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Foreword
Dialogue with the
Islamic World

Ever since the mid-nineties the Federal Government has been engaged in
an intensive dialogue with the Islamic world. In response to an initiative
by former President Roman Herzog, a host of activities were set in train,
which culminated in the UN General Assembly proclaiming 2001 the
United Nations Year of Dialogue Among Civilizations. Dialogue with

the Islamic world became a Federal Foreign Office priority in the wake
of 9/11. The horrific attacks in New York and Washington faced us with
a new challenge: to design a preventive strategy based on dialogue, not
confrontation.

In my capacity as Commissioner for the Dialogue with the Islamic
World I am responsible for both policy coordination and the operational
side, including our activities in Afghanistan, for example. Our efforts to
help revive cultural life there are an excellent case study in how cultural
and educational engagement can contribute towards preventing conflict
and aiding post-conflict rehabilitation.

I am assisted by the Task Force for Dialogue with the Islamic World,
which has a whole network of specialists posted to our embassies abroad.
These dialogue officers assist the embassies in monitoring relevant host-
country developments, promote contacts with important civil society
actors, including the media, and initiate and steer our dialogue projects.

Judging from my experience over these past three years and espe-
cially the many talks I have had in very different Arab countries as well as
major Muslim countries in Africa and Asia, dialogue and understanding
among civilizations have not become any easier in the wake of 9/11.
While there was a lot of euphoria initially, it soon gave way to growing
doubts, doubts further nourished by the TV images beamed from Gaza
and Abu Ghraib and the reports of prisoner abuse in Guantanamo and
Afghanistan.

In the experience of most Muslims, modernization is something

negative that results in cultural bondage or the loss of cherished values.

It is perceived as a tool of the West designed to bring the Islamic world
under its sway and impose its values. Complaints of double standards are
legion. Given its policy towards the conflicts in the region, the West’s insis-
tence on democracy and human rights as universal values is viewed as a
mere tactic for perpetuating the unequal status quo. In the eyes of many
Muslims its continued willingness — for the sake of stability or for strategic
or economic reasons - to cooperate with and support corrupt and despotic
élites has deprived it of all credibility. Throughout the Islamic world the
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quest for ideological alternatives has forged a bond between those formerly
on the political left and the Islamists. According to its proponents, the “just
(economic) order of Islam” will serve also to ensure a fairer distribution of
wealth. The underlying message is one of social reform, capitalist structures
are rejected as a western import. The slogan “Islam is the solution” is
chanted by Islamists everywhere, but what this means in practice remains
largely in the dark. The movement’s undercurrent of class struggle appeals
strongly to the broad Muslim masses who feel exploited and neglected.

Western consumerism and calls for secularization are seen as anti-
Islamic and in some quarters vehemently condemned. Globalization and
its consequences are widely perceived as a threat. Throughout the Islamic
world political and social debate revolves around the themes of globaliza-
tion, democratization, human rights and (cultural) identity. On a host of
Internet websites (e.g. islam-online) much attention is given to personal
and everyday matters, but there is also lively discussion of wider issues:
good governance, pluralism, the need for people to express their views
freely and participate in decision-making, women’s rights and even femi-
nism. In all these areas our aim must be to seek common ground with our
partners in the Islamic world. If we are to succeed, however, it is crucial
that people are not made to feel the West is foisting on them its own
aspirations and values.

To engage in real dialogue and collaborate on concrete projects,
there first needs to be a foundation of mutual trust. Thanks to the useful
work done at a host of national and international conferences, we now
have a common understanding of what such dialogue entails. The next
step is to place this dialogue onto a much broader footing through hands-
on projects based on successful partnership.

In everything we do in this field we are particularly keen to reach out
to young people. To this end we are examining, together with our partners
in the Islamic world, how best we can help improve education and training
in the region. According to the statistics, some 60% of the population of
Islamic and particularly Arab countries are under the age of 25. It is these
young people who will determine whether the future will be one of peace-
ful interaction or at least orderly coexistence. Especially at the start of our
dialogue initiative we understandably focused primarily on those secular
groups we already knew well, hoping our efforts could help generate a
climate conducive to peaceful change from within.

With very good reason, another of our dialogue priorities has been
the involvement of women in the Arab world and that will remain the
case in the future as well. We have made a good start with a variety of
excellent projects, including a conference, for example, on women in the
Islamic world. Further headway must now be made through project work
on the ground. It is crucial, too, that we intensify our efforts to reach out
to young people and especially the élites of the future.

In all Arab countries political Islam is the sole opposition movement
to have any credibility with the population at large. Islamist-oriented
organizations are the only civil society groupings to enjoy widespread
popular support and influence. That is why in future we intend to engage
with these groups as well, provided they respect basic democratic princi-
ples and explicitly reject violence. We must increasingly seek a broad
dialogue with them and, if conditions are right, explore also possible
avenues for cooperation.

The authors of the third Arab Human Development Report “Towards
Freedom in the Arab World” warn that Arab governments must not be
allowed to use the fundamentalist menace to blackmail us into refusing
all dialogue with Islamist groups. Democracy, they point out, includes the
right of opposition movements — usually in this region Islamist in outlook —
to participate and be seen to participate in political life.

The aim of our dialogue activities is to enhance our credibility,
to demonstrate that our actions match the values we proclaim. In the
sceptical Islamic world it is important to convince people that we are not
ducking the issues raised by Islamic and Islamist groups. We should listen
to what Muslims have to say about their experience of western-style
modernity, we should show a basic willingness to revise our own ideas,
too, and strive for a truly global understanding of democracy.

It is quite possible that the way the western world responds to
so-called political Islam - in all its different constellations — will help to
shape perceptions within the Islamic world and thereby prevent further
radicalization. A number of governments in the Islamic world are keen
to acquire an international profile as moderate and reform-minded states.
Malaysia, for example, the current chair of the Organization of the Islamic
Conference (OIC), has developed the concept of “islam hadari” (civilized
Islam), which offers a contemporary interpretation of Islam. These govern-
ments’ motives for embracing dialogue are generally two-fold: they want
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to condemn terrorism as incompatible with Islam and at the same time
improve the image of Islam among non-Muslims.

Over the past three years we have carried out a wide range of pro-
jects, including many within the framework of our European-Islamic Inter-
cultural Dialogue (EID) programme. Our EID projects are designed to foster
mutual respect, understanding and tolerance. To ensure maximum long-
term impact, they generally take place in locations in the Islamic world.
In future we intend to focus increasingly on particular countries and
themes. Thanks to an Internet project developed jointly with the Deutsche
Welle, the Goethe Institute, the Institute for Foreign Relations and the
Federal Agency for Civic Education, we now have a stronger presence in
the electronic media, too. Recognizing the importance of communicating
with our target groups in their own language - in the case of the Middle
East primarily Arabic — our Internet portal www.qantara.de (Bridge),
whose popularity is growing by the day, is in Arabic as well as German
and English.

Despite the difficulties I have described, our commitment to this new
policy priority is highly appreciated in the Islamic world as well as by our
Western partners and civil society in Germany.

An impressive network now exists, which clearly needs to be deve-
loped still further, for dialogue with the Islamic world is a task spanning
generations. A process has been initiated that over the years ahead we
intend to take forward actively both at national level and with our
European Union partners.

Dr Gunter Mulack, Ambassador

Commissioner for Dialogue with the Islamic World (2002 -2005).
Since July 2005 Ambassador of the Federal Republic of Germany
in Pakistan.
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Political change in the
Arab world: the challenge
of democratic Islamists

11

by Dr Amr Hamzawy
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
Washington D.C.

It has become common to suggest that the West should reach out to non-
violent Islamist political movements in the Arab world and integrate them
in its democracy promotion efforts. Two major factors have contributed to
the apparent shift in American and European perceptions from an overall
stigmatization of Islamists after 9/11 as irrational fanatics to an operational
distinction between violent and non-violent, radical and moderate actors:
the problematic path of Arab democratization and the newly discovered
pragmatism within the Islamist spectrum. However, both the United States
and Europe are yet to articulate clear policy guidelines that structure their
encounter with Islamist movements. Existing doubts about the degree of
their commitment to democratic reforms and the real intentions behind
their pragmatism hamper attempts to move ahead in the direction of
engaging them.

Islamist movements and constituencies

The absence of viable opposition movements with sustainable popular
constituencies represents a persistent dilemma of democratic transformation
in the Arab world. Reforms in authoritarian regimes never happen out of
impulsive noble motivations of autocratic rulers. International efforts to
promote the cause of democracy in countries, where the tradeoffs of un-
democratic governance continue to be bearable for the ruling elites, are
bound to fail. Without the formation of far reaching opposition alliances
the autocrats between Morocco and Bahrain might eventually manage to
do away with current Western pressures either by inventing a “theatre of
democratization” based on cosmetic reforms or by discrediting American
and European calls for democracy publicly as acts of foreign aggression
against the national sovereignty of Arab countries.

