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e Road to Democracy
in the Arab World

riya havit

The 2003 American invasion of Iraq was designed to establish a new 
 democratic foothold in the Middle East. In so doing, it sought not 

only to offer an enlightening example to the oppressed peoples of the region
and a warning to the autocrats who rule them, but also to set the entire 
region on a course toward liberalization and peaceful coexistence with the 
West. Yet, in the nearly four years since the invasion began, and despite the 
Bush administration’s promotion of democracy in other Arab states, the re-
gion has become significantly less stable from the point of view of Western
interests, and more hostile towards Western values.1

To many, this reality is proof of a fundamental incompatibility between 
Western forms of government and Arab society. In their view, liberal democ-
racy (or anything approaching it) cannot possibly bloom on Arab soil, since 
Arab societies are so profoundly different than the West.2 us, President
Bush’s gravest mistake—and the source of his democratization initiative’s 
failure—lay in ignoring the uniqueness of Arab society and attempting to 
force an alien and unwanted form of government upon it. According to this 
thinking, the fate of America’s campaign in Iraq was sealed even before the 
first shot was fired.
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is essentialist view of Arab society, while commonplace in the West,
is flawed. In truth, there is nothing unique to Arab societies that results in
a preference for despotic regimes. Arab society does not possess an inborn 
aversion to freely elected governments, and particularly ones that uphold 
the basic freedoms of the individual; on the contrary, there is abundant 
evidence that liberal democracy can exist in the Arab world. Arab societies 
are, as history demonstrates, as likely to undergo the process of democratiza-
tion as are any other societies to which this form of government was once 
foreign. Neither, for that matter, are they subject to any meta-historical im-
perative (of the kind that some scholars dress up as “cultural heritage”) that 
determines their fate as free men or slaves.

President Bush was not wrong, then, to place the democratization of the 
Middle East at the top of his administration’s agenda. Rather, his mistake 
was the poor implementation of a morally and strategically good policy. In 
short, Bush failed to grasp the ideological foundations of Arab resistance to 
the Western form of government.

e lackluster appeal of the liberal idea in Arab societies is the result of
a specific paradigm that equates the adoption of Western-style governance
with submission to the economic interests and religious faith of the United 
States. It is, in fact, one of the main reasons for the persistence of undemo-
cratic regimes in the Arab world, as well as the ideological fuel propelling 
jihadists both inside and outside of Iraq.

There is no truth to the claim that the Arabs have never had any contact 
 with democracy. Just the opposite is the case: Democracy has his-

toric, if not particularly fruitful, roots in Arab societies. In fact, it is this very 
experience with democracy that makes their approach to it more complex 
and guarded than that of other cultures.

e Arab acquaintance with democracy began as far back as 1829, when
Muhammad Ali, one of the founders of modern Egypt and the governor 
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of the Ottoman district, announced the establishment of a “consultative 
council” (majlis al-mashwara).3 e council was based on the Islamic prin-
ciple of Shura, whose standard interpretation requires a ruler to include the 
community in the decision-making process. Both the council’s structure 
and its presentation to the public demonstrated the contradictions bound 
up with the question of democracy in the Middle East in subsequent dec-
ades: First, between dependence on a traditional political model on the one 
hand, and the establishment of outwardly Western political institutions 
on the other; and second, in creating ostensibly representative institutions 
while retaining monopolistic sovereignty in the hands of the ruler. Indeed, 
although the council’s members were appointed and their role purely advis-
ery, Arab intellectuals nonetheless drew a connection between the council, 
parliamentarianism, and Western democracy. Egypt’s official newspaper
regularly compared the council to institutions such as the British parliament 
and the French National Assembly, and Rifaa Rafe al-Tahtawi, principal of 
the Egyptian school of languages and head of the government department 
of translations, used the word Shura to describe institutions like the U.S. 
Congress.4 

Until the end of the eighteenth century, in fact, liberal principles en-
joyed a measure of support in Arab societies, often through emphasis on the 
parallels between Western-style government and Shura. e turning point
came after World War I, with the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and 
the subsequent establishment of the Arab states. With the West’s victory, 
democracy ceased to be the preserve of a handful of Western nations. Now, 
it was a concept with universal pretensions. Middle-class Arab society felt 
the first stirrings of a national, liberal consciousness: Government officials,
lawyers, journalists, and merchants familiar with Western political models 
saw in them a suitable alternative to the traditional, yet eroding, frame-
works for their own identity. Moreover, these models held out the promise 
of liberation from foreign rule: e West’s strength, it seemed clear, lay
in its political system, and adopting this system was the surest—perhaps 
only—means to success.



 • A • A       /   •  

After the war, the idea of liberal democracy took firm hold in Egypt,
Syria, and Iraq. In these countries, the middle classes were the driving force 
behind the push for a liberal constitution, even before Great Britain and 
France (known as the Powers) were ready to support one. e liberal view-
point also spread to Arab territories not ruled as mandated regions, or still 
lacking a genuine middle class. In Kuwait, for example, then under British 
influence, a merchants’ organization was established in 1921 to demand that
the emir institutionalize their participation in the decision-making process.5 
Even Ibn Saud, the only Arab leader not under the rule of the Powers in 
the 1920s, was forced to order the establishment of a “residents’ council,” 
elected by ballot and entrusted with both legislative and executive powers, 
when the idea of free elections and representational government became so 
popular in the Arab world as to be a near condition for domestic and inter-
national legitimization of his 1924-1925 conquest of the Hijaz strip.6

