been the case across the Middle East, autocratic
executives regularly set up highly controlled elections as a means of con-
taining public demands for political participation and of legitimating their
continued rule.

Not only are external judgments about ideal sequencing often irrelevant
to actual political circumstances, but experience shows that different types
of political reforms can interact in positive and sometimes unexpected
ways, making the notion that an ideal “sequence” exists difficult to sustain.
The scheduling of an election in Egypt in 2005, for example, opened up new
avenues for the development of civil society in areas such as voter education
and election monitoring, along with providing a good pretext for American
assistance to civic groups and American pressure on the Egyptian regime to
increase media freedom. Although the Egyptian government scaled back
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many of these changes immediately after the elections concluded, the gains
for freedom were real and palpable to local activists. With these sorts of pos-
sibilities on offer, it would be strange indeed for the United States to decide
a priori to downplay election prospects in favor of an “under-the-radar”
approach.

An additional question is what American civil society assistance actually
does for local civic activists. For the most part, before giving operational
grants to local groups, American and other Western funders work to build

>«

civic groups’ “capacity”—that is, their internal organization and the mana-
gerial and budgetary capability to handle American money with the dili-
gence expected by American appropriators in Congress. One North African
activist told me that American civil society assistance projects propose “to
help us be more efficient, to organize. But there is something before this—
to have the right to organize.”*

Most Arab states severely restrict freedom of association, making it diffi-
cult for civic activists to meet and organize, much less demonstrate for
change. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are often required by local
laws to acquire explicit government approval for their establishment, bylaws,
boards of directors, and budgets—approval that can be withdrawn at any
time. Where NGOs are allowed to exist, they are often barred from political
activity or from accepting foreign funds.?® Civic groups with potentially
political roles, such as labor unions, professional syndicates, and human
rights organizations, are heavily monitored by government, penetrated by
domestic intelligence services, and subjected to swift repression through
legal or police means when they undertake independent political action.

As a result of these constraints, the great majority of civic groups in the
Arab world tend to be small and restricted to innocuous activities such as
providing social services to the poor. Egypt boasts more than 10,000 civil
society organizations, but most of them are politically irrelevant. Arab
NGOs that do work specifically on democracy, human rights, and other
political issues are constantly monitored, harassed, and under threat.
Although pro-democracy NGOs exist in almost every country in the region,
they may be dependent on foreign support (financial, political, or both) and
are often marginal in their ability to affect public perceptions and popular
demands on government. They have little prospect of cultivating a popular
pro-democracy movement or producing a “people-power” revolution. With-
out external pressure on regimes to allow political organization to proceed,
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civil society has little hope of challenging the balance of power in any single
Arab state. And there is no framework like the Helsinki Agreement to pro-
vide cover for such activists to challenge these internal constraints.**

In the end, no matter how many small-bore grants the U.S. government
gives to improve parliamentary effectiveness, judicial independence, or the
rule of law, the legislatures and judiciaries in most Arab countries will
remain subordinated to their executives—until those executives are per-
suaded or compelled to give up emergency laws and restrain security forces.
No matter how much training the National Endowment for Democracy
sponsors for new citizens’ movements or liberal politicians, they will be
unable to compete in the political marketplace until their governments
allow freedom of expression and association. The gap between the small-
scale technical assistance that Western donors provide and the political
pressure it will take to induce real devolution of power by autocratic
regimes is too large. In other words, civil society assistance can have real
effects only when accompanied by changes within the regimes themselves
that will give pro-democracy civic groups the freedom to organize and act.
This is nearly impossible to imagine without concerted external pressure,
including pressure from the United States, on behalf of fundamental polit-
ical freedoms.

Gradual Liberalization: Building a Kinder, Gentler Autocracy

The understandable desire of Arab autocrats to retain the power and privi-
leges of their positions is obviously the greatest barrier to democratic devel-
opment in the region. But if Arab rulers are aware of the demographic, eco-
nomic, and legitimacy challenges they are facing, could they not be
persuaded to undertake some self-serving reforms to stabilize their own
rule? Some argue that the United States, instead of risking alienation from
Arab allies by pressing them on democracy and human rights, should
instead support their efforts at self-preservation through limited liberalizing
reform. With luck such top-down, gradual liberalization might in time
evolve into democratization. At least, these voices argue, liberalization will
relieve the rising public demands for change and stabilize the status quo.
For a long time before September 11, 2001, the United States govern-
ment took the view that the best alternative to an assertive pro-democracy
push was supporting a gradual liberalization of politics, led from the top by
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enlightened rulers. This option is still embraced by those who emphasize
the United States’ inability to impose democracy on unwilling autocrats and
by those who see the fact of governance, rather than its nature, as the cru-
cial determinant of world order and chief securer of American national
interests. Robert Kaplan, for example, sees the post—cold war years as hav-
ing opened a Pandora’s box of long-simmering problems of political order:
ethnic identities, resource wars, and fragile social institutions in developing
countries that threaten global peace and security. He sees the main problem
in the Middle East as one of sustaining order rather than building democ-
racy: “What we have to work toward—for which peoples with historical
experiences different from ours will be grateful—is not democracy but nor-
mality. . . . The more cautious we are in a world already in the throes of
tumultuous upheaval, the more we’ll achieve.”>

This preference for strengthening the existing order and following the
lead of the region’s current rulers is also evident in the view, promulgated by
Brent Scowcroft and quoted in the last chapter, that alliance with Arab mon-
archs and dictators has served American interests well for decades. If eco-
nomic or social problems are undermining these rulers’ strength, then the
response of the United States should not be to press for a transition to
democracy but rather to support the powers-that-be by providing eco-
nomic, technical, and trade incentives to help them address these problems
and rebuild their rule on a more stable foundation. Finally, there are those
who argue that Arab societies are not “prepared” for democracy in some
cultural or historical sense—that Arab citizens accustomed to paternalistic
autocracy would be uncomfortable with a sudden shift to public participa-
tion in governance. Gradual liberalization is a way to inculcate the political
and social values of modernity without the upsetting consequences for
social order that swift democratization might produce.?

All these advocates treat gradual liberalization as a more pragmatic and
less confrontational means to achieving democratic change than the Bush
administration’s aggressively rhetorical policy. They argue that America’s
primary relationships in the Middle East have always been with the regimes,
not with liberal or other political alternatives, and that the United States,
because of its ties to autocrats and the unpopularity of its regional policies,
lacks the capacity to connect with or help build a democratic opposition
that could challenge regimes to loosen their controls over politics. American
assistance to Arab liberals, in this view, is the best way to torpedo their
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domestic credibility and ensure their failure in attracting public support.
These voices argue that any effective reform policy will have to be carried
out in cooperation with the regimes. Over time, they suggest, the infiltration
of liberal values and the modernization of Arab society through educational
and economic progress will make democracy both more likely and less
threatening.”

In fact, many Arab rulers have embarked on programs of liberalization,
some limited to the economic sphere, some comprising reforms in social
legislation (such as the Moroccan personal status law, the Mudawwana,
advanced by King Mohammed VI), and some offering limited expansion of
political participation (such as Egypt’s newly competitive presidential elec-
tions and the United Arab Emirates’ new semi-elected consultative council).
It is necessary to be frank and fair in assessing the intentions and limitations
of these hesitant experiments in liberalization.?® If the limited goals and
likely even more limited effects of such top-down programs can indeed
deliver stability and longevity for Arab regimes and perhaps even lay the
groundwork for later democratic transitions, then surely gradual, regime-
led liberalization is the best approach for the United States to endorse.

But limited liberalization is unlikely to lead to sufficient economic, polit-
ical, and social progress to stabilize Arab regimes in the face of the pres-
sures they currently confront. As I discussed earlier, Arab autocrats face
political difficulties in implementing economic liberalization, difficulties
that have already curtailed or slowed promising liberalization schemes. But
the conflicts autocrats face between their interest in modernizing gover-
nance and their interest in remaining as governor exist across policy
domains: in combating corruption, advancing the impartial rule of law, and
cultivating effective budgetary accountability. In these and other domains,
liberalizing reforms can threaten the foundations of political support for
autocratic rule or the core mechanisms autocrats use to maintain power.
Liberalizing reforms, then, are unlikely to extend far enough, for long
enough, to address either mounting public demands for improved gover-
nance or the demands of investors and global markets for a better business
climate.

For the same reason it is unlikely that, as some advocates of gradualism
hope, liberalization over time will take on such momentum that autocratic
Arab regimes will no longer be able to avoid real devolution of power—that
is, that limited liberalization is a slippery slope toward democratization.
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Even if well-founded, this hope also carries risk: if the regimes lose control,
the outcome might be chaotic, and there is no guarantee that the region’s
long-suppressed liberals will win out. More realistically, if past history is
any guide, efforts at controlled liberalization are as likely as not to be quickly
shut down or reversed when their social effects spiral out of control or when
public appetites for change are whetted rather than dulled by the regime’s
cautious steps. To take one example, Jordan in the early 1990s embarked on
a program of political and economic reform, but when the government
reduced wheat subsidies and lifted price controls, riots quickly escalated
across the south. In an immediate crackdown the king dismissed parliament
and instituted new restrictions on press freedom. In protest, opposition
groups boycotted the 1997 parliamentary elections, and Jordanian political
liberalization has largely been stalled ever since.”’

Similarly, the young emir of Bahrain, at his ascension to the throne in
1999, promised to restore parliamentary democracy under a new constitu-
tion and bring about greater equality between the ruling Sunnis and the
majority Shiites. These reforms were encapsulated in the national charter
approved by Bahrain’s electorate in 2001. Important Shiite groups boy-
cotted the local and parliamentary elections held in 2002, after the new con-
stitution was revealed, because it created an appointed upper house of par-
liament to blunt the power of the elected lower house. In 2006, after several
years of U.S.-government-funded activism and development among
Bahraini human rights and democracy activists, Shiite groups resolved not
to boycott the elections but to participate and use parliament as a platform
to further the cause of sectarian equality and open democracy.”® The
Bahraini government then created a new government-run human rights
council stacked with regime loyalists and passed new legislation requiring
all Bahraini NGOs to work under its umbrella. Foreign funding outside this
mechanism was prohibited, and one American NGO that disputed the new
constraints was compelled to suspend activity when its representative was
denied permission to return to the country.’® Arab rulers, then, do not
appear vulnerable to gradualism as a “stealth democratization strategy.”

The case of Morocco suggests further that limited liberalization, even
when it appears to go smoothly, does not necessarily improve the long-term
stability of regimes worried about frustrated publics and the threat of
extremism. In 1999 the young King Mohammed VI succeeded his aged
father and launched a relatively ambitious program of political and social
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reforms. He loosened press controls, opened registration for political par-
ties, and even launched an Equity and Reconciliation Commission to exam-
ine human rights abuses during the regime of his father, Hassan II.

Over the last several years, major social reforms have helped cultivate a
more liberal culture in Morocco. Notable among them are an overhaul of
the family code that enhances women’s rights in marriage, divorce, and cit-
izenship and an agreement among political parties to reserve slots on a spe-
cial national parliamentary ballot for women. Morocco also has a history of
peaceful pluralism so firm that the population still includes several thou-
sand Jews, who enjoy genuine freedom of worship and close ties to Israel.
Moroccan society also generally takes a relatively mellow approach to Islam,
wherein veiled women and those wearing tank tops dine comfortably
together in the many sidewalk cafes of the capital. Morocco boasts what is
arguably the most moderate—at least on its face—Islamist party in the Arab
world, one that consciously models itself on Europe’s Christian Democrats
and the pro—European Union Party of Justice and Development (PJD) in
Turkey. There are hard questions to be asked about the sincerity of the PJD’s
commitment to pluralism, but if Islamism and democracy can ever be
proved compatible, it might well be in Morocco.

Yet Morocco’s political liberalization has significant limits. Complicated
electoral laws ensure that parliamentary seats are fairly evenly distributed,
regardless of who wins the largest share of the national vote, and parlia-
mentary powers are so overshadowed by the king’s legislative authority that
few members of parliament (with the notable exception of the Islamist
opposition) even bother to show up when the body is in session. Instead,
some use their parliamentary status and the legal immunity it grants them
to advance their own narrow interests and sometimes to cover criminal
activity. Ultimately, despite its progress, Moroccan democracy remains a
shadow game: democratic institutions have little substantive authority, and
citizens’ preferences, as expressed at the ballot box, rarely have much effect
on government policy.

The outcome of the 2007 parliamentary elections in Morocco suggests
that the country’s citizens clearly understand this game and are tired of
playing it. Despite a massive voter registration and mobilization campaign,
barely 37 percent of the registered population turned up to vote—and of
those, about one fifth deliberately spoiled their ballots, some scrawling
antigovernment messages across the ballot papers.*? This act of political



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

74 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

protest suggests that limited liberalization, even in the best of circum-
stances, has a limited life span with frustrated citizens.

The young king is left with a difficult choice. There are forces in Morocco
ready and eager to take advantage of the voters’ increasing disaffection. In
addition to the PJD, another Islamist group, the banned Justice and Charity
Association, calls the current system useless and demands an end to the
monarchy. Even worse, homegrown Islamist terrorism has increased,
notwithstanding the efforts of Morocco’s efficient domestic security ser-
vices, flush with U.S. funding and training. The 2004 Madrid train bomb-
ings, almost certainly carried out by Moroccans, are perhaps the most noto-
rious example, but in 2007 alone three Moroccan suicide bombers
detonated themselves in the country’s tourist-filled cities.

To engage voters, King Mohammed would have to strengthen parliament
and the mainstream political parties, giving them a real capacity to act on
voters’ concerns and reducing his own power in the process. If he chooses
not to fortify parliament, he faces the risk that voters may abandon their
faith in the democratic process and turn to more dangerous and destabiliz-
ing alternatives. The king’s difficult choices suggest that erecting the forms
of democracy without much substance, a balance now well developed in
Morocco, may not ultimately win the loyalty of Arab citizens. And if demo-
cratic forms lose legitimacy, then tightly managed liberalization, far from
ensuring stability in a dangerous environment, may end up pushing Arab
societies away from peaceful politics altogether and further into the arms of
extremists.

If the United States is concerned to counter the social roots of radicalism
and to advance liberal alternatives to the political rhetoric of violent
Islamists, then the biggest risk in a gradualist strategy is in fact the absence
of substantive political change. By design the regimes’ top-down liberaliza-
tion does not relax state control sufficiently to enable the formation of any
organized political alternative to the state itself or to Islamist opposition
movements, who are often vague in their platforms and their commitments
to basic democratic norms such as nonviolence and equality before the law.
These Islamist movements have long enjoyed the ability to use the mosque
as a place to organize, whereas other arenas of social organization have long
been tightly restricted by the autocratic regime. In this way the regimes have
maintained control—and also maintained the Islamist opposition as the
only large, well-organized alternative to their rule. The Islamists’ dominance
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of the opposition ground serves as the excuse many regimes give Washing-
ton to explain why truly free politics is too dangerous and why political lib-
eralization can go only so far and no farther.

The longer the U.S. government rewards and encourages regimes that
“liberalize” without allowing new political forces to develop, the more exist-
ing Islamist movements benefit from the limited political openings that do
exist. The more entrenched these Islamists become as the dominant politi-
cal alternative to the status quo, the more the language of Islamism becomes
the language of protest politics and the more other voices become margin-
alized. Unchallenged by other opposition voices, Islamists need not clarify
their vague statements on central questions such as the legitimacy of violent
“resistance,” the status of women and minorities, and the role of religious
authority in governance. The net effect of controlled liberalization, then,
may be not to “drain the swamp” of extremist rhetoric and the justifications
for violence that emanate from it but to expand the swamp instead. Grad-
ual liberalization is thus the likeliest path to ensuring that open politics in
the Arab world, when it does arrive, will be of a particularly illiberal, anti-
Western, and irresponsible variety.

At best, then, limited liberalization may prolong the duration in power of
unpopular, autocratic leaders whose legitimacy will remain fragile. At worst
this approach will enhance Islamists’ dominance of the opposition ground
and create a broader and more susceptible market for radical, bin-Ladenist
ideas while associating the United States ever more closely with autocratic
rulers in an alliance against their citizens’ legitimate aspirations for change.
That said, proponents of gradual liberalization are right in one thing: that
America’s main leverage is with regimes, not with Arab citizens. Given the
current levels of mistrust and resentment of American foreign policy
among average Arabs, that will not likely change in the near term. Thus any
American reform strategy must include an effective and sustainable
approach to Arab autocrats who have long been America’s friends and allies.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Bush
Record

0 FAR I have sought to demonstrate the need for the United States to

undertake a major, long-term, comprehensive effort to advance eco-

nomic, political, and social reform in Arab countries, in order to pro-
tect core American interests and promote the region’s long-term stability
and prosperity. But that a thing should be done and that it can be done are
two distinct claims. What if, despite all the best reasons and intentions, the
United States cannot play an effective and positive role in shaping the direc-
tion and outcome of the changes that are sweeping the Arab world and will
continue in years to come?

The record built by the George W. Bush administration gives little reason
for optimism in this regard. The disastrous adventure in Iraq, unfortunately,
made democracy promotion in the Middle East synonymous with forceful
regime change, and the failure of the Iraqi reconstruction effort produced a
concomitant backlash against democratization regionwide. Elections held
by three of the region’s weakest governments—Iraq, Lebanon, and the
Palestinian Authority—produced strong gains for militant Islamist move-
ments that place narrow interests and ideology above national unity and
well above the rule of law. Even in the stronger states of the region, such as
Egypt, elections produced gains for nonviolent Islamist movements. In the
face of these outcomes, and alongside major strategic crises with Iran, in
Iraq, and in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Bush administration aban-
doned any ambitious efforts to promote democracy in its waning days and
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shifted to a rhetoric that prioritized diplomatic cooperation with “moder-
ate allies” such as Mubarak and the King Abdullahs of Jordan and Saudi
Arabia against the region’s myriad security challenges.

The meager results and lost momentum of America’s democracy push in
the Middle East over the Bush years derived from two sources. First, Amer-
ican interventions on behalf of democratic progress in the Arab world were
not, for the most part, well designed or well targeted—indeed, they seemed
to proceed in a rather ad hoc manner. This lack of coherent strategy was
perhaps most evident in the statement by then deputy assistant secretary of
state Scott Carpenter that “we don’t know yet how best to promote democ-
racy in the Arab Middle East. I mean we just don’t know. It’s the early days.
... I think there are times when you throw spaghetti against the wall and see
if it sticks.” Second, Bush’s efforts to promote democracy, even when direct
and powerful, were subverted in their effect by a generalized lack of policy
support and high-level engagement from across the U.S. government. Both
the incoherence and the inconsistency of the Bush administration’s efforts
were products of an underlying ambivalence about the project—ambiva-
lence due to the failure of the Bush administration, like those before it, to
resolve the dilemmas relating to conflicts of interest and Islamism that are
inherent in U.S. democracy promotion in the Middle East.

The United States cannot afford to take a neutral stance in the face of the
region’s mounting governance and legitimacy challenges and the stalemated
efforts by Arab regimes to address them. September 11, 2001, clearly
changed the calculus for President Bush and his advisers regarding the
urgency of Arab reform, leading to his landmark declaration of a “forward
strategy of freedom” in the Middle East. But over the course of his admin-
istration, too, America’s bold intentions with respect to Arab democracy
were blunted repeatedly by the real and perceived risks of fundamental
change in the region. The conflict-of-interests problem and the Algeria
problem described in chapter two infected Bush administration policy just
as thoroughly as the policies of its predecessors, and in the end his admin-
istration’s actions came nowhere near matching his soaring rhetoric, either
in implementation or in effects.

