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National Committee on American Foreign Policy (NCAFP)
Dwight D. Eisenhower National Security Series (ENSS)
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Cultural Underpinnings of Security
in the Middle East
Introduction
After the attacks on the United States on September 11,
2001, militant Islamic fundamentalism became a top issue of
U.S. national security. As we made our way into the second year
of the war against international terrorism, it seemed useful to
study diverse aspects of the movements that promote hatred and
killings in the name of Islam. For years the NCAFP has
emphasized the importance of locating and examining the “roots”
of the problems that beset the Middle East and the Persian Gulf
regions. Actually these seemingly insuperable problems stem
from traditional religious and cultural characteristics that have
been in play for many centuries. That is why the NCAFP decided
to cosponsor a one-day conference on Cultural Underpinnings of
Security in the Middle East with the U.S. Army’s Dwight D.
Eisenhower National Security Series (ENSS). The participants
consisted of a number of experts, academics, diplomats, and
military officers interested in the Muslim world in general and
the Middle East in particular. The conference consisted of a
plenary session and three panels on “Problems of Economic
Development, Water, and Oil”; “The Arab-Israeli Conflict”;
“Central Asia.” In the plenary, Ambassador Nancy Soderberg
presented views on “Islam and the West Today,” and Ambassador
Fereydoun Hoveyda offered “Some Remarks on Islam’s History.”
During the lunch recess, participants discussed the question of
militant Islamic terrorism.
The purpose of this report is to make available a
summary of the views and suggestions that were voiced and
discussed at the conference.
Islam and the West Today
In mid-March in Cairo, the Islamic Research Center of alAzhar University (one of the highest authorities on Sunni
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religious interpretation and considered as a moderate
institution) urged all Muslims to wage jihad (holy war) against
Americans if they went to war on Iraq. The nexus between
moderate Muslims and those who espouse violence in the name
of God is raising questions: Why do so many Muslims seek
martyrdom, and why is the United States their target? Many
causes have been cited: sanctions on Iraq; the Palestinian-Israeli
crisis; the presence of U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia. In fact, the root
cause is the unhappiness of the militants, which stems from the
status of the Arab world where 65 million adults are illiterate;
only 0.6 percent have access to the Internet; one of five people
lives on less than $2 a day; the number of madrassas (Koranic
fundamentalist schools) has mushroomed thanks to funding by
oil-rich countries in the Arab world. The only outlet for frustrated
young people is the mosque.
In sum, the root cause of terrorism lies in the failure of
Arab governments to address their people’s need for economic
improvement and political freedom. The anger that exists today
in the Arab world is inspired not just by poverty but also by the
inability of young people to make their voices heard at home.
(The presenter referred to the “Arab Human Development Report
2002" published by the UN Development Program [UNDP]. See
the section “Economic Development. . . .”) A rapid growth in the
population of Arab youth has been projected. When combined
with increasing unemployment, the situation will become
volatile. A multitude of young people will have nowhere to go.
Most Arab governments have tolerated and often aided
the development of fundamentalist Muslim movements. Saudi
Arabia, for instance, turned a blind eye on the way in which the
money it donated to “Islamic charities” was used and did not pay
sufficient attention to its citizens who were traveling abroad to
join Islamist radical movements. Since September 11, 2001,
however, the Saudi government has cracked down on some
charities and is cooperating with the Financial Action Task
Force. But it has failed to address the root causes of the problem
and has done very little to rein in the anti-Semitism and antiAmerican rhetoric of its religious authorities and media.
America has been targeted by radical Muslims for three
main reasons. First, America is perceived by Al Qaeda and
similar terrorist organizations as backing corrupt regimes
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throughout the Arab world. Second, it supports Israel. Third, it
is an easier target than local authoritarian Arab regimes.
Although the principal responsibility for the rise of militant
Islamism is the failure of Arab governments, there is a role for
the United States to play in addressing the basic problems of the
Arab world and in helping it move toward democracy. If it
mishandles it, threats posed by the fundamentalists will
increase. The Bush administration recognizes the issue in its
speeches but has done little. In the last several decades,
successive administrations, both Democratic and Republican,
have not given priority to the democratization of the Muslim
world. As early as last June, President Bush embraced this goal.
Although it is difficult for the United States to balance its
strategic needs as it pursues the war on terrorism, there are a
few steps that it can take immediately. First, the United States
should pressure Arab and Muslim governments to stop their
official sanctioning of anti-American propaganda in their
newspapers, mosques, and schools. The United States should
highlight the examples set by Jordan in establishing a
parliament and an education system that are democratic in
orientation. Second, the United States must engage more
actively in the process designed to find a solution to the IsraeliPalestinian conflict. In this respect, the president’s recent
endorsement of the “road map” would be welcome if the
administration worked rapidly to put it into effect.