During the same period, the West performed a dual function in the 
inculcation of liberal democracy in the Middle East. On the one hand, 
Britain and France acted as political mentors, helping to move Arab socie-
ties towards full independence; they aided in the establishment of a political 
system that would guarantee fair competition between parties, freedom of 
speech and inquiry, freedom of assembly, and equal rights for women and 
minorities. On the other hand, the Powers also sought to promote their 
own strategic interests and bolstered the status of political forces loyal to the 
West. is duality inevitably resulted in a deep mistrust of Western forms
of government in the Arab world: Arabs largely perceived it as a fraud, an 
illusion intended to distract them while the West perpetuated its domina-
tion of the Middle East. ey came to regard democracy as a synonym for
the underhanded promotion of foreign interests. is is where the Gordian
knot of the Arab democratic question emerged: e West was seared into
Arab consciousness as a liberator that is also a conqueror, and liberal democ-
racy as a solution that is also a problem.

e fledgling Arab democracies survived, fragile and artificial as they
were, so long as the Powers remained in the region. When their Western 
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patrons left, they quickly fell apart. Yet the failure of this political 
experiment did not dim the appeal of democracy as an idea. In fact, the 
Arab regimes that arose at the end of the 1940s from the ruins of these 
failed liberal enterprises presented themselves as the “true” embodiments 
of democracy. And indeed, they did adopt the idea that a citizenry should 
enjoy basic freedoms and the right to elect its government—in theory. ey
also theoretically adopted the belief that this concept should be institution-
alized through written laws and in representative institutions whose forms 
were copied from the West. In practice, however, these regimes insisted that 
there were various ways to implement democracy, and various stops on the 
road leading to it.

Initially, for example, the Free Officers in Egypt and the Baath lead-
ers in Syria claimed to be spearheading a “transitional” stage during which 
their societies would be freed from Western interests and gain equal eco-
nomic footing with their Western counterparts. ey claimed that once
this stage was complete, it would be possible for the re-establishment of a 
“true” political democracy. Yet when this transitional period was extended 
indefinitely, and power remained in the hands of a small group of unelected
revolutionaries for a protracted period, the regimes were quick to deflect
blame. It was the fault, they insisted, of their societies’ lack of readiness, or, 
better yet, of their enemies in the West.7 e situation was similar in several
of the more conservative Arab countries: Kuwait and Bahrain, for example, 
began their independence as parliamentary emirates in which the people’s 
representative had real legislative authority. In short order, however, their 
constitutions were suspended, the elected assemblies were dissolved, and 
opposition leaders were incarcerated. All the while, the rulers presented 
these steps as a temporary “freezing” of political freedoms whose goal was 
the revival and revitalization of “authentic” democratic life. us did Arab
regimes declare themselves the standard-bearers of the democratic ideal, 
even as they insisted it was not yet possible to implement this ideal on ac-
count of the ever-present threat of instability.8
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is chasm separating the democratic rhetoric and despotic reality of
the Arab regimes did not go unnoticed. But demands that the situation be 
corrected, voiced from the early 1950s to the early 1980s, were not, for the 
most part, of a liberal nature. Reformists did not see in Western democracy 
a recipe for the improvement of a country’s political, economic, and cultural 
situation, since, to their mind, this recipe had already been tried and found 
wanting. Moreover, the West was no longer enjoying hegemony; the Com-
munist bloc now offered a political and ideological alternative to liberalism.
us, while the United States had replaced Britain and France as the Western
power with the greatest influence in the Middle East, that influence, starting
in the early 1950s, was limited by the cold war balance of power.9

The demise of the edifice of Soviet communism in the early 1990s led to
 a conceptual swing in Arab societies. Not only was the West restored 

to its post-World War I status as an unrivaled military and economic force 
in the Middle East, but so, too, did liberal democracy revert to what it was 
at the beginning of the century in the region: A form of government with 
universal pretensions.

e significance of these developments was not lost on many Arab intel-
lectuals. At the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s, discussions on 
the universality of liberal democracy proliferated in Arab countries. Some 
intellectuals even dared to state openly that in the post-Soviet world, Arab 
countries must also go the way of liberal democracies, since the fall of com-
munism had provided definitive proof that there are no grounds for the
Arab regimes’ pretense to being a link between “social democracy” (an equal 
social order) and “political democracy,” in the same way that there are no 
grounds for the pretense of delaying democratic reforms in the name of cre-
ating “true” democracy. ese intellectuals insisted that the type of democ-
racy practiced in the West is the only type worth practicing, and is further-
more a condition for becoming an advanced and free country. Despite bitter 
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past experience, they demanded that the Western model of democracy be 
adopted in Arab countries, with no excuses, and without delay.10

Determined calls for democratization and liberalization following the 
demise of communism came not only from academic circles of independ-
ent Arab intellectuals, however. Soon, they had infiltrated into the pages
of newspapers under strict government supervision. Several articles pub-
lished in the Saudi paper Al-Riyadh in the summer of 1989, for example, 
vehemently attacked the false democracy practiced in the Arab and ird
Worlds, as well as the view that liberal democracy is unique to the West. 
One article angrily wondered why the Arab world persists in thinking that, 
at best, Western democracy may be viewed from a distance, “just as one 
views from a distance ice-skating rinks, Big Ben, the Canadian waterfalls, 
voyages into space, and the lakes in Regent’s Park.”11 

True, the awakening of the idea of liberalism among Arab intellectuals 
must be viewed in context. e number of intellectuals who spoke up in
favor of adopting liberal democracy was extremely small, and they lacked 
the audacity to lead the struggle themselves. ey believed in following the
example set by the “solidarity” movements, yet none of them saw themselves 
as a Lech Walesa or Vaclav Havel. us, the debate they prompted did not
lead to the establishment in any Arab country of an institutionalized move-
ment that put the question of democracy at the top of its agenda. ey were
the standard-bearers, but they had no followers.