Over the course of Bush’s years in office, the discontinuities in American
policy toward Middle Eastern democracy were striking, raising questions
about the depth and sustainability of the U.S. government’s commitment to
democracy promotion in the Arab world. President Bush personally called
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Hosni Mubarak in the spring of 2005 to voice his expectations for a freer
press and independent monitoring of Egypt’s planned elections, and the
U.S. embassy in Cairo gave independent funding to Egyptian nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) for the first time that year. Just six months
later the U.S. State Department’s muted reaction to Mubarak’s intimidation
of judges, jailing of protestors, postponement of local elections, and renewal
of emergency laws left observers puzzled. This inconsistency further dam-
aged American credibility, but it also raised two pointed questions: Can a
bold American pro-democracy drive in the Middle East be sustained in the
face of setbacks like Mubarak’s backsliding or increased costs like the elec-
tion victory of Palestinian Hamas? And can the Freedom Agenda—
described by its authors as a generational commitment—survive the end of
Bush’s term in office?

A detailed assessment of the work done by the Bush administration to
advance the Freedom Agenda in the Middle East is required to answer these
questions fairly. Only in light of such an analysis can one distinguish just
how much did and did not change in the United States’ approach to the
autocratic politics of Arab leaders and how much the country must yet
invest in order to promote the democratic transformation of the Middle
East. In this chapter I discuss how the Bush administration’s firm intentions
failed: how the conflict-of-interests problem and the Islamist problem
pushed American officials to seek means to advance Arab democratic
reform that they thought could avoid these problems, and how those alter-
native approaches repeatedly failed to yield the desired results. Indeed, in its
quest to avoid the conflict-of-interests problem, the Bush administration
made choices and took steps that probably exacerbated the Algeria problem
and set back the cause of democracy regionwide. Following this look at the
way Bush’s Freedom Agenda, like previous efforts, fell prey to these two
dilemmas, I explore ways in which they can be addressed to build a pro-
reform policy that is realistic, sustainable, and ultimately effective.

One might wonder whether, if even an administration as committed as
Bush’s cannot overcome the Algeria and conflict-of-interests problems, any
administration can. Perhaps, despite America’s clear interest in Arab democ-
racy, its government is simply too ill equipped and ill positioned to play a
positive role in this regional drama. In chapters six and seven I take on this
challenge, framing an alternative American approach that, instead of avoid-
ing these two crucial questions, confronts and resolves them, thus enabling
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sustained and coherent American efforts to help the Arab world address its
mounting challenges and build a more stable and prosperous future.

In its early years the Bush administration made significant progress in its
efforts to shift U.S. policy toward supporting democratic reform in Arab
politics. In 2004 and 2005 the administration’s new rhetoric and commit-
ment to new programs such as the Middle East Partnership Initiative and
the Broader Middle East and North Africa Initiative of the Group of Eight
leading world economies (G8), combined with growing internal pressures
for reform, coaxed a noticeable change in attitude—if not in intentions—
out of Arab governments. In February 2004, when a U.S. proposal for a G8-
sponsored Middle East reform program was leaked to a newspaper, major
Arab leaders such as Egypt’s President Mubarak felt comfortable rejecting
the concept out of hand as imperialist and irrelevant.> By 2006, however,
virtually every Arab government has formally committed to participating in
some aspect of the same G8 initiative. The Bush administration also suc-
ceeded, for a time, in engaging Western allies in a continuing discussion of
Middle East democracy and how to achieve it.

But although these early actions may have persuaded Arab governments
that the Bush commitment to regional democratization was sincere, they
failed to convince Arab rulers and other observers that the effort was seri-
ous. This was mainly because the Bush administration was never able to
delineate how it would handle perceived trade-offs between the long-term
project of democracy promotion and shorter-term imperatives such as
counterterrorism cooperation, assistance in stabilizing Iraq, and support
for the Middle East peace process. Instead of confronting the conflict-of-
interests problem head-on, Bush and his advisers sought to avoid it by
directing their fiercest pro-democracy diplomacy toward countries whose
governments were too weak to resist, by downplaying diplomacy with Arab
allies on basic political rights, and by directing most U.S. democracy assis-
tance to a variety of blunt-edged programs that had little potential to
change Arab politics over time. Bush’s Freedom Agenda was never able to
develop an approach to Middle East democracy promotion that merged
diplomacy and assistance in a mutually reinforcing strategy or that rooted
democracy promotion deeply in the institutions and daily conduct of U.S.
foreign policy. Because of the failure to resolve the conflict-of-interests
problem at home and abroad, Bush officials made a series of misjudgments
and when met with failure quickly began to reverse course. The end result
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was a loss of credibility, not only for the Freedom Agenda but for U.S.
democracy promotion generally.

Pushing Weak Governments Hardest: A Recipe for Failure

The first and most fundamental problem with the Bush administration’s
approach was its choice of focus for its democracy promotion efforts. The
early years of the twenty-first century saw promising political developments
in countries around the Middle East. Domestic demands for political
change were mounting, and internal pro-democracy movements were
becoming increasingly organized, vocal, and specific in their demands on
their governments. In part these developments were the result of shifts in
the local and regional environment, as discussed in chapter three. In part,
also, the ability of these indigenous movements to mount public campaigns
for liberal political reform was bolstered by training and support from
Western implementers of democracy assistance, who had been working qui-
etly in the region for some years.

The Bush administration took note of progress and potential in coun-
tries such as Morocco, where debates over parliamentary power and Islamist
participation were brewing, and Egypt, where a new liberal party won legal
recognition in the courts and immediately announced that it would field a
candidate for the presidency. The U.S. government voiced rhetorical sup-
port for such efforts and even gave some of them technical or financial assis-
tance. But seldom did it do the single most important thing it could have
done to advance the prospects of these indigenous democrats: press the gov-
ernments in these countries to allow local movements to operate more
freely. That is, it did not press governments to create an environment of
increased political freedom in which these groups could do their work with
greater ease and to greater effect. Low-level training and assistance pro-
grams could not make up for the deficit of political freedoms in these soci-
eties, and progress in these places has stalled or even reversed.

The Bush administration chose instead to focus its political capital and
its highest-profile pro-democracy diplomacy on places where governance
was severely challenged: Iraq (perforce), Lebanon, and the Palestinian terri-
tories. More specifically, it focused on implementing democratic processes,
mainly elections, in weak states rather than prioritizing political freedoms
in strong states where democratic progress was possible. Weak states (or
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nonstates, like the Palestinian Authority) are dangerous places in which to
promote shifts toward democratic governance, because governing institu-
tions are insufficiently capable or authoritative to constrain politics within
legitimate bounds. In weak states, where citizens have no faith that the gov-
ernment can or will protect their basic security and welfare, people often fall
back on local identities and community-based organizations to protect their
interests. In places such as Iraq, Lebanon, and the Palestinian territories,
“the weakening and in some cases breakdown of the political infrastruc-
tures often leads to a narrowing of identity and social solidarity away from
national and towards sectarian, ethnic, and kin-based (however fictive) rela-
tions.”* Politics becomes more localized, and political identity and affinity
more polarized. If government weakness extends to an inability to provide
basic security, then local political movements (especially those Islamist
movements that already employ the rhetoric of resistance) have incentive to
cultivate their own military capacity. Local citizens become more support-
ive of armed militias within their community because they fear that other
communities may be doing the same and because they do not view the state
as a neutral or effective force for justice.

Elections in such circumstances almost always reflect the localized and
polarized politics on the ground, hardening divisions between sectarian or
kin-based communities and often handing militant organizations demo-
cratic legitimacy as well. Such outcomes bode ill for the development of
any democratic system at all. If a democratic system already exists in, or is
imposed on, such an environment, it is unlikely to succeed at peacefully
accommodating the preferences and demands of these polarized (and
armed) communities. This phenomenon is common to weak states across
the globe and was on full display in Lebanon, Iraq, and the Palestinian
territories.

The first arena of focus was the West Bank and Gaza, where President
Bush and his aides consistently stressed the necessity for internal reforms to
combat corruption and unify control of security forces under a single civil-
ian command. Bush put these reforms in the context of Palestinian democ-
ratization, although their most important effect from an American perspec-
tive was to reduce Yasir Arafat’s day-to-day influence over Palestinian
Authority (PA) policymaking and prevent Western donor money from fund-
ing violence by Arafat’s Fatah militants against Israel. After Arafat’s death, the
United States not only endorsed swift elections for a new president of the
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Palestinian Authority but also pressed for new parliamentary elections in
the territories.

The demand for parliamentary elections came more than three years
after the collapse of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations and the onset of near-
constant violence between the parties. Israeli military forces were deployed
in the midst of Palestinian cities, and Palestinian governance was severely
degraded both by destruction of its physical infrastructure and by restric-
tions on activity imposed by the Israeli military across the territories. With-
out a government that could guarantee basic security and services, and in
the absence of any hope for renewed peace efforts, public support for the
militant Hamas movement and its rhetoric of resistance to Israel grew.
Hamas’s view of the conflict with Israel, in which resistance would liberate
territory more effectively than negotiations, was reinforced by Israel’s uni-
lateral withdrawal from the Gaza Strip in the fall of 2005. The corrupt, bru-
tal, and inept performance of Fatah leaders both under Arafat and after his
demise, and bickering within Fatah, further doomed the party’s electoral
prospects.

A window of opportunity opened briefly in which a different kind of
Israeli-Palestinian diplomacy, and a different American approach, might
have diminished Hamas’s growing popularity and perhaps led to a different
electoral outcome. When Mahmoud Abbas was elected president of the
Palestinian Authority in January 2005, he ran on a platform of renewed
negotiations with Israel and on rebuilding a clean, effective PA under the
principle of “one Authority, one law, one gun.” Had he followed up on that
promise by collecting weapons from militant groups, including his own
Fatah militants, then the PA’s governance would have been strengthened
and Hamas’s claim to public loyalty reduced. Moreover, Israel could have
coordinated its withdrawal from the Gaza Strip more closely with the PA, so
that Palestinians might have seen it as the fruit of negotiations rather than
as a unilateral withdrawal driven by violent resistance. In this situation the
Palestinian political dynamic would have been quite different. But neither
the Israeli nor the Palestinian political leadership took the steps each might
have taken to reduce Hamas’s growing influence, and the United States gov-
ernment did not press them to do so. Neither did any of these actors insist
on the principle, enshrined in the Oslo accords, that armed movements give
up violence before participating in elections (a constraint that would have
applied to Fatah as well).
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By November 2005 the trend in Palestinian politics was clear enough that
some politicians and officials in Ramallah, Jerusalem, and Washington
advocated postponing the elections to give Abbas time to regain ground lost
to Hamas. Bush, however, held to the notion of open elections as the pri-
mary mechanism for democratic advancement in the Arab world. Fatah was
able to present unified candidate lists for local district and national elections
only in the final days before the balloting. Despite all these missteps, the
Fatah party garnered 41 percent of the vote to Hamas’s 44 percent—but
electoral rules translated that narrow Hamas victory into a sweep of 74 of
the 132 available parliamentary seats. The result was an outright victory for
a militant Islamist movement committed to the violent destruction of a U.S.
ally. Missed opportunities and a misguided focus on democratic process
over democratic values produced an outcome with deleterious conse-
quences for the causes of both regional democracy and Arab-Israeli peace.

In Lebanon Bush supported politicians, including former prime minis-
ter Rafik Hariri, who were demanding Lebanese independence from Syrian
military occupation. After Hariri’s assassination in February 2005, the
“Beirut Spring” captured Americans’ imagination by displaying all the hall-
marks of a people-power velvet revolution: multicultural crowds, students
sleeping in tents in the city square, sympathetic police helping marchers
evade roadblocks. In March 2005 Bush argued that the peaceful demon-
strations calling for Syrian withdrawal signaled the cracking of the region’s
autocratic edifice and the end of Arab rulers’ ability to smother popular dis-
content or co-opt dissenters into submission. He said: “And any who doubt
the appeal of freedom in the Middle East can look to Lebanon, where the
Lebanese people are demanding a free and independent nation.”™

But Lebanon’s demonstrations, although they surprised and stirred Arab
observers, were never likely to be emulated in other Arab capitals, because
they were not fundamentally about democracy. The Lebanese opposition
labeled the street protests its “independence intifada,” not its democracy
intifada. The demonstrators demanded the free exercise of Lebanese sover-
eignty, independent of the influence of their domineering neighbor, Syria.
Bush’s assessment of the Lebanese situation, however, conflated indepen-
dence and democracy and pressed for swift parliamentary elections before
a new electoral law could be passed to codify the new national consensus in
favor of disarming local sectarian militias and in favor of voter choice rather
than back-door coalition-building by sectarian elites.” The result was an
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election that ratified existing factional divisions, including a strong showing
for Hizballah that gave it several cabinet slots in the new coalition govern-
ment. Lebanese government decisionmaking was stymied by this fracturing
of the political system, and one result was Hizballah’s stepped-up military
activity against Israel, which provoked the 2006 war.

In Iraq the Bush administration had little choice but to support the
establishment of democratic political processes, and ultimately little choice
about when to do so. As the military occupier, and having overthrown the
dictator, the United States was obliged to develop a successor government,
and it was unlikely that America would embrace something other than
democracy as the organizing principle for that successor regime. Moreover,
the United States initially tried to delay national elections in Iraq, in order
to enable pact-making among Iraq’s various Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish fac-
tions. But the senior Shiite cleric, Ayatollah Ali al Sistani, pressed for early
elections, and the United States could not effectively resist the demand.
Unfortunately, the elections took place in an environment of significant sec-
tarian violence, leading voters to favor strong sectarian militias that ran lists
in the elections. The result was an Iraqi parliament and government domi-
nated by rival leaders with armed cadres at their disposal and little interest
in or incentive for political reconciliation—a recipe for continued instabil-
ity even should the daily violence decrease.

The fallout was immediate from the Bush administration’s decision to
press hardest for democracy in areas of the Middle East least capable of sus-
taining it and to emphasize democratic process over democratic values pre-
cisely in places where the process was likeliest simply to coagulate social
divisions. In Lebanon Hizballah gained seats in parliament and set up a con-
frontation with the pro-independence March 14 movement that paralyzed
Lebanese governance. In Iraq militia-led Shiite movements swept the first
post-Saddam parliamentary elections, crushing new and fragile liberal and
cross-sectarian parties and dimming the hopes for a peaceful political rec-
onciliation. In the Palestinian territories parliamentary elections produced
an outright victory for the militant Islamist Hamas movement, which
vowed to destroy its Israeli neighbor. The U.S. government immediately cut
off aid to and political contact with the new Palestinian Authority govern-
ment, raising charges of hypocrisy across the region.

In attempting democratic change first in places where it was least likely
to succeed, the Bush administration made a fundamental misjudgment. It
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did so because it failed to understand that weak states need functional gov-
ernance if they are ever to have democratic governance, and it missed this
crucial point precisely because it saw these weak places as riper targets,
unable to resist American pressure for democracy and unable to retaliate
against other American interests. In their desire to avoid confronting auto-
cratic allies on human rights and democracy, Bush and his advisers turned
their energies to the most dysfunctional places in the Middle East in the
bizarre expectation of easier victory. Clearly, the outcome was a policy fail-
ure for Bush’s effort at democracy promotion. Just as clearly, it suggests that
there is no way to effectively advance democracy in the Middle East without
in some manner confronting the strong states of the region, and particularly
the United States’ autocratic allies, over the issue. As I show in the next chap-
ter, it is possible to do so and to achieve progress at an acceptable price.

Beyond its high-profile diplomacy in Lebanon, Iraq, and Palestine, the
Bush administration implemented a host of other measures to advance
democracy in the region. These approaches, too, reflected a strong desire to
avoid conflicts with autocratic allies, which blunted and diverted the new
efforts and ensured the marginality of their effects. Three initiatives in par-
ticular are worthy of discussion: the Middle East Free Trade Area (MEFTA)
initiative, the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) and associated
democracy assistance funding, and multilateral projects under the auspices
of the G8, collectively labeled the Broader Middle East and North Africa
(BMENA) Initiative. None of these, however, proved to be an effective tool
for advancing democracy in the Arab world, for reasons I discuss next.

Free Trade Promotion

The first of the Bush administration’s new programs to advance democratic
reform in the Middle East was an initiative to build free trade agreements
(FTAs) between the United States and every Middle Eastern country in the
coming decade. The MEFTA initiative was designed to increase trade and
investment between the United States and the Middle East. It sought to pro-
mote the structural, economic, and governance reforms that free interna-
tional trade and investment require: for example, transparency in govern-
ment regulation, protection of intellectual property, and the rule of law to
enforce contracts. President Bush envisioned a free trade area between the
United States and the Middle East built upon these bilateral agreements by
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2013.° As of 2007, FTAs had been concluded with Jordan, Morocco, Bahrain,
and Oman. Negotiations with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) began in
2005, and pre-FTA framework agreements existed with many other Arab
states. The U.S. government was also assisting Arab states that had not yet
joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) to reach that goal, as an initial
step toward improved trade relations with the United States.”

Animating the MEFTA initiative was the notion, discussed in the last
chapter, that free trade would have benefits for the Middle East beyond
reducing poverty and unemployment—that it would help nurture democ-
racy, because trade liberalization and the economic growth it generates
would build an independent middle class that would then demand secure
property rights, due process of law, and eventually political rights and free-
doms from their governments. In its annual reports, Bush’s Office of the
United States Trade Representative argued that the FTAs it concluded in the
Middle East would support political and economic reforms in the partner
countries.® To underscore the theorized link between economic and politi-
cal liberalization, the State Department’s flagship Middle East democracy
assistance program, the Middle East Partnership Initiative, buttressed the
MEFTA initiative through technical assistance to Arab governments in
meeting their trade obligations and through trade-promotion activities for
the private sector.

If the logic of free trade promotion as a means to democratization was
what drove MEFTA, then one would have expected a trade policy that
focused first on the largest economies in the region and those with the most
developed external trade relations. One would also have expected the ini-
tiative to advance trade patterns that would maximize benefits for regional
economic development. Such a policy would, economists agree, focus on
improving trade flows among Arab countries, improving regional integra-
tion, and helping the isolated Arab markets coalesce into a single Arab mar-
ket of 250 million people that could more easily attract and make efficient
use of private investment to produce growth and create jobs.

But MEFTA did none of these things. Instead of encouraging regional
economic integration, MEFTA hampered it by building a series of exclusive,
bilateral agreements between the United States and individual Arab coun-
tries. The negative effect on regional integration was visible in the Gulf
Cooperation Council, where a decade of efforts to remove internal customs
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and tariff barriers and move toward a unified currency were disrupted by
the requirements FTAs with the United States imposed on Oman and
Bahrain.” Moreover, the American approach of negotiating country-by-
country agreements promoted—by design, according to current and former
trade officials—a competitive dynamic between Arab states, provoking a
race to get preferential access to the massive American market.

So there was from the beginning good reason to doubt the effectiveness
of the Bush administration’s use of free trade agreements as a democratiz-
ing tool. But when one takes a closer look at the assumption about the
democratizing effect of economic reform, there is even more reason for
skepticism. The easy availability of income from oil and other sources has
long relieved many Arab regimes of the necessity of extracting taxes from
citizens and therefore from giving in to citizens’ political demands in
exchange. Given the complication that oil rents pose to the assumed rela-
tionship between economic and political freedom, it is notable that three of
the first five American FTA efforts in the region involved relatively small
oil-producing states: Bahrain, Oman, and the UAE. Negotiations with these
countries were relatively straightforward because the trade volumes were
small and the local economies fairly one-dimensional. Negotiations with
Bahrain required a mere four months, and those with Oman only seven.'
Freer trade relations with these states did not, by and large, threaten Amer-
ican industries with new competition, making congressional approval eas-
ier to obtain.

The small Persian Gulf states were eager to jump on the MEFTA band-
wagon precisely because FTAs did not by and large threaten their domestic
power relations. Arab regimes with larger, more diverse economies rely on
more complex networks of preferential economic relations to support their
rule and worry more about lost jobs and other destabilizing effects of freer
trade. They have therefore been more reluctant to embrace the reforms that
an FTA entails. The United States and Egypt, for example, despite long-
standing and well-developed trade relations, have struggled to keep their
Trade and Investment Framework Agreement (TIFA) on track through
years of contentious discussions. Trade negotiations between Egypt and the
United States are also complicated by competition between the two states’
large and politically important cotton and textile producers. Because of
such domestic concerns and Egypt’s peripatetic approach to economic
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reform, and more recently because of its poor human rights record, the
United States government has been unwilling to open talks on a free trade
agreement.