There are five key elements in a solution of the conflict.
Jerusalem should be the capital of both states. Palestinians and
Israelis should have control over their respective holy sites.
Security guarantees should be anticipated. Some kind of
peacekeeping force will probably be necessary. Refugees cannot
go back and should therefore be adequately compensated.
It is stunning to realize that very little planning has been
done to meet the postwar situation in Iraq. There is a
misperception that Iraqi oil will fund the reconstruction of the
country. There are concerns about the Shiites in the south and
the Kurds in the north. The coalition should go back to the UN to
restore the “oil for food program.” The issue of an interim
government is very much open. The coalition will probably have
to run things until an interim government takes charge. And
that government should take office quickly.
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Finally, in professing a deep faith, President Bush has
declared that we are involved in a conflict between “good” and
“evil.” This language may be dangerous because it strengthens
the view that we are in a crusade against the Muslim world. In
any case, it is interesting to observe that in a discussion of
fundamentalism, the president has declared that he is
fundamentally committed to protect the American people and is
pursuing his objective with unwavering determination. It can be
predicted that after Iraq he will turn to other campaigns. Iran
and North Korea are likely to be next.
Following the presentation, a participant, referring to
Egypt’s pro-American authoritarian government, wondered how
the United States could convince the Egyptian authorities to
liberalize in an era of growing Islamic fundamentalism and
terrorism. Should we prefer an anti-American democracy or a
pro-American authoritarian regime? The presenter remarked
that this was a false choice; the course of history shows that
democracies tend to be pro-American. With respect to Egypt,
after expressing the thought that there was a need for it to move
toward a more open and democratic society, the presenter cited
the case of Professor Ibrahim, the prodemocracy reformeractivist who was tried and jailed. Following U.S. pressure, the
verdict was overturned. The presenter added that pressure to
stop the anti-Semitic propaganda that is tolerated in Egypt will
not lead, as some fear, to another Iran but to a reduced reliance
on Islamic fundamentalism and a reduction in antiAmericanism.
Another participant expressed doubts about imposing
democracy from the outside in areas where democracy never
existed. A mild dictator is the best that one can hope for. The
presenter did not think that democracy was impossible in the
Arab world. The slowness of the process should not be a barrier.
If we had started to exert pressure in the 1980s, the region would
be much further along now.
A participant wondered whether it would be necessary for
the United States after the Iraqi war to provide military
“security spaces” for fledgling democracies elsewhere in the
Middle East. In the presenter’s opinion, the only other place
where U.S. troops would eventually be sent as peacekeepers is an
area between Israel and Palestine in the case of an agreement;
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but such an agreement would probably take a long time to
achieve.
Another participant reminded the audience that the
United States had actually begun to propagate the spread of
democracy many years ago through the Economic Support Fund
(ESF) of which Egypt is still a recipient. A great number of
American cultural centers around the world were closed in the
1980s and 1990s. In the present situation, even if the United
States had programs designed to spread democracy in the Middle
East, it would be extremely difficult to do so in a region hostile to
our involvement. The presenter remarked that most of the ESF
goes to Egypt and was never seriously linked to reforms. In all
probability, the administration will choose to pursue the war on
terrorism over the issue of democracy, which seemed a false
choice. It was a major mistake to let Musharraf change the
constitution of Pakistan to give himself five years in office. Before
the change was constituted, the Islamic parties were favored by
4 percent of the population. Afterward the percentage increased
to 25 percent. Thwarting Musharraf, the United States feared,
would lead to the multiplication of bin Ladens. It therefore chose
the war on terrorism instead of democratization. It was also a
mistake to let the North Korean shipment of missiles go to
Yemen. In Saudi Arabia, the creation of a parliament that allows
for representatives who are not members of the royal family
would be in the U.S. interest. Endorsing such a development
would be an effective way to fight the war on terrorism in the
long run.
A participant remarked that the Islamic world is not
monolithic and asked the panel to comment about the effect of
U.S. policies on the Islamic world in general. The presenter said
that the overall Islamic world is not anti-American. For the most
part, the United States has no problem with countries such as
Bangladesh, Nigeria, and Indonesia, which represent a majority
of Muslim people. Its problem is with fundamentalism. That is
why it should be careful about the rhetoric it uses because the
repeated use of words such as good, evil, and God will turn the
war on terrorism into a crusade. In general, the United States
should engage in more outreach to the Islamic world.