Yet, despite its weaknesses, the debate among reformist intellectu-
als on the question of the universality of liberal democracy posed a new 
challenge to the political order in the Middle East. Some of these thinkers 
linked the collapse of the Soviet bloc to the failure of the Arab regimes’ 
political rhetoric, and concluded that these regimes were destined to follow 
ignominiously in communism’s footsteps. Moreover, these reformist think-
ers translated America’s triumphalist stance into Arab terms: Like Francis 
Fukuyama, they, too, asked Arabs to view liberal democracy as a system of 
government suitable to all of humanity, and entreated them to ignore its 
Western roots. And like Fukuyama, they also assumed that with the collapse 
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of communism, the last serious ideological alternative to liberal democracy 
had vanished. 

e re-awakening of the idea of liberalism in the Arab world was short-
lived, however, for in the summer of 1990, everything changed. In August, 
Iraq invaded Kuwait and the United States assembled an international coa-
lition on Saudi soil to counter Saddam Hussein’s aggression. In Hussein’s 
rapid defeat, the Arabs witnessed the total military superiority of the West 
over their region’s strongest army.

In the eyes of many Arab intellectuals—among them even those who 
had been calling for political reform in the Arab world—the Gulf War 
served as a warning of the dangers the post-Soviet future posed to their na-
tions and culture. Not merely a confrontation between countries, but rather 
the beginning of a wholesale clash of two civilizations, a struggle whose true 
cause is the desire of the West to quash Arab power and eradicate the very 
possibility of the existence of an opposing force.

Arab thinking about the war, then, ran toward an anxiety that the 
West would once again seek to impose its interests and values on the Arab 
nations, just as it had done after World War I. us did many Arab intel-
lectuals infer the objective of the Gulf War from its outcome: Since the war 
had ended in a hard blow to the Arab state with the strongest army and an 
enlargement of the Western military presence in the Arab state richest in oil, 
then that must have been its purpose from the start. Many went so far as to 
describe the war as a Western conspiracy whose true goal was the realization 
of the vision outlined by President George Bush, Sr. of a “new world order” 
defined as global American hegemony and the return of the Middle East to
Western-imperialistic rule.12

In the months after the war, this view began to dominate debates on 
democratic reforms in Arab states and most Arabs rejected the possibility 
of adopting the Western model of democracy, or even the very idea that 
the West might serve as a source of political inspiration.13 e Arab regimes
were all too happy to encourage this point of view, despite the fact that 
many of them had been either active or passive partners in the American 
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coalition during the war. By means of this paradigm, they were able to jus-
tify their determination to preserve the existing political order and prevent 
the democratization processes that had occurred in other parts of the world. 
ese regimes presented a series of arguments that found a ready audience
among the Arab public: e West, in the guise of promoting democracy,
is in fact trying to paint the world in its colors, and as such is acting in an 
entirely undemocratic way; if the Arabs are tempted into believing Western 
slogans, they will forfeit their religious, cultural, and economic assets, and 
abandon their families to the degeneration and permissiveness that mark 
Western culture; and finally, those Arab intellectuals who portray liberal
democracy as a universal form of government forget the disaster that the 
liberal age wrought upon the Arab world at the beginning of the century. 

It was thus in March 1992 that King Fahd, the politically conservative 
and religiously observant ruler of Saudi Arabia, stated that, “e democratic
system prevailing in the world does not suit us in the region, for our people’s 
composition and traits are different from the traits of that world. We cannot
import the way in which other peoples deal [with their own affairs] in order
to apply it to our people.”14 During the same month, the president of Syria, 
Hafez al-Assad, declared at his inauguration ceremony that “Each nation has 
its own heritage and history, and consequently, its own culture, soul, con-
cepts, and manners. If this were not so, our world would have been one na-
tion, and this is not the case… even in Arab countries, you will find someone
who talks about democracy and has in mind only one picture which he likes 
because he did not search, within himself, for any other picture.”15 

e Gordian knot that ensnared the question of Arab democracy after
World War I had therefore tightened considerably by the beginning of 
the 1990s. Just as the West was once again depicted as both liberator and 
conqueror, problem and solution, so, too, was liberal democracy identified
with the danger the United States and its allies posed to Arab culture and 
autonomy.

On the fringes of this development, Osama Bin Laden’s terrorist move-
ment began to grow almost unnoticed, first at the intra-Saudi level, and
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later as a group with widespread Islamic pretensions. Bin Laden adopted 
entirely and used for the purposes of armed jihad the paradigm that de-
scribed a clash between the predatory West and the Muslims struggling for 
their independence, and he sought to translate it into practical and milita-
ristic terms. He exhorted the Arabs to launch a counterattack, preferably 
on Western soil.16 ere is no small amount of irony in the fact that it was
ultimately Bin Laden’s actions that once again raised the question as to the 
suitability of Western forms of government to the Arab world. 

The September 11 terror attacks became the catalyst for a new American 
 doctrine concerning the Middle East: Despite the claims of re-

nowned Western orientalists and Arab rulers alike, there is nothing special 
about Arab societies that prevents them from becoming democratic. Once 
again, however, this doctrine conflicted with the view of democracy held by
much of the Arab world.