These difficulties point to the limits of MEFTA as a strategy to promote
regional reform: it works to support liberalization only in states that have
already chosen to embrace liberalization. Where that commitment to liber-
alizing reform is evident, free-trade-related policy changes may have some
positive effect on governance. For example, requiring public disclosure of
regulatory changes may give indigenous labor and environmental NGOs
better information and thus a better chance to influence policy. Competitive
bidding for government contracting may reduce corruption and help small
businesses compete against regime-favored business elites. The FTAs signed
under Bush included provisions on labor standards, government trans-
parency, and other issues that might, over time, become useful tools for
reformers. Bahrain, for example, has now legalized labor unions, as required
by its FTA.

If the commitment to liberal reform is not already present in Arab
regimes, however, then these technical aspects of FTAs are unlikely to do the
job alone. The MEFTA initiative failed to engage the larger economies of the
region and has not demonstrated a capacity to increase local employment
or build up an independent, export-oriented private sector. As a result, its
effects on regional democratization are likely to be limited.

Democracy Assistance Funding

The best-known element of Bush’s Freedom Agenda was a new mechanism
for the delivery of American assistance to the Middle East, designed to pro-
mote reform in economics, politics, and education by linking assistance
closely to diplomacy and by providing help directly to Arab citizens and cit-
izen associations. The Middle East Partnership Initiative was the brainchild
of Elizabeth Cheney, then deputy assistant secretary of state for Near East-
ern affairs (and daughter of the vice president). Launched in December
2002 with $29 million in reallocated State Department funds, the initiative,
known as MEPI, was formulated as the flagship for the new American
approach to the region, which emphasized development of long-term
alliances with the peoples of the Middle East rather than with specific rul-
ing regimes. MEPI wielded budgetary and bureaucratic resources that were
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meant to realign U.S. diplomacy and assistance in the Middle East in the
direction of democracy promotion. An examination of MEPI thus tells a
broader story about the Bush administration’s progress toward ending the
exception made for the Middle East in U.S. democracy promotion policy
and of the obstacles and dangers that threaten to undermine or cut short
this bold policy change.

MEPT’s founders conceived the program to be a major departure from
traditional U.S. assistance in the Middle East. Instead of large-scale, long-
term development projects like those supported by the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID), MEPI provided smaller grants for pro-
grams of two years’ duration or less. MEPI sought both effect and legitimacy
by addressing the reform priorities identified by Arab scholars in the 2002
UN Arab Human Development Report. That report identified three deficits
hindering developmental progress in the Arab world: deficits in political and
economic freedom, in knowledge, and in women’s empowerment. MEPI was
thus divided into four pillars: political reform, economic reform, educational
reform, and women’s empowerment. From its inception in December 2002
through 2007 MEPI received more than $500 million in congressionally
appropriated funds." In addition to spending its own money, the MEPI
office—thanks to bureaucratic battles waged by Elizabeth Cheney—won a
role in determining the allocation of the USAID’s funds for democracy and
governance in the Middle East and became a hub for interagency discussion
of policy under the Freedom Agenda.

Two key goals of MEPI were to build partnerships with nongovernmen-
tal Middle Eastern groups and local citizens and to encourage links among
reformers across Middle Eastern countries. Inherent in this approach was a
judgment that Arab governments had insufficiently recognized their loom-
ing demographic and economic challenges or embraced the need for polit-
ical, economic, and social reform. Instead, the thinking went, they would
need to be goaded toward change by a combination of independent Amer-
ican assistance and local grassroots activism.

In its first two years of operation MEPI had trouble finding suitable places
to spend its relatively large appropriations for civil-society-based democracy
promotion.'? Its activities suffered early on from perceptions among some
career U.S. officials that the very notion of independently funding pro-
reform activities presented a conflict of interest for the United States gov-
ernment. With no field staff of its own and little understanding of the Arab
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civil society landscape, MEPI in its first two years relied heavily on local U.S.
embassy staff and even Arab governments themselves to suggest new pro-
grams, recommend grantees, and nominate participants in regional pro-
grams. In practice that meant that MEPD’s intent to further the growth of an
independent civic sector in Arab states was blunted by the direction of MEPI
funds toward programs favored by host governments, such as girls’ literacy,
and toward “benign” recipients, including regime-sponsored NGOs.

In the end, MEPT’s first two years of funding went in large part to pro-
grams that were unlikely to have much effect on regional democratization.
Indeed, despite MEPI’s intention to encourage the growth and activity of
the Arab civic sector, much of its early funding was directed instead toward
technical assistance to government agencies and officials. More than 70 per-
cent of its first $103 million in grants went to programs that either directly
benefited Arab government agencies (in activities ranging from translating
documents to computerizing schools) or provided training programs and
seminars for Arab government officials (including ministry bureaucrats,
parliamentarians, and judges)."” Although MEPI improved its record of
nongovernmental funding in later years, programs that actually supported
either the capacities or the actual activities of Arab civic groups always rep-
resented a small portion of its overall funding.

This failure to focus funds on the organizations and activities that
MEPT’s founders intended to champion was not mainly the consequence of
ignorance or ineptitude. The major barrier to effective U.S. support for Arab
civil society was (and is) the hostility of autocratic Arab governments to
any greater independence or activism in the nongovernmental sector. To
enable Arab activists to organize, gain public support, and build effective
challenges both to their governments and to the Islamist monopoly of the
opposition ground, the U.S. government must go beyond funding for civic
groups to frontally address with Arab governments the imperative for
improved freedom of association. The right of civic activists to organize
and operate is a fundamental prerequisite if training them is to have any
effect. Assistance programs such as MEPI must be accompanied by firm
diplomatic support for political freedoms if they are to be effective.

As government budgets grew tight (in light of tax cuts and the expense of
the war in Iraq, congressional appropriators grew first skeptical of MEPI’s
goals and then, with the advent of the Democratic-led 110th Congress, hos-
tile. In this environment MEPI felt increasing pressure to “spend out” its

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

THE BUSH RECORD 91

appropriation and to generate visible or quantifiable results in order to jus-
tify new annual requests. Consequently, the initiative devoted increasing
shares of its funding to programs that drew participants from across the
region into short-term training seminars or exchange visits (three days to
three weeks) and thus generated a large number of “MEPI alumni” in a rel-
atively short time. Between fiscal years 2002 and 2006, fully 51 percent of
MEPT’s programs were training and exchange programs. After these pro-
grams were over, the participants were sent home, presumably to implement
what they had learned about press freedom, campaign tactics, and the like. In
the unforgiving environment most of these MEPI alumni faced, however,
those lessons were of limited application.

MEPI grants also performed a variety of functions that were directly
related not to democracy promotion but to the broader goal of reform. These
programs ran the gamut from the mundane to the visionary. For example,
MEPI helped the trade ministries of the Arab states in the Persian Gulf to
adapt to their obligations under the WTO and other global trading rules.
The initiative also translated children’s stories into Arabic to build classroom
libraries and brought Arab businesswomen to the United States for intern-
ships with major American companies. Although these projects individually
presented worthy opportunities to improve the lives of Arab men, women,
and children, the sheer diversity of audiences and issues addressed by the
programs inevitably limited both the scope and the longevity of their effects.
Even if MEPT’s spending on such programs were increased by an order of
magnitude, it would not bring democracy to a single country.

Trends in MEPI activities over time reveal a clear shift away from the
program’s intended focus on independent support for local Arab pro-
reform efforts and toward bilateral and multilateral efforts to promote grad-
ual liberalization. In 2002 less than 10 percent of MEPI funds was spent on
external commitments such as support for the MEFTA initiative, whereas by
fiscal year 2006 the proportion was well over 30 percent (figure 5-1). The
increasing external demands placed on MEPI’s budget and the shrinking
portion of the budget left for support of MEPI program priorities suggest
that the administration grew increasingly uncomfortable with the more
confrontational aspects of MEPI’s work and preferred to channel funds to
projects that grew out of bilateral agreements with Arab governments (trade
promotion and trade-related technical assistance) or were multilateral and
consensual (such as funding for BMENA initiatives).
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Figure 5-1. Percentage of MEPI Funds Devoted to MEFTA
and BMENA Support
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Source: Author’s calculations using data from http://mepi.state.gov, http://bmena.state.gov,
and Department of State Congressional Notifications, FY02-FY06.

Moreover, the bureaucratic imperatives to avoid confrontation with Arab
governments and justify program funding to Congress has sometimes led
MEPI to emphasize publicity-friendly projects over low-profile but longer-
term efforts to build Arab reform movements. A sobering story of what
MEPI did wrong in this regard emerged from a MEPI-sponsored “Gulf
Regional Campaign School” held in Qatar in February 2004. Unsatisfied
with gathering several dozen women activists to discuss running for politi-
cal office, MEPI wanted to conclude the seminar with a press conference to
advertise its success. But when the Arab participants drafted a final com-
muniqué for the press conference that included criticisms of U.S. policy
toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a MEPI representative compelled a
last-minute change in the schedule, ensuring that the women were not in
attendance at the right time to present their communiqué.

At its worst, the conflict-of-interests problem led State Department offi-
cials to design programs not merely to appear benign to Arab governments
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but actively to bolster U.S.-Arab bilateral ties and serve the goal of U.S. pub-
lic diplomacy, at the expense of advancing meaningful reform in any sector.
A primary example of this distortion of MEPI’s work was the U.S.-Middle
East Partnership for Breast Cancer Awareness and Research. This project
focused MEPI funds and programming effort on promoting awareness and
treatment of breast cancer among women in Saudi Arabia; Jordan and the
United Arab Emirates later joined the project as well. The rationale pro-
vided by State Department officials was that women in Saudi Arabia and
other conservative gulf societies were either too conservative or too con-
fined to be able to organize around social and political issues, but breast
cancer and health care were “safe” subjects for women’s dialogue and
activism. Therefore, building citizen networks around breast cancer aware-
ness would facilitate the organizational capacity and civic engagement of
Saudi and other gulf women."

This was, to begin with, a misreading of the environment in the Arab
gulf states. Saudi women are among the most educated in the Arab world,
and women outnumber men at many gulf Arab universities. An increasing
number become medical doctors, both because of the educational subsi-
dies available and the high demand for female doctors to care for female
patients. Saudi women do not lack interest or engagement in civic affairs
and do not suffer from any evident incapacity to organize. As early as 1990
a group of Saudi women successfully organized a one-day demonstration in
Riyadh, taking the wheels of automobiles to protest the government’s driv-
ing ban for women. In 2005 two women became the first-ever elected
women in the country when they won seats on the Jeddah Chamber of
Commerce with a great number of male votes.”* At the same time MEPI
was launching its breast cancer initiative, Saudi women columnists in
national newspapers were arguing for liberal reforms and criticizing clerics
and others who promoted outdated views of the relationship between hus-
band and wife.'® Clearly, Saudi women were neither incapable of making
demands on the state nor uninterested in mobilizing public support for
their views.

But MEPI officials did not reach out to these brave women. Instead, they
gave priority to a project that had the full approval of the Saudi govern-
ment and was engineered to produce feel-good press coverage. First Lady
Laura Bush flew to the gulf to celebrate the breast cancer effort as a means
to “build lasting friendships between our countries.””” Only fierce lobbying
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by mid-level MEPI staffers compelled the organizers of the first lady’s breast
cancer tour to give a few hours of her schedule to visits with participants in
other MEPI programs on English literacy and women’s leadership. The con-
flict-of-interests problem, in this instance, led to a hijacking of the flagship
U.S. democracy assistance program on behalf of public diplomacy aims.

Even when the Bush administration targeted the right issues, it largely
failed to match its external efforts with the demands being raised by reform-
ers in Arab states and to coordinate its assistance programs for civil society
with its diplomatic agenda. Despite being deliberately placed in the Near
East Affairs Bureau, MEPI was often unable to mobilize American diplo-
macy on behalf of greater freedom of association in Arab states or on behalf
of the more specific goals being sought by MEPI-supported Arab NGOs.
The rationale for situating MEPI in the State Department’s regional bureau
was that from there its reform goals could be more easily integrated into
America’s ongoing diplomatic dialogue with Arab states. Even at MEPT’s
budgetary and bureaucratic zenith, however, its leaders had only limited
success in getting its views on democracy promotion heard in interagency
meetings or getting talking points about democracy and human rights on
the agendas for U.S. government meetings with senior Arab officials.

As a result, the president’s public rhetoric was not always matched by
private messages. President Bush commendably exhorted Tunisian presi-
dent Zine El Abidine Ben Ali during a 2004 White House visit to allow a free
press, but the administration did not follow up on the issue, even when
Tunisia’s repressive press record became an international issue, with either
programming or public statements, ahead of a UN meeting Tunisia hosted
the following year. Also in 2004, several Saudi journalists lost their jobs or
their columns after they questioned the influence of extremist clerics in pol-
itics and the exclusion of women from public life. No exhortations on their
behalf were issued from a Washington podium. When the United States fails
to speak up for those who challenge the system, it reduces the incentive for
others to try—and activists who might like to take the U.S. president’s
words seriously and look to America for support feel betrayed.

To be effective, U.S. democracy assistance must be designed in a way
that will relieve the constant pressure MEPI felt from embassy staff and Wash-
ington officials to favor short-term, consensual projects on education and
trade in order to avoid confrontations with Arab governments. Empowering
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local actors and facilitating local coalition-building often means avoiding
the spotlight and minimizing the American imprint on projects supported
by U.S. government assistance. Indeed, some of the MEPI programs that
most effectively built local civil society and forged links among local democ-
racy activists were not designed or run from Washington at all but were
bottom-up programs generated through dialogue between local activists,
local U.S. embassy personnel, and MEPT’s two regional offices. Because
these grants were small and local, they operated under the radar of budget
hawks and congressional critics. Because they had been developed in con-
sultation with local U.S. embassy officials, the embassies were more likely to
defend them should they raise hackles in bilateral relations.

Ultimately, resisting the short-term exigencies of the Washington fund-
ing and policymaking process requires that the Middle East Partnership Ini-
tiative, or its successor, identify concrete milestones and opportunities for
interim progress on long-term issues such as the advancement of political
liberties. If democracy promotion in the Middle East is a long, difficult
process that will not produce its real fruits in the short term, then funding
and programming must reflect this long-term approach while developing
short-term markers of progress, rather than bowing to short-term impera-
tives with programs that subvert long-term goals. Congressional appropri-
ators and executive-branch overseers must likewise respect and support a
long-term strategy.

In addition, MEPD’s limited effects demonstrate the importance of put-
ting diplomacy front and center in a democracy-promotion effort. There is
simply no substitute for direct engagement with local governments, espe-
cially over the constraints they place on basic political freedoms—con-
straints that can stymie even the most cutting-edge democracy assistance
funding. Even a democracy-promotion strategy that relies on cultivating
mass civil disobedience to a restrictive autocratic regime—the Czechoslo-
vakia model, one might call it—is premised on the idea that there are lim-
its to a regime’s willingness to repress dissent. Those limits are frequently
calibrated with reference to international and, most important, American
opinion. American silence on basic political rights and freedoms is not a
form of neutrality; rather, it speaks volumes to dictators about what they
can get away with in dealing with their own citizens and to local democratic
activists about what they risk when they challenge governmental authority.



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

96 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

Multilateral Efforts

In June 2004 the United States government hosted the Sea Island summit of
the Group of Eight major industrialized states and made Middle East
democracy its signature issue. The Broader Middle East and North Africa
Initiative, adopted by the G8 at that meeting, cemented a consensus among
Western states that continued political stagnation in the Arab Middle East
threatened the peace and stability of that region as well as the security of
Western states. The BMENA statement of principles committed G8 states to
the goal of democratic change. The initiative’s limited means do not match
this goal. The firm desire among G8 governments to work “in partnership”
with Arab governments on reform led them to soft-pedal the actual democ-
racy-promotion content of the BMENA Initiative.

The cornerstone of the BMENA Initiative is the Forum for the Future, an
annual meeting of governments and business and civil society groups from
the G8 and the Middle East. By 2006 Western governments had succeeded in
corralling all the Arab governments to show up at the Forum for the Future,
but at the price of limiting NGO participation and watering down the
agenda to emphasize economic issues more than democracy. The host of the
2005 forum, Bahrain, used executive powers to forbid public marches dur-
ing the meeting, creating a bizarre contrast between the values purportedly
embraced by the conference delegates and those being enforced in the street.
The Egyptian government also managed to scuttle, for a period of time,
what would have been the forum’s only substantive product, a draft declara-
tion that would have called on Arab states to allow greater scope of action for
local NGOs.'® In 2007 the United States was distracted by efforts to rejuve-
nate Israeli-Palestinian peace talks, and no Forum was held—proving that,
in the end, the Forum had no momentum beyond that lent by Washington.

In addition, BMENA comprises several small, multilateral projects
designed mainly to assist the development of private enterprise in the Mid-
dle East and to promote literacy and job training. But there are no gover-
nance criteria, even informal, for Arab state participation in these projects.
The result is that Arab states are offered the West’s help in implementing the
economic reforms they largely want while they ignore Western pressures for
the political reforms they do not want.

Most notably, BMENA launched a Foundation for the Future, which was
meant to pool international funds to support Arab nongovernmental
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democratization efforts. This project was intended to have an independent,
nongovernmental board of directors to ensure freedom of action in making
grants to local NGOs. The United States devoted a significant portion of
MEPT’s 2006 budget, $35 million, to underwriting the foundation’s endow-
ment. But in its eagerness to get Arab government acquiescence for the proj-
ect and at least symbolic amounts of Arab government funding, the United
States agreed to give Arab government donors a voice in selecting the
board’s membership and to have the foundation register as an NGO under
the laws of the country in which it would operate, Jordan. The net effect was
to make the foundation beholden to the very governments it was meant to
challenge and to constrain its freedom of action.

In the end BMENA fell prey to the ideal of “partnership” between Arab
and Western governments in the pursuit of reform. American (and Euro-
pean) interests in Arab reform dictate far-reaching goals that diverge from
the path chosen by most of the G8’s regional allies. The challenge for the
United States and the West, then, is to discover how to shift Arab regimes’
comfort with the choices they have made and to push them, however mar-
ginally, beyond where they want right now to go.

Case Study: Egypt’s 2005 Elections

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that any effective democ-
racy promotion policy must combine bottom-up assistance for pro-democ-
racy civic groups with top-down diplomacy that presses governments to
allow greater scope for public debate of political issues. The American
approach to Egypt’s 2005 presidential and parliamentary elections shows,
more clearly than any other example, how the fear of Islamist gains and the
concern over alienating a strategic ally handicapped the United States from
managing this feat, even given President Bush’s firm commitment to pro-
moting democracy in the Arab world.

As Egypt looked toward 2005, the first year in many in which presidential
and parliamentary balloting would coincide, the country was at a moment
of decision. Hosni Mubarak, president since Sadat’s assassination in 1981,
had governed under a state of emergency and been reelected four times in a
noncompetitive, yes-or-no referendum. At seventy-six years of age Mubarak
still refused to appoint a vice president—the government official who con-
stitutionally would succeed him if he died in office—or otherwise clarify



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

98 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

plans for government in his absence. In the year leading up to the elections
U.S. government officials spoke publicly about democracy in Egypt but gar-
bled its message in private. When Mubarak visited President Bush’s Craw-
ford, Texas, ranch in March 2004, working-level staff on both sides negoti-
ated the leaders’ prepared statements to the press and included landmark
references to reform and democracy. But in their one-on-one meeting, Bush
apparently did not raise the issue of Egyptian political reform at all, fixating
instead on Israel’s announced plan to withdraw from the Gaza Strip. With
Mubarak’s eye on his fifth presidential referendum, Bush’s omission no
doubt sent a powerful message.

