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ABSTRACT

AUTHOR: Colonel Walter H. Leach

TITLE: America’s Call To Islam In The Middle East: The Information War
FORMAT: Strategy Research Project
DATE: 18 March 2005 PAGES: 31 CLASSIFICATION: Unclassified

While the United States armed forces are working hard to defeat terrorists wherever they
can be found, the country is also engaged on the information front to accelerate the introduction
of democracy into the Middle East. To fight terrorism, one significant aim of the US National
Security Strategy (NSS) is to use this moment in history to introduce the benefits of freedom into
the region. The United States government (USG) is attempting to reduce popular support for
terrorist organizations while encouraging Muslims to embrace democracy. This paper will review
various causes of disenchantment in Muslim populations then turn to analyze the ongoing
information offensive of the USG to determine if the USG is using the correct information tools.
The United States Department of State (DoS) has the highest profile among USG entities in this
endeavor, so this paper will focus on their initiatives.
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AMERICA’S CALL TOISLAM IN THE MIDDLE EAST: THE INFORMATION WAR

People everywhere want to be able to speak freely; choose who will govern
them; worship as they please; educate their children—male and female; own
property; and enjoy the benefits of their labor. These values of freedom are right

and true for every person, in every society....!

— George W. Bush

With those words in the 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS), President George W.
Bush articulated dimensions of acceptable human rights that he claims to be “the non-
negotiable demand of human dignity; the birthright of every person—in every civilization.™
Since the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 and the resulting mobilization of the United
States-led coalition fighting the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), many have written about the
clash of cultures between Islam and the West. Others have worked to clarify that the United
States’ argument is with terrorists—not with Islam. While working hard on the military front to
defeat terror everywhere it can be found, the United States is also working on the informational
front to accelerate the introduction of democracy into the Middle East. This paper will focus on
the “information” front of the war to determine if the US strategy is on the right track.

To fight terrorism, one significant aim of the US strategy is to “use this moment to extend
the benefits of freedom across the globe.”" These benefits broadly include democracy,
development, free markets and trade, applied without regard for historical, cultural or religious
norms!” The demands of human dignity are also specified, namely: Rule of law, limits on
absolute power of the state, free speech, freedom of worship, equal justice, respect for women,

religious and ethnic tolerance and respect for private property. "

A WAR OF IDEAS

While the very visible military conflict is being fought, there is another battle going on—a
war of ideas. The NSS asserts that our enemy cannot be identified as a people or a religion or
an ideology. “The enemy is terrorism—premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated
against innocents.™ The NSS declares that poverty does not turn poor people into terrorists,
but the horrific conditions of poverty and failed states can create the atmosphere for terrorism to
grow and to thrive.” Beyond poverty and failed states, any government that consistently fails to
address legitimate desires of a significant minority also creates a breeding ground for discontent

that could boil over into terrorism. Autocratic governments attempt to suppress discontent



through limitation of individual rights while democracies provide an imperfect avenue (minority
still subject to majority rule) to reduce this pressure through participation in governance.

Against that backdrop, the NSS recognizes a gap between moderate Islamists and
extremists and proposes an information battle to promote the ideas of democracy and ignite the
embers of freedom that lie within the hearts of men and women everywhere.""

Just as our diplomatic institutions must adapt as that we can reach out to others,
we also need a different and more comprehensive approach to public information
efforts that can help people around the world learn about and understand
America. The war on terrorism is not a clash of civilizations. It does, however,
reveal the clash inside a civilization, a battle for the future of the Muslim world.
This is a struggle of ideas and this is an area where America must excel.”

TWO RESPONSES TO MUSLIM DISCONTENT

While it is a broad generalization, Muslims in the Middle East find themselves
increasingly dissatisfied as growing media and the Internet reveal a non-Muslim world around
them growing ever-more powerful and materially prosperous. Additionally, Muslim women see
women in non-Muslim lands gaining greater societal influence and access to professional
accomplishment through education and in the workplace. The Muslim/non-Muslim gap has
been visible for years and is widening. How did we get here? While the answer to that question
remains under intense debate and is beyond the scope of this paper, it is instructive to
summarize two major positions on the question.

One position holds that modern Islam is mutating and losing its roots in the Qur'an. In
Arabic, al-qur'an means a recitation and Muslims tend to take the Qur'an literally. Many
consider the Qur'an “an earthly facsimile” of an uncreated Qur'an in much the same way as
Christians consider Jesus Christ to be an earthly representation of God.* This so-called
“fundamentalist” position calls for a societal return to the Qur’an, to include repudiating Western
culture, ideas, and democratic principles.