Drawing its inspiration from the thinking of second-generation neo-
conservatives (primarily members of the Project for the New American 
Century),17 this new doctrine was based on four principles. First, it defined
liberal democracy as a form of universal governance, suitable for all societies 
regardless of their culture or religion. Second, it renounced, at least rhetori-
cally, American policy from the beginning of the cold war, which condoned 
alliances with unelected Arab regimes in hopes of promoting stability in 
the Middle East. ird, it proposed an analogy between the processes that
led to the democratization of postwar Germany and Japan and of the So-
viet bloc starting in the late 1980s, and those destined to bring about the 
democratization of the Middle East. Fourth, it defined the democratization
of the Middle East as an American national interest and the best guarantor 
of eliminating Islamic terrorism, and called for a proactive policy of democ-
racy promotion.18

It was on the basis of this doctrine that the United States went to 
war in Iraq in 2003, and so too did this doctrine serve as the basis for the 
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establishment, in December 2002, of the “Middle East Partnership Ini-
tiative,” and eighteen months later (together with the other industrialized 
nations) of the “Partnership for Progress and a Common Future with the 
Region of the Broader Middle East and North Africa,” both of which were 
intended to foster political and economic reform in Arab countries.

Not surprisingly, the Arab world understood this doctrine altogether 
differently. For the most part, its intellectuals interpreted it as a mere con-
tinuation of traditional Western policy toward the Arab world, and not a 
departure from it. More than a decade earlier, the belief that democracy was 
a guise for Western efforts to reconquer Arab territories and plunder their
natural resources had taken root in Arab thought, and current events ap-
peared to confirm their worst fears: A large Arab country, rich in oil fields,
had been conquered by the United States; American forces stationed in the 
Persian Gulf provided the base for this attack; and, finally, the attack was
perpetrated under the banner of the call for democratic change in the Mid-
dle East. Furthermore, not only did the very scenario played out in Arab 
thinking at the beginning of the 1990s materialize, but the key players were 
also familiar: George Bush, Jr. replaced Bush Sr., then-defense secretary 
Dick Cheney was now vice president, and Colin Powell, then-chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was now secretary of state.

Some Arab intellectuals have argued that Bin Laden and al-Qaida have 
been little more than a sideshow in the post-September 11 Middle East. 
ey maintain that his part in America’s decision to invade Iraq was a mere
pretext for the implementation of a plan that the United States had been 
contemplating for a long time. is plan, this theory goes, revealed the
“true nature” of the American attitude toward Arabs and Muslims: One of 
ingrained hostility. (Some Arab writers even denied that Bin Laden played a 
role in the events of September 11 at all, arguing that the attack was in fact 
the work of Israeli or American intelligence. is conspiracy theory is the
basis for the following popular Arab joke: e Israeli prime minister calls
the American president on the afternoon of September 11. “I would like to 
express my deepest condolences, Mr. President,” says the prime minister. 
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“Why and what for?” asks the president. “Oops,” says the prime minister. “I 
forgot the time difference.”)

Indeed, most Arab intellectuals saw no need to adopt a new conceptual 
paradigm in order to understand the actions of the United States in Iraq. 
From their point of view, the paradigm proposed after the Gulf War had 
been vindicated by the outbreak of the new war.19

Ironically, this argument found its most forceful presentation in the 
pages of Al-Mustaqbal Al-Arabi, the journal of the Center for Arab Unity 
Studies, which, at the beginning of the 1990s, was the single most active 
source of calls for democratization in the Arab world. Even those aligned 
with the sworn enemies of Saddam Hussein insisted that it was preferable 
for him to remain in power than be toppled by the American army. e
director-general of the Center, Khair al-Din Hasib, argued that the Iraq 
invasion could not have come as a surprise to anyone who had followed 
American strategy since the end of the cold war. With the collapse of the 
Soviet bloc, he explained, America sought to become the sole world power, 
and controlling the world’s supply of oil is the only way to attain this goal. 
Moreover, he said, if America were truly interested in Arab democracy, it 
would not have cooperated with Saddam Hussein in the past and opposed 
him only after he became too much of a threat to Israel.20 Even the Saudi 
writer Turki al-Hamad, who in the early 1990s was one of the rare—albeit 
qualified—supporters of American culture, also attacked the United States,
comparing its policies to a minefield in which Arabs should fear to tread.
According to him, the American democratization initiative was aimed 
solely at making the Arabs dance to the West’s tune, and the success of this 
malicious attempt would turn Arabs into “artificial creatures, lacking color,
smell, and taste.”21

Obviously, if the Arab world’s intellectual elite considered the American 
democratization initiative an insidious attempt at domination, liberaliza-
tion’s chances for success would be doomed. After all, in the opinion of 
the United States, it was Arab intellectuals who were supposed to be at 
the vanguard of political change. But these intellectuals—even those who 
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believed in the value of liberalism—found themselves in a quandary: On 
the one hand, American actions in the Middle East afforded them the ideal
opportunity to push for reforms; on the other hand, they were wracked by 
fears regarding the intentions of the Bush administration.

