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CHIC SHEIKH

PROSPECTS FOR DEMOCRACY IN LIBYA
CSIS co-sponsored the first U.S.-Libyan academic conference in more than 25 years at
Columbia University last month. Panels addressed both academic understandings of de-
mocracy and practical issues of policy. Panelists at the conference included Assistant Sec-
retary of State C. David Welch, former Libyan Prime Minister and former UN Ambassador
Abu Zeid Dorda, Columbia University Political Scientist Alfred Stepan, and others. As part
of the conference proceedings,CSIS Middle East program director Jon Alterman and Co-
lumbia School of Public and International Affairs dean Lisa Anderson questioned Libyan
leader Mu’ammar Gadhafi by live videoconference for 90 minutes. Alterman and Ander-
son pressed Gadhafi on the imperative of change, being frank about his own internal
problems, and other issues. Alterman’s opening remarks to the conference can be found
at: http://www.csis.org/media/csis/events/03222006_altermanopeningremarks.pdf.�

The faithful need not be dowdy, and
Nike hijabs and Al Quds prayer jeans
are just some examples of designers’
efforts around the world to allow
young Muslims to preserve their reli-
gious identity while still dressing en
vogue.

Hijabs, or female head coverings,
are a sign of religious conviction
and modesty, but they are not
conducive to volleyball.  In coop-
eration with the UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, Nike recently
designed its first athletic hijab for
Somali refugees in Kenya.  Young
volleyball players were struggling
against peers’ negative attitudes
toward women in sports, and the
flowing robes traditional among
Somali Muslim women were get-
ting in the way of exercise. Hoping
to promote more physical activity
among the refugees, Nike design-
ers devised a new hooded tunic
from light fabric that is closer fit-
ting that the traditional Somali
jilbab. The new uniform enhances
performance while fitting the par-
ticipants’ notions of modesty.

On the more up-market side, a pho-
tograph of hundreds of Muslims
kneeling in prayer gave Italian busi-
nessman Giorgi Lotta the idea for Al
Quds jeans, deriving its brand from
the Arabic name for Jerusalem. Al
Quds Jeans are designed to make
the prostrations of Muslim worship
more comfortable with a high waist-
band, wide legs, and roomy pockets
for personal items that many remove
during prayer. Al Quds are currently
sold only in Italy, but will soon be
available for on-line purchase. With
web-based business, Al Quds may
be able to attract Muslims through-
out the world.�-ET
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AFTER LIBERALS BACK DOWN
By Jon B. Alterman
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The United States’ democratization push in the Middle East is coming up against a surprising
group of opponents: the liberal elites who just a few years ago were figured to be its prime
beneficiaries.

These Middle Eastern elites are well known figures to many Americans. Many of them re-
ceived their graduate educations in the United States, and they remain tied to this country not
only by their fluency in language, but also their fluency in Western thought. They often ap-
pear as expert commentators on Western news outlets.  They have Bentham, Hume, and
Tocqueville at their fingertips, although they may pepper their conversations with references
to Ibn Khaldun or Averroes for flavor.

They are also scared—scared by Hamas’ victory in the Palestinian elections, by the triumph
of religious parties in Iraq’s elections, and by rise of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Urbane
and soft-spoken, they find themselves losing the street to voices that are often angry or shrill,
and that call for overturning the existing order.

America’s friends are both elites and elitists, which makes sense. They believe that they have
gained favor because of the quality of their intellect and the quantity of their labor, and they
deserve it. Elections, however, turn the tables in favor of populists. In electoral campaigns,
emotion trumps intellect, and muscle trumps agility. Even worse, conservative foes often fight
dirty, using physical threats, personal invective, and religious intimidation to wage their
battles. It is a game the liberal elites are ill-suited to win. In this light, the elites fall back on
their rulers—men they often see as illiterate thugs, but men who will at least protect them
from the mob.

Just a couple of years ago, many regarded the rise of liberal autocrats as a far-fetched propo-
sition. After all, the liberals so deeply understood Western liberalism and its championing of
the individual that it was hard to imagine them returning to the roles of courtiers to latter-day
emirs. Their contempt for these rulers was palpable, and democratization was going to em-
power them.
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Links of Interest

On March 15, the CSIS Middle East program hosted Ed Morse and
Arezki Daoud at the Maghreb Roudtable to discuss “The Politics of
North African Energy:”
http://www.csis.org/media/csis/pubs/
060330_maghrebroundtable.pdf

Program director Jon B. Alterman discussed the suicide bombing in
Tel Aviv on April 17 on WTOP radio:
http://www.wtop.com/emedia/21161.mp3

Link to Al Quds Jeans:
http://www.alqudsjeans.com

Now, the most vocal supporters of the democratization are conservative Islamist politicians, the very people the United States most
opposes. The detractors of democratization are liberal voices, the very people the United States most supports. This is not a problem
that will go away, or one that has easy solutions. It is, however, a problem that needs to be addressed.

The first order of business needs to be to lower one’s sights. As recently as last spring, Bush Administration supporters were
crowing that political movement in Egypt, Lebanon, the Palestinian Authority, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and beyond heralded success
for a policy the President had articulated barely 18 months before, in a speech at the National Endowment for Democracy. Their
giddiness and impatience assumed that they were witnessing a moment similar to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, after which
the Soviet Union swiftly collapsed and Eastern Europe came out from under the cloud of communism. Yet, the president’s speech
was no such event, and the Middle East was not to—and will not—undergo such a rapid change. Real political change in the
Middle East is a generational project, whose prime beneficiaries and whose prime movers will be the thirty-somethings now
sitting in cafes in Cairo, Damascus, and Casablanca, and not the fifty- and sixty-somethings sitting in five-star hotels who advise
administration strategists.

Second, the United States and allied governments need to concentrate efforts on working with Arab governments, par-
ticularly expanding capacity outside of the executive. The United States needs to redouble its efforts to strengthen judi-
ciaries, educate parliaments, and push for rule of law. The imperative to improve counterterrorism cooperation cuts
against this, because it is precisely the ability of executive branches in Arab countries to deliver what the U.S. govern-
ment wants—quietly and without public or judicial scrutiny—that makes these governments such valuable allies. The U.S.
government needs to accept a short term tradeoff in this regard.

Third, militaries and intelligence services need to be enlisted in discussions about political reform, and they need to support a gradual
devolution of power from the overpowering executive present in every Arab country. The greatest threat to a political opening is not
that radicals will take over political systems, but that security services will fear that they are about to and shut down what freedom
exists.

Finally, the United States needs to intensify its exchanges with the Middle East, building mutual understanding and constituencies for
strong bilateral relationships. Ignorance contributes to demagoguery, stereotyping, and hatred, and while education and exchange do
not neutralize hostility, they can help move such hostility into a space in which it can be managed.

The recommendations here represent long term investments, not short term initiatives. Success, if it ever comes, will not be on the Bush
Administration’s watch. Indeed, it may be hard to discern success at all, let alone whether the United States can rightly take credit for
it. If we are serious about promoting change, however, we need to recognize that many of our closest friends have come down from
the ramparts, and they are now grudgingly supporting the status quo. They will not deliver us from political dysfunction in the Middle
East.  We need to concentrate on running a long race, not a sprint.�04/16/06