Eventually, however, Bush’s pro-democracy rhetoric had an effect in
Cairo, especially after Bush took a high-profile stance in 2003 on behalf of
Saad Eddin Ibrahim, a democracy activist and dual U.S.-Egyptian citizen
imprisoned on trumped-up charges after distributing a documentary about
voting fraud in the 2000 elections." The Bush administration’s diplomatic
efforts with other Arab states embarrassed Egypt into going along first with
an Arab League statement on democracy in March 2004 and then with the
G8’s convening of the Forum for the Future, in which Arab governments
were compelled to listen to civil society and business activists make public
demands for political and economic reform. As 2005 approached, local
democracy activists began a series of weekly protests in the Egyptian capi-
tal under the simple slogan “Enough!” asking voters to say no to Mubarak in
the upcoming referendum. A new liberal party called al-Ghad won legal sta-
tus in the courts after Mubarak’s government denied it registration.

Mubarak responded by arresting al-Ghad’s leader, Ayman Nour, on
charges of forgery and by using force against the demonstrators. But he also
announced, in a stunning surprise, that he would sponsor constitutional
amendments to enable a competitive presidential ballot instead of the usual
plebiscite. The parliament, overwhelmingly dominated by the ruling
National Democratic Party, quickly passed constitutional changes that
allowed open competition for all legal parties in this first race, but it set
severe restrictions on ballot access for future elections. A public referen-
dum on the changes was scheduled for just a week after parliamentary vot-
ing finished. Additional legislation passed that summer confirmed severe
penalties for journalists found guilty of libel or defamation, and strength-
ened the government’s ability to interfere with and even shut down politi-
cal parties.
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Throughout this rushed legislative process the U.S. government abstained
from making specific judgments about the changes under way, instead prais-
ing the fact of change and expressing some expectations about the elections,
particularly about the importance of international monitors and the need
for open media access for all candidates. Secretary Rice, in perhaps the bold-
est moment of the Freedom Agenda’s course, made a public speech in Cairo
emphasizing these demands and declaring that “for sixty years, my country,
the United States, pursued stability at the expense of democracy in this
region here in the Middle East—and we achieved neither. Now we are tak-
ing a different course. We are supporting the democratic aspirations of all
people.”? Her high-profile statements, however, failed to take note of the
restrictions placed on the presidential competition or of the retrograde
changes made under the guise of “reform” to laws affecting the press and
political parties.

The net effect of Mubarak’s hurried legal changes was to create an elec-
toral process that was formally competitive but that tightened restrictions
on parties, press, and ballot access in a way that kept the electoral outcome
closely controlled. The constraints on the basic political freedoms of speech
and association easily trumped the formally competitive electoral process.
Mubarak successfully resisted Bush’s demand for international monitors on
sovereignty grounds, but public and international pressure and rulings by a
few brave judges (later punished by the government-controlled judges’
authority) compelled him to allow domestic citizen monitors. Belatedly, in
the summer of 2005, USAID offered funds to U.S.-based NGOs to support
local efforts including monitoring. Little programming was under way by
the time balloting began in the fall.

In the presidential election, Mubarak won 88.6 percent of the vote, but
voter turnout was only 22.9 percent. Parliamentary voting took place in
three rounds, with state repression and voter intimidation escalating as the
balloting progressed and the opposition’s gains became clearer. In the end,
the Muslim Brotherhood’s candidates took 20 percent of the parliament’s
454 seats, but their lack of legal party status prevented them from taking on
the formal role of parliamentary opposition.

Despite the American funding supporting the domestic monitors, for
weeks the State Department refused to respond to the citizen monitors’
reports of fraud and news accounts of security services preventing voters
from reaching the polls. Only after the final round of voting was completed
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did the State Department issue a relatively mild statement of concern.
Indeed, the post-election period saw a sharp decline in American attention
to or expressions of concern over Egyptian political development. In con-
trast to Rice’s June 2005 landmark speech in Cairo, official American visits
in 2006 and 2007 were focused on Iraq, Iran, and Israel, with virtually no
public American expressions of support for reform. Analysts and observers
explained the shift in the diplomatic discourse from Washington as reflect-
ing the need for Arab help in dealing with chaos in Iraq and a cooled enthu-
siasm for Arab democracy in the light of gains by Islamist movements in
Egypt and the Palestinian territories.?! In practice, then, the conduct of
American diplomacy, despite Bush’s rhetoric, endorsed gradual liberaliza-
tion, tacitly approving Mubarak’s steps to place democratic window dress-
ing on his authoritarianism and to leave the only constitutional means for
his succession unavailable by refusing to appoint a vice president.

The mistakes made by the Bush administration in Egypt—fixating on
political processes while ignoring the repressive environment in which they
took place, embracing any regime-led change as positive, and heralding
elections even when their results were eminently predictable and irrelevant
to the prospects for freedom—have been repeated across the region in sim-
ilar, though less extreme cases in Yemen, Jordan, Morocco, and Bahrain. The
Egyptian case, like these others, illustrates another deep flaw in the strategy
of gradualist liberalization and highlights the dangers it carries for the
United States. If a guided liberalization undertaken with American support
comes to be perceived by citizens as a minimalist sham, or if it is quickly
reversed in the wake of public demands for even more liberalization, then
the United States becomes as much associated with the subsequent repres-
sion and reversal as it might have been with the prior opening. Today, as
Egyptian liberal bloggers, journalists, and politicians feel the weight of an
official crackdown, they rue that they ever believed enough in America’s
rhetoric to stick their necks out for democratic reform.

After the September 11 attacks, the Bush administration embraced, in
principle, the need for American policy to support comprehensive and far-
reaching reforms in Arab politics, economics, and society—reforms that
included meaningful democratization. In bold language President Bush
declared an end to “sixty years of excusing and accommodating the lack of
freedom in the Middle East.”* But in practice the Bush administration
failed to live up to its commitments. Its efforts were both insufficiently
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ambitious and badly designed. Despite his radical reinterpretation of Amer-
ican imperatives in the Middle East, Bush’s policy generally supported
regime-led liberalization that would never yield full democracy and has
already served to entrench Islamist movements and crowd out liberals and
other alternative voices. Moreover, even where the Bush administration cre-
ated sharper-edged, pro-democracy policy tools such as MEPI, their results
were blunted by the failure to effectively marry them to robust American
diplomacy.

The Freedom Agenda fell so far short of Bush’s rhetoric because of the
enduring ambivalence of American attitudes toward democracy in this
troubled part of the world. The dual operation of the Algeria problem and
the worry that democracy promotion will sacrifice U.S.-Arab strategic
cooperation continue to hold policymakers in thrall and prevent effective
steps to cope with the already-upon-us reality of Arab political change. In
trying to navigate these two dilemmas, the Bush administration built a pol-
icy that sounded revolutionary but settled into a timid, ultimately hapless
pattern. The United States provides funds to Arab civil society activists but
does not consistently support them when their activities bring down the
wrath of their governments. American democracy implementers exhort
judges and journalists to take up the independent roles they should play in
a democratic society, but American officials do not defend the efforts of
these brave pioneers when their activism lands them in jail. American pol-
icy insists that electoral mandates are the gold standard of political legiti-
macy, but when the younger son of Egypt’s long-time president, who has
been elected to no public office, visits Washington, he is received at the
White House by the vice president, with a drop-by greeting from the presi-
dent of the United States.

With this record, it is no wonder that America’s purported democracy
drive in the Middle East lacks credibility either with democracy advocates
or, more seriously, with Arab autocrats. Instead, these cynical rulers rely on
the United States’ preoccupation with Iraq and the American electoral cal-
endar. They feel confident that when a new U.S. president takes office, they
will go back to business as usual with the White House.
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CHAPTER SIX

Overcoming
Ambivalence

HE BUSH ADMINISTRATION’s efforts to advance democracy in the

Middle East fell prey to a deep-seated ambivalence among America’s

foreign policy elites and officials regarding the causes and conse-
quences of democratization in the Arab world. The concern that Arab
democratization might simply enshrine anti-American, radically religious
regimes and that democratization might come to the Middle East only at
the price of U.S.-Arab strategic cooperation led policymakers to blunt the
edges of the Freedom Agenda regularly and at every level of officialdom. It
is possible that such a half-hearted, inconsistent policy will in the long term
have a more detrimental effect than a simple hands-off approach. Clearly,
the failures of the Freedom Agenda since it was announced in 2003 have
magnified the credibility gap faced by the United States in advocating
democracy in this region.

Can these failings be corrected? America’s attitude toward political
reform in the Arab world will have profound consequences for the region’s
future whether or not the United States engages directly in democracy assis-
tance efforts. Can America’s role in the struggles to redefine Arab politics
now taking place across the region be a constructive one? The United States
faces two primary challenges in formulating a more effective and sustain-
able democracy promotion policy than Bush’s Freedom Agenda. It must
confront the problem of its conflicting interests in the region, and it must
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tackle the legacy of Algeria. In this chapter I focus on the first of these
daunting problems, and in the next chapter, on the second.

A policy designed to promote democracy while taking account of other
American interests in the Middle East is necessarily a balancing act, one that
will sometimes seem hypocritical and inconsistent. Some basic principles,
however, can be articulated.

First, any strategy for the United States in promoting democratic change
must, in most Arab states, be an engagement strategy. It would be unwise for
the United States to foment popular revolutions in Arab states—even if it
could—because the likely leaders of those revolutions would be neither
liberal-democratic in outlook nor pro-American in attitude. Similarly, it
would be unwise to align America’s power wholly with dissident liberal
politicians, who are marginal, against regimes with which the United States
has worked and must continue to work on other important issues. Thus
any American strategy on reform must be centered on its most significant
regional relationships: those with the regimes now in power.

America’s engagement strategy must work to alter the environments
within which regime leaders make their decisions about what types of reform
to pursue and on what timetable. The United States must work to maximize
the discomfort that leaders associate with the status quo and also to maxi-
mize the payoff to them for moving toward more liberal politics, economies,
and societies. The American strategy cannot be consistent across all countries
and at all times; priorities must adjust both to local circumstances and to the
mix of U.S. interests at play in a given country. Pursuing comprehensive
reform does not mean pursuing all good things at once, nor does it mean
applauding whatever priorities and programs Arab leaders may choose to
embrace while ignoring their failures of leadership. Because choices will be
required between the pursuit of reform, even narrowly defined, and other
policy goals, America’s priorities must be held clearly in mind.

Yet the United States’ goal for the Arab Middle East must be comprehen-
sive reform. American strategy must be directed explicitly toward the goal of
democracy, not merely toward regime-guided, limited liberalization, which
is the chosen strategy of most Arab regimes today. The Bush administration
largely acquiesced in these liberalization strategies and added only a mar-
ginal element of independent pro-democracy assistance that could not hope
to overcome the pro-regime attitude underlying most of its diplomacy in
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the region. America needs to push for something more ambitious. Criti-
cally, its interest in Arab reform cannot be isolated to a single sphere of pol-
itics, economics, or society. The challenges facing the region demand far-
reaching changes. These political, economic, and social problems reinforce
one another and can be effectively addressed only through similarly inter-
linked political, economic, and social reforms. Yet democratic rights and
freedoms are essential to this process, for reasons I will relate.

Most important, while advocating reform in all these spheres, the strat-
egy must prioritize which countries of the Arab world should feel the most
focused American attention on behalf of democracy, as well as which
among the various issues and arenas within which reform can take place
should earn the greatest American effort.

Within the Arab world, the Bush administration’s error of pressing hard-
est on the weakest states must be repaired. The most hopeful places in the
region for transitions to democracy are countries with strong governments
that have already overcome or have not had to face the challenges of militant
Islamism, endemic violence, and ethnic divisions that plague Iraq, Lebanon,
and Palestine. America must also, in setting priorities, take account of its
own credibility deficit: it must pay closest attention to states with which it
has the closest relations if it wishes to be taken seriously by the regimes and
the peoples of the region.

Putting Freedom First

In building a new strategy to promote reform in the Arab world, the United
States can and should distinguish between more urgent objectives and those
that can be achieved only more gradually, and it should set reform priorities
with an eye to reducing the risks of a pro-reform policy to other U.S. inter-
ests. The highest-priority goal toward which American diplomatic, finan-
cial, and other policy tools should be deployed is the expansion of basic
political freedoms: freedom of expression (including media freedom), free-
dom of assembly, and freedom of association. In other words, when U.S.
officials consider which elements of reform are worth paying a price for,
they should weigh the expansion of political freedoms more heavily than
procedural improvements in, say, voting or the administration of justice.
A “freedoms first” approach offers three distinct benefits. First, the pro-
tection and enhancement of basic political freedoms is the surest pathway to
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steady progress in democratization and the best insurance against back-
sliding into authoritarianism. When citizens have the ability to organize
themselves and voice their grievances, they can make public demands on
government and hold leaders publicly accountable for the promises they
make. When citizens can voice dissent and reveal abuses, they can mobilize
local and international support for their demands for redress. In cases from
Burma to Belarus, determined domestic activists have found ways to let the
world know of their situation and to bring added international pressure
to bear on their governments. Once governments begin to improve the
availability of political rights, those very rights can be used to constrain
government power and to protect and expand the zone of freedom within
that society.

Second, the exercise of basic political freedoms will help address the
Algeria problem by enabling a reduction over time in the monopoly of
Islamist movements over the political opposition. I detail this process in
chapter seven, but the core argument is that Islamists’ privileged position in
the opposition is a result of an artificially constrained political marketplace,
a duopoly of regimes and undifferentiated Islamists. Freedom of press,
speech, and association will not only allow non-Islamist political move-
ments to emerge, advertise, and build support but also encourage diversifi-
cation within the broad stream of political Islam, creating greater clarity
and competition between Islamist groups and reducing the salience of
Islamism as a catchall category for political dissent. Public support for
Islamists will become differentiated and will likely shrink overall, and the
Algeria scenario will become increasingly unlikely.

Third, the voice given to citizens by the extension of basic political free-
doms will ensure that external pressure never outstrips internal demands
for change. In South Korea, the Philippines, and Chile, one key to the suc-
cess of American interventions on behalf of democracy was the existence
and activism of a credible, grassroots domestic democracy movement.
Without the existence of such movements, it is hard indeed for the United
States to advocate effectively for change. But today’s Arab world does not
display mass-based movements for democracy, and questions are rife in U.S.
policy circles about whether American support for more marginal political
movements and political leaders is helpful or hurtful to their prospects for
broader mobilization. Whether American assistance is a boon or, as some
would have it, a “kiss of death” for local democracy activists is a judgment
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best made by the activists themselves. Without an opportunity to speak
freely, these movements and leaders cannot weigh in on this crucial question
of how the United States can best support their cause.

A focus on basic freedoms was the biggest missing piece in the Bush
administration’s strategy. In case after case the U.S. government raised the
issue of reform in its dialogues with Arab regimes but failed to concentrate
on the right questions at the right time (and finally began to fail to speak up
at all). When Egypt’s ruling party was harassing opposition candidates and
preparing constitutional amendments that would severely restrict ballot
access in future presidential elections, the United States was asking for inter-
national monitoring on election day (it also did press for freer press cover-
age of the campaign). After the elections were over, the U.S. government
did not pay close attention while Mubarak rammed through constitutional
changes far worse than those in 2005—changes that made permanent the
security services’ emergency powers.

The power of basic political freedoms is that they make other forms of
democratic progress possible by creating space for Arab citizens and
reform-minded officials to do what they already want to do, giving them
greater opportunities to act on their own and to build coalitions on behalf
of change. In such an environment, local activists can raise their own
demands, and external actors such as the United States can more easily line
up behind them. Governments then face a combination of internal and
external pressures, both exerted in the same direction. Political freedoms
enable citizens to influence the shape of change even without a vote and
also help prevent autocratic governments from reneging on reforms with-
out facing a backlash. If a leader has made a commitment to, say, a consti-
tutional reform, civic groups can organize to educate the public on the
issue, lay out expectations, and build demand. Media can publicly shame
leaders who fail to follow through, and citizens can gather to protest if the
reform is abandoned. All these things, so basic to politics in a consolidated
democracy, are not reliable options in the Arab world today.

Advocating a freedoms-first approach does not mean that the United
States should embrace and try to implement a strategy for Arab reform that
sequences political reforms by putting elections at the end of a long process
of political liberalization—the approach advocated by Fareed Zakaria in
The Future of Freedom." The United States, after all, does not have the abil-
ity to enforce such an approach, and most Arab states already hold regular
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elections, flawed and fixed though they may be in some cases. Whatever
political liberalization occurs will do so in the context of preexisting struc-
tures created by autocrats, structures that may already include elections and
other procedural elements of democracy.

A freedoms-first approach means that even if sham elections are already
a regular feature of a given state’s politics, improved freedom of speech,
press, and assembly will enable citizens to discuss and debate the signifi-
cance of their electoral process and express their desires for a more mean-
ingful one. And if citizens voting in sham elections feel freer to register
protest votes, then that, too, can increase pressure on government and
opposition alike to come up with substantive solutions to the problems vot-
ers face. The abysmal turnout in the 2007 Moroccan parliamentary elec-
tion, for example, should have provoked introspection among Morocco’s
political elites, but a pre-election crackdown on press freedom intimidated
journalists from openly discussing the reasons voters abandoned the polit-
ical process. If the king is ever to be expected to acknowledge the need for
reforms meaningful enough to engage citizen participation in politics, the
quality of public discussion must improve—and press freedom will be
essential to that process.

What does this mean in practice? It means that the United States must
press Arab regimes to reform their politics, not just their political processes.
In Egypt in 2005, for example, America’s two core demands regarding the
revised elections were increased press freedom to cover candidates and cam-
paigns and international monitoring of the vote itself. A focus on basic
political freedoms would have kept the emphasis on press freedom and
deemed international monitoring a less important issue than constraints
on party registration and ballot access. Freedom of association, after all, is a
crucial ingredient to producing opposition parties that can mount effective
challenges to the Muslim Brotherhood’s monopoly on dissent and win the
allegiance of moderate voters and business leaders who currently ally with
the ruling party out of fear of the alternative. In Egypt local civic groups and
judges were already mobilized to provide citizen monitoring on election
day in a bid to reduce fraud—indeed, some of the NGOs received American
assistance to do so. In this case the emphasis on international monitoring
was a distraction; U.S. leverage would have been better spent working to
make the ballot more meaningful by pressing for the legalization of several
new parties whose bids for licenses had been denied and by pushing back
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against the regime’s plan to let only well-established parties put candidates
on the presidential ballot.

The expansion of political freedoms, of course, ultimately requires more
than the arbitrary commitments of a powerful executive. If a ruler decides to
allow a demonstration “this time,” that is not an expansion of political free-
dom but merely an arbitrary (and likely temporary) enlargement of politi-
cal space. Hosni Mubarak himself pointed this out when he grumbled about
street demonstrators in May 2006, “If they think that what they are doing is
an expression of their freedom, they should remember who gave them this
chance”? Although such openings can be good in themselves, political free-
dom grows only when the ability of citizens to use political space is codified
through a clear policy change: a decree, law, regulation, or judicial ruling.
Political freedom is enhanced when one can plan and act with assurance
that one’s ability to act will not be arbitrarily constrained. Political space can
be arbitrary and ephemeral; political freedom is tangible and lasting.

To be secure, political freedom must be enforced as well, and that
requires a judiciary that is independent and committed to individual rights
and equality under the law. American democracy assistance should con-
tinue to go to seminars for Arab judges on judicial independence and the
rule of law. But in an environment where judges’ hiring and promotion are
subject to executive whim and where judges themselves can be prosecuted
for failing to bow to executive will, even well-trained judges cannot be
expected to act as though they are independent. This is another obvious
example of the way American assistance projects, absent supportive diplo-
matic dialogue, can have little effect. In the case of judicial independence, as
in the case of political freedoms overall, the initial step is persuading Arab
autocrats to withdraw further—if only marginally—from the political
spheres they now dominate.

Where to Pursue Reform?