e 2005 Egyptian elections are an excellent example of this Arab co-
nundrum. Declared “e Celebration of Democracy” by President Hosni
Mubarak’s government, the September elections were the first time in which
nine candidates were permitted to run against Mubarak. e election, how-
ever, was neither celebratory nor democratic. It was subject to a complicated 
and dubious amendment to the constitution that guaranteed the Mubarak 
family’s continued monopoly on power and a far-reaching government cam-
paign that emphasized the distinction between internal, organic democracy, 
based on agreement between the incumbent government and society, and 
an external, imposed, American democracy that would undermine Egypt’s 
independence. e message was clear: ose insisting on democratiza-
tion beyond the limits set by the regime were allowing Egypt to become 
a pawn of the West.22 To make matters worse, running against Mubarak 
were a number of lackluster and ineffectual candidates. ere was, however,
one charismatic candidate, with a clear liberal agenda: Ayman Abd al-Aziz 
Nour, a lawyer and member of parliament who established an independent 
party called Al-Rad (“Tomorrow”). Contrary to other opposition activists 
in Egypt, Nour was not opposed to any particular aspect of Egyptian policy, 
but rather to the undemocratic nature of the regime as a whole and to Mu-
barak’s attempts to perpetuate this state of affairs by laying the groundwork
for his son’s succession. Recognizing the danger Nour posed, Mubarak’s re-
gime arrested him on the pretext that he had forged the required signatures 
for registering Al-Rad. Not surprisingly, the pressure exerted by the United 
States to release Nour and allow him to participate in the election restored 
his freedom (Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice even cancelled a visit to 
Cairo on account of his imprisonment), but also played into the hands of 
the regime by portraying Nour as America’s favorite son.
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On Election Day, Egyptians gave the “democratic progress” declared by 
Mubarak a conspicuous vote of no confidence: e official voter turnout
was a mere 23 percent. Of those who turned out to vote, 88 percent chose 
Mubarak and only 7 percent chose Nour.23 In December 2005, Nour was 
convicted of forging signatures and sentenced to five years in prison. Not
one member of his party was elected to parliament.

e United States again protested Nour’s imprisonment. But his bat-
tered loyalists considered the American effort as much a cause for concern
as for hope. Ideologically, they were skeptical of the sincerity of America’s 
demands for democracy in Arab countries, and politically they were well 
aware that the perception of a close connection between them and the Bush 
administration would severely harm their popularity. Yet without unflinch-
ing American pressure, the liberal opposition in Egypt has no chance of 
surviving, either.

However, such pressure has not been forthcoming. is has not been
unnoticed by the advocates of democratization in the Middle East. “It was 
expected that Mubarak, once re-elected, would allow further liberalization,” 
wrote the American Enterprise Institute’s Joshua Muravchik in a Washington 
Post op-ed. 

Instead, 2006 has brought a wave of repression and brutality that goes 
beyond the jailing of Nour. e regime’s goons have bloodied and arrested
peaceful protesters doing nothing more than expressing solidarity with the 
dignified protests of Egypt’s judges…. In response to these abuses, U.S.
press spokesmen have issued formulaic criticisms, and Nour’s conviction 
on patently bogus charges led Washington to postpone trade talks. But 
the mild tone of U.S. protests, the low level at which most have been 
delivered, and the admixture of warm gestures toward the regime—such 
as the meetings Vice President Cheney and other top officials held with
Mubarak’s son and hoped-for heir, Gamal, last month—have combined 
to create the impression that the Bush administration has begun to pull its 
punches on Middle East democracy.24
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e problem of Arab liberalizers’ simultaneously needing external
American support and being internally harmed by it is endemic to the 
region, and liberalizers’ prospects are further imperiled by the shifting con-
cern for their fortunes shown by the United States. In the winter of 2005, 
the Syrian democratic movement, established four years earlier when Bashar 
al-Assad took power, was revived. e movement exposed the latent power
of the liberalism in Syria: In its prime, 1,000 intellectuals, businessmen, 
and professionals signed a petition demanding that the regime recognize 
democracy as “a universal system of values,” respect freedom of expression 
and assembly, and hold free parliamentary elections. After a brief period of 
inaction, Assad decided to nip the democratic awakening in the bud, sen-
tencing its leaders to five years in prison.

In fact, it was only after the assassination by Syria of Rafiq al-Hariri, the
former prime minister of Lebanon, that Western pressure forced Assad to 
pardon the movement’s leaders and allow the party to rebuild. Convinced 
that Assad would not harm them with the eyes of the world upon him, they 
renewed their call for democratization and worked to expand their base. Yet 
once again, the role of the West was both a blessing and a curse: Western 
pressure on Assad was the sole guarantee that the democratic movement 
would not be suppressed, but such pressure enabled the Syrian government 
to cast the opposition as a pro-Western movement. It was no coincidence 
that the Syrian liberals conspicuously renounced any connection with the 
United States.25

is, then, is the situation that now confronts the Arab world: e war
in Iraq and America’s liberalization initiatives have put the question of de-
mocracy at the top of the agenda. But the new Western presence also engen-
ders fears of a revival of the days of imperialism and subjugation. Without 
the West’s involvement, Arab democracy is impossible, but with the West’s 
involvement, a massive psychological and political stumbling block to the 
establishment of Arab democracy is created. How is either side to escape 
from this impasse?
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The public debate in the United States surrounding the future of Bush’s 
 plans currently oscillates between two approaches. According to the 

first, the administration plays up false or temporary accomplishments and
insists that the Middle East’s road to democratization is being paved—even 
if it does still remain a long one. e second, espoused by the war’s op-
ponents, calls for an immediate withdrawal of Western armies from Iraq 
and the abandonment of all aspirations to “impose” foreign regimes and 
worldviews on the Arab world. Adherence to either of these views is likely 
to lead to the same result: e defeat of the Western project in Iraq, the
repeal of hopes for liberalism in the Arab world, and a serious erosion of 
America’s strategic and moral standing in both the Middle East and the 
world at large. 