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Some Remarks on Islam’s History
Although Islam is the only Abrahamic religion born in the
full light of historical times, its history remains full of
conundrums. How can one explain the fact that approximately
30,000 to 40,000 Bedouin horsemen routed armies of hundreds of
thousands of trained soldiers and in a very short time conquered
vast territories stretching from Spain to China’s borders? The
principal factor was that Persia and Byzantium, the two
“superpowers” of those days, “in continual war with each other,”
were exhausted. The people, mercilessly exploited and taxed by
the ruling classes, had no incentive to defend the regimes.
The fact that there was a limited number of invaders
explains another conundrum: the rapid rise of a new and
resplendent civilization. The Bedouins, who moved continually,
did not have enough soldiers to leave behind in each conquered
territory. They left in place only local administrators who could
not affect existing institutions or interfere with the mores of the
indigenous population. What took place was tantamount to a
total collapse of “authority.” The atmosphere of total freedom that
ensued encouraged people’s creativity in all domains. At the
same time the invaders evinced interest in both the alien
cultures and science that they encountered. Thus sudden
freedom of thought and enterprise as well as the dynamic
mixture of different people and ideas helped to promote the rise
of the civilization that flourished in the first centuries of the
Islamic order.
In view of the fact that the invaders did not impose their
religion by the sword and the conquered people had highly
elaborate religions (Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity), the
rapid spread of Islam constitutes another historical conundrum.
In fact the Arabs treated non-Muslims as second-rank citizens
(dhimmis) and imposed special taxes on them. Moreover, they
considered themselves and their religion as superior: Islam,
being the most recent revelation and Muhammad the “seal” of
prophets, it followed that the Koran superseded the Bible and the
Gospels. Consequently, the planet should convert or at least live
under Islam’s banner. The clerics (ulamas) developed a theory
that posited the division of the world into two parts: Dar-al-Islam
(House of Islam) and Dar-al-Harb (House of War, meaning the
rest of the world), which must eventually be conquered by jihad
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(holy war). Islam, it turned out, spread rapidly because the
conquered peoples wanted to escape heavy taxation and share
the “superiority” of the Arabs.
The creativity and prosperity of the Islamic order lasted
for almost three centuries. It came to a sudden halt toward the
end of the 11th century in the eastern part of the Muslim world
and a century later in the western part. A steady decline
followed. With a few often short-lived exceptions, it is continuing.
By the year 2000, 1,000 years after it was the most advanced part
of the planet, the Muslim world was wallowing in backwardness.
To explain this complete reversal of fortune, some Muslim and
non-Muslim historians invoke the Crusades, the destruction of
Baghdad by the Mongols, and, since the 19th century, Western
colonialism and imperialism. Obviously, many reasons, including
economic and political, account for the decadence. The common
denominator is the fundamentalist groundswell that engulfed
the whole Muslim world. The fundamentalist trend was directly
linked with the social and political evolution of the Muslim
world. Indeed the Arabs, a tiny minority among the large
populations of the conquered territories, occupied the highest
posts while local inhabitants performed vital functions. The
latter resented this discriminatory system. The only way for
them to accede to the highest positions was to present
themselves as more Muslim than the Arabs. Thus the ambitious
Turks, Persians, and Berbers espoused or concocted
fundamentalist doctrines and accused the Arabs of religious
laxity.
The Seljuk dynasty that reigned over Central Asia,
Persia, and Mesopotamia (including Baghdad where the Arab
Abbassid caliph resided) in the 11th-12th centuries is a case in
point. Its members created an Islamic University whose rector,
Imam Ghazali, launched a scathing attack on philosophers and
scientists. He revived the interpretations of a forgotten
fundamentalist, Ashari, who rejected rationalism and the “laws
of nature.” To students seeking advice, Ghazali recommended
concentrating on studies that would be useful in the hereafter
(theology, Islamic law) and eschewing physics, chemistry, and the
natural sciences. Naturally this course of study diminished
scientific research and eroded intellectual progress. With the rise
of Berber dynasties, other fundamentalist interpretations of the
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Koran became prevalent in North Africa and Spain in the 12th
century. Fundamentalist clerics burned books and branded their
authors as heretics.