Western democracy promotion policies and programs of the past
several years have looked to Arab liberals as strategic partners, anticipating
that they will be able gradually to contest the dominance of authoritarian
regimes and force democratic concessions. To be sure, there is more than
one good reason for the United States and Europe to support liberal parties
and secular NGOs across the region. Normatively and politically Arab liber-
als have embraced the Western political value system with its three pillars;
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universal citizenship, democracy, and rule of law. Their objectives are iden-
tical with Western aspirations for tolerant, pluralist Arab societies. They
speak a language which is understandable and trustworthy in American
and European policy and intellectual communities. The dilemma of Arab
liberals, though, is their marginalization back home. Contrary to the
celebrity status in the West, in the “real world” of the Arabs liberal actors
remain incapable of reaching out to considerable constituencies in their
societies or to influence political developments substantially. Left with
ruling elites primarily interested in preserving power and weak liberal
opposition actors the United States and Europe have no choice but to try
collaborating with other forces in the Arab political scene if they are
serious about promoting democracy in the region.

Non-violent Islamist movements such as the Egyptian and Jordanian
branches of the Muslim Brotherhood and the Moroccan Justice and Devel-
opment Party are well rooted in the social and cultural fabric of Arab coun-
tries and possesses therefore a great potential for forging broad alliances
for political transformation.

On the other side, recent changes in Arab Islamist political movements
have made it easier for Western countries to engage some of them. In the
1980s and 1990s non-violent Islamists were yet to come up with a strategic
commitment to democratic forms of governance. Caught in the iron grip
of state oppression and continuous radicalization at the outer edges of the
Islamist spectrum, these movements were either forced out of the official
political sphere (Egypt’s Muslim Brothers) or violently banned and denied
any public role (Tunisian Islamist groups). In Morocco and Jordan, where
Islamists were partially integrated in the political process, their preoccupa-
tion with rhetorically sound, though politically unattainable, issues — such
as the implementation of the Islamic Law and the Islamization of educa-
tional systems — did not help them overcome general doubts about their
real objectives. Rather, it lent credibility to the negative perception of
Islamists as traditionalist forces who are less interested in tolerating the
diversity of Arab societies or accommodating political pluralism in any
serious way. The Algerian civil war and the Islamist insurgency in Egypt,
both of them broke out in the first half of the 1990s, affirmed this image
of the “Islamist threat” and ultimately blurred the distinction between
radical and moderate movements, violent and non-violent strategies.

By the end of the 1990s, however, the apparent failure of Arab Islam-
ists, in spite of considerable popular support, to change political realities in
their homelands gave birth to various revisionist trends among non-violent

movements and unleashed a critical discussion on their priorities and strat-
egies which gathered momentum in the aftermath of September 11, 2001.
The major outcome has been a shift in the mainstream of Islamist move-
ments towards more pragmatism based on prioritizing gradual democratic
reforms as the way ahead for their political integration and as the only
viable strategy to challenge the persistent authoritarianism in the Arab
world. Intended is a peaceful march through existing political institutions
sanctioned by each Arab nation-state — whose legitimacy Islamists seem
finally to recognize after decades of negation — similar to that of leftist
parties in Western Europe of the 1950s and 1960s which resulted in the
lessening of their political radicalism. Accordingly, ideological claims and
divergent perceptions of national interests are to be contested in a consen-
sus-oriented fashion within the legal framework and in negotiations with
ruling elites and other political forces. However, the realization of the new
Islamist vision requires a degree of openness on the side of Arab regimes
towards the objective of integrating non-violent movements in the political
sphere. Unfortunately, this is often not the case.

Embracing the notion of democratic polity within non-violent Islamist
movements, however, does not mean that they are heading in the direction
of giving up their religious legacy and becoming wholeheartedly the new
liberals of the Arab world. Rather, democratic Islamists will always sustain
their distinct religious identity as compared to other political forces in the
region by means of stressing, at least rhetorically, their traditional agenda
built around moral calls to implement the Islamic Law and Islamize the
public sphere — whatever this might mean — and propagandistic pleas to
liberate Palestine and the Muslim homelands from the “infidels”. Other-
wise, Islamists would risk alienating large segments of their sympathizers
and losing a significant degree of their popular appeal. But, the crucial
issue at stake here is the fact that promoting democratic reform is becom-
ing a central component of the Islamist agenda as well, if not its structur-
ing feature which subordinates all others. Recent rallies of Islamists in
Rabat, Cairo, and Amman as well as public opinion surveys indicate that
their constituencies are inclined to support this shift.

Furthermore, the new pragmatism among non-violent Islamist
movements materializes in an atmosphere of relative openness towards
American and European policies in the Arab world and initial willingness
to engage them less ideologically. Especially for the United States this
change represents a preferable setting to reach out to the most popular
opposition actors in the Arab world and to develop a minimum of needed
strategic ties. After all the possibility of Islamists coming to power in coun-



- Dialogue with the Islamic World

tries like Morocco, Egypt, Jordan and Yemen amid a process of substantial
political transformation and through the ballot box can not be ruled out.

Democratic Islamists in action

Whereas the successive waves of Islamist militancy in the 1980s and 1990s
were based on the objective of transferring absolute religious visions to
the political sphere and on the violent seizure of state power as the sole
means of changing conditions in the Arab world, democratic Islamists of
the present day have rather different starting points. As the well-known
Egyptian activist Yusuf Al-Qaradawi and the leader of the Moroccan Justice
and Development Party Saad Al-Din Al-Usmani articulate it, mainstream
Islamist perceptions are ought to be guided by the principles of pluralism
and gradualism. Taken together, these two principles result in a de facto
recognition by democratic Islamists of the legitimate existence of secular
movements in the political sphere and in an ultimate exclusion of radical
strategies as viable options for political transformation.

Although democratic Islamists continue to claim the establishment
of Islamic States across the region as their ultimate objective, it has become
increasingly a matter of symbolic language and traditional metaphors
which are subordinated in real politics to the priorities of liberal demo-
cratic reforms. A new consensus has emerged within different movements
such as the Jordanian Islamic Action Front, the Yemeni Reformist Union,
and the Egyptian - not yet legalized — Center Party (Al-Wasat) that the
ideals reflected in the utopia of the Islamic State can be best realized in
the contemporary Arab world by adhering in each country to the princi-
ples of democracy, rule of law, and human rights. In order to account for
this substantial renewal in religious perceptions of politics in a way which
sustains the credibility of democratic Islamists the classical argument that
neither the characteristics of the Islamic State nor the means by which it
should be erected are determined in Muslim holy texts is systematically
used as a legitimating source.

The meaning of democracy and rule of law within the mainstream
Islamist spectrum does not differ much from Arab liberal views. Universal
citizenship, peaceful transfer of power, checks and balances, citizens’
participation, neutrality of public authorities in approaching multiple
religious and ethnic identities, and tolerance of diversity are as accepted
among democratic Islamists as in liberal circles. Certainly, Islamists will
never use the adjective “secular” to describe the neutrality of public in-

stitutions, but they convey identical connotations when they assert the
“civility” of the public sphere. Nor should Islamists be expected to drop
the rhetorical emphasis on the overall guidance by the teachings of Islam
since it serves to maintain the coherence and distinctiveness of religious
political perceptions and does not impede their commitment to demo-
cratic reforms.

But the challenge facing democratic Islamists is the continued deter-
mination of Arab regimes to contain or exclude them from the political
sphere, even in the context of a gradual reform process. The fear of Islamist
popularity structures official policies towards them. In Morocco, where the
Justice and Development Party (P]JD) enjoys a legal status and a parliamen-
tary representation, the government constantly attempts to limit its politi-
cal participation. Prior to the last legislative elections in September 2003
the PJD was forced to reduce the number of its candidates and to submit to
the choices of the Ministry of Interior regarding in which electoral districts
they were expected to run. Last October, King Mohamed VI announced a
new legislation for political parties. This bill, which the Moroccan parlia-
ment currently debates, would ban, among others, religious references in
party platforms and expand the power of the executive to dissolve political
parties. It is primarily designed to curb the popular PJD and minimize its
political influence.

The relationship between the Jordanian government and the Islamic
Action Front (IAF) represents a second case in point. In the legislative
elections of June 2003 Islamist politicians, facing various governmental
restrictions, ended up gaining about 15% of the seats, down from 20% in
1993 and 27 % in 1989. Since September 2004 the Jordanian authorities
have arrested several members of the IAF upon unspecified accusations
of threatening national security. Most recently, a new draft law barring
Islamist dominated professional associations from engaging in politics
was approved by the Jordanian cabinet on March 6, 2005.

Although recent developments in Morocco and Jordan demonstrate
the authoritarian approach of the governments in place towards non-
violent Islamist movements operating within the legal framework, the
partial political integration of Islamists in the two countries together with
similar experiments in Kuwait and Yemen represents an exception in the
Arab world. The Tunisian President Ben Ali banned the Islamist Awakening
Party (Nahdha) in the second half of the 1980s and forced its leading
figures to European exile. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood remains
excluded from the political sphere and faces in almost regular intervals
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repressive measures of the Mubarak regime. Islamist led initiatives to
establish political parties are normally blocked in the government con-
trolled Political Parties Affairs Committee.

