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      MAPPING DEMOCRACY


      Democracy is being discussed in very different contexts at present; for instance, as the political system of the future in the Arab states of North Africa seeking a new political order after the overthrow of their dictators. For young elites democracy is seen as a guarantee of a change for the better, future opportunities, and political co-determination.


      This positive narrative of democracy contrasts with the almost simultaneous outbreak of waves of protest. The financial crisis led to the development of enormous potential for the mobilisation of social movements.


      Our current issue about ‘Mapping Democracy’ investigates today’s discussion of democracy in all its ambivalence: democracy as both full of promise and in, integrating and excluding society, and as a sovereign political system corrupted by private interests.


    

  


  
    
      COSMOPOLITANISM AND DEMOCRACY


      FROM KANT TO HABERMAS


      Cosmopolitanism acknowledges that humans are moral persons who have a right to be protected under the law because of the rights they enjoy by virtue of the fact of their humanity.


      By Seyla Benhabib
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      Playing elections in Afghanistan.Photo: Martin Gerner © Goethe-Institut
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      Jürgen Habermas’s 80th birthday in 2009 was an anniversary for me personally as well. It was exactly 30 years ago that I had arrived in Germany, in the autumn of 1979, as a fellow of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation to study with Habermas at the Max Planck Institute in Starnberg.


      From the beginning, I considered Jürgen Habermas to be the relevant contemporary figure in the tradition of cosmopolitanism. For me, ‘cosmopolitanism’ means acknowledging that humans are moral persons who have a right to be protected under the law because of the rights they enjoy, not just as citizens of a state or members of a nation, but by virtue of the fact that they are humans. Cosmopolitanism also suggests that national borders in the twenty-first century are becoming increasingly porous and that justice within borders and justice beyond borders are interconnected, even if conflicts can and do arise between the two. From the outset, this human rights-related cosmopolitan position gave rise in Jürgen Habermas’s work to concerns with the the ‘inclusion of the other’, regardless of national origins.


      When seen in this light, however, cosmopolitanism seems hardly compatible with democracy. Democracy means constituting oneself as a demos, as a political community with clear rules that regulate relationships between the interior and the exterior. In a democracy, the constitution gains its legitimacy from the united and collective will of the people. As Article 20 of the German Constitution, the Basic Law, states: ‘All state authority is derived from the people’. A democratic people accepts the rule of law because it considers itself both author and addressee of the law. This means that the citizen of a democracy is not a citizen of the world, but a citizen of a clearly defined political community, regardless of whether that community is a unitary state or a federal state, the ‘European Union’ or a ‘confederation of states’.


      How is this compatible with the cosmopolitan vision of a justice that does not stop at national borders? Or with the vision of porous borders over which the representatives of a people have little control? Is not the ‘right to have rights’, as Hannah Arendt put it, always the right of humans to be a member of an organised political community? Would it not be more correct to speak of ‘cosmopolitanism or democracy’ rather than ‘cosmopolitanism and democracy’? And what is the link between cosmopolitan standards and hopes on the one hand and democratic constitutionalism on the other?


      I would like to start with a brief historical overview of cosmopolitanism in the history of political thought before returning to the problem of the borders of the demos around which the conflicts between cosmopolitanism and democracy are most keenly felt.


      Cosmopolitanism: a brief historical overview


      The word ‘cosmopolitanism’ is composed of the Greek words kosmos (the universe) and polites (the citizen). There are clear conflicts between these two terms. Montaigne writes: ‘Socrates was asked where he was from. He replied not “Athens” but “the world”. He, whose imagination was fuller and more extensive than that of others, embraced the universe as his city, and distributed his knowledge, his company and his affections to all mankind, unlike us, who look only at what is underfoot.’ Whether or not Socrates did utter these words is disputed. Nevertheless, the story is also repeated by Cicero in his Tusculan Disputations, by Epictetus in his Discourses, and by Plutarch in On Exile, in which he praises Socrates for the fact that ‘he was no Athenian or Greek, but a “Cosmian”’.