What happened in those days was tantamount to a
collective “cultural suicide” triggered by the use of
fundamentalism and fanaticism as instruments of legitimacy in
the race for political and economic power. Half a century after
Ghazali’s death, Ibn Rushd (Averroes) propounded his cultural
formulations, only to be proclaimed a heretic by the
fundamentalist clerics of the Almohad dynasty. The works
rejected by Muslims were welcomed in Western universities
where scholars pursued the research of their unfortunate
Muslim colleagues. The Italian historian Geoffredo Qadri
asserted that the Renaissance would not have been possible
without the “ideas” of Averroes. Today it is widely recognized
that the infusion into western Europe of the knowledge amassed
by medieval Muslim scientists and philosophers helped to fuel
the scientific revolution.
Yet Muslim intellectuals today remain blind to such
historical realities, preferring to attribute all the problems of
their world to conspiratorial theories. In fact the alliance of
fundamentalist clerics and autocratic rulers continues to create
a formidable obstacle to the progress of Muslim societies. Indeed
it generally operates to silence and, more often than not,
castigate reformers. Some clerics have issued fatwas against
intellectuals (Rushdie).
The presenter expressed the opinion that the continuing
fundamentalist environment has allowed the likes of Khomeini
and bin Laden to recruit followers: Their discourses resonate in
prepared ears. Actually extremist radicals say the same things as
those said by mainstream clerics. The only difference between
them is the judgment made by the latter that the time has not
yet come to resume jihad against the “infidels.”
The Muslim world seems to be stuck in a mind-set block.
It still suffers from the wounds it inflicted on itself in the 12th
century. But its self-appointed “saviors” (Khomeini, bin Laden,
the Taliban, Hezbollah, Hamas, and other fundamentalists) have
come up with no medicine other than concentrated dosages of the
fundamentalism that has been poisoning almost all Muslims
since the 12th century.
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Most Muslim intellectuals and writers (not unlike a
number of today’s Western academics and experts) have
attributed the rise of terrorism to the “unilateralist and
aggressive” policies of the United States. Anti-Americanism
continues to grow. In the final analysis, the rift between the
Muslim world and the West stems from differences in mind-sets.
All the problems of the Middle East have deep cultural
underpinnings. From that perspective the war against Al Qaeda
or Sadam Hussein, although necessary, is not sufficient. It must
be coupled with a reform of the Muslim world—the responsibility
of Muslims, perhaps aided by the West.
Referring to the fact that some Muslim countries are
trying to come to grips with modernity, one participant asked
how this reform might play out. The presenter remarked that,
first, the West should change its ways of dealing with the Muslim
world. It should cease to consider it as an exception; it should
stop being apologetic or sycophantic. (How do the president and
his aides know that bin Laden is not a a “true Muslim”?) Despite
the fact that Koranic interpretations have barely changed since
the 12th century, we should offer to help Muslims join the 21st
century. But the administration cannot tell this to Muslims who
believe that America is waging a war against them. Doing so
might confirm their suspicions. We have to tap into American
Muslim communities for help. By abiding by the American
constitution and laws, our Muslim fellow citizens offer living
proof that Islam is compatible with modernity and democratic
principles. In writing about this liberating subject, the
intellectuals among them would draw the attention of Muslims
throughout the world to the fact that it is possible to be modern
and a good Muslim.
One participant proposed that the classics of the West be
translated into Arabic and made available to the Muslim world.
Another participant said that Arab countries friendly to the
United States understand that it stands for democracy,
representative government, human rights, and free market
economies—in short, open societies. He wondered whether it
would be possible and easy to institute such measures in the
Middle East. The presenter reminded the audience that in
democracy all power comes from the people, whereas according to
present interpretations of Islam, power stems only from God who
-10-

alone can legislate. Elected parliaments cannot change a “divine
law” (sharia). Not all countries inhabiting our planet are
contemporaries. Some still live in the remote past. Democracy
developed in Western Europe after an intellectual evolution. We
cannot expect to impose democracy: We have to help Muslim
societies leave the remote past willingly and find in their own
cultures bases for open civil societies. Local autocrats and their
fundamentalist clergy do not want to lose their privileges and
advantages. Bringing democracy to Iraq will not be an easy job.
Iraq is very different from Japan and Germany. We have to
change the fundamentalist atmosphere. The job will be all the
more difficult because of the many compromises we have
accepted in order to conduct the war on terrorism: cooperation
with dictators and other authoritarian rulers. We have to
consider two sets of goals, the immediate and the long term. In
the immediate, we have to compromise in order to uphold our
interests. At the same time, however, we must not forget the
future goal of getting rid of militant fundamentalism once and
for all.