The other so-called “moderate” position holds that Islam and democracy are compatible,
but democracy has been very poorly implemented in Islamic countries. The thrust for this
viewpoint is the difficult road of correcting underlying social ills while also broadening the
people’s freedom and democratic participation in government. Recognizing both positions
come from Islamic points of view leads to the conclusion that a major part of this battle lies

within Islam itself.



THREE AVENUES FOR CHANGE

The Muslim who finds himself without power over his environment has four avenues for
change: resorting to violence (terrorism or overt rebellion) to force change; massive recurring
peaceful demonstrations similar to the anti-government street protests after the 2004 election
fraud in Ukraine and the anti-Syrian protests in Beirut in 2005; democratic elections; and an
Arabic idea known as dawa.® Da'wa has become the playing field of voluntary Islamic
associations and is defined as “spreading the word and establishing a countersociety to
propagate a movement’s ideas, create support networks for members and show that Islamic
values can be fully implemented in the contemporary world.”™ These associations represent the
bedrock of Islamic cultural progress along with an emergence of Islamic media. Activism
through these associations has become a way for individuals to vent their frustration while
advocating for societal change. Even though they experience tremendous turnover in
membership, there remains an extensive cohort of young Islamic males that flock to these
associations year after year Some of them find the beginnings of a life of terrorism in
relationships forged during these meetings. The impact of these associations stands in stark
contrast to the impact the average Muslim has on his political standing. Egyptian professional
associations have been a leading force for turning back Westernization due to the perception
that Western values work against family and societal bonds.*

Governments in the Middle East currently battle criminal violence through heavy-handed
policing in concert with limitations on individual freedoms. They forestall rebellion through their
armed forces. Democratic elections are rare in the region, although the post-war election in
Iraq, along with elections in Afghanistan and local civic elections in Saudi Arabia provide a
hopeful backdrop for spread of democracy. As a widely accepted peaceful right of assembly,
Da'wa is more problematic for these governments because the associations involved in dawa
serve useful and legitimate public purposes. The fact that they also provide venues for
professionals to share their thoughts about societal ills is an unfortunate byproduct. Suspending
the right for these associations to assemble would be a significant intrusion into Islamic social
life carrying great risk for the government.

MISSTEPS IN MIDDLE EASTERN DEMOCRACY

How did we arrive at the present situation in which some Islamists question the
compatibility of Islam and democracy? Retracing Islamic history, more than 1,000 years of
authoritarian rule is reflected in Islamic historical writings. Political leaders would gain religious

legitimacy by using “scholars of the state,” who developed the type of public discourse that



would over time lend Islamic approval to the government. The result of this tradition is that
modern Muslim political discourse is “arcane, and it's not conducive to democracy,” according to
Dr Abdulwahab Alkebsi, Middle East Program Officer for the National Endowment for
Democracy.™

In a later section, this paper will discuss the Islamic tradition of shura, or consultation—a
possible forerunner to Islamic democracy. For now, however, it compounds the difficulties
ahead to realize that democratic principles have come to the Islamic world through three
negative venues: colonial Britain, colonial France and lastly through American support for
oppressive dictators often hostile to the aspirations of a majority of their subjects.™ In at least
two recent examples, the application of democracy has been actively stifled by Western powers.

In 1951, Mohammad Mossadegh was democratically elected Prime Minister of Iran. By
1952 he was making disturbing noises about a drift toward socialism and perhaps nationalizing
the British-owned oil industry in the country. The British Special Intelligence Service and the
American Central Intelligence Agency teamed to support a General Zahedi in a military coup
pushing Mossadegh from power.™ Again in the 1990, when the Islamist party in Algeria won
power in democratic elections, France intervened to prevent them from forming a
government™" The average Muslim might, therefore, be excused for looking to western
promotion of democracy with a jaundiced eye, thinking “Only if my democracy meets your

standards will | get to keep it?”

IMPACT OF GOVERNANCE ON FUNDAMENTALISM

Genevieve Abdo, author of No God but God, relates “The state’s fatal flaw lies in its
inability to distinguish between the militant, who seeks its violent overthrow, from the peaceful
Islamist, who seeks accommodation.”™ These peaceful people first try to marry their religious
traditions and culture with those modernizing forces appearing in their culture. If they begin to
realize the marriage will not work, they then turn to increasing measures to protect the purity of

their religion and culture from modern “pollution.™

EGYPT

The Egyptian experience is worth a closer look to illustrate the rise and fall of
fundamentalism in response to governance. An example of an individual speaking out and
leading an effort toward fundamentalism is Sayyid Qutb. Qutb spent more than ten years in
Egyptian prisons due to his radical Muslim beliefs and writings. In 1960, he wrote Signposts on

the Road while imprisoned. Smuggled out of prison, it was eventually published in 1964 In



his book, he claimed that the supposedly Muslim government of Gamal Abdel-Nasser was not
truly Muslim because Nasser and his followers were not true believers. Muslims do not torture
other Muslims, so he wrote that true Muslims actually had a duty to overthrow false Muslim
governments, by force if necessary. ™