In spite of their continued containment and exclusion in the last few
years democratic Islamists have not questioned their strategic choice for
gradual political reforms. On the contrary, they have launched different
reform initiatives aiming at promoting the current momentum for change
in the Arab world. On March 3, 2004 in Cairo, the Egyptian Muslim Broth-
erhood announced its reform plan calling upon the government to rescind
the emergency law and other restrictions on political activities and to
embark on the road of democratization. Although the regime has since
then ignored the Brotherhood’s initiative, its significant impact has been
to position Egypt’s Islamists within the emerging reform consensus among
liberal opposition movements on the Nile and to help bridging the Islamist-
secular divide as a prerequisite for forging broad alliances for democracy.
Analogous developments can be noted in Jordan and Yemen.

Arab regimes have long secured the support or at least the silent
approval of the United States and Europe of their repressive measures
towards Islamist movements by evoking the so-called Algerian syndrome
or the nightmare of anti-Western fanatics coming to power through the
ballot box. Ben Ali, Mubarak, and other autocrats still play the same game
of frightening the West of potential Islamist takeovers if substantial reforms
are introduced hoping that this strategy might minimize Western pressures
on their regimes. However, Arab politics has changed a great deal since the
beginning of the 1990s. At present, excluding non-violent Islamists from
the political sphere weakens the chances of democratic transformation in
the region more than anything else.

Dilemmas of democratic Islamism

The changes in the mainstream of Arab Islamist movements are significant,
their opening towards democratic perceptions of politics genuine. However,
any effort to deal objectively with democratic Islamists in the Arab world
can not avoid highlighting the “less liberal” zones in their positions and
practices. Traditionally, issues such as gender equality, political rights of
non-Muslim population groups, religious freedom, and modernization of
educational systems are justifiably evoked to delineate the spheres of action
where liberal ideals remain irrelevant for Islamist views. Although there
has been some progress in relation to women status and non-Muslims in

a number of movements, especially in Morocco and Egypt, the majority

of democratic Islamists continue to be trapped in discriminating stances.
Observers and policy makers are left with an overall obnoxious picture of
quasi-schizophrenic Islamist movements that are gradually embracing dem-
ocratic political ideals while sustaining illiberal attitudes towards vital
socio-cultural issues.

Put differently, as far as the objective of democratic transformation
is concerned, mainstream Islamists have begun to think and act in accor-
dance to perceptions that are universally acceptable, whereas their state-
ments on social and cultural matters remain as alienating as their politics
of the 1980s and 1990s. But, is it realistic to expect democratic Islamists to
reform their positions and change their practices at all levels at once while
the bulk of their movements operates under authoritarian conditions and
either enjoys a limited access to the legal political sphere or is generally
excluded from it?

Mainstream Islamists have moved a considerable step forward by re-
vising their understanding of politics and prioritizing gradual reforms as
the only viable roadmap to change Arab reality. The democratic opening
within the Islamist spectrum, however, needs to be promoted and pushed
forward through engagement. Integrating Islamists in the political sphere
and confronting them with the challenges of managing contemporary
societies creates a better setting for modern perceptions about the public
role of women and the status of minorities to unfold within their spectrum.
Whenever democratic Islamists interact with Arab liberal parties or engage
in dialogues with secular organizations tolerance and pragmatism become
more viable. Exclusion and repression never lead to a sustainable momen-
tum for moderate trends; rather it pushes those who are forced to be voice-
less to uncompromisingly reassert their distinct identity by refusing to
change.

Democratic Islamists bring different liabilities to the political scene
of the contemporary Arab world, but a great potential based on their
popularity and credibility as well. Remotely condemning the less liberal
zones in Islamist positions and practices does not suffice to alter them.
Since they are too important to be ignored, there is no other way but to
engage Islamist movements and grant them the credit of trial and error.
Openness and tolerance, when practiced, can help democratic Islamists
overcoming their dilemmas.
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Engaging Islamists, promoting democracy in the Arab world

In the last few years, Arab liberals have been gradually reaching out to
democratic Islamists and engaging them in campaigns calling for reforms.
Secular-religious national alliances for democracy are instrumental in con-
testing the authoritarian state power and articulating popular consensus
over the need for political transformation. Islamists, on their side, have
seized the integration opportunity and positioned themselves at the heart
of growing opposition movements across the region. In Morocco, Lebanon,
and Egypt differences between liberals and Islamists remain relevant, but
the degree of their convergence over national priorities is systematically
growing. These are steps in the right direction. Democratic opposition plat-
forms are by far more effective with Islamist participation than without it.
The cause of political transformation in the region is best served by bring-
ing in Islamist movements and their popular constituencies.

The United States and Europe should move forward in the same di-
rection of engaging democratic Islamists. Inviting Islamist politicians to
dialogue conferences in Europe or getting American diplomats in the Arab
world to set up regular consultations with their movements are, although
indicating openness towards Islamists, not enough. It is time to integrate
Islamists in American and European democracy promotion efforts. To be
sure, devising appropriate strategies to engage Islamists is not an easy task.
Friendly rulers in Morocco, Egypt and Jordan are likely to be critical of any
contacts between Western governments and movements which they classify
as either too dangerous or illegal. American and European policy makers
and diplomats find it unavoidably problematic to debate democratic reforms
with representatives of movements which do not share their stances on
issues as crucial as the future of Iraq and the Middle East peace process or
regularly launch anti-Western and anti-Israeli campaigns, even if they are
of mere rhetorical nature. Therefore, caution and gradualism are essential
to any efforts to move along the way of integrating Islamists. They, at the
other end, are most likely to adopt a comparable approach. The current
Islamist willingness to reach out to the United States and Europe should not
be taken to mean trust. Doubts about American and European objectives in
the Arab world remain popular within the Islamist spectrum.

All this considered Western, primarily American, pressures on Arab
regimes to ease their repressive measures against democratic Islamists and
to grant them access to the political sphere might represent a good start-
ing point that is badly needed. Condemning individual arrests of liberal

figures, while completely ignoring arrest waves of Islamists does not foster
the credibility of the United States or Europe among Arab populations.

A second viable strategy is to engage democratic Islamists primarily
at the local level and in less politicized realms. In a first phase of collabora-
tion it might be easier for both parties to leave aside the explosive terrains
of national and regional politics and adopt a low-profile approach. Dif-
ferent joint projects designed to promote mutual trust and moderation
within the Islamist spectrum can be envisaged for example in the fields
of civic education, women empowerment, and local capacity building. In
fact, a number of European donor states have already started to allocate
significant trenches of their developmental aid to Arab countries for this
purpose. Identifying potential Islamist partners can not but follow a mini-
malist, more pragmatic and less normative, approach. Provided that the
respective movement or organization clearly and generally renounces vio-
lence and is willing to collaborate with the West it becomes eligible. En-
gaging Islamists at the grassroots should be understood as a result-oriented
experiment in which Western governments assess the impacts of the new
policy on their partners within the initial period of two years. Depending
on concrete results and trend developments within the Islamist spectrum,
policymakers may consider unleashing a second phase of cooperation pro-
jects with selected democratic Islamist movements at the national level.

Thirdly, where democratic Islamists have legal political parties and
enjoy a degree of legislative representation in national and/or local coun-
cils, as it is the case in Morocco and Jordan for example, (co-)sponsoring
training and capacity building programs for their members can be a useful
strategy to foster pragmatism and moderation. Enhancing parliamentary
performance, campaigning for elections, legal consultations on human
rights and civil liberties, and promoting the role of female politicians are
all ideas which are likely to be welcomed at least by some Islamist parties.
Contrary to the pragmatic logic of identifying potential partners for the
West among Islamist movements operating at the grassroots, engaging Is-
lamist parties requires a greater degree of normative convergence between
their agenda and Western objectives. Renouncing violence at national,
regional and international levels has to be complemented on the Islamist
side by unquestionable acceptance of the ideals of democracy and rule of
law as guidelines for political actions. Tolerating pluralism and diversity
represents also a significant benchmark for determining whom to engage
within the Islamist spectrum.
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Mainstream Islamist movements are too important for Arab politics to
be ignored or pushed aside. The United States and Europe need to deepen
their initial openness towards democratic Islamist movements by promot-
ing their integration in the political process in different Arab countries and
cautiously engaging them in democracy promotion programs. Without the
active participation of Islamists calls for political transformation in the Arab
world are bound to remain the whisper of closed communities irrelevant
for the social fabric in large and harmless for authoritarian regimes.

