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Muslim world
will evolve its
own democracy

As Islamic societies redefine the role
of government, the West must learn |
to differentiate between moderates
and radicals, writes John Esposito

Focus

HE stunning victory of Hamas

in Palestinian elections, consti-

tutional debates in Iraq and

Afghanistan involving the role
of Shariah or Islamic law and the Mus-
lim Brotherhood’s emergence as the
leading parliamentary opposition in
Egypt continue to raise questions
about the compatibility of Islam with
democracy.

The examples of the Taleban’s
Afghanistan and the self-proclaimed
Islamic governments of the Sudan,
Iran and Pakistan reinforce the fears of
many in the international community.
Some warn that the promotion of a
democratic process runs the risk of
furthering Islamic inroads into cen-
tres of power and is counterproduc-
tive to western interests, even encour-
agingamore virulent anti-westernism
and increased instability.

The apostasy case in Afghanistan,
the persecution of religious minori-
tiesand oppression of women in some
Muslim countries reinforce the belief
thatIslamicvaluesand democraticval-
ues are inherently antithetical.

For Muslims, both the principles of
democracy and the process of
democratisation have been the subject
of vigorous debate. Some Muslims re-
jectany form of parliamentary democ-
racy as westernising and incompatible
with Islamic or with local traditions.
Many, if not most, Islamic intellectuals
and activists have tried to come to
terms with the idea and the process.

Thus, since the late 20th century, Is-
lamically-oriented candidates and po-
litical parties in Algeria, Tunisia, Mo-
rocco, Egypt, Turkey, Jordan, Kuwait,
Bahrain, Pakistan, Malaysia and In-

donesia have successfully contested
and won municipal and parliamen-
tary seats, held cabinet positions and
servedas prime minister of Turkey and
Iraq and president of Indonesia.

In the 21st century, democracy has
become accepted as a marker,akind of
signpost, of public life in many coun-
tries. However, questions as to the spe-
cific nature and degree of participa-
tion remain unanswered.

In many places, it has become a lit-
mus test by which both the openness
of governmentsand the relevance of Is-
lamic groups are certified. While
democracy is still not entrenched in
modern Islamic political thought and
practice, it has become a powerful
symbol of legitimacy, legitimising and
delegitimising precisely because it is
seen to be a universal good.

A major question or hurdle facing
Islamic candidates and movements is
their willingness when in power to tol-
erate diversity. Some in the Muslim
world and the West believe that their
participation in electoral politics is
merely tactical and that, once success-
ful, they would impose an intolerant,
monolithic order on society.

However, the record of secular au-
thoritarian regimes has long demon-
strated an unwillingness to foster
power-sharing and a vibrant civil soci-
ety, tolerate diversity or leave power.In
contrast, the recent example of Turkey,
the most secular of Muslim countries,
under the governments of the Welfare
and now the AK (Justice and Develop-
ment)Party,as well as countries like In-
donesiaand Malaysia, demonstrate the
extent to which Muslim rulers’ experi-
ence and political reality often shape a
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constructive, pragmatic engagement
and response domestically and inter-
nationally.

In the 21st century, the tendency of
policymakers and experts to assume
the monolithic nature of political
Islam or of “Islamic fundamentalism
obscures the diversity of ideological
interpretations and the even greater
diversity of actual practice in Muslim
societies.

For more than a decade, the moder-
ate or pragmatic majority of Islamicor-
ganisations have pursued a policy of
gradualism, calling for political liber-
alisation and democratisation, seek-
ing to bring about change within the
political system. Government sup-
pression, directly or indirectly sup-
ported by western powers, can radi-
calise  moderates, transforming
reformers into violent revolutionaries
as occurred in Algeria.

To the extent that governments pre-
vent participation in elections, limit
self-determination or crack down and
imprison political activists, violence
and instability become likely. Alterna-
tively, fostering a process and experi-
ence of democratisation: the institu-
tions of civil society - NGOs, political
parties, trade unions,and a free press —

are critical to replacing cultures of
authoritarianism with broader a cul-
ture that emphasises broader political
participation, government account-
ability and the rule of law.

The challenge today is to distinguish
between Islamic movements that are
an imminent threat and a majority
that represent legitimate indigenous
attempts to reform their societies.