In the first few years of the Freedom Agenda, the Bush administration tended
to favor programs that either targeted states already in crisis, as discussed
earlier, or that addressed the entire region, such as those sponsored by the
Middle East Partnership Initiative and the Broader Middle East and North
Africa Initiative. The rationale for a broad, cross-regional approach was to
create demonstration projects in different issue areas and a competitive
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dynamic between reform-minded Arab leaders, each vying for U.S. recogni-
tion and rewards in the form of assistance and trade ties. This approach
yielded uneven results, because it relied ultimately on the interest of regional
leaders in embracing reform and winning U.S. approval. It did not concen-
trate resources relative to the importance of the country involved to the
regional picture or to U.S. interests. These efforts were also constrained by the
limited resources they had to work with. In an environment of regional insta-
bility and backlash against reform (and especially against U.S. democracy
promotion), a cross-regional approach is likely to yield only small payoffs.
The twenty-one Arab states and the Palestinian territories are situated
very differently with respect to political, economic, and social reform. Some
Arab leaders have already undertaken fundamental decisions to reform eco-
nomic structures (Jordan, the United Arab Emirates), education (Qatar), or
the distribution of political power (Yemen). Many others remain caught
between the risks of reform and the pain of continued stagnation. For a few
regimes that were prepared to take limited risks for reform—notably those
of the Jordanian and Moroccan monarchs—the recognition and limited
benefits the Bush administration put on offer were effective incentives. The
competitive dynamic sometimes backfired, however, causing some leaders,
as in Syria, to give up momentum in their domestic reforms in order to
avoid appearing to bow to regional or American pressure. At times the U.S.
government set aside its regionwide approach in favor of places such as the
Palestinian territories that were of special interest to the United States. Cur-
rently some states in the region, such as Lebanon and Iraq, face such severe
governance challenges that further democratic exercises will only fracture
society more. In other cases the state is perhaps too strong for its own good.
Some Arab states’ fates will weigh more heavily on the region’s future
than others. Although the small gulf emirates may make swift progress in
implementing economic and educational reforms, their small populations
and geographical isolation mean that their societies’ progress and prospects
will have only marginal effects on their larger Arab neighbors. But the future
of Egypt, with 70 million people, of Iraq, with 25 million, and of Algeria,
with 30 million, will have a decided effect not only on the Middle East’s
overall developmental health but on the progress of economic globaliza-
tion. In the same fashion, the failure of even a single major Arab state to
overcome its demographic challenge could result in a destabilization of the
region. Imagine, for example, the effect of large-scale social instability in



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

110 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

Egypt or Saudi Arabia on American interests in regional security and stable
energy production.

Finally, the United States also has more developed, multifaceted, and
interdependent relations with some Arab states than with others, and these
relations provide leverage even as they increase America’s risk in promoting
change. Whether and how to link the imperative of reform to other aspects
of bilateral relations with key Arab states such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia is
a central challenge for the United States in constructing a viable and effec-
tive pro-reform strategy. In the coming term the U.S. government should
focus its efforts on key Arab states with which it has multifaceted relation-
ships and whose stability and success carry the greatest weight. American
efforts should be focused on helping cultivate the political will and leader-
ship in those countries that are necessary to decide upon and implement
important structural reforms in politics and economics. In some cases, care-
fully structured incentives provided by the United States might make a deci-
sive difference in the attitudes of political leaders toward reform.

Egypt and Saudi Arabia stand out for both the depth of their relationships
with the United States and the influence their domestic stability and evolu-
tion exert on broader regional developments. America’s attitude toward its
closest Arab allies will greatly determine the credibility and effect of U.S.
efforts toward political reform regionwide—and so far the record is not an
encouraging one. Morocco, Algeria, and Yemen represent a second tier of
Arab states with sizable populations and noticeable abilities to affect regional
prospects, with which the United States has sufficiently close ties to help
shape developments. Syria has a troubled relationship with the United States,
but its role in the Arab-Israeli conflict and in Lebanese politics, and its shared
border with Iraq, enhances the importance of U.S.-Syrian interactions and
gives America an additional stake in Syria’s future as well as additional lever-
age over its regime. Jordan, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait represent a third tier
of states whose economic and demographic weight in the region may be less
but whose political leaders may prove influential and whose relationships
with the United States may provide additional American leverage. Pro-
reform developments in these states might enhance the momentum of
change by providing a demonstration effect, although the tangible effects of
developments in these states on other Arab countries are likely to be limited.

Lebanon, Iraq, and the Palestinian territories fall into a special category:
they are weak states, incapable of effectively implementing democratic
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reforms in the face of severe internal challenges. Yet these are the countries
in which the Bush administration pressed hardest, using diplomatic and
financial means, for democratic progress, notably for open elections. As a
result, these governments now face more difficult challenges than ever
before. Lebanon, Iraq, and the Palestinian Authority deserve concerted,
high-level American attention—but that attention should be focused on
state-building rather than on democratization.

The recommendation that America focus its efforts first on Arab states with
which it has the closest ties brings me back to the thorny question of conflict-
ing priorities. What leverage do American policymakers have to alter the cal-
culus of the Saudi or Egyptian regimes—Ileverage that they are actually willing
to use? Is it possible for the United States to preserve working relationships
with regimes whose assistance remains essential across a range of policy areas
even while pushing them to give up considerable amounts of power?

I believe the answer is an unequivocal yes, mainly because the assump-
tion that promoting democracy will cost us cooperative relations with Arab
regimes is not wholly true. First, the caricature of the relationship between
the United States and Arab governments—that of a fruitful partnership
carefully crafted by generations of wise diplomats who have cultivated and
assuaged wary Arab leaders—presents a false picture of the nature of U.S.-
Arab cooperation. The relationship is in fact far less personal and far more
strategic than this caricature suggests. It will therefore prove less sensitive
than many people imagine to the strains caused by the United States’ inject-
ing a new variable into the equation.

U.S.-Arab cooperation over the past sixty years has rested more than any-
thing on strong foundations of mutual interest. The mutuality of those
interests has only grown over time as America’s role in the region has
become larger and more multidimensional and as American global leader-
ship has had increasingly greater effects on the international environment in
which Arab leaders must operate. Such relationships can withstand a greater
degree of tension than they have generally witnessed—as indeed has been
demonstrated repeatedly since September 11, 2001. As one reformist Arab
official told me, “the fact that problems come up does not mean that you
have to stop the relationship. The relationship exists because you will have
problems, and within that relationship you will solve all the problems.”?

Riyadh and Washington share interests in the strategic defense of the
Persian Gulf and stability in the price of oil, and they still would, even if
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the United States were to push Saudi Arabia harder on political reform. For
better or worse the Saudis have no reliable capacity for self-defense against
external threats. No gulf state has the naval power to protect oil shipments to
global markets; this has been an American monopoly at least since the United
States reflagged Kuwaiti tankers during the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s. The
United States wants the intelligence Saudi Arabia can provide regarding the
financing and activities of al Qaeda sympathizers in the kingdom, and the
Saudi government wants American intelligence and cooperation regarding
the activities of sympathizers outside who might target Saudi interests.

This foundation of mutual interests means that in many cases American
conflicts of interest between democracy promotion and strategic coopera-
tion are more apparent than real. U.S.-Egyptian cooperation on Arab-Israeli
issues, to take one significant example, may indeed have been established on
precarious grounds and greased with copious quantities of American aid
money, but it is sustained today for solid reasons of state that have endured
for decades.

Indeed, Egyptian behavior over the past several years suggests that far
from rejecting cooperation with the United States, Egypt’s government at
times accelerates its cooperation on the Middle East peace process at
moments of heightened American pressure for internal reform. Egypt has
even gone so far as to pursue Arab-Israeli diplomacy at times when the Bush
administration spurned the effort or looked on with interest but only casual
concern for Egypt’s investment and its potential payoffs. Egypt volunteered
to mediate a Palestinian cease-fire in 2004 to facilitate Israel’s withdrawal
from Gaza and then to adjust the Camp David accords and move its own
troops to the border to enable a full Israeli withdrawal from the Philadelphi
corridor between Egypt and Gaza. It did so not to win rewards from Wash-
ington but to ensure stability on its remote northern border. And it took
these steps in 2004 and 2005, two years in which the United States was more
outspoken on democracy issues inside Egypt than it had been in the previ-
ous ten years together. American pressure on democracy did not halt Egypt-
ian cooperation on the peace process. If anything, Mubarak accelerated and
highlighted his peace process—related activities, perhaps as a way of trying to
prove his value to an American audience and thereby lessen the external
pressure for reform.

So the United States’ conflicts of interest that are often assumed may not
prove to be problems in reality. I would go farther to argue that in the current
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circumstances of the Middle East, America has a powerful case to make to
Arab rulers that democratic reform both is in their self-interest and is a fun-
damental prerequisite for continued U.S.-Arab cooperation. American will
be required to offer Arab states a great many security commitments to off-
set the harmful consequences of Iraq’s chaos and Iran’s ambitions; Arab
states should be expected to match this U.S. investment by making the
changes necessary to build internal stability.

Inevitably, the achievement of a new, more stable equilibrium in Arab
politics—and of a sustainably positive environment for U.S.-Arab rela-
tions—will necessitate short-term disruption and change. America’s
approach to this process should address the sources of instability in the
region and help shape the development of the Arab world in ways that will
protect the United States’ long-term interest in stability while serving its
urgent interest in undermining popular Arab sympathy and support for
extremist ideologies that promote violence against America and its allies.
Thus America’s strategy must work to manage a complex process of change
while minimizing its associated costs and risks and shaping the change in a
direction that suits the United States’ long-term and enduring interests. Bal-
ancing the long-term goal of democracy promotion against the constantly
felt short-term incentives and imperatives of U.S. foreign policy will be an
ongoing challenge, but mechanisms can be developed to address it.

Within a framework that prioritizes political freedom and focuses atten-
tion on America’s most important regional partners, American goals for the
coming period should include specific short-term objectives for each of
three core policy arenas: economic, educational, and political reform. The
idea of identifying such short-term objectives is both to encourage regional
governments to start immediately down a path of comprehensive reform
and to demonstrate to their populations the United States’ seriousness about
this reform. In addition, having immediate-term objectives helps to over-
come the natural tendency of American policymakers to push democracy
promotion down the priority list in favor of other, more tangible objectives.

Even in the short term, expanding political freedom should be central.
The United States should assertively begin pressuring its interlocutors to
reduce active state interference in citizens’ exercise of basic political rights
and to create conditions under which new political movements can emerge
and grow. In practice this means loosening controls primarily on free
expression and free association. Government-to-government assistance
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should be focused on improving the responsiveness and transparency of
basic government services, from finance to family law and criminal justice,
in order to reduce the arbitrary exercise of executive or bureaucratic power
and to enhance the flow of information to citizens about government pol-
icy. American diplomacy and U.S.-funded nongovernmental programs
should encourage political dialogue that engages with, challenges, and tests
Islamist ideas and political programs against alternatives and against dem-
ocratic commitments. And the United States should promote democratic
governance within the NGO sector to ensure that these organizations are
grassroots and depersonalized.

These steps can be supported with pushes for quick changes in education
and economics as well. With respect to economic reform, the short-term
goals should include absorbing new job-market entrants through voca-
tional training programs and private sector job-creation efforts, providing
credit to youth to help them improve their social and economic integra-
tion, and improving the transparency and accountability of government
spending to reduce resentment-breeding corruption and provide new infor-
mation about government activities, a powerful tool for indigenous media
and watchdog groups. In the arena of social and educational reform, Amer-
ican policy should focus at first on a simple and urgent goal: getting gov-
ernments to reduce the use of educational material that incites or inculcates
prejudice and hatred.

U.S. policymakers must also keep their eyes on long-term objectives in
each of these three arenas. Longer-term goals will keep policymakers both in
the region and in Washington focused on the ultimate objective of building
a more pluralistic and prosperous Arab world. Again, advancing political
freedoms lies at the center, with the other two pillars in supporting roles.
The long-term goal is to promote legal and constitutional reforms to
enshrine and enhance political rights and freedoms. Police, military, and
security institutions require reform to enhance professionalism and bring
about depoliticization and depersonalization of these authority structures.
America must push as well to improve the rules governing freedom in the
context of elections—ballot access more than the balloting itself—in order
to encourage open, competitive contests within a more diverse political
marketplace.

In the economic arena, goals should include the reduction of income
inequality, using transparent rulemaking and information-sharing as tools
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to chip away at the discretionary authority that government officials and
bureaucrats wield today to dispense boons to supportive clients. In the edu-
cational pillar, the objective should be to reform teacher training and
national curricula to emphasize the critical-thinking and problem-solving
skills that are essential to a knowledge economy and equally essential to help
inoculate young people against the propaganda of the radicals. The United
States should also strive to enhance civic education to promote citizen
engagement, toleration, and pluralism in popular approaches to politics.

These three arenas for action are clearly interrelated and can be mutually
reinforcing, as when vocational education promotes easier absorption of
young people into a tight labor market. If a society democratizes its politics
without building strong state institutions, its electoral process may be eas-
ily steamrolled by populist forces, often antidemocratic ones. This is the his-
torical lesson of Weimar Germany and more recently of elections in
Lebanon, Iraq, and the Palestinian territories. Likewise, a society that
democratizes without enshrining individual rights in law or building civil
society institutions may well produce a passive and demobilized population
that is subject to manipulations of the political process at the hands of elite
power groups or the regime itself.

Still, these three arenas of reform can undermine one another in certain
areas, such as when privatization of state-owned industry, required to
attract greater foreign investment and reduce state domination of the econ-
omy, throws workers out of well-paid, secure jobs. All good things do not
necessarily go together, and U.S. officials should take care in setting priori-
ties to ensure that the changes they advocate in one arena do not undermine
more important or more urgent objectives elsewhere.

How to Pursue Reform?

Can the United States change its diplomatic dialogue with Arab states from
one in which reform is one among disparate items on a long agenda to one
in which reform is part and parcel of U.S.-Arab cooperation? I believe it
can, and that the case for reform, properly articulated, should resonate with
Arab leaders, who are increasingly nervous over regional trends toward rad-
icalization and over the apparent decline of American power in the Middle
East.* Arab leaders feel keenly the threats from radical Islam within their
own societies, while radical leaders outside their borders claim the mantle of
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Islamic and Arab leadership for themselves. The critique local Islamists pro-
vide of regime performance at home and abroad echoes the rhetoric trum-
peted by Iran and Hizballah. Bitter experience teaches that repressing the
region’s radicals does not remove the threat they pose; instead, repression in
one country often pushes radicals to safer havens from which they can
wreak more terrible damage. The appeal of Islamist radicalism lies in its
ideology of revolutionary resistance to the stagnation and suffering in many
Arab societies today. Countering that ideology requires a positive alternative
vision of the future in which moderation, tolerance, and peace provide
greater benefits and opportunities than resistance and violence.

Moreover, Arab rulers face a dilemma: they know that regional stability
demands their close cooperation with the United States, but it does so at a
moment when their publics view America’s regional role with fury. Enhanc-
ing Arab cooperation with American regional diplomacy, it appears, will
thus require enhanced repression at home. To extract Arab rulers from this
dilemma, and to be sustainable and effective in countering the region’s rad-
ical axis, American-Arab cooperation must rest on a new foundation of
partnership among the United States, moderate Arab governments, and
their mostly moderate citizens—a partnership designed to produce a better
future for the people of the Middle East.

Within the context of relationships forged in mutual interests, the United
States has major cards to play with its Arab interlocutors. For some, such as
the Saudis, the card is the American security umbrella. For others, notably
Egypt, money is an important card. Flows of aid and arms from the United
States to Arab countries have proved important to cementing strategic coop-
eration on a host of issues, most notably Arab-Israeli peace. American eco-
nomic and military assistance can also be used to give autocratic govern-
ments incentive to liberalize, but it is likely to be most effective if used as a
carrot more than a stick. Similarly, U.S. aid money can be employed to help
to ease a political transition and to blunt radicalism in a successor regime.

The question of conditioning U.S. bilateral aid to Arab governments on
their commitment to democratic reform is perhaps the most controversial
issue in building a pro-reform policy. On the one hand, existing aid pro-
grams designed to encourage gradual reform through consensual projects
have a limited record of success, suggesting that “tougher” measures are
appropriate. On the other hand, altering the composition and conditions of
long-standing U.S. aid programs in countries such as Egypt—close allies
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with real poverty and development needs—is likely to induce a popular
backlash, perhaps more quickly than any other American policy shift.

Some analysts simply reject the idea of conditionality as inconsistent
with the principle of “partnership” with the Arab world in promoting
reform. Conditioning aid on internal changes is, in this view, too coercive
and likely counterproductive. If the type of partnership the United States
seeks is solely with Arab governments, then that may be true. But if by part-
nership one means partnering with Arab citizens who want to improve their
lives and who individually are the ones who choose to stay at home or to
migrate, to remain productive citizens or to join a violent radical move-
ment, then conditioning American relations with and assistance to Arab
governments on their behavior toward their citizens seems wholly appro-
priate. While maintaining working relations with Arab leaders, the United
States must never fail to emphasize its alliance with Arab citizens in their
struggle for a better future.

Rather than reducing extant amounts of aid or placing new conditions on
long-standing aid, the United States should in most cases focus on building
political conditionality into all new bilateral assistance proposals. In coun-
tries where the U.S. government plans to increase development assistance,
such as Morocco, it should ensure that new U.S. funds are spent with greater
autonomy than in the past, are more directed toward nongovernmental
actors, and are more focused on democracy and governance programs.

One lever already available is that several Arab governments are inter-
ested in qualifying for development funds from the Millennium Challenge
Corporation, created in 2004, eligibility for which includes governance cri-
teria.” Yemen’s President Ali Saleh was shocked to hear from Secretary of
State Rice in November 2005 that his country could not receive Millen-
nium Challenge funds because of its atrocious record on corruption, but
the realization prompted him to undertake internal reforms with new
energy.® Only a few of the poorest Arab countries, however, meet the Mil-
lennium Challenge Corporation’s maximum income criteria—they are
mostly too rich to join.

In countries where a political transition is a realistic possibility (highly
unlikely in any Arab country except perhaps Egypt in the near future),
carefully structured bilateral packages can provide incentives for desired
change to overcome the specific concerns of recalcitrant governments.
Egypt, America’s largest Arab aid recipient excluding Iraq, agreed in 1998
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to a reduction in assistance of 10 percent per year, despite the country’s
continued need for development aid.” The Bush administration debated
whether and how to condition a new package of American aid to Egypt but
achieved no policy consensus and in the end requested a continuing level
of $415 million in economic assistance for fiscal year 2008.% This small
amount of aid, down from a peak of $815 million in 1998, is unlikely to
serve well as leverage for further reforms in Egypt. An alternative approach,
given Egypt’s continued desire for development aid—both for practical
purposes and as a symbol of U.S. commitment—would be to offer a new
multiyear package of significant economic aid. A portion of this package
would go to direct budget support for the Egyptian government, but certain
amounts would be carefully targeted to government sectors that need
reform, and a certain amount would be set aside for USAID to spend on
democracy assistance independent of Egyptian government oversight. The
package would also include annual benchmarks on reforms that would be
evaluated jointly and ultimately approved by Congress.

At the same time, the United States can and should use regionwide assis-
tance programs to build new relationships, centered on reform, with Arab
government agencies, the private sector, and nongovernmental groups.
Regional programs will attract governments that are already committed to
pro-reform policies, providing a reward for good policy choices as well as a
demonstration effect for other countries in the region. They are unlikely,
however, to move governments that are resistant to change.