A participant said that determining the role that the
American Muslim community can play is part of the broader
issue of understanding how a diaspora interacts with its lands of
origin. For a long time their homelands considered Muslim and
Arab immigrants as sources of economic support. But now some
of them are part of the United States and as a group are gaining
a voice in the political process. How would the views of
“moderate” American Muslims be received at home? The
presenter suggested that the concept of “moderate” Muslims
should be abandoned. For the most part, American Muslims are
neither violent nor moderate. They are Muslims. Until the 1970s
they were not vocal and did not criticize U.S. policies. After the oil
boom, mosques were inundated with petrodollars and preachers
from the Middle East who expounded fundamentalist
interpretations that inflamed a limited number of American
Muslims. Why should a mosque in the United States import
from, let’s say, Saudi Arabia imams who profess an extremist
brand of Islam? There are enough learned American Muslims
who understand better the needs of American Muslims.
Last year in an NCAFP roundtable, it was proposed that
Muslim theological seminaries be created in the United States.
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American Muslims can achieve a lot as an expanding immigrant
group. They can give policymakers information about their lands
of origin. Intellectuals, taking into account their experience as
American citizens, can develop Islamic interpretations in line
with modernity. As their writings become available in the
Muslim world, they will influence the direction of needed change.
In order to accelerate such a process, intellectual and financial
resources are necessary. Unfortunately, foundations and other
centers are obsessed by the political issues of the Middle East,
not by the development needs of the Muslim world. While
recognizing that situations such as the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict are urgent, the United States should have a policy that
encompasses two levels, one for the short term and one for the
long run.
One participant asked whether Turkey could serve as a
role model for secular countries in which Islamic party
politicians serve in government. The presenter argued that
Ataturk imposed secularization by force and never encouraged
an Islamic reformist movement. Muslim reformers should devise
a model for themselves. Another participant observed that the
majority of votes in recent Turkish elections went to secular
parties. The Islamic party got two-thirds of parliamentary seats
only because of the 10 percent threshold imposed by electoral law
for entry into the legislature. Turkey is a very fragmented
political system. In any case, its Ministry of Religious Affairs
controls the content of what is preached in mosques. Turkey
needs an effective federal system and greater cultural pluralism.
Another participant observed that Muslim countries were not
able to create a model of modern society during the 20th century.
Fiddling with “peripheral” reforms rather than addressing real
problems caused them to lose a whole century.
According to one observer, the Muslim world is beginning
to realize that Islamic societies have suffered economic,
intellectual, and political collapse. This poses a strategic security
issue for the United States as well as for the whole Western
world because every fifth person in the world is Muslim. In his
opinion, there is a silent majority within Islam that has lost its
collective voice over the years. We have to help them regain it.
The Khomeinis and bin Ladens arose because we turned a blind
eye on corrupt and harsh regimes. Despite all its flaws, the
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Islamic world can be engaged in a constructive manner. It was
also observed that there are at least a few governments in the
Muslim world that have adopted an incipient secular approach.
The observer proposed that we support them. This idea was
welcomed. It was said that the United States should support
reformers and secularists wherever they exist. Nevertheless, the
comment was made that secularism and modernity cannot be
imposed from the top. Their appropriateness should be discussed
and ingrained in the minds of the people.
Lunch Talk: Terrorism
Terrorism emerged at the beginning of Islamic history.
Three of the “well-guided” caliphs (successors of the prophet)
were assassinated, and political murder became an integral part
of Islamic politics. In the 1980s the phenomenon of statesponsored Islamic terrorism was started by Ayatollah Khomeini
who created the global Hezbollah (Party of God) that has
branches in 17 countries, including the United States. (Its
largest convention was held in Austin, Texas, in 1984.)
There are three kinds of terrorism. First, Hezbollah,
controlled financially, politically, and strategically by Iran; Syria
has a say in the workings of the Lebanese branch. Iran is in
contact with groups such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad. In
February 2003 a gathering of those groups was convened in
Tehran to coordinate their response to the U.S. intervention in
Iraq; second, terrorist organizations financed and supported by
oil-rich countries in the Persian Gulf: Members of those
organizations travel to the Gulf from many Muslim countries to
demand money and even jewelry from ordinary people; this
second kind of terrorism is evident in Europe and the United
States; the third group can be called freelance terrorists
recruited mostly among North Africans. The three groups of
terrorists could be weakened and contained if the states
concerned cooperated. They do not; instead, they pay lip service
to the cause of the so-called antiterrorism coalition, which exists
only in words.
Different incentives and different rationales motivate all
of these groups. Iran (which is divided into two realities: a nation
state and a revolution) acts to assert its revolutionary leadership.