If initiating and managing the first reform steps remains the prerogative
of ruling autocrats and necessitates their backing, the degree of their
strategic commitment to democratic change depends upon the existence
of sustainable popular opposition alliances. To this end the contribution
of Islamists is indispensable.
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by Dr Sonja Hegasy
Centre for Modern Oriental Studies, Berlin

Anyone who has either observed or taken part in the dialogue with Islam,
or rather with Islamic societies’, over the last 15 years, can see that it is
becoming increasingly difficult even though more resources have been
made available since 11 September 2001. Attitudes are hardening and
there has been a noticeable retreat on both sides to familiar territory.
Abbas Beydoun rightly pointed out in an essay not yet published: “I am
certain that people in the West know more about Islam or the Arabs than
they claim to know. They think it is polite or respectful to pretend that
they know nothing. Admittedly, it is only right to let others talk about
themselves. However, all the dialogue events are wasted playing this game.
The meet and greet party goes by without anyone really getting beyond
the getting-to-know-you stage because the guests are keen to be just as
polite as their hosts. [...] Our concept of the other and our view of him
make up a large part of what is not said. You cannot call this partnership;
it is more like public relations.”?

I personally believe that the efforts to engage in dialogue with Islamic
societies have been particularly successful in two fields, namely translations
and the sphere of the arts, culture, as well as sport. As members of civil
society, artists, writers and sportsmen and women in particular are well
placed to break down barriers. Viewing and listening habits, prejudices or
neo-orientalizing images in our heads are seldom overcome at meetings or
conferences. More often this is achieved through films, literature, poetry,
art and other forms of culture. The element of surprise forces the reader,
viewer or listener to think again about the stereotypes in their minds. Even
though this often initially takes place in the subconscience before, in the
longer term, causing a shift in political positions and bringing us closer
together, there is nothing to be said against this kind of dialogue event.
Navid Kermani stated at an international conference of the Federal Foreign
Office that his reading tours in the Arab world have nothing to do with dia-
logue. That is not quite true. His reports from German society call into question
many perceptions of Germany. The same applies to an Egyptian city chronicler
who comes to Stuttgart or Berlin as part of the new dialogue programmes.

Cfi. also the research programme of the Centre for Modern Oriental Studies at www.zmo.de.

Beydoun, Abbas: Sag’ nicht zweimal Lebewohl. Essay written in 2004 for the project ,West-
Eastern Divan®. Translated into German by Michaela Kleinhaus.
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As an observer of the communication between East and West, it is not
necessary to quote Edward Said in order to recognize the self-perpetuating
projections from the 19th century even 30 years after the publication of
“Orientalism”. Nothing arouses as much intransigence or even hate at pres-
ent as Islam.

For this reason, I believe that translations from and into Arabic are
particularly important and promising. One positive aspect of Germany’s
cultural relations and education policy is that more funding is being made
available for translations. These include, for example, the Arab-language
cultural journal “Fikrun wa Fann” (Thought and Art), the multilingual
website qantara.de, the translation programme litrix.de, the city chroni-
cler programme midad, the radio project Telephone FM, as well as the
2004 Frankfurt Book Fair, at which the states of the Arab League were
Guest of Honour. Such initiatives are at the beginning of a dialogue.

At the cultural level, they first of all create contacts which foster trust and
subsequently help to establish political networks at the next level. The evo-
lution of the completely non-political cultural radio Telephone FM into the
highly political election radio Election Monitor Iraq illustrates this develop-
ment. All of the projects named here — with the exception of Fikrun wa
Fann, which was founded in 1963 — were launched after the attacks in
New York. But Fikrun wa Fann has experienced a renaissance in both con-
tent and form since 11 September 2001. The German side has recognized
that investment in translations is of vital importance to this dialogue: in

a special edition of Fikrun wa Fann in 2002, the Goethe Institute (at that
time still in cooperation with Inter Nationes) commissioned translations
into Arabic, Persian and English of features on 11 September from the
culture and arts sections in the German press. English is crucial for reach-
ing the majority of Moslems in Asia. The preconception that the West as

a whole reproduces the same stereotypes and incorrect information on Is-
lam time and again was proved visibly wrong in this case, for the German
press reacted in a very nuanced fashion to the attacks in New York. This
edition of Fikrun wa Fann was an important bridge to opinion leaders in
the Moslem world.

Since its foundation, the joint production gqantara.de (Bridge) run by
the Goethe Institute, the Federal Agency for Civic Education, the Institute
for Foreign Relations and Deutsche Welle has established itself as a major
source of information, something which is not easy in a market of infinite
information. At www.qantara.de you can read political essays in German,
English and Arabic on current political debates. The current focuses include
dossiers on the situation in Iraq, Turkey’s accession to the EU, feminism in

Islam, the headscarf debate in Germany, Islam and music, globalization
and its consequences for the Arab world or the dialogue among religions.
At qantara.de, Arab intellectuals such as Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid or Abbas
Beydoun, as well as Western opinion makers such as Susan George from
ATTAC, the physicist Ernst-Ulrich von Weizsécker or the feminist Birgit
Rommelspacher are to be found. Especially in the discussion with German
feminists, the Moslem side is confronted with some unpopular arguments.
But at least these arguments reach people outside a circle of like-minded
academics.

It is not only the differences in ideas and objectives which make
the dialogue with the Islamic world so difficult. For this is, after all, also
a question of communication. The Arab side knows that, too. What does
the liberal newspaper Al-Hayat say, which is published in London but
financed from Saudi Arabia? How do reporters from the television channel
Al-Jazeera report on the war in Iraq? The Americans have repeatedly
attempted to deliberately discredit Al-Jazeera’s journalism, even though
they know that the station has excellent journalists — the founding group
having come from the BBC’s Arab service — and that these journalists have
dealt responsibly with videos of bin Laden: only after lengthy discussions
on the material among the editorial staff was it broadcast at a time un-
known to Al-Qaida. Films containing only religious messages by bin Laden
and no news were not broadcast. Nevertheless, it is still difficult for the
German public to judge whether or not Al-Jazeera is a propaganda station.
Al-Jazeera has therefore been working on an English-language edition since
2003. The expensive channel is to go on air in 2005. Furthermore, it has had
an English website for almost two years now, which is intended to enable
viewers around the world to inform themselves directly and to engage with
the Arab point of view. Mediators such as Al-Jazeera’s correspondent in Ger-
many, the Syrian Aktham Suliman who lives in Berlin, play a key role
in such a venture. His appearance in the Johannes B. Kerner Show in 2003
conveyed the Arab perspective — and one can talk in the singular in this
one instance - into many German living rooms. That can have a greater
impact than many dialogue events.

For the same reasons, the newspaper Al-Hayat publishes English trans-
lations of its most important articles and editorials on its website. For many
years now, the Egyptian satellite channel NileSat has been broadcasting for
several hours in Hebrew at primetime, starting at 6 p.m., in order to reach
an Israeli public. The simple message of this amazing initiative is: “I would
like to tell you what I think in your language”. This is a valuable contribu-
tion towards the dialogue among cultures. Only when the parties involved
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regard the views of the other side as worthy of discussion — and even
that is often no longer the case - can their positions begin to move closer
together.

The Federal Foreign Office stated in a press release that its work in
Iraq focuses on culture and sport due to the difficult security situation on
the ground. However, two things are noticeable: first of all, the projects
funded so far have been very successful despite the security situation and,
secondly, important and, I believe, durable contacts with Arab civil society
are made via culture and sport, in particular. In January and February 2004,
several representatives of Iraqi universities came to Germany, also to the
Centre for Modern Oriental Studies. These contacts offer us a rare oppor-
tunity to learn something first-hand about Iraqi society and politics. The
Federal Foreign Office campaign Books for Iraq, which resulted in 7,000
books being collected for the library of the German department at Bagh-
dad University, as well as the new German culture centre of the West-
Eastern Divan project, are among the key confidence-building measures
in Iraq. Bernd Stange’s dedication in the field of sport was honoured by
FIFA in 2003. Anyone who witnessed the appearance by Ronaldo in Ramal-
lah in May 2005 knows how the hearts and minds of young Arabs can be
captured. Perhaps this kind of cultural project would also make sense for
countries in which the security situation is not as precarious as in Iraq,

e.d. in Egypt.

The Federal Foreign Office is funding a pilot media project in Iraq in
the form of the Telephone FM radio project run by Anja Wollenberg and
Klaas Glenewinkel in cooperation with the Friedrich Ebert Foundation. In
the summer of 2004, they produced a daily 90-minute radio programme in
Berlin with three young Iraqi journalists which looked at the music, culture
and the everyday lives of young Iraqis. It was originally planned to produce
the programme in Iraq. However, that was not possible due to the security
situation and Berlin was therefore merely the substitute location.

