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Toward a Conceptual Framework for Policy

An attempt to distill a conceptual profile of Political Islam would yield the following:

· The total outlook on life exhibits a number of rigid givens, including inalterability of the sacred text and a jurisprudential infrastructure that sanctions violence (for example, jihad against the infidel, and death to the murtadd or apostate).

· Religion and politics are fused on all levels.

· The “us and them” dualism of the Two Abodes leads to a more or less streamlined (and negative) view of “the other” that transcends whatever intra-Islamic variations and manifestations do exist. In other words, there is as it were an Islamic foreign policy.

· Islamic moderation tends to be weak and short-lived. If the system shows evidence of leniency and flexibility, it invariably comes under threat from the inside and is compelled to harden.

· The historical record of the treatment of non-Muslim minorities is abysmal, notwithstanding romanticized presentations of Political Islam as tolerant. This points to the crisis of pluralism in an Islamic context.

· Ideological underpinnings, and the appeal to the founder, seem to preclude the possibility of acknowledging guilt.

· Serious and responsible dialogue is virtually unobtainable. The only purpose Political Islam sees for engaging in contacts is tactical, entailing political gain or a temporary respite or advantage.

· No real, lasting peace but only temporary truces are contemplated.

· The system is reluctant or unable to reciprocate positive gestures with the West; for example, the treatment of Christians in Islamic countries is generally quite inferior to the treatment of Muslims in the West.

· Evidence of regressive radicalization is mounting: the rising tide of Islamic fundamentalism and militancy; Ayatollah Khomeini’s wilayat alfaqih (guardianship of the juris-consult), a recipe for absolute power in the hands of one man; the lurking internal threat to Turkey’s Kemalist experiment in secularism; the fundamentalist mayhem in Algeria; and the seeming inability of the Wahhabi Saudis to contemplate introducing greater freedom and openness.

· A paranoid disposition (bred by the Two Abodes dualism) convinced that there is a perpetual conspiracy by “the different other” to attack, undermine, and subjugate. Even if it were only half-true, this profile would present a bleak picture. Painfully apparent is the great disservice done by the flawed and romanticized dialogue that has encouraged many to project subconsciously onto Political Islam has a unified view of the outer non-Muslim world irrespective of whether individual Islamic states adhere to it consistently at any given point in time, this necessitates a corresponding conceptual framework on the part of the United State, and the West generally, to serve as the basis for a coordinated policy response. Following are six suggested items for such a policy response.

1. Cultivate a political culture in Washington and elsewhere in the West that is sensitive to matters of religious persecution, specifically to the fortunes of non-Muslim minority communities scattered throughout the Islamic world. This would be similar to the heightened awareness that now exists regarding human rights issues.

2. Try to move away from an obsession with the primacy of socioeconomic factors to a deeper appreciation of personal, communal, existential, metaphysical, and ideological issues. A funny thing happened on the way to victory in the Cold War: the West defeated Communism all right, but not before embracing and eventually swallowing whole the Marxist scale of values that gives precedence in any analysis to socioeconomic and political causes.

3. Pursue a long-range policy of reducing dependence on anything the Islamic world has to offer—mainly natural resources and oil. Not only is there a compelling environmental imperative to do this, but there is also a political imperative, one of national security. Reducing dependence is not the same as disengagement, nor is the latter realistic or desirable in today’s complex and integrated world. Diversification, viable alternatives, not putting all the eggs in one basket—this is forward thinking for the twenty-first century.

4. Since a stark “us and them” dualism pervades the thinking of Political Islam about the rest of the world, responding with a taste of the same medicine from time to time could be healthful. As regards specific points of crisis and confrontation, a case-by-case approach favoring separation (instead of integration) whenever feasible seems advisable. For example, the United States ought to push for an independent southern Sudan, promote a federal solution for both Lebanon and Cyprus, and assist in peaceful population transfers out of areas where native Christians or minority Muslims are experiencing mounting persecution—for instance, the Christians fleeing religious and ethnic violence in Timor, the Christians of Syria and Iraq after Suddam Hussein passes from the scene if matters should turn ugly, or isolated pockets of Muslims, say in parts of the Balkans. It should not be overlooked that all minorities, even Muslim ones (for example, the Shiites of Saudi Arabia), are unprotected under Islamic regimes. Whenever the principle of reciprocity can be advanced, it should be.

By and large, Muslims in the West enjoy far greater freedom then Christians do in Islamic countries. It is not advisable, then, to favor the evolution of Bosnia or Kosovo into independent states with Islamic majorities inside Europe (one Albania is enough), or the eventual unconditional inclusion of Turkey in the European Union. This is not to suggest a recipe for Europe as a “Christian Club”; it is only to say that too much intermingling, especially when Political Islam is or may be involved, could be a source of future headaches. The case of Turkey is delicate: we do not want, by excluding it, to precipitate an Islamic backlash, but then including it might bring that about as well.

5. Everyone in the West is all too aware of the dangers of proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. Currently, radical Islamic states and shadowy substate actors hostile to the West have nuisance value. But they would quickly turn into an awesome threat once they became armed with nuclear, chemical, and biological capabilities, coupled with ballistic delivery systems for states and a willingness to martyrdom for fanatic individuals and groups. It goes without saying that a heightened state of vigilance ought to be maintained at all times, and preemptive surgical operations undertaken whenever and wherever the need arises. The free and open nature of Western societies makes them especially vulnerable to acts of chemical and biological terrorism. Great emphasis needs to be put on advance warning through improved intelligence capabilities.

6. Despite the absence in Political Islam of the concept of permanent peace, the Middle East peace process needs to be vigorously revised and sustained to fruition. Objections of extremist groups like Hezbollah and Hamas notwithstanding, a successfully concluded Middle East peace would serve to reduce overall tensions in the region and beyond. It would also have a good effect on Muslim-Western relations, especially if followed by tangible economic benefits for the states and peoples of the area.