Clearly, the United States must adopt a new doctrine, one that attempts 
to sever the connection in the Arab mind between democracy and the promo-
tion of Western power. First, this doctrine must acknowledge the necessity of 
maintaining American forces on Iraqi soil, since a hasty withdrawal is liable 
to tip an already unstable situation toward wide-scale anarchy. Moreover, 
such a move will certainly be interpreted in the Arab world as proof not only 
of the West’s weakness, but also of the weakness of liberalism itself. Second, 
this doctrine should incorporate two new principles into its previously stated 
commitment to Iraq: One, a reduction in the contingency between potential 
outcomes of the democratization process in Arab societies and the condition 
of the American economy; and two, the universality of American standards 
in the field of human rights. Whereas the first principle will afford the United
States more room for political maneuvering—and, in time, rid it of the sus-
picion prevalent in the Arab world that its true goals are imperialistic—the 
second principle will lend its foreign policy the credibility it currently lacks 
and help those Arab liberals who oppose their regime obtain the legitimacy 
denied to them today. Indeed, one of the main difficulties that today’s Arab
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freedom fighters face is the suspicion that they are lackeys of the West. So
long as America continues to discriminate between liberals, advocates of the 
pan-Arab idea, and Islamist activists, then democratic leaders like Riyadh Seif 
in Syria, whose commitment to liberalism has withstood over four years of 
incarceration, will not gain the support of his own people. 

e new doctrine will have to address the political problems related to
the oil economy. American dependency on Arab oil must be reduced, and 
this reduction must be linked to the question of democratization. Today 
the United States has no exculpatory answer to the accusation that its true 
interest is ensuring the continued supply of oil from the Persian Gulf, and 
nurtures regimes that prove accommodating on this point. e United
States ignores human-rights violations in the Gulf emirates while reproach-
ing Syria for similar violations in its territory. It warns Damascus of the 
consequences of its involvement in terrorism, but tiptoes around the proven 
connection between the Wahhabi establishment and the insurgency in Iraq. 
So long as the West depends so heavily on Middle East oil, there will be 
no easy answer to the charge that America’s only priority in the region is 
advancing its economic interests. 

Another issue the new doctrine must address is the Arab belief that 
democracy promotion is an excuse by the United States to remove from 
power rulers who are not to its liking and replace them with ones who are. 
In truth, this accusation cannot be dismissed as pure propaganda, since the 
administration went to war against Iraqi tyranny but contented itself with 
generalized declarations in favor of reform in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jor-
dan. “What is the moral difference between Baghdad and Riyadh?” Arab
intellectuals ask. When they do not receive a reasonable answer, they doubt 
the sincerity of the democratization initiative as a whole. 

America must therefore set consistent standards for the implementation 
of diplomatic and commercial sanctions on Arab regimes guilty of human 
rights violations. Consistent standards will have the double effect of forcing
Arab regimes to ease their grip on society while convincing these regimes’ 
opponents that they are not alone in their struggle for reform. 
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Of course, the United States cannot be expected to act indiscrimi-
nately against every Arab country whose progress toward democracy is 
unsatisfactory. American foreign policy cannot afford to neglect its im-
mediate interests and other commitments, among them its commitment 
to the welfare of Israel. In the context of its new doctrine, however, the 
administration will be required to clarify why certain undemocratic Arab 
regimes receive preferential treatment. It could point to realistic considera-
tions about the limitations of its power, for example, or the fact that it is 
easier to influence in friendly ways regimes that are not openly hostile. In
any event, America can no longer make do with prettified explanations for
its behavior.

e universalization of standards in the field of human rights will force
the United States to be more evenhanded in its attitude toward alleged 
processes of reforms, the real purpose of which is to prevent the possibility 
of democratization. In the past decade and a half, many Arab regimes sym-
pathetic to the United States announced reforms viewed by Westerners as 
historical revolutions. In reality, such regimes were merely paying lip service 
to American demands, offering empty gestures that only reinforced the rul-
ers’ political power. e case of Bahrain is a typical example: Hamad Al
Khalifa, the emirate’s relatively young, Western-educated king, introduced 
upon his ascendance to the throne in 1999 a series of reforms that amended 
the constitution, revitalized parliament, and guaranteed individual liberties. 
Bahrainis were promised “a new dawn of democracy,” and the West was only 
too eager to offer praise. Yet in the end, the king’s authority over the entire
system of government, including parliament, remained unrestricted, and 
the promise of democratic progress never materialized.26 Time after time, 
American administrations were hoodwinked by empty reforms: Parliaments 
with no real authority to legislate; constitutions whose stated protection 
of freedom of speech is nothing but a slogan; television stations that may 
discuss every taboo, but never mention the royal family’s name. Not surpris-
ingly, the United States became a laughingstock to those who supported real 
reform in the Arab world. 
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By far the most crucial adjustment the new doctrine must make, how-
ever, is the unequivocal public acknowledgment of the possibility that free 
elections may bring to power forces antagonistic to the West. Without such 
an acknowledgment, the Arab world will never take the American democra-
tization initiative at face value. Referring to the war in Iraq, many Arab in-
tellectuals have expressed the concern that if the United States has to choose 
between a tyranny led by a pro-Western leader or an Islamic democracy, it 
will choose the former. is view is based, for example, on events in Algeria
in the early 1990s: e Algerian government cancelled the parliamentary
elections in which a victory by the militant Islamic Salvation Front was im-
minent, with tacit American approval.