The Gulf states provide financing as a form of protection for
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themselves. The freelancers, or loose cannons, are difficult to pin
down. All the terrorists think that it is their duty to Islamize the
world, and as long as Islam as a whole clings to the anachronistic
idea of converting everybody, proselytizing terrorism will
continue.
The reaction of democracies is, broadly speaking, of two
kinds. The Europeans think they are using sticks and carrots.
They speak of having a “critical dialogue,” which means sitting
with the terrorists and criticizing the United States. America is
just beginning to wake up but finds it difficult to believe that its
closest friends and even business partners may have been
involved in financing terrorism. Many extremist Islamic groups
are still based in the United States. Iran is publishing and
distributing two newspapers and owns two TV channels in
California. The West seems to have developed a collective
complex based on self-loathing and feelings of guilt, and as long
as Westerners think that whatever is bad in the world is the
West’s fault, they won’t be able to deal effectively with terrorism.
The Muslim world also faces a serious threat. Most
victims of terrorism are Muslims. The United States and other
democracies should deny terrorists the financial, logistical, and
communications networks that they are using, and the Muslim
world should fight the terrorists politically. The terrorists view
Europe and the United States differently. They believe that
Europe is militarily weak and assume that whatever they do,
none of the Europeans will react against them militarily.
Moreover, contemporary European culture is dominated by
postmodernist relativity in which everything is equal to
everything else; all religions and cultures are of equal value; and
everything that everyone says should be respected. The terrorists
are determined to strike at the United States to destroy the
American model, which is very attractive to the Muslim world
and constitutes the biggest obstacle to the creation of theocracies.
Leaders in the Middle East export terrorism to prevent its
internal spread, which poses a threat to their authoritarian
regimes.
The United States should remain true to its proclaimed
values and avoid shady deals and secret negotiations with Iran.
It should try to persuade its coalition partners to do the same.
Iran is in a very deep economic crisis. It should not have access
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to world capital markets and institutions such as the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund until it does specific things
such as liberating political prisoners, lifting the ban on
newspapers, and so on.
Terrorists’ access to weapons of mass destruction depends
on specific states and their rulers. If Saddam Hussein remains in
power, he may arm one or more terrorist groups. Some experts
expressed the fear that his removal by the American-led coalition
would provoke renewed terrorism, whereas others expressed the
belief that the dictator’s removal would send a message about the
necessity of change. It was remarked that the American buildup
that occurred in the region for more than a decade provoked a
series of more or less cosmetic reforms. In 1990 and 1991 (the
first Gulf War), there was much talk about democratization.
Elections—all designed to accommodate the United States—
were staged in the Gulf region as well as in other Arab countries.
What such leaders fear most is the emergence of a working
democratic system in Iraq, which has a strong middle class as
well as many intellectuals. A democratic Iraq would affect
regimes in Syria, Iran, and elsewhere. It would be unwise for the
United States to involve itself in the domestic politics of the
Iraqis and their bickering (Kurds, Shiites, and Sunnites). Its role
should be to provide equal opportunity for all Iraqis.
The Arab-Israeli Conflict
From its inception, the Palestinian movement has been
dominated by leftist ideologies, whereas Israel has been a kind of
European-style social democracy. The conflict between Israel and
the Palestinians became important for the broader Arab world
because it perceived a democratic Israel as a threat to its
authoritarian governance. As new rulers emerged in various
Arab states, each used the conflict to give himself additional
legitimacy. In 1952 in Egypt, army officers staged a coup, saying
that they were going to avenge the “lost honor” of the Arabs in
the war against Israel. Saddam Hussein cited the Arabs’ 1967
defeat as a reason for his coup in Iraq, and so on. The
Palestinians and the Israelis discovered that they could not
control the conflict. It was the Arab states that urged the
Palestinians to leave their homes in 1948, assuring them that
they would return to liberate the land with their victorious
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armies. It was the Arab states that rejected every resolution that
the UN passed about the conflict. Almost immediately
superpower rivalry added another aspect to the conflict. Finally,
with the end of the cold war, the conflict found an Islamic angle
and gradually became more complicated.
In essence, the root cause of much of the violence is the
determination by powerful forces to maintain their vested
interests in perpetuating the problem. The conflict has continued
because neither side has made a commitment to making peace.
The real task for the United States is to persuade them to make
this choice. Otherwise, small issues will arise that will make
impossible a solution based on the “road map.” The problem of
the return of the refugees is a case in point. Though a framework
exists under international law, Arab leaders think Israel can be
destroyed, and Israelis fear that the influx of Arabs would
precipitate the loss of the Jewish character of the Jewish state. A
formula in accordance with international law is under
consideration: resettlement, compensation, the creation of a
special fund, and so on. According to many studies, very few
Palestinians want to “go back to” Israel.