The most efficient and transparent way to implement this approach
would be a new U.S.-Arab Democracy Challenge Account. It would be
modeled in part on the Millennium Challenge Corporation, which was
also explicitly designed to change the incentive structure for governments
in making domestic policies, but it would be more multifaceted in imple-
mentation. The Democracy Challenge Account (DCA) would be less
focused on low-income countries than the Millennium Challenge Corpo-
ration and would thus have less restrictive income criteria for eligibility.
The DCA would include government-to-government assistance for coun-
tries that met certain governance-related criteria and clearly demonstrated
their commitment to implementing a path toward democratization and
the rule of law. It would focus money on helping governments implement
reforms that would further advance democratic development and provide
additional tools to local democracy activists. For example, DCA funds
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could support the development of transparency mechanisms within gov-
ernment agencies: offices that notify the public of proposed or new gov-
ernment regulations, publicize government contracts, and publish govern-
ment budgets and expenditure records. DCA money could also go to
strengthening the research and public information activities of parliamen-
tary bodies, increasing their capacity to play an effective role while increas-
ing their transparency to the public. Governments’ ability to access DCA
funds would be conditional on their enabling local civic groups to operate
freely and to receive U.S. government democracy assistance themselves.
This would create a financial incentive for governments to protect associ-
ational freedom and development. It would also allow U.S. officials to
match financial support for top-down and bottom-up reform efforts in a
given country.

Reform-focused assistance should not neglect the military and security
services of Arab countries, but the United States must avoid the temptation
to condition its existing military assistance to Arab states on political
reform. Military assistance is a tempting target for those who want to
impose political conditions on aid, because its dollar value is large and it
engages even countries that do not need or want U.S. development aid. By
and large, though, America’s military assistance programs in the Arab world
help to secure high-value cooperation with American strategic goals while
preserving local militaries’ reliance on U.S. equipment, spare parts, and
training and thereby constraining them from overambitious undertakings,
including unwarranted interference in domestic politics.

The United States should seek to expand its military training and
exchange programs (called IMET). Ongoing cooperation with and training
of Arab military officers helps promote the professionalization and inde-
pendence from politics of Arab military institutions, and this in turn pro-
duces a more favorable climate for democratic development in a part of the
world where military meddling in business and politics has been long-
standing.” Given the military’s role in upholding autocracy, U.S. dialogue
with military and security officers might result in new aid packages targeted
to ease their concerns about change: specific assistance to provide job
retraining, investment credits, or even pensions to help military officers
reduce their economic dependence on autocratic governance structures and
transition to civilian life when they leave uniform. Military-to-military dia-
logue and U.S.-based training and exchange programs can also help build
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consensus among U.S. and Arab military officers on the role that political
and social stagnation plays in radicalizing young people, thereby building
the military’s constituency for reform and bolstering higher-level U.S.-Arab
diplomacy along the lines suggested earlier.

Conditioning military aid might be appropriate in limited circum-
stances, such as where there is evidence of human rights abuses by recipient
agencies, diversions of funds, or direct interference by the military in polit-
ical affairs. But in general military aid should be an expression of America’s
commitment to the bilateral relationship and an incentive for Arab govern-
ments to maintain military and intelligence cooperation throughout uncer-
tain times.

Despite the failings of the Middle East Partnership Initiative, continuing
official U.S. democracy assistance to nongovernmental organizations in the
Arab world is important both symbolically and practically. Some argue that
the conflict-of-interests problem prevents U.S. officials from designing and
implementing forceful or effective democracy assistance projects. I disagree.
Independent American sources of democracy assistance, such as the non-
partisan National Endowment for Democracy, play a crucial role and can
often undertake projects or support grantees that are too politically sensitive
for U.S. government agencies to deal with. But eliminating official U.S.
democracy assistance in favor of these nongovernmental efforts would be a
mistake. The symbolic importance of devoting official American resources to
supporting local democrats is worth preserving, and some local activists may
prefer the public profile and possible protection conveyed by official Ameri-
can support to the “under the radar” approach of nongovernmental funding.
Moreover, if one supposed advantage of nongovernmental aid is that it can
be disavowed by nervous or ambivalent U.S. officials, that can sometimes
prove as much a liability as an asset. Officially funded projects give all rele-
vant U.S. officials a stake in their success or failure and can better demand
U.S. official attention when they need diplomatic backup.

U.S. democracy assistance, like diplomacy, should be focused on advanc-
ing political freedoms and on supporting Arab NGOs that work toward that
end. Literacy projects and trade promotion should be funded by USAID and
the Commerce Department, respectively—they should not siphon off
democracy funds on the argument that reading or microenterprise has some
tangential relationship to democratic values or the democratic process. Sim-
ilarly, short-term exchange programs whose primary value is the building of
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social bridges between Americans and Arabs are the natural and rightful
province of the State Department’s Bureau of Public Diplomacy. But just as
encouraging Arabs to embrace democratic values will not necessarily lead
them to embrace American policies, helping Arabs learn about America will
not necessarily lead them to embrace American-style democracy.

The U.S. government should also seek to enhance the role of the Ameri-
can private sector in promoting liberal reform. The Democracy Challenge
Account could include incentives (for example, loan or investment guaran-
tees, tax incentives, and favorable credit) for American businesses to expand
their relations with Arab counterparts in countries that are committed to
meaningful economic and political reform. This private sector program
might be similar to the incentives provided by the U.S. government to U.S.
businesses to invest in Israel and the Palestinian territories in support of the
Middle East peace process in the early 1990s.'°

Hedging against Conflicts of Interest

Beyond manipulating aid money, there are lesser but still concrete steps the
United States can take to reduce the likelihood that a more assertive pro-
reform policy will undermine U.S.-Arab cooperation on other issues or that
successor Arab governments might reverse policies important to the United
States. Wherever possible, the United States should work to anchor salient
Arab government cooperation with U.S. goals in international commit-
ments—multilateral or to an international governmental organization—
rather than simply to the bilateral relationship with this country. In the worst
case, should a friendly government fall to radical nationalist or Islamist
forces, policies that are most directly tied to a bilateral relationship with the
United States are most likely to be targeted for revision, whereas broader
international obligations may retain a stronger claim. Instruments to enable
this sort of hedge might include multilateral conventions on topics such as
terrorist financing and agreements with institutions such as the World Bank
on issues like corruption and financial governance; maritime treaties (such as
the Law of the Sea Treaty) that provide for freedom of navigation; and a new
regional security regime in the Persian Gulf that will address Arab-Iranian
tensions there, tie the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council more closely
together, improve their ability to contribute to their own defense, and simul-
taneously codify their reliance on an American security umbrella.
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This approach should also inform future U.S. trade policy in the Arab
world and any further efforts to use trade as a means to achieve broader eco-
nomic or political reform. Bilateral free trade agreements proved, under the
Bush administration, to be of limited effect in these areas; they are also vul-
nerable to changes in political regime. By contrast, international and
regional trading regimes that include strong rule-of-law mechanisms might
better protect business ties from political backlash while supporting more
liberal domestic economic policies and commercial law development.
American investment and trade may not be a strong enough pull to reverse
decades of Arab government economic policy and shake loose the economic
underpinnings of Arab authoritarianism, but the demands of the global
economy are relentless, and large, multilateral trading regimes help to
enforce and incentivize the reforms that the global economy demands.

The United States can also hedge against any backlash in U.S.-Arab
strategic cooperation by working with international partners to advance
reform in Arab states. The United States and the European Union have
divergent concerns about the nature and pace of reform in the Arab world.
Europe’s concerns about labor migration and its fast-growing Muslim
immigrant communities lead the EU to prioritize economic development
over other arenas for progress. Still, the United States and its European allies
are united on the goal of democratic reform as expressed in the Sea Island
G8 statement of 2004. The G8 states also made clear at Sea Island their view
that Arab civil society and business actors, not merely regional govern-
ments, should play a primary role in guiding reform.

European governments and nongovernmental organizations have been
active in global democracy promotion for years, and some European
democracy assistance groups, such as the German party institutes, have long
histories in the Arab world. American and European funders and imple-
menting organizations such as the National Endowment for Democracy and
the Westminster Foundation should coordinate regularly—not only at the
level of operatives in the field but also at the leadership level. Newer entrants
to the field of global democracy promotion, such as Japan, should also be
encouraged to coordinate on core issues with Western partners. Most fun-
damentally, Western governments should unite around the principle that
democracy assistance is not an improper or illegitimate intervention in
domestic affairs and that local democracy activists’ freedom of association is
at stake in their ability to reach out for, request, and receive the support of
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the international community in their work. In other words, access to democ-
racy assistance is an element of Arab activists’ basic human rights.

Finally, American policymakers wary of what newly democratic govern-
ments in the Arab world might decide about relations with Washington
should remember that newly elected governments in newly democratic
Arab states will have to face, first and foremost, the pent-up demands of
their citizens for improved social, economic, and political welfare. Anti-
Americanism may win them some applause on the stump, but isolating
their nations from a source of aid and trade, the world’s largest market, will
not help them balance budgets at home. Expressing anger at Israel might
well be worth withdrawing an ambassador from Tel Aviv. But the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood knows it cannot win a war with Israel, and a new
Brotherhood-led government, which might be unable to rely on the loyalty
of the Egyptian military, would be unlikely to try.

In sum, the United States has considerable tools with which to temper
the perceived conflicts between democracy promotion and other strategic
goals. By breaking down the goal of democratic advancement into nearer-
term objectives that are closely related to the actual expansion of political
freedom and closely tied to the local circumstances of the country in ques-
tion, American policymakers can break up the ambitious, amorphous, and
uncertain task of democratization into realistic tasks and objectives. By
looking ahead to anticipate where conflicts of interest are likely to emerge,
they can make choices in advance that can either head off conflicts or deci-
sively resolve them in a fashion that reduces or removes the target govern-
ment’s ability to wield strategic cooperation as leverage against U.S. pressure
to liberalize.

Perhaps most important, by recognizing where apparent conflicts are not
in fact meaningful, Americans can resolve not to allow appearances to guide
foreign policy choices in those instances. In many ways, acting according to
fears of conflicts of interest and Islamism can create self-fulfilling prophe-
cies, as misguided policies lower the credibility and effect of American
efforts and further strengthen the views of Arab governments that America’s
democracy promotion policy is stronger in word than in deed.

It is critically important that when real conflicts of interest exist, the
United States communicate clearly and honestly both its expectations
regarding democratic reform and the way it views reform within the scope
of its other regional interests. Being transparent in communications with
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Arab governments about reform enhances America’s effectiveness by giving
local reform activists cover for their own efforts. Transparency also helps
protect the United States from accusations of hidden agendas or secret deals
with dictators. There will inevitably be times and places in which the United
States government will make the judgment to downplay its campaign for
democratic reform in favor of some high-value, short-term objective or out
of concern for possible negative outcomes. In such cases the credibility of
any further American advocacy of democracy will hinge on the credibility
of America’s overall pro-democracy effort. Where the United States’ mix of
interests dictates a softer approach, officials should acknowledge that
openly while holding out the goal of democratic freedom for all. As one
U.S. diplomat stationed in the Middle East told me, “That’s our job, and
what bothers me a little bit about our myth is that making those necessary
accommodations and balancing our interests is somehow either duplici-
tous [or] distasteful ™!
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Algerian
Nightmare

N THE YEARS since the Algerian crisis of late 1991, Islamist political

movements have become a regular part of the political scene in every

Arab country, and Islamist ideology presents the main alternative to
pan-Arabism or local nationalisms in every society in the region. The reli-
gious discourse of the Islamists is now unavoidably central to Arab politics.
But the “lesson of Algeria”—that Islamists will use democratic elections
solely as a ticket to absolute power and that Western governments will
accept the use of state security forces to block this prospect—has been well
learned in the Arab world.

Obviously, with Islamist movements as widespread, long lasting, and
deeply rooted in society—and as apparently popular—as they have proved
in the years since the Algerian coup, the United States must develop a more
nuanced and effective policy toward the inclusion of Islamist groups in Arab
politics if it is to successfully advance Arab democracy. But to do so Ameri-
can policymakers need to gain a better understanding of the differences
between the many types of Islamist movements and parties now on the
Arab political stage and then to develop a more variegated approach to the
different groups.

The extant discussion of Islamist movements in the scholarly and policy
literature is of little use in this effort. Conventional academic and policy
discussions label Islamists either “moderate” or “radical,” generally catego-
rizing them according to one of two rather loose and unhelpful criteria. The
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first is violence: radicals are those who are willing to employ violence to
achieve their vision of an Islamic society; all those who refrain from vio-
lence are “moderate.” This begs the question of how to judge groups who do
not themselves engage in violence but still condone, justify, or even actively
support the violence of others. For example, Sheik Yusuf Qaradawi, a pop-
ular Islamist preacher and television personality, abjures violence against
Arab regimes, especially that of his host government, Qatar, but continues
to support Palestinian terrorism against Israeli targets.!

A second, only somewhat more restrictive criterion used by many ana-
lysts to distinguish between “radicals” and “moderates” is whether the
groups or individuals in question “accept the procedural elements of par-
ticipating in elections,” or, to put it plainly, accept the rules of the demo-
cratic game.? Popular sovereignty is no small concession for traditional
Islamists, many of whom reject democratically elected government as a
usurpation of God’s sovereignty. Yet commitment to the procedural rules of
democratic elections is not the same as commitment to democratic politics
or governance. This is most clearly evident in the case of the Algerian
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), which joined elections with a slogan calling
for “No laws. No constitution. Only the laws of God and the Koran.”®> More-
over, as numerous philosophers have pointed out, open elections without
guarantees of the individual’s rights and freedoms quickly devolve into a
tyranny of the majority. In a U.S. Institute of Peace report on Islamist poli-
tics, Judy Barsalou noted that many observers were willing to accept
Islamists’ commitment to the rules of electoral democracy “without regard
to their vision of what shape a future Islamic state might take.”*

Crude dichotomies such as moderate versus radical, then, cannot guide
U.S. policy in a high-risk endeavor, both because they are too blunt and
because they are ultimately unrevealing about aspects of Islamist politics
that are of the greatest concern to the United States. Definitional ambiguity
serves only to heighten the uncertainty and dangers policymakers face in
deciding whether or how to engage with Islamist movements and politi-
cians, and it is unhelpful in understanding the challenges Islamist move-
ments really pose to democratic politics in the Middle East and to U.S. for-
eign policy. Instead, let me propose a basic, tripartite typology of Islamist
movements and suggest the different U.S. approaches that are relevant to
each type.
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The first and clearest category consists of the relatively small but impor-
tant group of radical, ideologically driven movements that one can call by
the names used for them in the Middle East itself: jihadist, for their com-
mitment to violent struggle as the sole means to achieve their goals, and
takfiri, for their readiness to label other Muslims heretics, apostates, and
therefore justifiable targets of violence. Such groups include al Qaeda, of
course, along with its affiliates and allies in Iraq, Algeria, and elsewhere in
the Muslim world.

Takfiri groups hold a worldview of utter opposition to the United States’
role in the Middle East and to the extant system of Arab states. These groups
are not interested in formal politics of any variety, save the strict pan-
Islamic state they envision setting up once they have toppled the existing
governments of their region. They proclaim violent resistance as a religious
obligation and as the only appropriate means to revise social and political
relations in the corrupt societies in which they live. They reject the current
autocrats because of their perceived failure to adhere to Islamic tenets, and
they reject democracy as a violation of God’s sovereignty over humankind.

The goals of takfiri groups are universal and far-reaching—they are not
limited to a particular location or a particular political achievement. The
scope of these actors’ ambitions, their insistence on ideological consistency,
and their commitment to revolutionary violence trumps any possible inter-
est such groups might have in political participation within a pluralist
framework. For this reason, such groups are highly unlikely to be “moder-
ated” or “tamed” through any conceivable political process. Because they
are committed to working outside the system, they are irrelevant to the
question of whether Islamist movements can be successfully integrated into
a democratic Arab future. They will endanger that future, just as they
endanger the present.

The second category includes what one might call “local” or “nationalist”
militant Islamist movements. These movements share ideological tropes
with the bin-Ladenists, particularly an interpretation of their religion and
their political environment that justifies and even requires violence as a
means to realize their political goals. But they combine these ideological
tenets with a specific political grievance and focus their goals and activities
on a specific political arena. Such groups include Hizballah in Lebanon,
Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad in the West Bank and Gaza, and the



Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

128 FREEDOM’S UNSTEADY MARCH

Islamist militias in Iraq, both Shiite and Sunni in identity. At the most
extreme end of this category, very close to the takfiri movements, are those
such as the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) in Algeria, at
least through 2005.°

Two characteristics set this type of Islamist movement apart from both
the jihadists and the purely political movements I describe next. First, they
combine their Islamist ideology with a specific set of local political demands
that are the focus of their activity and the core concern of their supporters.
Unlike the bin-Ladenists, they seek and benefit from the vocal support of a
given local community. Hizballah’s twin concerns are Shiite empowerment
within Lebanon and “resistance” against Israel next door. For the Palestin-
ian Islamist movements, the obvious grievance is with Israel: its existence,
its military occupation of the West Bank, and its denial of Palestinian
national aspirations. The inclusion of specific political grievances in these
groups’ political agendas and their close links to specific constituencies
mean that occasionally they will engage in political bargaining with other
groups in society—but their use of violence as a backstop for their legiti-
macy severely compromises their capacity to be transformed into fully
political actors. Several groups in this category have made the leap to formal
politics, using a local democratic opening to legitimate and institutionalize
their presence in political life. Hizballah was the first, capturing twelve seats
in the Lebanese parliament in the elections of 1992, followed by the Shiite
militias of Iraq in 2005 and Hamas in 2006.°

The second notable common characteristic of the local militant groups
is that they all exist in weak or failing states (or nonstates, in the case of
Hamas), where the central government has proved incapable of providing
basic security for all its citizens or where the state itself is an arena of con-
tention between competing groups in society. The lack of state capacity
enables these movements to wield their weapons with a good deal of sup-
port from their local communities. The movements’ armed activities serve
not only to advance the ideological cause but also to protect local con-
stituents from depredation at the hands of the state or communal rivals.

But their armed status inevitably casts a pall over any progress toward
democracy in these societies, because it prevents any application of the basic
principle of equality under law. The militants can use their armed capabil-
ity as a sort of extrasystemic veto over democratic political decisions. More-
over, the extra status these groups enjoy because of their militant activity
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makes them view a shift into pluralist democratic politics as a step down
from their current privileged position in society. As Martin Kramer noted,
“these movements have a strong sense of entitlement, and a record of reject-
ing offers of political inclusion that do not privilege them. The cost of
bringing these movements in [to the political system] is high . . . because
they insist on retaining their mini-state privileges.””

Hizballah pioneered this approach, taking the plunge into competitive
politics with its weapons in hand in 1992. Other groups in the region have
followed.

Formal politics does offer advantages to these groups. First, it provides
them a way to bring material benefits to their local constituents. Political
participation is also a way for these movements to institutionalize and insu-
late their role in society, even should their use of arms become less welcome
or less legitimate. Formal politics helps them hedge their bets. They can use
the political process to protect their armed status by blocking developments
such as peace agreements with Israel or power-sharing agreements with
Iraq’s Sunni communities that would weaken the rationale for their holding
firepower. That groups like these choose to run in elections is itself evidence
of the extent to which electoral legitimacy is becoming a norm among Arab
citizens. To some extent Hamas chose to run in the Palestinian legislative
elections because its supporters expected it to and wanted to be able to vote
for Hamas against the rival Palestinian faction Fatah in a process of open
political competition.

Thus, although these movements may participate in formal politics,
they do not view political processes and institutions as authoritative. In
many cases they have demonstrated their readiness to use arms to trump or
veto political decisions with which they disagree. In Hamas’s case, weapons
acquired for “resistance” against Israel were occasionally turned against
Fatah, a secular nationalist party that also wields arms against domestic
opponents. Ultimately, when political negotiations between Fatah and
Hamas broke down, Hamas used its violent capability to take over the ter-
ritory of the Gaza Strip from the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority.
Hizballah’s leaders, for their part, claim never to have used their weapons
against other Lebanese communities, but only against Israel. Yet the move-
ment’s violent capabilities still hang as a sword of Damocles over the
Lebanese polity, which is acutely sensitive to the possibility of renewed civil
conflict. In addition, Hizballah’s military actions against Israel have an
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indirect influence on internal Lebanese debates, because cross-border
attacks by Hizballah are likely to provoke Israeli retaliation, which can dam-
age Lebanese civilian communities and national infrastructure.