Most Islamic movements have re-
sisted pressures to turn to violence but
remain a challenge to Muslim govern-
ments and western powers to honour
their commitments to political ideals
of self-determination and popular po-
litical participation. Some, as the
record of the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt, the Welfare Party in Turkey and
the Justice and Spirituality Party in
Morocco show, have put up with
repression, imprisonment and in
some cases torture and chosen not to
turn to violence. However, the failure
todifferentiate between Islamic move-
ments that are moderate and those
thatare radical (violent) and extremist
is simplistic and counterproductive.

We are watching experimentation
and a long-term process unfold. The
western experience of democratisa-
tion was a process of trial and error, ac-
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companied by progress and regres-
sion, successes and failures, civil wars
and intellectual and religious con-
flicts.So,too,in the Muslim world, soci-
eties that attempt to redefine the
nature of government and of political
participation as well as the role of reli-
giousidentity and valuesin society are
engaged in a process of trial and error
in which short-term risks will be the
price for potential long-term gains.
Autocratic governments may be
able to derail or stifle the process of
change; however they will merely
delay the inevitable. The realities of
most Muslim societies and the aspira-
tions of many citizens require greater
political liberalisation. Failure to do so
will continue to contribute to the con-
ditions that foster militant opposi-
tion, radicalisation, political instabil-
ity and global terrorism.
® John L Esposito is university profes-
sor, professor of religion and inter-
national affairs and founding director
of the Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal
Centre for Muslim-Christian Under-
standing, Georgetown University,
Washington. He will be speaking at
a conference at the Royal Society
of Edinburgh today on Islam and
Democracy.

The line between civilisation and barbarism is thin but strong

PLATFORM

ALEX MASSIE

IT IS safe to say that millions of
Americans are disheartened by
a Virginia jury’s reluctance to
send Zacarias Moussaoui to the
electric chair.

According to his own testi-
mony he was a member of
al-Qaeda, charged with taking
control of a fifth plane on the
morning of 11 September, 2001
Had he not been arrested a
month earlier on immigration
offences he might have had the
opportunity to do so. As he is

the sole conspirator arrested
andtried, itisscarcelyasurprise
that many Americans hoped,
like Rudy Giuliani, that Mous-
saoui would be executed.

Such hopes are understand-
able, but misplaced. Like other
opponentsof the death penalty,
I would not have shed many
tears for Moussaoui had he
been sentenced to death.
Nonetheless, it is better that
Moussaoui live than die.

Hisjoyfully defiant cry when
the verdict was returned,
“America, you lost!” could not
have been less accurate.

The war on terrorism may or
may not be a clash of civilisa-

tions; it is certainly a clash of
world views. The contrast be-
tween Moussaoui’s treatment
and the fate of anyone, such
as Nick Berg, captured and
subsequently beheaded by
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, is
pointed.

Thelinebetween civilisation
and barbarism may be thin, but

Moussaoui's
joyfully defiant cry
at the verdict,
‘America you lost’,
could not have been
less accurate

at moments such as these it still
seems strong,.

Though the jury quite prop-
erly could consider only the evi-
dence before them, their ver-
dict prevents Moussaoui from
becoming another martyr who
died for radical Islam.

Whether he wished to mar-
tyr himself is immaterial; his
death would surely have been
perceived as such a sacrifice
across much of an anti-Ameri-
can Arab world.

Secondly, Moussaoui’s life
sentence should remind some
of those British and European
élites who so disparage the
United States that it is not the

barbarousland they sometimes
seem to imagine it to be.

Given the way in which the
Bush administration has flout-
ed the law in its treatment of
terrorist suspects, it is depress-
ing, mildly shaming, to have to
point out this small but impor-
tant victory of the rule of law
and civilised restraint.

The US is sometimes too
much in love with its belief in
itsownvirtue. Yetit would have
been impossible to build the
US, still the greatest political
experiment of our times, with-
out that belief.

On this occasion, however,
and though the US legal system

remains imperfect, the fact
that Zacarias Moussaoui, a co-
conspirator in the most catas-
trophic foreign attack on
American soil in history, can be
afforded the same rights as the
least significant common crim-
inal dignifies that legal system
and the USitself.

Moussaoui and terrorism
lost; the US, its allies and civili-
sation won. The mills of justice
may grind slowly, but they
grind exceedingly well.

One day, Osama bin Laden
will find that out as well.

B Alex Massie is the Wash-
ington correspondent of The
Scotsman