Qutb broke new ground with these assertions, as traditional Islamic doctrine held that
the unity of the Islamic community demanded obedience to Muslim governance, even if the
rulers were unjust.™™ According to Fouad Ajami, Director of Middle Eastern Studies at Johns
Hopkins University, Qutb was the first to claim the right to distinguish between authentic and
false Muslims. Before Qutb, and for a vast majority of Muslims today, if someone claims to be a
Muslim and prays accordingly, he or she is a Muslim*"

From 1948 to 1951, Qutb studied in the US, where he decided that both America and
Europe were in a civilizational decline that could not be stopped*™ Back in Egypt, Qutb felt that
Westernization had failed badly in Egypt, leading to corruption, poverty and social injustice. He
advocated changing society by converting non-Muslims to Islam while also engaging in a holy
struggle against the enemies of God™ As largely peaceful protests were met with increasing
crackdowns by government forces, moderate Muslims felt pushed into the fundamentalist camp
and turning against the state.™" Qutb was hanged in 1966, and was soon celebrated as a
heroic martyr. New York Times correspondent Judith Miller noted she saw his works “on the
shelf of every Islamist | visited in the Middle East.”™"

The tension between a modernizing society and religious fundamentalists is certainly not
limited to Islam among the world’s religions. Karen Armstrong, author of three books, Islam: A
Short History, The History of God and The Battle of God, notes the troubling relationship
between fundamentalism in general and governments, “Fundamentalism exists in a symbiotic
relationship with coercive secularism. Fundamentalists nearly always feel assaulted by the
liberal or modernizing establishment, and their views and behavior become more extreme as a
result.™x

At the same time, governments that attempt to co-opt Islamic religious leadership into
supporting their legitimacy walk a very narrow course. If religious leaders support the
government, they run the risk of being marginalized by the fundamentalists, who can always
claim the government is not Islamic enough.” This leads to a cautionary note —for an
avowedly Islamic government to frame a debate with fundamentalists in religious terms, the
government most likely cannot win .

Even though the practice of Islam and the practice of democracy can be compatible,

fundamentalists can leverage existing societal discontent with accusations of impure Islam to



frame the government as the culprit for their suffering. They portray the government’s actions
as against Allah’s will that the people (hence the nation) practice pure Islam.

The government should attempt to frame the debate in civil and secular terms .
Turkey is the primary example of a modestly democratic country governed in secular terms with
a vast Muslim majority. (The author acknowledges the relative weakness of the democratic
institutions within Turkey when compared with the Unites States or Great Britain. The
suppression of Islamic fundamentalism in that country has not been the result of a democratic
process, but the stability of the government and the relative freedoms available are still
instructive to the practice of Islam without the government being inherently Islamic in authority.)

Fundamentalists can overreach in their efforts. After the assassination of President
Anwar Sadat, the rash of violence against the Egyptian Cabinet and an attempt against the life
of President Hosni Mubarek, by the mid 1990s, most ordinary Egyptians had come to reject
fundamentalism as it was being expressed by the radicals. A poll by al-Ahram, an English-
language weekly newspaper notes 86% of their readership felt that violence-oriented Islamic
groups did not work to the benefit of the country.™ By contrast, while today's Egyptian Islamic
leadership say Sayyid Qutb is too radical, his officially banned writings are still popular on

Egyptian university campuses ™

SAUDI ARABIA

As the home of the Prophet Mohammed and the two holiest sites in Islam (Mecca and
Medina), Saudi Arabia should be the exemplar Islamic government. Originally founded through
cooperation between a village chief named Muhammed Ibn Saud and a strict teacher of literal
Islam named Muhammad Ibn al-Wahhab (the hyper-strict Wahhabi sect of Islam takes its name
from him) in the late eighteenth century, the current Saudi royal family government is actually
the third Saudi kingdomX* In 1902, King Abdulaziz, also known as Ibn Saud, began a
successful campaign to reconquer and consolidate peninsular lands. One notable pillar of his
success was his using Wahhabi teachers to reach out to the nomadic Bedouin who lived on the
peninsula, but had no firm allegiance to Islam. These Bedouin were invited into settlements and
into the faith and were called brother. In effect they became a reserve army for Ibn Saud and
helped him conqueror all his rivals by 1932—only six years before the discovery of oil. ™

As Ibn Saud began to modernize his kingdom, he came into direct conflict with the
Bedouin he had used to consolidate his power. They disagreed with Ibn Saud as he approved
the introduction of many inventions into the kingdom, for example, automobiles, telephones and

radio. Ibn Saud patiently waited until the extremism of the Bedouin generated sufficient public