      What does it mean to be a ‘Cosmian’? And how can a ‘Cosmian’ be a democrat, when democracy for the Greeks could only be achieved in the city-state? Aristotle says that in order to survive outside the boundaries of the city-state, one has to be either a beast or a god. Since human beings, however, are neither the one nor the other, and because the kosmos is not the polis, the cosmopolite is not really a citizen, but a different kind of being. Cynics like Diogenes Laertius agreed with this conclusion and claimed that they were not at home in any city, but were equally indifferent to all of them. The cosmopolite is a nomad without a home; he lives in harmony with nature and the universe, but not with the city-state, from whose foolishness he distances himself. Some of the negative connotations of the term, with which we are familiar from later history  such as the criticism of ‘rootless cosmopolitanism’  crop up already at this early stage.


      This negative version of cosmopolitanism as nomadism without belonging to a city-state contrasts with the more exalted Stoic theory according to which humans not only share nomoi  i.e. the laws of their respective cities  but also logos, that is the capacity to reason. In his Meditations, Marcus Aurelius wrote: ‘If we have intelligence in common, so we have reason (logos) …. If so, then the law is also common to us and, if so, we are citizens. If so we share a common government. And if so, the universe is, as it were, a city.’ In the centuries that followed, the Stoic theory of an order that transcends the differences among the laws of various city-states and is instead rooted in the rationally comprehensible order of nature, merges with the Christian doctrine of the universal equality of all in the eyes of God. The Stoic doctrine of natural law inspires the Christian ideal of the City of God, as opposed to the earthly City of Man, and eventually finds its way into the natural law theories of modern political thought as put forward by Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant.


      These negative and positive valences that are associated with the word ‘kosmopolites’ and which we initially encounter in Greek and Roman thought, stay with us through the centuries: a cosmopolitan is a person who distances himself/herself either in thought or in practice from the customs or laws of her city and who judges them from the standpoint of a higher order that is considered to be identical to reason. Immanuel Kant is the thinker who ultimately resurrects this Stoic interpretation of cosmopolitanism and gives the term a new slant in order to make it compatible with the requirements of a modern state based upon the rule of law. Kant shows us that cosmopolitanism and democracy, embedded in a republican constitution, are not incompatible and may in fact require each other.


      From cosmopolitanism to world citizenship: Immanuel Kant


      Kant’s Perpetual Peace, which was written in 1795 on the occasion of the signing of the Treaty of Basel between Prussia and revolutionary France, has attracted increasing interest in recent years. What makes this essay particularly interesting, in view of conditions of political globalization is the visionary depth of Kant’s project for ‘perpetual peace’ among peoples that Kant formulated in three ‘definitive articles’. These definitive articles are as follows. Firstly, ‘the civil constitution of each state shall be republican.’ Secondly, ‘the law of nations shall be founded on a federation of free states.’ Thirdly, ‘the Law of Nations shall be limited to the conditions of Universal Hospitality.’ Kant explicitly uses the term ‘cosmopolitan right’ in his ‘third definitive article on perpetual peace.’ Being aware of the oddity of the term ‘hospitality’ in this context, Kant takes care to point out that he is speaking ‘it is not a question of philanthropy, but of right.’ In other words, hospitality is not be understood as a social virtue, as the kindness and generosity one may show toward strangers who come to one’s landor who become dependent upon one’s act of kindness through circumstances of nature and history. Hospitality is a ‘right’ that belongs to all humans insofar as they are considered potential citizens of a world-republic. Nevertheless, the ‘right’ to hospitality is an odd thing because it does not regulate relations among those subject to the same jurisdiction, but rather it regulates the interaction between humans who belong to different state structures and meet each other at the boundaries of these states.