One participant said that if the Arabs agitate for the
return of the refugees, Israel would counter by reminding the
Arabs that problems resulting from expelling approximately
600,000 Jews from Arab countries in the late 1940s and during
the 1950s have not been resolved. It was stated that the two
cases should not be linked together: Israel is the homeland of all
Jews, and its constitution gives them the right of citizenship. The
two sides should realize that they need each other. Israel
provides a model that Arabs can use to advance democratically
and technologically, whereas the Palestinians can sustain the
economy of Israel, which now imports labor from Romania and
the Philippines. Finally, it should not be forgotten that the
Palestinian leadership (Arafat and his PLO aides) does not want
peace with Israel and that the electoral system of Israel, based
on a peculiar kind of proportional representation, prevents the
emergence of strong governments capable of making peace.
A change of regime in Iraq may have a very important
impact on the conflict because the “rejectionists” have always
looked for a strong Arab state to annihilate Israel. For a long
time Egypt represented their hope. Then for a short time they
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turned to Libya, and for the past ten years they turned to
Saddam. A new democratic government in Baghdad that is
willing to make a strategic choice for peace might hasten a
Middle East solution provided that the United States and others
do not pursue the “road map” or similar kinds of negotiations.
It was stated that the entire Arab leadership should make
the strategic choice, although it is clear that it will not be easy to
achieve a consensus. The Madrid Conference after the first Gulf
War, despite its many flaws, initiated a “culture of reconciliation.”
Unfortunately, it was hijacked by Oslo, which resuscitated Arafat
and imposed him on the Palestinians. What is needed now is free
elections (under international supervision) that replace Arafat by
a genuine Palestinian leadership of people who live there.
Confidence-building measures can work because the vow
to destroy Israel emanates not from the people but from the
ruling elite. The man in the street does not care about the
destruction of Israel—a conclusion not established by polls but
by anecdotal accounts. For instance, in countries that allow
elections for officers in professional associations of doctors,
lawyers, and others, the most vocal anti-Israeli candidates are
usually defeated by moderates. Arab ruling elites use the Israeli
issue to cover up their own shortcomings. In the West and even
on American campuses, pro-Palestinianism offers one more
excuse to denounce the United States.
One participant observed that the escalation of force and
violence seems to be the trend on both sides. But it is not yielding
the desired result. He wondered whether Israeli leaders envisage
any alternative strategy. It was remarked that no such
development is discernible at the governmental level, but a lot of
discussion is going on in the Knesset, in newspaper columns, in
think tanks, and in other organizations. For the time being, the
government is engaged in a holding operation. A participant,
expressing pessimism, affirmed that the only way for Arab states
to agree to peace with Israel is to experience a change in their
regimes. But there is an opportunity to move beyond plans that
have not worked. One participant asserted that the Israelis and
the Palestinians respect the United States. They know that they
cannot have a future without the United States. The United
States can draw on this very important power without following
the “road map” approach to peace.
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A participant said that many Arabs friendly to the United
States are insisting that the solution of the Palestinian issue is
essential for the success of a postwar democratic government in
Iraq. They want Americans to get out quickly from Iraq before
they are labeled “the second occupying country” in the Middle
East (the first being Israel). It was stated that the United States
should do what it thinks is right and not allow its enemies to
dictate its policies. The issue of Palestine has served as a defense
mechanism for autocrats and dictators in the region. The
question of demographics (the Arab birthrate is several times
that of Israel) was also raised. It was said that it will have no
bearing on the future if both sides are helped out of the present
impasse. A participant expressed the view that a successful
development in postwar Iraq may lead to positive developments
in the Arab-Israeli situation and help the United States persuade
the Europeans to engage again in dealing with the region’s
problems. Another participant stated that European involvement
in the Middle East would be counterproductive. The partnership
of the four (the United States, the European Union, Russia, and
the United Nations) will add divergences, for each has its own
agenda. Now that the United States has assumed the burden of
resolving the problem and has agreed on a two-states solution, it
should go ahead and not bring in others.
Economic Development, Water, and Oil
One expert recounted the history of the mounting
importance of Middle Eastern oil in warfare and industrial
development from before and after World War I to the present.
He concluded that despite improved technology for finding new
sources of oil and natural gas, the world cannot afford to waste
oil any more than water.
In underlining the vital importance of water, the same
expert stated that, unlike oil, substitutes for water do not exist.