Were most Arab countries to hold free elections, Islamist parties would 
consistently win the majority of votes. is is the expected outcome in both
Egypt and Jordan, should free elections be held, and in Syria the Muslim 
Brotherhood would almost certainly become the largest party, even if it did 
not win an absolute majority.

e reason for Arab society’s widespread sympathy for Islamic move-
ments is connected to religious radicalization in Arab society, but only partly. 
Equally important is the fact that Islamic movements are often the most 
organized, and are adept at homing in on the feelings of a public that is exas-
perated with the existing order. At the same time, they act as a conservative-
purist option, standing for family values, community strength, and national 
honor; as a social option that promises to help the weak; as a “clean” option 
that swears to root out corruption and nepotism; and as a xenophobic option 
that attracts those who feel humiliated by their low social position. While 
it is true that many opposition movements in the West sell themselves on 
similar platforms, it is rare for any one political party to appeal to so many 
elements of society as do the Islamic movements in the Arab world.

e Muslim Brotherhood, the largest and most powerful of the Islamic
movements, is actually in favor of free elections and the establishment of 
a parliament. Yet the democracy envisioned by the Muslim Brotherhood is 
far from liberal; in its view, an assembly of elected representatives cannot act 
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outside the rules set by Allah, and their sole duty is to interpret his behest. 
Sovereignty, according to this form of “democracy,” is not in the hands of 
the people, but in Allah’s hands, and party-political activity is condemned 
as divisive. is is a classic example of conditional democracy: e Mus-
lim Brotherhood is willing to participate in democratic elections in order 
to win, but once victorious will not hesitate to dismantle the system that 
brought it to power.27

Of course, the West cannot treat the possibility of negative outcomes 
casually. Rather, it must weigh the probability of success against the risk 
and may also take comfort in the fact that Islamic movements will not par-
ticipate in a democratization process that takes place in a vacuum. If the 
doctrine proposed here is implemented, once these Islamic movements have 
come to power, they will confront a Western policy that does not tolerate 
the violation of human rights and enjoys an increasing amount of Arab and 
international legitimacy. At the same time, these Islamic movements will 
have to cope with local political opponents who enjoy a growing popularity 
in their communities. Of course, there will be those Islamic movements, in 
spite of internal resistance and international sanctions, that manage to use 
the democratic process in order to undermine it. However, there is also the 
possibility that in some Arab countries, Islamic movements will take part 
in pluralistic political campaigns, represent the most conservative position, 
and halfheartedly reconcile themselves to legislation that is not to their lik-
ing. Both outcomes are likely, and one does not exclude the other. Indeed, 
democratic reform in the Middle East will not be considered trustworthy if 
it gives rise solely to pro-Western leaders. 

What should be done when an Islamist party is elected? A recent exam-
ple is Hamas’ victory in the January 2006 Palestinian parliamentary elec-
tions. e U.S. should on the one hand acknowledge the democratic legiti-
macy of the new government and on the other make it clear that, first, it will
relinquish such acknowledgment should the new government attempt to 
dismantle the very democratic means that brought it to power, and, second, 
reiterate that it reserves the right to protect itself from regimes that threaten 
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its security, regardless of whether they are democratically elected. e U.S.
stance of both endorsing the Palestinians’ right to choose their leaders and 
refusing to supply the elected terrorist organization with foreign aid was 
the right one, but it was done, like all U.S. democratization policy in the 
region, as a reaction to the particular situation, rather than as the impartial 
implementation of a larger policy.

In the end, political reform cannot be viewed as an insurance policy 
taken out by the West against the possibility of democracy sustaining some 
blows. Liberal reform may bring to power irresponsible regimes. It may even 
bring to power tyrants worse than the previous ones. But if we take the long 
view, we must conclude that regional processes of democratization, despite 
the inevitable setbacks, can only contribute to the struggle against fanati-
cism and violence.

In the final analysis, the American doctrine whose lines were sketched
 out here will gain credibility only if it is portrayed as a doctrine—that is, 

not as a series of unconnected actions, but rather as a long-term and binding 
concept. By presenting it in this way, America will admit its past mistakes 
and renounce its past errors—a move that will reflect great moral strength,
not weakness. Particularly in the eyes of the Arab world, which considers 
America too arrogant, too patronizing, and too hypocritical, America’s new 
stance will likely be greeted as refreshing news, and may have the added 
benefit of liberating latent liberal forces. True, there will always be those
who see in this doctrine yet another Western imperialist plot. But given 
time, it is possible that bold and direct American policy might go some 
distance toward dispelling that ingrained suspicion.

Opponents of the war in Iraq who call for an admission of failure and 
retreat perpetuate the concept of Arab “uniqueness,” or the idea that there 
is something inherent in Arab societies that requires both their inhabitants 
and the West to accept the illiberal character of their regimes. Yet if they 
insist on resigning themselves to an anti-democratic, “Islamic civilization,” 
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what do they make of the fact that Indonesia, the largest Muslim country in 
the world, has had a stable democracy since 1998, in which multiple Islamic 
parties participate?28 Often these are the same people who point to the lack 
of a successful democratic tradition in Arab countries, yet ignore the fact 
that other countries with an authoritarian heritage, such as Japan, South 
Korea, and Taiwan, have nonetheless adopted the democratic form of gov-
ernment with great success. So, too, do they ignore the fact that when Arab 
societies in different periods were granted the opportunity to participate in
free elections, they embraced them. Finally, they may point to the economic 
hardship suffered by some Arab countries as the reason for democracy’s fail-
ure to thrive on their soil, although democratic regimes have risen to power 
in poor countries just as often as in wealthy ones. In sum, since the global 
democratic revolution began several decades ago, it has crossed cultures, 
religions, and economies. If there is one lesson that scholars of democracy 
have learned, it is that the primary conditions for this form of regime to 
prosper are external incentives and an internal elite determined to make it 
work.

