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VIDEO WARS

Conservative parliamentarians ac-
ross the Arab world have been lash-
ing out at a new enemy: “porno-
graphic” Arab music videos. They
are not alone in this fight, and ele-
ments of the local music industry
have joined in to launch a cam-
paign against the phenomenon.
The videos, generally produced in
Lebanon, feature stars such as
Ruby, Haifa, Najla, and Nancy
Ajram who closely mimic the style
of their Western counterparts.

So far the conservatives’ main
weapon has been censorship. In
Egypt, the Egyptian Censorship
Committee recently banned over
20 music videos from airing on lo-
cal television, and censors barred
some female singers from entering
the country. In the United Arab
Emirates, a lawyer sued a Lebanese
satellite network for violating pub-
lic decency standards, and parlia-
mentarians sacked Kuwait’s minis-
ter of information for allowing a
concert by the performers of “Star
Academy.” Meanwhile, the Egyp-
tian Musicians Association has
sought to persuade television chan-
nels to stop airing the provocative
videos, claiming they are an insult
to Arabic music.

One musician has decided to fight
back in his own way. Egyptian pop
star Haitham Said recently released
a music video featuring a young
woman wearing a hijab. Sending a
new message and attempting to
redefine the norm, Haitham offers
a stark contrast to the billowing
hair and exposed flesh in most pop
videos. So far, it has sparked no imi-
tators.  ■   - HM

BERNARD HAYKEL EXAMINES JIHADISM
On March 16, the Middle East Program hosted a talk by Islamic scholar and histo-
rian Professor Bernard Haykel of New York University. Haykel has conducted exten-
sive fieldwork in Yemen and Saudi Arabia examining Salafism—a neotraditional Is-
lamic movement with deep roots in the Arabian peninsula—and its relationship to
the Arab state. While many Salafi groups are lumped together as “Wahhabis,”
Haykel argued that Salafism is actually a diverse and sophisticated religious move-
ment. He distinguished between three main streams of Salafi religious thought: es-
tablishment clerics, those outside of official religious circles, and jihadis, who are the
intellecutal driving force behind Al Qaeda. He argued that there is a lively debate
between all three streams, which is increasingly being carried out on the Internet. ■
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ANTI-AMERICAN DEMOCRATS

By Haim Malka

If the United States is for democracy around the globe, does it follow that demo-
crats around the globe will be for the United States? The brief and not very surpris-
ing answer is “no.” What is surprising, however, is just how much anti-Americanism
lurks in the Arab pro-democracy groups that have received such glowing coverage
in the United States in recent months. The growing consensus among scholars and
policymakers is that representative democracies are more stable than even pro-U.S.
authoritarian systems and ultimately better serve U.S. interests in the region. While
that may be true in some cases, democratization will likely strenthen forces that are
hostile to the U.S.

The anti-Americanism of many pro-democracy movements in the region is long
standing. Arabs complain that their governments serve at the pleasure of the U.S.
government, not Arab citizens. They see a half century of the United States protect-
ing governments from accountability rather than calling for it, and they anticipate
that the region’s authoritarian regimes will crumble without support from Washing-
ton.

One would not know it reading U.S. newspapers. For example, in recent months
reporters have showered attention on the Kifaya movement in Egypt. Photogenic
protesters cover their mouths with stickers that simply say Kifaya—“enough” in
Arabic—calling for the end of President Husni Mubarak’s 24 years of rule. What the
reporters almost universally ignore is that the movement is an amalgam of
longstanding anti-American groups in Egypt, and anti-American slogans are a staple
of Kifaya demonstrations. Indeed, one of the only consistent policy lines put for-
ward by the remarkably diverse movement is its objection to U.S. policy in the
Middle East.

That truth is inconvenient. We have our heroes in the pro-democracy community,
people who we see as being “just like us.” They are often genial, and we flatter
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Links of Interest

them with our attention. They tend to speak polished English and espouse liberal, secular, and democratic values that reso-
nate with many Americans.

But our heroes are not at the core of that movement. We systematically ignore the fact that on the ground, the most active
champions of reform in the Arab world have been Islamists. Having mastered the language of democracy long ago, the
Islamists pushed for democratic change years before it was in vogue. For decades, Islamists have focused on competitions
in professional associations and student unions, since many states bar them from participating in parliamentary politics.
They have also done remarkably well in local elections, especially in Morocco, Palestine, and Jordan. One does not read
much about such trends. Instead, almost all of the “Arab democrats” who gain press in the United States are liberal voices
sympathetic to U.S. interests.

If we are serious about supporting democracy—and every indication is that we are—we will need to give far more thought
to how we might deal with religious parties in the Middle East. Given the orientation of the population, at least some sig-
nificant portion is likely to favor such parties. For many U.S. officials, however, truly engaging with Islamists is a bitter pill for
several reasons.

The first is that it alienates our long-time friends both inside and outside of Arab governments. For years, we asked regimes
to keep Islamists at bay, but democratization means incorporating them more openly into political debate. In addition,
conflict has often dominated U.S. encounters with Islam, from Lebanese hostages to 9/11. Finally, Islamists hold views on
issues as diverse as women’s rights to proselytization that many U.S. officials believe are unacceptable.

Most of these points have much more to do with us, rather than with the Arab world per se. There is no question we should
protect our values, but should it be in our vital interests to project them?

Recognizing potential risks to U.S. interests is vital as the democratization debate moves forward. Our primary interest in
democratization should not be to keep Islamist parties on the defensive or to insist on the triumph of secular politics. Such
a course will almost certainly lead to a long-term war of attrition we will be hard pressed to win. Instead, we should work
with our allies—in the Arab world, in Europe, and beyond—to break what many see as the link between the violence of
Islamic politics on the one hand, and their authoritarian nature on the other. A more constructive policy would encourage
the incorporation of Islamist voices into a dynamic process in which they are but one voice among many.  ■  4/21/05

The website of the Egyptian reform movement Kifaya:
http://www.harakamasria.com/english1.asp?id=15

The website of Lebanese pop star Nancy Ajram, mentioned in this
month’s sidebar article:
http://www.nancyajramonline.com/

The website of Sheikh Salman al-Oadah, referred by Bernard
Haykel:
http://www.islamtoday.net/english/
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