He also underlined the finite nature of the water supply: It is
today the same as it was 2,000 years ago. Three percent of the
water on earth is fresh; the rest is salt water. Of that 3 per cent,
90 percent exists in the polar region. Inadequate or antiquated
infrastructure contributes to the loss of water. In Jordan, for
instance, close to half of the water pumped from various sites to
the capital city of Amman is lost through leakages and the use of
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inefficient means of delivery. He added that mandating clean
drinking standards would cost 600 to 800 billion dollars
worldwide. According to a report by the UN’s secretary general,
80 percent of the world’s health problems are caused by improper
sanitation, which stems from the lack of adequate water
resources. He reminded the audience that according to U.S.
intelligence sources, by the year 2016, water will have become
the biggest problem of the Middle East. Turkey, in a
manner of speaking, controls the taps bringing water to Syria
and Iraq; moreover, Sudan and Ethiopia control the flow of the
Nile into Egypt.
Several possible solutions to the problems of water in the
Middle East were suggested. One involves changing domestic
policies with regard to water distribution: drip irrigation as
opposed to flow, which is a little more expensive; fixed infrastructure; desalinization, which is beyond the means of poor
nations. Another possibility consists in establishing two pipelines
taking water from Turkey and redistributing it throughout the
region.
On the question of economic and human development in
the region, the panel considered the Arab Human Development
Report 2002 published last year by the UNDP and the Arab Fund
for Economic and Social Development. Written by a group of
Arab experts, the report, in short, states that the lack of political
freedom, discrimination against women, and inadequate
education systems have led to a substantial development gap
between Arab countries and far poorer regions of the world.
Using a standard “freedom index,” the report notes that of seven
key regions of the world, the Arab region has the lowest freedom
score. Its treatment of women deprives the region of the
“creativity and productivity of half its citizens. “The “knowledge
gap” is enormous. The whole Arab world translates fewer than
300 books annually, one-fifth of the number that Greece alone
translates; investment in research is less than one-seventh of the
world’s commitment; only 0.6 percent of the population have
access to the Internet, and only 1.2 percent have access to
personal computers. Almost 20 percent of the workforce is
unemployed. The report also states that “traditional Arab culture
and values can be at odds with those of the world. Given the
increase in global interdependence, the most viable response will
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be one of openness and constructive engagement whereby Arab
countries both contribute to and benefit from globalization. . . .”
One expert identified what he called the economic
complexities of the region. In his opinion, one of the big issues
that is overlooked concerns the hundreds of thousands of
Palestinians who worked in the Gulf before 1991 and were let go
as a result of Arafat’s siding with Saddam Hussein. For years the
workers sent money home to support their families. The drying
up of this source of income had a negative economic impact in the
rest of the Middle East. This expert also expressed the view that
one of the reasons the Russians are interested in the Middle East
is that their economy depends largely on high oil prices as a
source of foreign exchange; a crash in oil prices would affect them
badly. A factor that is more important in the world’s oil market
than it is in the Middle East is the use of energy in the
industrialized countries. For instance, the amount of energy used
in the United States per dollar of GDP has gone down 43 percent.
The same expert concluded that a shortage of oil will not occur.
Central Asia
The five nations of Central Asia, although sharing some
aspects of a common culture, are very different from one another.
The Russians governed the region as they governed the other
parts of the Soviet Union, that is, through centralized control,
without taking particularities into account. A number of their
policies had devastating consequences. For instance, the
collectivization of Kazakhstan transformed herder nomads into
“collective” farmers without teaching them farming. As a result,
more than 30 percent of the population perished. Moreover, the
state was ruined by pollution and ecological disaster.
They are secular states because Islam was suppressed by
the communists, and they would like to keep it that way. They
also are dictatorships. One expert said that the key change in the
region after the demise of the Soviet Union involved moving from
a position of minor interest to central interest. Russia is
retaining its interest while the United States is acquiring one in
the region. The Persian Gulf countries, mindful of competition
among energy suppliers, are also interested. China, which shares
borders with the states of Central Asia and is experiencing a
growing demand for energy, is also interested.
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The economic future of Central Asian countries, except
those that have gas and oil or both, seems bleak. Their
maldistributions of ethnic populations could flare into internal
conflicts. Moreover, they face natural disasters, for most of their
capitals are built on geological faults.
Depending on how the United States deals with them, the
states of Central Asia may become forms of Islamic democracy.
Vital U.S. interests in Central Asia are threefold: first,
maintaining nonproliferation of nuclear arms; second,
maintaining access to energy; and, third, increasing intersecting
areas of interest, leading to possible cooperation with Russia.
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