The fundamental challenge that groups such as Hamas and Hizballah
pose to U.S. foreign policy and to Arab democratization is their use of vio-
lence, not their Islamist character or ideology, although the latter is used to
justify the former. Such movements could not have emerged into this dual
role of militant political party in a strong state like Egypt; indeed, whenever
the Muslim Brotherhood or its offshoots in Egypt developed violent capa-
bilities, the government crushed it mercilessly. Only regimes with insuffi-
cient capacity to enforce their monopoly on violence and with weakened
legitimacy for their governance and political institutions are compelled to
allow such compromised groups to participate in politics with their
weapons in hand. As long as states such as Lebanon remain too weak to
contain or reverse the armed activity of militants like Hizballah, there is lit-
tle hope of full democracy or meaningful equality under law.

In weak states riven by social conflict and surrounded or permeated by
daily violence, democratic elections rarely produce outcomes that con-
tribute to stability, regardless of their geographic, religious, or cultural con-
text. Seen from this perspective, the challenge groups such as Hizballah and
Hamas pose to democratic politics in the Arab world takes shape as one
that is not unique to the Middle East or even the Islamic world. It is a chal-
lenge seen in weak or failed states worldwide. In divided societies and in the
absence of stable governmental institutions, democratic elections tend to
exacerbate social divisions and increase the likelihood of conflict.®

Clearly, in such cases elections are not the best mechanism for promot-
ing or enforcing democratic norms and procedures. Those concerned to
advance both democratization overall and the peaceful integration of
Islamist movements within democratizing systems must first work to
resolve conflict, strengthen political institutions, and bolster the basic gov-
erning capacity of the state. When state police, prosecutors, and judges are
able to protect citizens’ security and property, and when government is
capable of providing basic services beyond security, such as food and hous-
ing, then the justification of armed factions for retaining their arms is
severely degraded.

Just as clearly, the standard menu of U.S. democracy promotion pro-
grams is totally inappropriate to the circumstances of the weak states in
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which these militant movements reside. Most democracy promotion efforts
focus on weakening executive power by building up alternative power cen-
ters: civil society organizations that mobilize citizens to press their demands
on the state, legislative bodies to oversee and check executive performance,
free media to expose flaws in governance. But in Lebanon, Gaza, and Iraq,
the executive authority of the state is already overwhelmed by challenges
and requires strengthening.’ Instead of elections, institution-building and
conflict resolution should be key foci for external intervention in cases like
Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine, as they are key prerequisites for a meaningful
and stable transition to democracy in these societies.'

Thinking of Hamas and Hizballah primarily as Islamist groups rather
than as nationalist militants obscures the search for solutions to the prob-
lems these groups pose for democratic politics. Recognizing the role of
social conflict and state weakness in facilitating the rise and consolidating
the presence of armed Islamist movements ought also to clarify the stakes
for the more capable Arab states of carrying out successful reforms in order
to preserve stability and state capacity. States facing the most significant
challenges to their long-term governability or the direst indicators of poten-
tial social instability are places where new social contracts must be most
quickly introduced and most soundly developed in order to stave off the
sort of state erosion or state failure that would enable violent Islamists to
stake a claim to public loyalties. Algeria, for example, only recently and par-
tially emerged from a long period of civil conflict, ought to continue on its
path to political liberalization and integration of peaceful Islamist move-
ments into freer and more open politics. If it does not, and if the country
does not likewise address enduring socioeconomic challenges through eco-
nomic reform, integration of indigenous communities, and sound resource
management, then the state may lose ground to the lingering militants, who
claim to represent the interests of the downtrodden and dispossessed. Alge-
ria’s secular military government managed to sustain the support of most
Algerians throughout a decade-long civil conflict with militant Islamists.
But if it does not make political and economic openness a meaningful real-
ity—for peaceful supporters of Islamist parties, for Berbers, and for oth-
ers—then it risks losing that public loyalty and its ability to control the
direction of Algeria’s political evolution. The Algerian government cannot
fight the arguments of the takfiri groups merely by invoking the public’s
fear of chaos—it must put a positive alternative on offer.
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Finally, it should be clear from the preceding analysis that the results of
the elections in Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine in 2005 and 2006, in which
militant Islamist movements made strong showings and in Palestine won
outright, should not be viewed as a foreshadowing of what more open elec-
tions are likely to bring in the rest of the Arab world. Hamas won in Pales-
tinian legislative elections first and foremost because of the failure of the
Fatah movement and the mainstream Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO) to move Palestinians from occupation to independent governance.
This failure was reflected in a variety of spheres, from Yasir Arafat’s reckless
abandonment of diplomacy and embracing of violence in the fall of 2000 to
the endemic corruption and ineffectiveness of the Fatah-led Palestinian
Authority. In the context of Israeli reoccupation of large sections of the ter-
ritories, daily incursions by Israeli forces into Palestinian cities, and no
prospect for renewed peace negotiations, Palestinians had little reason to
put their faith yet again in the failed Fatah Party. Similarly, in an atmos-
phere of escalating sectarian violence, Iraqis were rational to give their polit-
ical support to those who appeared to have the best capacity to protect them
from rival communities. In the chaotic wake of the Hariri assassination in
Lebanon, with Lebanon’s political balance of power up for grabs, Lebanese
Shiites were reasonable in giving their votes once again to the movement
that had demonstrated its capacity to protect their interests within
Lebanon’s delicate multiethnic framework. In the context of ongoing con-
flict, citizens tend to look to communal groups with the capacity to protect
them. The electoral successes of the militant Islamists in these three states
are no different in this regard from the electoral victories of militants in
other weak, conflict-ridden states.

Little of the Arab world, however, is composed of weak states that host
armed, nonstate movements. Most of the Arab world’s states are strong (too
strong, some might say) in the sense of having a monopoly over the means
of violence, control over sovereign territory, and effective governing insti-
tutions. In the strong states of the Middle East, the Islamists who are active
in politics are of a rather different variety from Hamas and Hizballah and
present different questions and challenges. Let me now take a closer look at
these movements and what they mean for Arab democracy.

This third and largest category of Islamist movements—the category
most relevant to discussions of democratic change in the Arab world—
comprises groups that eschew violence (at least in their local context) and
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aspire to participate in the politics of the state within which they live, with-
out any overtly revolutionary goals. Such groups may operate as legal polit-
ical groupings, like the Islamic Action Front in Jordan and the Justice and
Development Party in Morocco, or they may be excluded from “formal”
political recognition but still engage in the political process, like the Muslim
Brotherhood of Egypt and the Islamist “societies” of Kuwait.

The most prominent group in this third category is the Muslim Brother-
hood of Egypt. Although there are legitimate and serious questions to be
asked about the Brotherhood’s commitment to democracy and the rule of
law, it is clear that this movement is not in the same league as al Qaeda
(indeed, al Qaeda includes a splinter group that abandoned the Brother-
hood and left Egypt years ago). Neither is the Brotherhood really the same
as Hamas, another of its descendants, which regularly uses violence against
its enemies both foreign and domestic. Rather, leaving aside for a moment
its true intentions or motivations, one can say empirically that the Muslim
Brotherhood is one of a third category of Islamist groups in the Arab world
that reject violence as a means to achieve their political ends and seek to
participate in formal political competition according to rules laid down by
the regimes under which they live."!

Notably, most of these apparently peaceful Islamist movements exist in
strong states, often ones in which state forces successfully put down more
violent or revolutionary Islamist movements in previous eras. In exchange
for greater freedom of action in the social and sometimes the political
sphere, Islamists who are still breathing in the wake of these repressive
episodes have been willing to recognize the sovereignty and basic legitimacy
of the regime. When the choice is between marginalization, existence as an
illegal underground, or a legal existence constrained by the state, these
groups have chosen to maintain their ability to speak to the broader public
by accepting the basic rules laid down by the state. They maintain the goal
of transforming society and government into a more “Islamic” model but
aim to do so “from below”—that is, by persuading citizens to adopt Islamist
ideas and more observant Islamic practices and to demand more Islamist
policies from their governments.'?

The question is whether this initial pragmatic decision to accept the rules
of formal politics reflects a broader and more enduring pragmatism or
whether these nonviolent movements are simply radical ideologues biding
their time. Can this third category of “inside-the-system” Islamists play a
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constructive role in democratic Arab societies in years to come? And even if
so, can the United States accept and live with the ideas and policies they
uphold and would likely try to implement once in office?

In attempting to answer these questions, one immediately arrives at a
vexing problem: how to assess these movements’ claims of political moder-
ation with regard to the principles and practice of liberal democratic poli-
tics—and ultimately with regard to policy questions salient to America,
such as coexistence with Israel. What does political moderation mean for
these groups, and how do we know whether they are indeed moderating?

Even on the relatively fundamental issue of nonviolence, a thorough
assessment is difficult. The track record in public politics for these Islamist
political movements is in many cases short, and many of the groups that fall
into this category today have in the past either engaged in, justified, or asso-
ciated with people who conducted violence against the state.'* Some may
abjure violence locally but celebrate violent actions against Americans in
Iraq or against Israelis. Others may reject violent actions but still label those
who carry them out “martyrs.”'* So some caution is in order in assessing
what apparent “moderation” means, and any effort to assess a given move-
ment’s democratic commitments must rely first and foremost on improved
clarity and specificity on the part of the groups themselves in laying out
their core beliefs and justifying their stances and behavior.*®

An Islamist group’s attitude toward violence is a necessary but insuffi-
cient indicator of its likely ability to play a constructive role in a democratic
political system. One might also usefully examine several other aspects of a
movement’s political views and behavior—three, in particular.’® First is the
movement’s attitude toward minorities—especially non-Muslim minori-
ties—and women. Despite the common perception of the Arab world as
socially homogenous, in fact the region hosts a wide array of ethnic, sectar-
ian, and religious minority groups with long histories in their locales. Chris-
tianity and Judaism have been present in the Middle East longer than Islam
itself. Harsh geography and local tolerance have served to protect the health
and viability of communities such as the Berbers of North Africa, the
Maronites of Lebanon, and the Samaritans of Nablus. Other groups, includ-
ing Armenians and Circassians, actually relocated to the Arab world to find
a haven from persecution at home. Equality under the law for minorities,
for women, and indeed for every individual regardless of his or her beliefs
or ethnic origin is a basic tenet of human rights norms, yet traditional views
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of Islamic jurisprudence do not embrace this notion. Confronting and
resolving this apparent contradiction and distinguishing between the
Islamic community’s view of non-Muslims and the state’s view of non-
Muslim citizens are major tasks for Islamist movements seeking to persuade
citizens in a diverse nation of the sincerity of their democratic credentials.

A second focus of attention in determining a movement’s relative mod-
eration is its attitude toward political pluralism. No democratic system can
thrive in the absence of political pluralism, and unless political parties
within that system subscribe to the principles of pluralism, democratic pol-
itics can quickly devolve into violence. Questions relevant to pluralistic val-
ues include: Does the movement’s view of politics allow for a system in
which they are one among different tendencies? How willing is a given
group to yield power in the event of electoral defeat? How willing are party
leaders to forge political coalitions with non-Islamist movements on behalf
of common goals? How willing are they to continue their participation in a
system that does not regularly reward them with political power? These
questions are relevant not only to what an Islamist movement might do if
elected to majority status or to high office but also to the question of how
thoroughly it embraces basic elements of democratic politics such as alter-
nation of power, pragmatism, and political compromise.

A third important attitudinal question especially relevant to Islamist
movements is whether they believe that religious authority should have any
sort of veto or constraint on the exercise of the democratic process. The
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, for example, has now had members in par-
liament for more than two decades and has developed a reputation for good
constituent service, active use of the parliamentary process to challenge the
regime and press forward social legislation, and lack of corruption. The
movement’s leadership invested a great deal of energy, especially in the
period after 2004, to giving press interviews clarifying the sincerity of its
commitment to democratic politics. Unlike other brotherhood-based
movements such as the Jordanian Islamic Action Front, the Egyptian broth-
erhood has refrained from boycotting even rigged elections. Yet in 2007 the
Muslim Brotherhood shocked many in Egypt and abroad by releasing a
draft political platform that called for a higher council of religious scholars
to evaluate government decisions according to Islamic law. Although the
Brotherhood claims this body would be advisory only and would merely
realize the Egyptian constitution’s claim that Islamic law is the major source
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of legislation, the intent to develop a religious body as a formal political
institution alongside president and parliament raised hackles in many quar-
ters and led several Brotherhood figures to disavow the platform document
entirely in an effort to preserve their democratic credentials.'” Although the
platform document was a setback in the Muslim Brotherhood’s campaign
to be accepted as a benign political actor, it was a revealing document, and
the Brotherhood’s desire to clarify its views by drafting and releasing such a
document itself represents a form of progress in the evolution of Islamist
politics in Egypt.

These three attitudes—toward women and minorities, toward political
pluralism, and toward Islamic law—can provide some guidance regarding
the content of “moderation” for Islamist (and other) political movements
and thus some measure of their likely functioning in a democratic political
system. But the question remains, how can one assess a group’s moderation
along these vectors? How does one recognize moderation when one sees it?

The rhetoric espoused by these groups is not an especially useful guide,
because many of them insist on their commitment to democracy while
making statements or engaging in actions that contradict basic democratic
principles such as equality under the law. Indeed, many peaceful Islamist
groups appear to thrive on ambiguity regarding their political programs
and policy commitments. But if rhetoric is a poor guide, if language is often
vague and behavior often contradictory, then how does one know whether
apparent moderation is meaningful?

One leading thinker on this question, Jillian Schwedler, argues that mod-
eration that is meaningful in democratic terms will be evident not merely in
altered rhetorical commitments but in a party’s internal debates. “If an
Islamist party struggles with how—indeed, whether—it can justify partic-
ular dimensions of democratic participation, in terms of its broader ideo-
logical commitments, we can confidently say that it has evolved ideologi-
cally when internal policy commitments have shifted toward more
inclusivity and tolerance of alternative views.” She asserts that “we can iden-
tify change in policies that might fairly be considered ideological modera-
tion if we look to internal party debates and documents rather than relying
on public statements alone.”!®

But evidence of internal debate is difficult to come by. The major Islamist
movements today are only rarely in a position in which they feel the need to
undertake such internal debates. In most countries where they are active,
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they are overwhelmingly dominant among the political opposition and
often are the only religiously informed opposition, so they are seldom chal-
lenged on the specifics of their religious platforms or on their commitments
to pluralism. The relevant questions tend to be asked most frequently by
Western journalists or researchers rather than by locals. Yet despite their
dominance of the opposition ground, these movements have little prospect
of wielding significant governmental authority even if they do win parlia-
mentary elections. Because of the strength of the executive branch of gov-
ernment in these semiauthoritarian regimes, parliamentary control yields
little political authority. Thus Islamist movements in the strong states of the
Arab world are in a situation that grants them great prominence, even def-
erence, but little practical accountability.

For this reason, two further elements of the political context must be
examined to determine the relative moderation of an Islamist movement:
the internal transparency of the movement and the degree of overall polit-
ical freedom in the society in which it operates. Few Islamist political move-
ments enjoy internal democracy—indeed, they tend to have strongly hier-
archical internal structures that are opaque to external scrutiny. Internal
transparency, by contrast, allows journalists, scholars, and ordinary citizens
access to information about a movement’s internal debates and struggles,
enabling an evaluation like that favored by Schwedler but also providing the
movement’s constituents access points by which to influence the move-
ment’s direction. Internal democracy, in this sense, is an excellent guide to a
party’s ability to participate in external democracy.

The Moroccan Party of Justice and Development (PJD) presents an
interesting case study in this regard. In a highly variegated, multiparty sys-
tem, and facing competition from an outlawed but still strong Islamist
movement that rejects formal politics and calls for an end to the monarchy,
the PJD differentiated itself through open and democratic internal gover-
nance. The party’s internal debates over whether to run candidates in all
parliamentary districts in the 2007 elections and whether to attempt to join
the government if it did well in the balloting were both quite open to pub-
lic view. Party activists with different visions for the party competed for
leadership positions in internal party elections, and the more pragmatic
activists carried the day.

Second, political freedom is a crucial ingredient in the ultimate ability of
either citizens, wary regimes, or external observers to accurately evaluate
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the moderation of Islamist groups. When they are under little pressure to
elucidate their views on crucial issues, Islamists enjoy the position of being
a sort of empty vessel for the hopes and fears of all those who are dissatis-
fied with their current political leadership. Polling data demonstrate that
supporters of Islamist movements in Morocco and Lebanon come from
both secular and religious backgrounds and political preferences; their most
notable characteristic is their sense of dissatisfaction with their political sta-
tus quo.'” One member of a royal family from the gulf told me, “The only
institution expressing freedom in the Arab world today is the mosque.
That’s why they’re popular”®

Islamists benefit from being a relatively untested quantity in Arab poli-
tics, at least in comparison with the monarchists, socialists, Baathists,
Nasserists, and others who have dominated the political stage in the post-
colonial Arab world. Voting for an Islamist party or candidate is the clearest
way available today for an Arab to cast a protest vote. That Islamists con-
tinue to bear the brunt of regime repression, and that their views and plat-
forms remain unchallenged by any other viable movement, only solidifies
their reputation as the most authentic opposition.

Islamists benefit organizationally as well as ideologically from the failure
of Arab regimes to open political space to new alternatives. Because state
repression can never fully shut down discussions and meetings held in the
religious context of a mosque or school, Islamists continue to enjoy space to
organize, advertise, and mobilize supporters that is denied to secular polit-
ical activists. Through continued denial of basic political freedoms, Arab
regimes in effect protect Islamists from competition by other political
opposition movements. By preserving the Islamists as a broad-based, pop-
ular, and underspecified political opposition, they also maintain the sense of
threat the Islamists present to the interests of secularist and minority groups
inside the country and to Western interests outside it.

Thus the current environment in most Arab states—one of tightly con-
trolled politics—is not one that is conducive to helping either local citizens
or outside observers assess Islamists’ true intentions and goals and thus their
compatibility with a democratic system. Indeed, the current environment
mabkes it less likely, rather than more so, that Islamists will be compelled to
behave in a way that will make their political attitudes and behavior more
moderate or pragmatic or will reveal any more moderate or pragmatic atti-
tudes that might exist among their memberships.
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In the final analysis, an Islamist movement’s commitment to the demo-
cratic process cannot be tested until there is a meaningful political process
in which it can choose to engage. A movement’s vision cannot be properly
understood until public debate forces the movement’s politicians to spell
out policies beyond the slogan “Islam is the solution.” This suggests that the
first step necessary to facilitate the proper evaluation of Islamist movements
is the expansion of public debate and discussion of political issues and the
easing of restrictions on political association and the formation of political
parties. Not coincidentally, these steps would also improve the overall qual-
ity of political life in Arab states and enhance the long-term prospects for
democratic change.

Perhaps also not coincidentally, these steps are precisely those most
fiercely resisted by the stronger autocrats of the region, such as Hosni
Mubarak. American pressure in favor of these basic political freedoms of
speech and association can be made more palatable to leaders like Mubarak
if they are put in a context that recognizes security concerns yet draws a
clear distinction between probably harmless but untested Islamist move-
ments and those that might present a real threat. If an Arab government is
taking meaningful steps to facilitate associational life and cultivate broader
debate, and if some movements take advantage of that greater openness to
advance violence or other antidemocratic means of influencing politics,
then the United States should be willing to tolerate the regime’s repression
of those forces. But America should not accede to regimes that would use
the excuse of radical Islamist activity to crack down on all Islamist groups.

Over time, a legitimate and meaningful political process will present ide-
ological movements with repeated choices that will test their capacity for
moderation and compromise in exchange for tangible gains, separating
more clearly those who can and cannot play a constructive role in a plural-
ist system. Politically radical, even violent Islamist elements may remain a
factor in many Arab states, but meaningful liberalization of politics will
assist in the marginalization of those remaining groups. In Jordan the legal-
ization of political parties in 1992 led to the establishment of at least five dif-
ferent Islamist parties alongside the Muslim-Brotherhood-led Islamic
Action Front (IAF). Changes in electoral law and challenges from these other
groups on ideology and Palestinian issues spurred fierce debates within the
Brotherhood, and some of the more ideological members left the move-
ment. The continued choice between participation as a loyal opposition in
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parliament and more radical antiregime action also clarified the gaps
between the IAF and the violent Islamist fringe, which is tightly watched
and repressed by the monarchy’s efficient security services.