President Bush was right, therefore, when he stated that there is nothing 
unique in the Arab world that prevents it from becoming democratic. He 
was also right when he insisted that there is no reason why Arab countries 
should be any different from Japan and Germany, the Latin American re-
publics, the countries of the former Soviet bloc, and the tigers of Southeast 
Asia, most of whom exchanged tyranny for democracy. His mistake lies in 
ignoring one phenomenon that is unique to the Arab world—the domi-
nance of a mindset that combines a desire for democracy with a genuine, 
cross-party fear of Western intentions.29 It is possible that to untangle this 
Gordian knot, America must persist in wielding its sword. Yet the sword 
alone will never be enough. 

Uriya Shavit is the author of A Dawn of an Old Era: e Imaginary Revolution in
the Middle East (Keter, 2003) [Hebrew].
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Notes

e author wishes to thank Joseph Kostiner and Eyal Zisser for their assist-
ance.

1. e arguments against President Bush’s exploits are not confined merely to
leftist groups in America and Europe that were opposed to the war in Iraq and the 
American democratization initiatives from the outset (usually on the basis of the 
belief that these were ill-judged imperialist campaigns designed to serve the inter-
ests of the oil industry and the defense contractors in the United States). e Bush
doctrine came under attack by intellectuals, journalists, and retired government of-
ficials of the realist school, as well. is group was not convinced of the logic of the
president’s strategy, describing it as unsystematic, and warning that the struggle to 
democratize the Middle East was liable to plunge the region into chaos. Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, formerly President Carter’s national security adviser, cautioned that 
imposed democracy was liable to lead to undesirable results, and warned that in 
free elections in Saudi Arabia, Osama Bin Laden could well defeat King Abdullah; 
F. Gregory Gause III, director of the University of Vermont’s Middle East Studies 
Program, concluded that the democratization of the Middle East could, contrary to 
George Bush’s declared view, increase terror in the region; and Eric Margolis, a Cana-
dian newspaper columnist, likened the American administration to a bull in a china 
shop with no real interest in democratization, but concerned rather with the ascend-
ancy of more sympathetic and less despotic regimes, and then only if they served 
American interests. Margolis estimated that the main problem with Bush’s democ-
ratization program was the fact that Osama Bin Laden was the most popular figure
in the Arab world. See Zbigniew Brzezinski, “e Wrong Way to Sell Democracy
to the Arab World,” New York Times, March 8, 2004, p. A19; F. Gregory Gause III, 
“Can Democracy Stop Terrorism?” Foreign Affairs 84:5 (September-October 2005),
pp. 62-86; Eric Margolis, “Arab Democracy Just an Illusion?” Toronto Sun, March 
13, 2005. 

2. is view forms the basis for the explanations offered by several senior
Orientalists for the lack of democracy in the Middle East. See, for example, Elie 
Kedourie, Democracy and Arab Political Culture, second ed. (London: Frank Cass, 
1994). 

3. According to this view, which has informed Egyptian historiography, the 
meeting of the Egyptian ulama (religious scholars) was the first landmark in Egypt’s
recognition of political rights, and the establishment of the consultative council was 
the second. is view can obviously be used to present democratic development
in Egypt as isolated from exclusively British influence on the one hand, and more
sustained and constant than it is customarily described on the other. On this sub-
ject, see Yunan Labib Rizk, “Constitutional Reflections,” Al-Ahram Weekly, October
17-23, 2002.
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4. See the discussion of the evolution of the word Shura in modern Arab writ-
ing in Ami Ayalon, Language and Change in the Arab Middle East: e Evolution of
Modern Political Discourse (New York: Oxford, 1987), pp. 110-126.

5. Faisal Ahmad Othman al-Haidar, Documents of the Democratic and Political 
Movement in Kuwait from 1921 Until 1992 (Kuwait: at al-Salasel, 1995), pp. 9-12
[Arabic]; John E. Peterson, e Arab Gulf States: Steps Towards Political Participation
(New York: Praeger, 1988), p. 29.

6. Fuad Hamza, Saudi Arabia (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Nasr al-Haditha, 1968), 
pp. 98-101 [Arabic].

7. On this concept in Nasserist ideology, see Gamal Abd al-Nasser, e Phi-
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Baath party operated in Syria as a parliamentary movement in every way. Its consti-
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authority, and that the shape of any future government would be “parliamentary 
and constitutional” (nizam niabi dusturi), in which “the Executive Authority is re-
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e promise by the Baath to bring about a revolution in both the consciousness
of the Arab nation and its political structure was bound up with the promise that 
this revolution be a democratic one—that is to say, by winning a majority in parlia-
ment. e declaration of intentions written at the request of the party’s founder,
Michel Aflak, made it clear that the Baath would take power only when it could
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of seats in parliament.” See the fifth paragraph of the general principles in the Baath
Constitution and clause 14 in “e Internal Policy of the Party,” as it was printed
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8. For example, in Bahrain in 1975, the Emir Sheikh Isa Ibn Salman Al 
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the constitution that made it necessary to hold new elections. One year later, the 
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10. Wahid Abd al-Majid, head of the Cairo extension of the Center for Arab 
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Beirut and the most open forum in the Arab world for discussions on democracy), 
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 • A • A       /   •  

for Studies of the Contemporary Middle East) concluded that the real cause of the 
Gulf War was not the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, but American and European hostil-
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other nation, and arising inter alia from the competition between their two distinct 
cultures and the recognition that Islam is the strongest power opposing Western 
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