In my view, one can identify four levels of successful dialogue in this
project: first of all, the process, i.e. the selection of young Iraqis who came
to Berlin, and the fact that the project did not fall apart in the course of
daily collaboration make it a success. I know few other civil-society coopera-
tion projects with the Arab world in which a dialogue among equals really
was put into practice as was the case here. For the academic world, this
means ,researching with“ rather than ,researching on®, as the Centre for
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Modern Oriental Studies has been doing since its establishment in 1996.°
The actual implementation of such an approach is, however, always up to
those directly involved. For example, it is surely no coincidence that Anja
Wollenberg, who works on the Iragi-German radio project, is a psychologist.*

Secondly, the success has manifested itself in a network which has
developed as a result of the work in and around Telephone FM. This led
to an election radio project in January/February 2005 on the preparations
for and follow-up to the elections on 30 January 2005. Thirdly, the product,
i.e. the Arab radio programme itself, is a success. This kind of daily broad-
cast from the whole of Iraq to the whole of Iraq on a highly sensitive topic
such as the elections is not possible anywhere else in the Arab world. It
could only be realized due to the formation, via the music station Tele-
phone FM, of a network of young people who trusted each other and did
not regard the subsequent election radio project as a Western attempt to
educate them. The broadcasts on democratization and elections reached
15 million listeners in the Arab world via Radio Monte Carlo. Fourthly, the
considerable media interest on the German side in the Iraqi journalists
should be mentioned.” Anja Wollenberg and Klaas Glenewinkel set up a
project which almost all experts regarded as too unrealistic to support.
After a long search, Volkmar Wenzel, Head of the Task Force for Dialogue
with the Islamic World at the Federal Foreign Office, became the first
sponsor. In May 2005, the project continued with a political website,

Although it was not possible to implement the original recommendation by the Science Council,
namely that long-term posts for visiting academics be set up at the Centre for Modern Oriental
Studies (cf. Empfehlungen zur Férderung Geisteswissenschaftlicher Zentren, Science Council,
Stuttgart, 11 November 1994), even the existing one or two-month stays produce more intensive
academic exchange and a broad network of contacts between the academic world and the cul-
tural sphere from Morocco to Indonesia. Donor organizations such as the Deutsche Forschungs-
gemeinschaft (German Research Foundation) or the Volkswagen Foundation are increasingly
keen to ensure that cooperation with Arab, African and Asian research institutions is not random
but is carried out on an equal and durable basis.

For this reason, I suggested back in 2003 that psychologists and Middle East experts should
assume an increasingly prominent role in the German-Arab dialogue. Cf. Hegasy, Sonja:

Kann man die arabische Welt mit Deutschland nach dem 1. oder 2. Weltkrieg vergleichen?

In: Denkwiirdigkeiten. Journal der Politisch-Militdrischen Gesellschaft (PMG) No. 12, 2003, p. 3.

There was a problem here as the three editors did not want their photographs to appear in

the German media out of fear of attacks on their return to Iraq, and they did not even give
radio interviews. They were afraid that their work in Germany could be misunderstood in Iraq
as collaboration with the West, i.e. cooperation with the occupying powers. Ash-Sharq Al-Awsat,
an Arab newspaper published in London, mistakenly reported that the three did not want to
return to their home country.
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a radio programme on the democratization process in Iraq (constitution,
referendum, elections) and a cultural project in cooperation with neigh-
bouring countries.

I believe that these multilingual media and cultural bridges are some
of the few genuine hopes we have of fostering understanding. Our ideas on
Moslems continue to be influenced by clichés which are presented to us in
ever different combinations. Whatever does not fit into the picture is dis-
carded as being “inconsistent” with the images in our own heads. A process
of rethinking does not get underway. From the “terror of the veil” to the
“veil of terror” — that was the heading of an article in the German daily
Stddeutsche Zeitung. Thus the same codes are always used to describe the
Moslem world.

In the study carried out by the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik —
German Institute for International and Security Affairs on dealing with
Islam and Moslems, Johannes Reissner wrote the following about the
intercultural dialogue: “As the participants in the intercultural dialogue,
despite their willingness to agree on common values, engage in dialogue
on the basis of their own culture and in the interests of self-assertion, this
dialogue is constantly in danger of being instrumentalized for political
ends. This is frequently being fostered by the so-called culturalization of
the political, meaning that political questions are no longer dealt with as
political issues but, rather, are transposed into the cultural field where they
are denied adequate clarification and resolution. This mechanism enables
the West to foster the democratic processes in the Islamic world in word
and deed while not upsetting the political stability of the states and
regimes in question.”®

I do not think that political issues which are discussed in the cultural
sphere are denied effective clarification. On the contrary, the deadlocked
dialogue situation cannot, in my view, be resolved in the patently political
sphere. It is no coincidence that we are currently assessing the process of
change in Iran by looking at Iranian cinema, literary magazines and other
productions from the fields of art and culture, or that those responsible for
the peaceful transformation of societies often come from the cultural field.
There were democratization efforts in the Arab world long before 11 Sep-
tember 2001. There have been parties and other stakeholders in some coun-

Reissner, Johannes: Vom Umgang mit Islam und Muslimen. SWP-Studie 4, February 2002. Berlin,
p. 25.
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tries who have been committed to democratizing the Middle East from the
beginning or in others since the mid-20th century. Then they came in the
guise of socialist pan-Arabists. However, a profound democratization process
did not get underway. Their societies ossified as a result of authoritarian
socialism. In the seventies, the democrats in many countries operated
within the legal and illegal opposition. Many of them spent several years
in prison due to these activities. Within the framework of the opening-up
process which could be observed in almost all Arab countries from the
mid-eighties onwards, the same groups worked mainly in local NGOs or
built up an independent press. The formation of a civil society is a central
element of the democratization process in the Arab world. Firstly, because
it has been helping to determine the political agenda in the region for
more than 20 years now” and, secondly, because NGOs have assumed the
role of the marginalized parties, both with regard to the opinion-forming
process as well as to (very important!) the recruitment and training of
young politicians. American foreign policy has made the fatal mistake of
sometimes ignoring civil-society stakeholders and sometimes discrediting
them through bad diplomacy in the current discussion on democratization
in the Islamic world.

Recommendations

First of all, all cultural organizations, and for my purposes this includes aca-
demic institutions, must open up to new audiences. It is up to them to find
forms and media which go beyond conversations among experts and jour-
nalists. Secondly, the cultural organizations should listen to all critics of the
dialogue with Islam. Thirdly, translations, delegations and exchange pro-
grammes form the foundation on which to learn about the day-to-day lives
of others. This is a conspicuous non-starter in the dialogue with the Islamic
world. Exchange programmes with young people (school and non-school),
such as those organized by the Franco-German Youth Office over the
decades, can serve as an example. The Franco-German Youth Office has
been focusing since the nineties on the trilateral dialogue between Ger-
many, France and selected Mediterranean states (Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco,
Lebanon, the Palestinian territories and Turkey) and is currently extending
its programmes with Islamic countries further. In 2003, at the workshop on
Empirical Youth Studies in the Arab World held at the Centre for Modern

Cf. Hegasy, Sonja: Staat, Offentlichkeit und Zivilgesellschaft in Marokko.
Hamburg 1997.
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Oriental Studies, I proposed for the first time that the special political per-
ceptions of young adults and youth phenomena in the Arab world should
be the subject of a study similar to the German Shell youth studies.® This
led in 2005 to a conference on youth research jointly organized by the
Centre for Modern Oriental Studies and the Goethe Institute in Cairo/
Alexandria and funded by the Federal Foreign Office.

Another new “popular diplomacy” idea I would like to put forward
is that not only parliamentarians but also young politicians, as well as
young Arabs active in youth organizations and parties in their own coun-
tries, should be able to travel. It is not a problem if these young politicians
are active in the governing party in a de facto one-party state. Often (espe-
cially in rural regions) they have no other options and, contrary to what is
generally believed, they can gain valuable experience in these parties. As
Telephone FM has shown, we must deal with the reality in the Arab states;
that can, for example in the case of Iraq, mean that young journalists have
learned their trade at Sawt Ash-Shabab (Voice of the Youth), the radio sta-
tion run by Uday Hussein. For us, acknowledging this occasionally difficult
reality is one of the first steps towards preventing setbacks in the dialogue
with the Islamic world.

Surprisingly, the work with and on young people has been sadly
neglected to date in the dialogue with the Islamic world. The focus on
institutions has long since blended out a large majority of the population.
Dialogue through culture fosters respect — and respect is the one element
most visibly lacking in the relationship between our supposedly so Islamic
and Christian societies.

® Cf. Empirical Youth Studies in the Arab World. In: ORIENT, Vol. 45, Issue 1/2004, p. 179-184.
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NegOtIatlng W|th by Dr Thomas Scheffler
. University of Copenhagen

Extremists:

Why’ When’ and HOW? 1. Why enemies talk to each other

There are two main strategies to refuse negotiations with Islamist extrem-
ists: the first consists in arguing that it is them who don’t want to negotiate
with us; the second argues that it is us who should avoid negotiating with
them.

The first point of view was most clearly expressed by President
George W. Bush shortly after September 11, 2001, when he declared that
the Islamist enemies America fought in its “new war against terror and
against evil” were “instruments of evil”, people, “who have no country, no
ideology” and were only “motivated by hate.”" Such enemies, dozens of
commentators echoed, could only be fought, but never negotiated with.

The second point of view was recently voiced by Robert Satloff, ex-
ecutive director of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy. In an open
“Memo” to the State Department’s Under Secretary of State for Public Diplo-
macy, Karen P. Hughes, Satloff published, among other dos and don’ts, the
following policy recommendation: “Don’t try to accommodate, co-opt, or
‘dialogue’ with Islamists. They are much better at this game than we are
and, in the process, we confuse and demoralize our allies.”*

While President Bush seemed convinced that the enemies he fought
were only interested in destruction, Satloff warned that they might be bet-
ter in dialogue than the West. Both approaches converge in legitimizing a
confrontationist policy of non-negotiation, but they are, in my view, partly
misleading and need further discussion.