If, however, the governments of the region that currently host peaceful
and participatory Islamist movements fail to make progress toward a mean-
ingful devolution of power in fear (real or feigned) of an Islamist takeover,
the results could, paradoxically, strengthen radical Islamist forces. The pri-
mary motive for public support of Islamism is fundamental discontent with
the political status quo. If a parliamentary system in which nonviolent
Islamists participate is perceived as window dressing on autocracy rather
than a real opportunity to influence governance, then those discontented
with the political stasis will go elsewhere. In such circumstances it is the
nonviolent, participatory Islamists who will be discredited while the radicals
will grow in popularity. Cultivating Islamist movements that embrace dem-
ocratic participation and democratic pluralism will be an important part of
successful democratization in many Arab societies—but the legitimacy of a
moderate Islamist political discourse will hinge on the legitimacy of the
democratization process overall.

Whether or not these groups’ commitment to democratic pluralism is
sincere and irreversible, and whether or not the governments under which
they live ultimately deal with them wisely or foolishly, the presence of
Islamists on the Arab political stage is indisputable and irreversible. The
United States, in crafting democracy promotion strategies for the Arab
world, must take good account of them and the roles they play.

The United States need not embrace a one-size-fits-all approach to
Islamist movements. Yet some foundations on which to base a nuanced pol-
icy must be clarified. The first—and perhaps the hardest for some American
experts and policymakers to accept—is that the United States cannot deter-
mine which Islamist or other parties are allowed to participate in Arab
political competition. Although the United States repeatedly enunciated the
principle that political parties with armed militias should not be allowed to
participate in Palestinian or Lebanese elections, it could not enforce that
principle in either case.”!

But although the American government cannot determine who gets to
play in the game of Arab politics, it can shape the conditions under which
regimes decide when and how to open competitive politics and under which
political oppositions decide whether or not to participate. The United States
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must take care to articulate clearly its view of what a truly democratic polit-
ical process entails and to articulate its concern for a fair process. A fair
process entails guarantees of freedom to organize and campaign, not merely
the absence of fraud on election day itself. Freedom to organize new parties,
for example, and open ballot access ought to be American priorities because
they will enable competitors to emerge who can erode the Islamists’ status
as the embodiment of citizen dissatisfaction with the status quo, challenge
their status as the sole viable opposition, and rebut their views on key issues.
Once again, basic political freedoms come to the fore as the best focal point
for American diplomacy that will advance democratic politics while pre-
serving American interests.

Even if a democratic process has fair rules applied fairly, the United States
may still have preferences about which actors it would like to see emerge
victorious. Although the United States should be careful to stress concern
for process over concern for outcome, that does not mean that it should not
express concern over outcomes. Pretending to be neutral in the face of a
prospective victory by, for example, an anti-Israel Palestinian party or an
anti-American Egyptian party fools no one, whereas being honest about
American policy preferences and about whose views cause concern is part of
a broader effort to conduct more honest and effective public diplomacy in
the region. Concern for process over outcome also means not sparing
favored parties from criticism if they engage in unfair practices or articulate
undemocratic ideas. This is especially important if the favored option in a
given case is the ruling party of the existing regime.

In addition to balancing concern for fair processes and progressive out-
comes, the United States can set its own criteria for which political parties
and movements it will associate itself with, and at what level. The degree of
legitimacy, recognition, and interaction bestowed by the U.S. government
can reflect the degree of security America feels in the substantive, ideologi-
cal, and behavioral moderation these groups demonstrate and in the likeli-
hood that their presence in Arab politics will produce positive payoffs for
regional democratization as well as for other American interests. America’s
attitude toward Islamist opposition movements—and indeed, toward any
opposition movements—should therefore be varied according to the move-
ments’ characteristics and according to the policies of the regime under
which they operate. In practice American officials and NGOs already imple-
ment this sort of sliding scale, but without clear criteria to determine where
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a given relationship ought to fall. As a result, the choices made are vulnera-
ble both to errors in judgment and to second-guessing by domestic Ameri-
can voices that might judge on appearances more than on substance and
distort what should be a close connection between decisions on engage-
ment and the balance of American interests. A clear framework for engage-
ment will make dealings with Islamist movements more defensible, not only
to domestic audiences but also to Arab regimes. With a framework in hand,
the United States could disagree with the Mubarak regime over the legiti-
macy of talking to the Muslim Brotherhood on the basis of principle rather
than on the basis of respecting or violating Mubarak’s political preferences.
Ideally, the guidelines for engagement will provide greater precision and
clarity of purpose than exist in policy today. This in turn ought to help cor-
rect the misimpressions widespread in the region regarding America’s res-
olute hostility to all Islamist political movements.

The United States should seek dialogue with peaceful Islamist groups
where possible, to hedge against the possibility that Islamist parties might in
fact triumph in a competitive political process in some Arab countries. The
American government should be willing to engage in dialogue with all
groups that disavow violence, even if their commitment to democratic prin-
ciples is not entirely clear—dialogue can elucidate that question. Dialogue
does not imply irrevocable recognition, a fact that was demonstrated by the
United States’ dialogues with the PLO in 1989 and the Taliban (over the dis-
position of Osama bin Laden) ten years later.”? In opening such dialogues,
future administrations can build on the Bush administration’s experience
working with Islamist movements in Iraq to generate lessons and guidelines
for engagement elsewhere.

Movements that have demonstrated a commitment to pluralist princi-
ples—including not just democratic elections but minority protections,
individual rights, and equality under law—ought to be candidates for inclu-
sion in American democracy assistance programs and projects. These might
include things such as party-building workshops and campaign seminars
organized by the American party institutes, the National Democratic Insti-
tute and the International Republican Institute. Indeed, some Islamist par-
ties, including Yemen’s Islah and Morocco’s Justice and Development Party,
already fall into this category and participate in these programs.

But the pluralist credentials of these movements—though suggested by
their behavior—have yet to be fully tested in practice. Part of implementing
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a move away from the harmful embrace of elections as the primary symbol
of successful democratization is renewing emphasis on other elements of
democratic practice that make the system stable and sustainable, especially
protections of individual rights and equality. A willingness by Islamist
movements to recognize that spiritual authority does not necessarily inhere
in the institutions of the state in a way that allows for government enforce-
ment of religious standards is a crucial element in ensuring that a demo-
cratically elected Islamist government cannot impose a tyranny of the
majority. No Arab state is without ethnic, religious, and other types of
minorities whose rights must be protected, and it is democracy’s brilliant
innovation that it protects those rights in an individual rather than a col-
lective manner, enabling even members of the majority group to dissociate
themselves from the beliefs and practices of the majority without fearing the
consequences.

If any Islamist movements meet the basic criteria of commitment to non-
violence, to democratic processes, and to pluralist ideals, then ongoing dia-
logue and interaction with the United States government will enable a bet-
ter understanding of such movements’ policy preferences on issues of
concern to the United States, the foundation of those views, and their
amenability to influence from an American perspective. On the basis of such
understandings, which can be attained only through dialogue and a shared
commitment to basic principles, it is possible to imagine a closer and more
cooperative relationship than any that currently exists between the United
States and any Islamist party in the Middle East or indeed the world.

Moreover, if U.S. officials become convinced through dialogue and
observation that some of the Islamist parties now active in Arab politics are
truly committed to pluralist values, democratic practice, and policy views
not entirely incompatible with American interests, then American policy
can treat those movements as true vanguards of democracy with which
America will stand against unreasonable decisions and actions by autocratic
governments. If, just once, the U.S. State Department spokesperson decried
from the podium the harassment of an Islamist opposition leader, it would
help to erase the myth that America will not tolerate Islamist success in Arab
politics and erase the legacy of Algeria for America’s tarnished credibility on
democracy among Arab audiences.

Would more open politics in the Arab world really result in Islamist
victories? It is certainly true in nearly all Arab states today that the largest
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political opposition is Islamist in character. However, the Islamist advantage
evident in many Arab societies today exists at least in part because of the
state’s long-standing intolerance of social organizations outside the frame-
work of religion and, in some cases, because of the Islamicization of public
discourse encouraged by the state in its attempts to co-opt religious elites.
Moreover, the region’s experience with Islamist parties has moved beyond
the experience of Algeria in 1991, and few Islamist parties today can sustain
either the mystique or the simplistic sloganeering that swept the FIS to vic-
tory. Even the FIS and Hamas did not win a majority of the popular vote. As
a result, it is unclear in many cases whether a more open political process
(especially one gradually introduced) would necessarily bring with it com-
manding majorities for Islamist forces or whether a more diverse market-
place of ideas and meaningful contestation would reduce the grassroots
popularity of Islamist movements to manageable levels.

For purposes of cultivating opposition movements alternative to radical
Islamists and thus minimizing the risks that Islamists will take advantage of
political openings to the detriment of U.S. interests, the most important
reforms the United States can push for are those that will strengthen both
liberal political movements and the ability of Arab societies to debate, test,
and, it is hoped, reject the claims of radical Islamist movements. The United
States must press Arab leaders to level the playing field, which is currently
tilted against liberal Arab voices. These reforms, not coincidentally, are also
the ones most likely to be resisted by governments as undermining their
authority: legalizing alternative political parties, establishing or expanding
the freedom of associational life, cultivating a freer broadcast and print
media, and increasing the diversity of content in national broadcast media.
The United States can subsidize the propagation of alternative voices by
supporting liberal groups, supporting independent media efforts, and fund-
ing the translation and dissemination of key works of Western liberal polit-
ical philosophy in Arabic.

The United States can also work in its communications with opposition
groups and in its training activities for political activists to encourage dia-
logue between Islamist and non-Islamist pro-democracy opposition move-
ments. To the extent that such groups can agree on goals or rules for a tran-
sition to democracy, they can present a powerful set of demands to the
existing leadership.
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Expanding political freedoms is the best way to level the playing field in
Arab politics, which is currently tilted heavily in the Islamists’ favor. In a
freer environment it will be easier to distinguish among violent Islamists,
conservative Islamists, liberal Islamists, Muslim liberals, and secular politi-
cians of all stripes. When all these groups are able to organize, articulate
their views, and compete for citizens’ loyalty, then it will be clearer both
how popular they are and how much of what they say about democracy and
nonviolence they really believe.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Conclusion

EMOCRATIC REFORM IN the Arab Middle East is neither a luxury

nor a pipe dream. It is a necessity. Those who view developments in

Arab politics during the Bush administration as proof that the
Freedom Agenda was both naive and arrogant now clamor for a “return to
realism.”! But a desire to return to the status quo ante is not realism; it is
fatalism. Those who advocate such a return would consign the Middle East
to a dark future that will produce unhappy outcomes for Arabs and Amer-
icans alike.

Democracy promotion in the Arab world is not an easy path to tread. To
succeed at it, the U.S. government must first set to rest its own demons,
legacies of the Iranian Revolution and the Algerian civil war. It must over-
come its ambivalence about what democracy will mean for this region and
for U.S. interests and work instead to prepare—to make choices about what
price the United States is willing to pay in order to achieve democratic gains
by allied governments; to take steps to reduce the likelihood of undesirable
events; and to protect American interests by hedging its bets regarding the
outcomes of democratic reform. Only when the various elements of the
American government reach consensus on the value of democratic progress
and on the prospects for progress in any given country will the U.S. govern-
ment as a whole be able to send clear messages to Arab autocrats about what
the United States expects and what it is willing to do to make that happen.

146
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To develop internal consensus requires mobilizing a dialogue among U.S.
government agencies that have stakes in the Middle East but that until now
have generally avoided a robust discussion of their different views of the
national interest with respect to democratic reform. Not only the Depart-
ments of State and Defense must be engaged but also the Commerce
Department, the Justice Department (with its law enforcement training
programs as well as its counterterrorism work), the Treasury Department,
the CIA, and the Energy Department. The interagency process must exam-
ine key countries such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, evaluate the opportuni-
ties for democratic progress, and determine how to maximize American
leverage while hedging against risk. Convening and leading such an inter-
agency debate and ensuring implementation of its decisions will require
energetic leadership from the National Security Council, which until now
has largely waited for disputes to filter up for decision, rather than driving
the interagency process forward to a conclusion.

The programs put in place by the Bush administration to try to advance
Arab democracy were akin to putting a Band-Aid over a gaping wound. The
Middle East Partnership Initiative, the Middle East Free Trade Area, and the
Broader Middle East and North Africa Initiative were each in their own
ways woefully insufficient to the tasks they were set, and all were wasted
efforts in the absence of concerted, consistent, high-level support from sen-
ior U.S. officials in their diplomacy with Arab leaders. Until American
democracy assistance programs engage the most powerful tools the United
States can bring to bear—namely, its diplomatic and economic relations
with Arab governments—all the small-bore programs in the world will not
do the job.

And those tools must be brought to bear not just on behalf of reform
writ large but specifically on behalf of expanding political freedom for Arab
citizens. Expanded freedom of speech, press, and association is what will
enable indigenous groups to raise their own demands for change and allow
America to echo and support them, avoiding charges of imperialist imposi-
tion. Expanded freedoms will allow new civil society groups to form and
nascent ones to grow in an environment in which they can plan their own
projects without fear of government interference and make good use of
American and other donated funds to support their activities. Expanded
freedoms will enable Arab citizens to name and shame leaders who do not
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live up to their promises as well as political movements—Islamists among
them—who rhetorically embrace democracy but fail to practice it.
Expanded freedoms will allow new political parties to emerge, present their
ideas to citizens, and compete with ruling parties and Islamists. And
expanded freedoms will keep all these parties more honest.

As George W. Bush finishes his final term in office, his most prominent
foreign policy initiative, the Freedom Agenda, is at risk. It is at risk because
the project has been mishandled by bureaucrats afflicted with ambivalence
about its goals and means. It is at risk because its failures have gutted its
credibility, leaving Arab autocrats to wait out the end of Bush’s presidency
in the hope of a softer deal from the next president. It is at risk, too, because
Bush himself oversold the project to the American public, first by linking it
to the faltering bandwagon of the Iraq war and second by promising that
democratic progress in the Middle East would reduce the terrorist threat
Americans face at home and abroad.? If the hope of reducing anti-American
terrorism were the only justification, or even the main one, for an American
push to promote Arab democracy, then a single terrorist attack perpetrated
by an Arab on an American target would suffice to undermine public sup-
port for this drastic and risky change in U.S. policy. If the public’s under-
standing of Middle East democracy promotion is that it is part of a home-
land security strategy, then only a few attacks will be enough for the public
to conclude that the policy has failed, or at least that it has not succeeded
adequately to justify its continuance. Rooting the argument for Arab
democracy promotion in a hypothesis about counterterrorism is a recipe
for eroding public support.

Instead, Americans should be encouraged to understand the deeper and
more enduring interests that have long driven U.S. policy in the Middle East
and that drive this change in policy today. Americans understand that sta-
bility in the oil-rich Persian Gulf region is crucial to the health of the global
economy and their lifestyles at home. But Americans need to be educated
about the ways in which the Middle East itself has changed over the years.
The vision of fat sheiks, pockets stuffed with petrodollars, spending lavishly
on haute couture and racehorses is still an American stereotype, now joined
by the scruffy, shouting suicide bomber and the passive victim of the Iraq
war. By contrast, unemployment in Saudi Arabia, sectarian tensions in
Bahrain, and disputes between violent and non-violent Islamists in Jordan
are realities unobserved, much less understood, by the average American.
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Traditionally, the promotion of democracy has been one of the goals
advanced by American leaders in order to mobilize public support on behalf
of overseas engagements. Today an American leader who recognizes the
imperative of advancing democracy in the Middle East will have to begin an
uphill climb to persuade the American public that the game is worth the
candle.

Rebuilding an American consensus in favor of the strategic imperative to
help Arabs build a democratic future will require, first, rebuilding bipartisan
consensus on behalf of this goal in Congress and between that body and the
executive branch. In particular, Congress must reclaim its traditional role as
a champion of human rights abroad. In a recent speech, Senator Richard
Lugar argued that “in my judgment, foreign policy has more often suffered
from a lack of Congressional engagement than from excessive meddling.
Members of Congress know too little about the world and are too hesitant
to speak about it with their constituents.”

But Congress has, at times in the recent past, played a crucial role in
advancing human rights and democracy and in giving teeth to American
democracy promotion. Congress, as a representative body held electorally
accountable more frequently than the president, can help assuage adminis-
tration concerns about public support for specific policies. Moreover, Con-
gress, when it is functioning well, can undertake policy initiatives that are
bipartisan from the beginning, defending a policy against suspicions of nar-
row or ideological motivations and defending it, too, against radical shifts in
the wake of a change in the White House. When implementing a policy with
as long a time frame as democracy promotion in the Middle East, such
advantages are significant.

The congressional role in human rights and democracy advocacy began
to wane with the end of the cold war and the departure of many in the gen-
eration of members of Congress who had served in World War I, had direct
experience with European tyranny, and had experience in funding democ-
racy promotion in the hostile environment of the Soviet bloc. The linking
in the public mind of democracy promotion with the war in Iraq has more
recently reduced the incentive for members of Congress from either party to
be vocal champions of Arab democracy. Another factor is a change in the
way House committee chairmanships are determined and how often they
change hands. Members of Congress cannot now remain in one chairman-
ship for years on end, developing issue expertise and institutional memory.
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Instead, shorter-term chairmen bring their own priorities and their own
staffs to the job, along with steep learning curves.

But champions can still be found in Congress who care about the fate of
the Middle East and about human rights globally. Effective congressional
voices can stiffen the spine of an administration that might be ambivalent
about pressing democratic demands in a given case. The congressional
threat of harsh sanctions produced a much tougher American policy toward
apartheid South Africa than Ronald Reagan’s administration would have
taken if left to itself.* Congress’s role as “bad cop” can serve not only to
stiffen the president’s resolve but also to allow the administration to use
congressional displeasure as a pressure tactic in discussions with autocratic
allies. This good cop, bad cop approach was useful in achieving agreements
over economic reform with Egypt in recent years. As Egypt’s economic aid
allocation from Congress declines, however, Congress’s leverage will decline
likewise.

Finally, congressional understanding and patience will be necessary to
support U.S.-government-funded democracy assistance projects in the
Middle East. In a tight budget environment, Congress has become accus-
tomed to demanding evidence of the effects of foreign assistance projects
before renewing or increasing funding. Democracy assistance, however,
might be unable to demonstrate tangible effects in the near term and also
requires flexibility in application to respond to new opportunities when
they arise. Congressional funders must be sensitive to and respectful of
these needs.

Some readers may conclude this volume little moved, on its central the-
sis, from where they stood when they began it. To some, the notion that the
United States can wield its influence in the world to alter the internal con-
ditions of other countries for the better may still seem naive and danger-
ously arrogant. But at the least those who close this book maintaining this
view will be inescapably aware of what the United States will risk should it
adopt such a view as policy. The Arab states of the Middle East are no longer
at equilibrium; they can no longer simply muddle through. Of all the pos-
sible forms of political and social change that might sweep the Middle East
in coming years, liberalizing, democratizing change is by far the best option.

America’s military, economic, and cultural influence is unsurpassed in
the world, and despite popular Arab sentiment against U.S. foreign policy,
it is unsurpassed in the Middle East as well. Given this reality, the United

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Free ebooks ==> www.ebook777.com

CONCLUSION 151

States will have a profound influence on the future of this region, whether
or not it chooses to direct that influence in a deliberate manner. And
because of America’s overwhelming influence, it is likely to be implicated in
the outcomes of regional change whether or not it has taken conscious steps
to affect them. America cannot avoid responsibility for the influence it has;
it remains only to choose how that influence will be wielded. One attitude
toward the question of America’s role in promoting Arab democracy, there-
fore, cannot survive the preceding analysis: indifference.
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