George W. Bush, “President Rallies Troops at Travis Air Force Base”, 17 October 2001, online at:
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/10/20011017-20.html.

Robert Satloff, “Memo to: Karen P. Hughes, Re: The Mission of Public Diplomacy”, Weekly
Standard, March 28, 2005.

~
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1.1. Why rebels want to talk to governments

First, there are arguably far more rebel groups around that would like

to talk to the governments they fight than governments that are ready to
listen to their grievances and demands. True, protracted violent conflicts
have a tendency to breed fighters for whom violence tends to become a
way of life or an end in itself. True, warriors who enjoy violence for the
sake of violence hardly qualify as partners in peace talks. Nevertheless,
there is ample historical evidence that most insurgent groups in the mod-
ern Middle East did want to talk to their enemies and tried to calibrate
their violence accordingly. This is true for the Algerian FLN and for the
PLO, but also for Lebanon’s Hizballah or for Hamas. Even Osama Ben
Laden’s famous ‘Fatwa’ declaration of February 1998 was framed as part
of a defensive jihad, implying that hostilities from the Islamists’s side

would cease if the infidel intruders would finally leave “the Muslim lands”.

There are many reasons that may lead extremist groups to seek —
directly or indirectly — negotiations with the governments they fight, the
most important probably being:

1) the desire to be officially recognized as an equal party to the conflict
in order to overcome the asymmetry between them and the govern-
ment at least on a symbolic level;

2)  the desire to achieve short-term humanitarian ends, for example, a
better treatment of their fighters in government prisons;

3) the desire to gain time in order to reorganize and to recover from
losses and defeats;

4)  the desire to sideline competing groups and imposing themselves as
the only legitimate interlocutors with the enemy.

1.2. Why governments talk to rebels

However, insurgents who want to talk to the government will often find
the latter reluctant to enter into anything resembling dialogue, let alone
negotiations. There are, indeed, good reasons why governments try to
avoid negotiating with violent non-state actors as long as possible: A state
is defined by its monopoly of legitimate violence. Insurgent non-state
actors, thus, are challenging the government’s central raison d’étre. From
the latter’s point of view, the insurgents are representatives of a reality
that Hobbes’s Leviathan was meant to suppress, namely, chaos.

Nevertheless, there are many examples of governments who first
publicly branded their opponents as ‘criminals’ and ‘terrorists’ — and
finally ended up talking to them at the negotiation table. De Gaulle’s
secret negotiations with the Algerian FLN are a case in point — as is the
famous ‘US-Iran-Contra Affair’ of the 1980s. The issues that made govern-
ments change their mind ranged from limited humanitarian issues to
the comprehensive solution of territorial conflicts.

As to negotiations with violent Islamists, one should bear in mind
that there is, actually, a remarkably long history of Western government
agencies talking to Islamist extremists — a history that culminated, for the
time being, in the 1980s when several Western and pro-Western powers
supported the struggle of jihadist groups in Soviet-occupied Afghanistan.
As long as violent Islamists could be used to undermine anti-Western pow-
ers in Asia, negotiations with them were not considered an absolute taboo.

However, new enemies may also produce new alliances and shatter
old ones: While the Sunni holy warriors, who, in the 1980s, had been allies
of the West in Afghanistan, turned into “apocalyptic terrorists” and “instru-
ments of evil” after September 11, 2001, Hizballah of Lebanon, a party that
grew out of the militant Shiite underground that, in the 1980s, had used
massive suicide bombing as a terrifying weapon against the USA, France,
and Israel, turned into a potential partner in finding a political solution
for the crisis that shook Lebanon after the assassination of former Prime
Minister Rafiq Al-Hariri on February 14, 2005.

1.3. Peace-building and dialogue with extremists

Peace-building, too, may require dialogue with extremists. Governments
and parties at war should not become the prisoners of their own mobiliz-
ing confrontationist ideologies: The high level of civilian casualties in
20th-century warfare has been accompanied by an infamous tendency to
fight one’s political opponents in the name of non-negotiable, absolute
and universal principles, stigmatizing them, inter alia, as enemies of
‘humanity’ and ‘civilization’. These tactics don’t facilitate peaceful solu-
tions: Negotiations now appear as a kind of treason to one’s own ideals;
and the stigmatization of the enemy as an incarnation of absolute ‘evil’
bars the way to a nuanced understanding of his real aims and motives.

True, if it comes to negotiations, there are many reasons to prefer
moderate partners to extremists. However, as long as a minority of violent
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extremists is de facto strong enough to spoil a peace-process and trigger
a new escalation of violence, peace-builders cannot confine themselves to
work merely for the growth of the peace-loving majority. The fears and
interests of the violent minority, too, have to be taken into account.

2. When to negotiate?

A Lebanese proverb says: “The hand which you are unable to bite, Kiss,
and pray that it may be broken” (al-'1d illt ma fik ta‘addaha btsha wa-'id‘1
‘alayha bi-’l-kasr).’ Disillusioned and cynical as this proverb may sound,

it contains, nevertheless a substantial amount of realist wisdom about
negotiations under conditions of mutual hostility:

(1) Negotiations between asymmetric opponents will begin in earnest
when both sides have arrived at the conclusion that they are, at least
for the time being, unable to eliminate their enemy.

(2) The second part of the proverb - kiss the hand of your enemy and
pray that it may be broken — warns us against burdening negotiations
with exaggerated moral expectations. Hostile intentions will still per-
sist at this stage, but the ‘final’ settling of accounts might be post-
poned to a later date, if need be to the Last Judgment, and in the
meantime be replaced by rhetorical ‘prayers’ and curses.

Negotiations may also become a way to continue war by other means.
In the Western media, Islamism is nowadays often linked to Communism
and Fascism, insinuating that it can never be accommodated through
negotiations because of its ultimate aim to change the whole world. The
comparison with Fascism and Communism, however, constitutes no valid
argument against negotiations. As a matter of fact, there has been a long
record of negotiations of Western governments with communist and fascist
states. The results of those negotiations may be debatable, but at least the
peaceful management of communist decline in Eastern Europe would have
hardly succeeded if it hadn’t been preceded by decades of negotiations and
mutual trust-building.

Anis Freyha, A Dictionary of Modern Lebanese Proverbs [1974], Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1995, p.

151, no. 757.
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3. How to negotiate?

Negotiations with extremists will not begin before both sides haven’t arrived
at the conclusion that they cannot annihilate their opponents and that they
have more to gain than to lose from talking to each other. In order to pro-
mote negotiations, it is, thus, important to sense and seize the right mo-
ment, when this insight begins to take root among the conflicting parties.
In order to discover that “ripe moment” (I. William Zartman), a permanent
conversation, an exchange of views between all sides concerned, is neces-
sary. Many experiences lead to the conclusion that such a task can best be
achieved through multi-track diplomacy and third-party intervention.

Modern peace-research usually distinguishes between nine fields of
multi-track diplomacy, “track one” referring to relations between govern-
ments and governments, “track two” to “eight” representing activities of
non-governmental actors (such as professional conflict resolution, business,
private citizens, research, training, and education). “Track nine”, finally,
refers to the efforts to tie the other eight tracks together.*

Using the good services of various non-governmental actors for
preparing and accompanying talks with extremists is especially advisable
when the extremist camp is not united but divided into several competing
groups that might try to use ‘peace talks’ for military purposes or internal
rivalries, for example, in order to gain time, recover from defeats or block
the official recognition of other groups. Under such conditions, official
high-level negotiations with one group might radicalize the demands of
the latter’s rivals, confuse moderate groups and, in the end, help discredit
the top-leaders involved in those negotiations.

Communication with Islamist extremists is considerably easier if
and where the latter possess accessible above-ground voices, for example,
a ‘political wing’ or at least some respected individuals who may be consid-
ered as — more or less —authoritative speakers of the movement. It is quite
clear that the development of an above-ground representation depends,
in turn, on the available spaces for free speech, organization, and political
participation granted to oppositional groups by the respective govern-
ments. Promoting democratization in the Middle East, thus, is a means of
facilitating dialogue and negotiations with radical Islamists, too.

See Louise Diamond and John McDonald, Multi-Track Diplomacy: A Systems Approach to Peace,
3rd ed., West Hartford, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 1996.
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Cultural Identity
in the Islamic World

by Dr Navid Kermani
Freelance writer, Cologne

A colleague of mine who now works as an editor at a large German daily
newspaper told me about an experience he had while enroling in Jewish
Studies. Since the main currents of Judaism and Islam both flow through
the same cultural space with a strong Arab influence, he thought it would
be wise to pursue a minor in Islamic Studies. When he informed his aca-
demic adviser of his plans, she quizzically replied: “You want to study
both? Well, you’ll just have to decide if you’re for the Arabs or the Jews.”
Although she was a young university lecturer, and this example is not typi-
cal, it does say a lot about how Europe projects its own, modern categories
on the history of the Orient — which you must admit also includes Judaism
and Christianity.

Many large universities have departments for Islamic, Jewish and
Christian Oriental Studies. However, as a rule these are almost never inter-
connected. Only very few students in Islamic Studies take any note of the
relevant works of non-Muslim authors - even though these texts may have
been written at the same time, in the same city, possibly even in the very
same street, as the treatise or poem they are currently reading. For exam-
ple, students in Christian Oriental Studies often know little more about the
great poems of Jewish Arabs than that they exist — despite the fact that,
like much of Muslim poetry, their motifs and ideas are often enough not
specifically Jewish, but rather secular. These works grew out of the immedi-
ate context of Arab poetry and its various genres, and out of a shared tradi-
tion that is Islamic in character. Similarly, only very few students in Jewish
Studies learn Arabic, despite the fact that the authors of significant works
of Jewish philosophy, poetry and mysticism spoke Arabic, and wrote their
works in Arabic for an Arabic-speaking audience.

The various artistic and religious traditions, and the literature and
cuisine of the Arab cultural space are historically so tightly interwoven -
often to the point of being indistinguishable from one another - that they
must be portrayed and studied together. Thus Islamic theology consists to
a considerable extent of answers to questions that emerged from Judaism
and Christianity, either through their respective religious traditions, or
through direct, person-to-person contact at the courts and intellectual cen-
tres of Baghdad, Kufa or Cordoba. One needs to know the questions to be
able to understand the answers. Much the same holds true for Judaism:
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recent research suggests that the way not only Europe, but also rabbinic
thought, absorbed the heritage of antiquity was strongly influenced by Is-
lamic culture. Without knowledge of Islamic culture, it is almost impossible
to realize the effect that Judaism had on Islam and, at a later date, Islam on
Judaism - in the area of theology and, even more noticeably, in literature
and mysticism.

In the formative phases of Judaism and Islam - and of Christianity —
identities were barely as clear-cut as it appears today. For example, the “we”
in Arab philosophy and poetry often enough does not mean “we Muslims”
or “we Jews”, but rather “we philosophers”, and is thereby opposed to the
“you” of Islamic or Jewish mysticism and legal science. Reading these texts
from an exclusively Jewish or Islamic Studies perspective automatically
limits the depth of their meaning and places too strong an emphasis on
religious-confessional aspects in their interpretation. As a result, texts,
authors and historical developments that originally by no means referred
to any specific religious identity, are today read in a confessional light. In a
fashion that bears astounding resemblance to Islamist views, early Oriental
Studies hypothesized a primordial state of Islam and aimed to determine
to what extent the history and culture of Islam conforms to, or diverges
from, it. As a result, any non-religious phenomena, discourses or schools
of thought were almost automatically judged by these scholars to be un-
orthodox, instead of being viewed as autonomous subjects — as would be
the case, for the sake of argument, with Shakespeare, World War II or the
Phenomenology of Mind, which all have a religious dimension but cannot
possibly be reduced to it. Despite the fact that this essentialist view has
long been questioned in Islamic Studies, it still dominates much of public
discourse. Islamic scholar Aziz Al-Azmeh goes so far as to say that there
exists “almost a complicity between Western commentators and Islamist
ideologues”, since both portray every phenomenon in the Islamic world
as being rooted in the religious source texts of Islam (Die Islamisierung
des Islams, Frankfurt am Main 1996). Such a normative approach to the
history and present-day situation of the “Christian world” would automati-
cally discredit itself. The West’s secular worldview excludes the Orient,
which it considers to be the typical example of a religious region where
all cultural and political developments and events must be viewed from
the perspective of religious faith.

This development is more than just another deplorable, yet given
low student enrolment figures, negligible consequence of the German
and European education system which has grown out of a hundred years
of ossification in academia, it is a veritable scandal which endlessly repro-

duces historic falsification. Not only have the outlined views become a
generally accepted, even exaggerated, part of Western perception, the
much greater problem is that Jewish and Arab-Muslim societies have long
since internalized the Western principles that separate Islamic, Jewish and
Christian Oriental Studies from one another — with catastrophic political
consequences. The past decades have seen traditions in the Middle East
retroactively nationalized and confessionalized, whereby a common — not
peaceful, but certainly intellectually open — space was subdivided into
many individual cells. Thus over the course of the modern age, Jewish
philosophy, mysticism and literature were taken out of their Arab context
and placed within a newly-fabricated national Jewish tradition; many
Israeli philosophy books barely mention the fact that Maimonides, for
example, spoke Arabic, constantly referred to his Muslim fellow philoso-
phers, and engaged in inter-religious philosophical debate. In turn, Arab
cultural history has been retroactively “Islamicized”, that is, purged of its
multi-religious dimension. In much the same way that Judaism has cut

off the great Jewish-Arab poets and philosophers from their cultural and
linguistic background in order to incorporate them into a national Jewish
history, thereby negating the fact that they are deeply rooted in the Arab
cultural space, the Arab world has chosen to ignore the fact that its iden-
tity was by no means shaped exclusively by Islam, and that its Jewish (and
Christian) roots and branches have borne ample cultural fruit. It is impor-
tant to recall that in a city like Baghdad, the ancient cultural centre of the
Arab world, up until well into the 1940s Jews made up the largest segment
of the population. A disproportionately large number of them were mem-
bers of the intellectual elite, leaving their mark on the culture, the country
and the renaissance of Arab literature in the modern age. Quite a few were
even leaders in the Arab nationalism movement.

The reason why all of this has nearly completely vanished from
our collective consciousness is obvious: it is due to the political conflict
between Israel and the Palestinians, in which Arab nationalism is pitted
against Zionism. To make the other side the enemy, the notion of “the
other” had to be invented. With the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, this
process is increasingly threatening the identity of Arab Christians, who
have no place in a conflict with religious overtones between Jews and
Arabs. Political in the beginning, the conflict has acquired a mythical
dimension due to its being increasingly laden with religious meaning —
a primordial battle of sorts between peoples that one or two hundred years
ago did not even view themselves as being distinct from one another. This
supposedly age-old struggle urges people to profess ethnic loyalties that are
themselves a product of modernity. The pressure to choose between Jewish
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and Arab identities becomes most painfully clear when one examines the
situation of the Oriental Jews as illustrated by Samir’s film “Forget Baghdad”
and the writings of the Israeli intellectuals Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin and Ella
Shohat.

Europe’s cultural exchange with the Middle East reproduces the
political fault lines rather than helping to close them. By engaging in
cultural dialogue with either Israel or the Islamic world, Europe is once
again tearing Judaism out of its current geographic and cultural context —
and incorporating it into the West. This is another reason why to all
appearances Israel is today nothing more than a Western colony in the
Middle East, thus fanning the fire of both Israeli and Arab resentment, and
certainly not promoting prospects for the peaceful coexistence of Muslims,
Christians and Jews. Peace will come to the Middle East only when Israel no
longer behaves like an “implanted” Western colony in the Arab world and,
in turn, when the Middle East is “Israelized”, that is, when the Arab world
moves beyond reluctantly accepting a Jewish state in the region because it
is too weak to change this fact, to once and for all professing Israel’s right
to exist, also by recalling its own Jewish history.

German theories, in particular, on what shape a cultural dialogue
should take almost never envision the Middle East as a common, multi-
religious area - or as one day possibly even becoming a transnational
unit. If anything, Germany views itself as a “moderator” between enemies.
Viewing the parties to the conflict as fixed entities, not only in a political,
but also in a cultural sense, merely reinforces the very same mind-sets of
Jewish-Muslim confrontation that were originally brought about by anti-
Semitism, followed by the Holocaust, and which led to the founding of the
State of Israel and the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians.
By the same token, anyone in Germany or Europe who harbours resent-
ment against either Jews or Muslims is most happy to express solidarity
with their respective declared “enemies”. Anti-Semitism always likes to
point out the suffering that Israel imposes on the Palestinians, just as
almost all radical critics of Islam in the West emphasize the special re-
sponsibility they feel for Israel.

The political conflict has continuously escalated since the Camp
David and Taba peace talks broke down. At the same time, however, and
to a great extent unbeknownst to the European public, a significant and
increasingly vocal countermovement is emerging in the Muslim and Jewish
world, and among Oriental Christians. It is a movement in literature, art
and music - and above all among theologians and historians — that is striv-

ing to overcome national boundaries and religious barriers and to once
again jointly think in terms of a common culture and history. However,
these intellectuals must first free their own tradition from the fundamen-
talist stranglehold of both Western and their respective own ideologies,
and subsequently develop a new, secular hermeneutics in the areas of
religion, art and the humanities. This way of thinking champions religion,
and precisely for this reason seeks to protect religion from being usurped
by politics and nationalism. Although it is a budding movement within
Judaism and Islam, there is no space for it to put down roots in the Middle
East: no seminars exist in which the Torah and the Qur’an, or midrash and
tafsir, can jointly be read by Jewish and Muslim scholars. There is no acad-
emy at which the threads of Jewish, Christian and Islamic Middle Eastern
art and culture could be woven together, and even Arabic-Hebrew literary
exchange has shrunk to a bare minimum. Some dialogues do exist, however
these presuppose separate entities that are attempting to communicate with
one another. Middle Eastern Jews, Muslims and Christians viewing and
studying their cultures as a common heritage — as opposed to each assum-
ing a supposedly unique role — remains a utopia. Festivals that provide a
forum for Arab and Israeli art and culture, and universities and academies
that offer joint courses in the Qur’an and the Bible, midrash and tafsir,
cabbalah and Sufism, thereby placing them in their original relation to
one another, are today only feasible in exile — in the West, of all places,
which bears part of the blame for the present-day impossible situation.

I therefore call for the entire region with a Mediterranean influence
(in the broadest sense, the region between Berlin and Tehran, including
Jerusalem, Haifa, Istanbul, Cairo/Alexandria, Beirut, Palermo, Sarajevo,
Seville, Barcelona, Marrakesh and many other centres) to be viewed as
constituting a common cultural space. There would then no longer be
any point in speaking of a dialogue, because “we” would be one “of them”.
It is not sufficient to simply reject America’s neoconservative vision for the
future that hypothesizes a New Europe and an Americanized Middle East —
as was the case during the debate on the war in Iraq. Instead, Europe must
develop its own cultural vision for its relations with the Middle East, a
vision not based on dichotomy. By doing so, Germany and Europe would
underscore their historical responsibility for the entire Middle East, not
only for Israel. Rather than viewing the literatures, performing and visual
arts of the Middle East as being opposed to European art, they should be
understood and presented as an integral aspect of a culture that has jointly
shaped the history of the Middle East and Europe. Emphasizing the intellec-
tual and artistic significance of Jewish-Islamic cultural heritage for Europe
is important in particular with regard to the current discussion on Euro-
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pean identity. Europe is a secular project that owes its present-day shape
and power of attraction not least to the historic catastrophes it brought on
itself. As bloody as these experiences were, the humanism that transcended
the dark chapters of European history to ultimately prevail in Europe, more
than anywhere else in the world, is of inestimable value. In fact, this human-
ism is so valuable that one is tempted to call upon all people, regardless of
their origin, to defend it against the self-appointed so-called “defenders of
Europe”. They are making Europe a creed, even a race, thereby turning the
project of European enlightenment upside down, a project which, after all,
is special precisely in that it constitutes a secular community of will that in
principle is open to all citizens. Europe only has a future if it embraces the
diversity of its religions, nations and languages. Considering its past and
present, this also means that Europe only has a future if it embraces
Judaism and Islam.
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Edition Diplomatie - Dialog mit der islamischen Welt

Vorwort
Dialog mit der
NEIMINGERRWVE

Die Bundesregierung betreibt schon seit Mitte der 90er Jahre einen inten-
siven Dialog mit der islamischen Welt. Ausgehend von einer Initiative des
damaligen Bundesprésidenten Roman Herzog gab es vielféltige Aktivitdten
in diesem Bereich, die einen Hohepunkt im Jahr 2001 fanden, das von der
Generalversammlung der Vereinten Nationen zum Jahr des Dialogs der
Zivilisationen ausgerufen wurde. Die Einrichtung des Politikschwerpunkts
LIslamdialog” im Auswértigen Amt erfolgte im Kontext des 11. September
2001. Die schrecklichen Anschldge in New York und Washington stellten
eine neue Herausforderung an die Auf3enpolitik: eine praventive Dialog-
strategie als Alternative zu konfrontativen ,Losungen® zu entwickeln.

In meiner Funktion als der Beauftragte fiir den Dialog mit der
islamischen Welt koordiniere ich dialogbezogene Politikbereiche unter
anderem auch die deutschen Aktivititen im Rahmen des kulturellen
Wiederaufbaus von Afghanistan. Das Beispiel Afghanistan zeigt in
besonders pragnanter Weise, welche Rolle der Auswértigen Kultur- und
Bildungspolitik in einer , post-conflict Situation beziehungsweise zur
Konfliktverhiitung zufallt.

Dem Beauftragten arbeitet der Arbeitsstab fiir den Dialog mit der
islamischen Welt zu. Als ,Instrument” verfiigt der Arbeitsstab tiber ein Netz
von Dialogreferentlnnen, die an deutsche Auslandsvertretungen entsandt
wurden. Sie bilden den Kern der AuB3enstruktur fiir die Bearbeitung des
neuen Schwerpunktes. Sie verstdrken die Auslandsvertretungen bei der
Beobachtung relevanter innenpolitischer Vorgénge, pflegen Kontakte zu
wichtigen Akteuren der Zivilgesellschaft einschlieBlich der Medien und
initileren und steuern unsere Dialogprojekte.

Meine Erfahrungen der letzten drei Jahre, gerade auch meine zahl-
reichen Gespréche in den verschiedensten arabischen Liandern und dariiber
hinaus auch in anderen wichtigen islamischen Landern in Afrika und
Asien, haben mir gezeigt, dass Dialog und Versténdigung zwischen den
Zivilisationen nach dem 11. September keineswegs einfacher geworden
sind. Am Anfang gab es viel Euphorie, die inzwischen deutlich abgekiihlt
und von Zweifeln fast verdréngt ist. Diese Zweifel werden noch verstarkt
durch Fernsehbilder aus Gaza, von Abu Graib, die Meldungen iiber Miss-
handlungen in Guantanamo und in Afghanistan.

Die Erfahrungen der meisten Muslime mit der Modernisierung sind
negativ. Modernisierung beinhaltet fiir sie den Aspekt kultureller Unter-
werfung bzw. den Verlust eigener Werte. Modernisierung wird rezipiert als
Mittel des ,Westens®, Hegemonie iiber die islamische Welt auszuiiben und
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dieser die westlichen Werte aufzuzwingen. ,,Doppelte Standards“ werden
beklagt. Die Forderung nach der globalen Giiltigkeit von Demokratie und
Menschenrechten wird vor dem Hintergrund westlicher Politik zu den
Konflikten in der Region als Mechanismus verstanden, das Ungleichgewicht
der Kréfte zu perpetuieren. Dass der ,Westen® mit korrupten, despotischen
Eliten zusammen arbeite, diese im Zeichen der Stabilitdt und unter strate-
gischen Gesichtspunkten bzw. wirtschaftlichen Interessen unverdndert
unterstiitze, wird immer wieder als unglaubwiirdiges Verhalten ange-
prangert. Der Versuch, ideologische Alternativen zu finden, verbindet

das ehemals politisch ,linke“ Lager mit den Islamisten. Die ,gerechte
(Wirtschafts)ordnung des Islam® soll also auch dazu beitragen, gréBere
Verteilungsgerechtigkeit zu erreichen. Sie impliziert eine sozialreforme-
rische Absage an kapitalistische Strukturen als ,Importprodukt® aus der
westlichen Hemisphére. Dabei bleibt weitgehend unklar, inwieweit die
These ,der Islam ist die Losung” (Slogan der Islamisten in der ganzen
muslimischen Welt) konkret mit Leben gefiillt werden kann. Islamismus
beinhaltet in starkem MaBe auch Elemente eines ,Klassenkampfes®:

breite Bevolkerungsschichten in der islamischen Welt fiihlen sich durch
islamistische Thesen angesprochen, weil sie sich ausgebeutet und ver-
nachléssigt fithlen.

Die westliche Forderung nach Sédkularisierung wird ebenso wie west-
liches Konsumdenken als ,,anti-islamisch“ wahrgenommen und zum Teil
vehement abgelehnt. Die Effekte der Globalisierung werden iberwiegend
als Bedrohung empfunden. Ein durchgéngiger Trend der politischen und
gesellschaftlichen Debatten in der islamischen Welt ist, dass sie um die
Globalisierungsproblematik, um Demokratisierung, Menschenrechte und
um die Frage der (kulturellen) Identitit kreisen. Der Meinungsaustausch
befasst sich auf einschldgigen Internetseiten (zum Beispiel islam-online) oft
mit Alltagsfragen. Es zeigt sich jedoch, dass liber die individuelle Lebens-
fiithrung hinaus eine lebendige Diskussion gefiihrt wird iber gute Regie-
rungsfithrung, Partizipation der Bevolkerung an Meinungsbildung und
Entscheidungen, Pluralismus und Frauenrechten bis hin zu Feminismus.

In all diesen Themenbereichen gilt es, Gemeinsamkeiten herauszuarbeiten.
Dies aber immer unter der Voraussetzung, dass nicht der Eindruck ent-
steht, der ,Westen“ mache den Versuch, eigene Werte und Zielvorstel-
lungen durchzusetzen.

Grundlage fiir die Dialogarbeit und die sich anschlieBende konkrete
Zusammenarbeit in Projekten ist das gegenseitige Vertrauen: Auf den viel-
féltigen Dialogkonferenzen auf nationaler und internationaler Ebene ist es
gelungen, ein gemeinsames Grundverstandnis zu entwi