      According to Kant, ‘Hospitality (Wirtbarkeit) means the right of a stranger not to be treated as an enemy when he arrives in the land of another. One may refuse to receive him when this can be done without causing his destruction; but, so long as he peacefully occupies his place, one may not treat him with hostility. It is not the right to be a permanent visitor (Gastrecht) that one may demand. A special beneficent agreement (ein … wohltätiger Vertrag) would be needed in order to give an outsider a right to become a fellow inhabitant (Hausgenossen) for a certain length of time. It is only a right of temporary sojourn (ein Besuchsrecht), a right to associate, which all men have. They have it by virtue of their common possession (das Recht des gemeinschaftlichen Besitzes) of the surface of the earth, where, as a globe, they cannot infinitely disperse and hence must finally tolerate the presence of each other.’


      Kant differentiates between a permanent right of residence, which he calls Gastrecht and a temporary right of residence, the ‘right of visitation,’ Besuchsrecht. The right to be treated a permanent resident can be granted by means of a voluntary agreement, by a ‘benificient agreement’ (ein wohltätiger Vertrag) that would have to be specially concluded, because it goes beyond that which one owes to the other morally and what he is entitled to legally.


      Kant’s claim that people in need cannot be denied entry if this would cause their ‘destruction’ was included in the Geneva Convention in 1951 in the form of the principle of non-return (non-refoulement). This principle obliges signatory states not to force refugees and asylum-seekers to return to their countries of origin if, by doing so, they are putting the lives and freedom of these refugees and asylum-seekers at risk. Naturally, sovereign states can water down this principle by defining the terms ‘life and freedom’ as they see fit or get around it altogether by handing over refugees and asylum seekers to so-called safe third countries. Kant foresaw these attempts to balance moral obligations between duties towards those seeking help and one’s own interests. The normative order of rank of these two claims  the moral obligation to third parties and one’s own legitimate interest  is, except in the obvious threats to the life and limb of refugees who would be turned away, quite vague; in all other cases, the obligation to ensure the freedom and well-being of the guest allows for a narow interpretation on the part of the sovereign, who need not consider it an unconditional duty.


      From public law to international law to cosmopolitan law


      Kant left us an ambivalent legacy. He wanted to justify the commercial and maritime spread of capitalism in his time insofar as it brought together the members of the human race into closer contact, without legitimising European imperialism at the same time. In his comments on Europe’s attempts to invade Japan and China, Kant made it clear that the cosmopolitan right of visitation allows for peaceful, temporary residence, but not for the plundering, exploiting, conquest, and violent suppression of those in whose country one takes up residence. In the eighteenth century, the differentiation between the ‘right to be treated as a guest’ and the ‘right of visitation’ in the context of the developments in European maritime imperialism was progressive; it is not so today. The foreigners’ claim to civil rights must be guaranteed by the constitution itself and can no longer be seen as a ‘contract of beneficience’. Naturally, the right to citizenship itself depends on the fulfilment of certain conditions that are defined in more or less detail by each democratic sovereign state. The ‘right to naturalisation’ is regarded as a human right guaranteed in Article 15 Paragraphs 12 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In accordance with this article, ‘Everyone has the right to a nationality’ and ‘No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change his nationality.’


      We have Kant to thank for the differentiation between public law, which regulates legal relationships between persons within a state, international law (ius gentium), which deals with the legal relationships between states, and cosmopolitan law (ius cosmopoliticum), which codifies the legal relationships between people that are not citizens of certain human communities, but members of a global civil society. By declaring that it is not just states and heads of states who are relevant players at the international level, but also citizens and their different varieties of community, Kant gives new meaning to the term ‘cosmopolitan’, namely the meaning of ‘the citizen of the world.’ The notion of world citizenship contains a utopian expectation of world peace, which should be achieved by increasing communication between people, communication that also includes ‘le doux commerce’. The intensification of contact between people means that ‘a transgression of rights in one place in the world is felt everywhere.’ First and foremost, world citizenship means a new global legal order within which humans enjoy certain rights simply by virtue of their humanity. (However, despite fundamental agreement with this principle, we should not forget that Kant’s liberalism was much less robust than would be acceptable to us. In Kant’s republic, women, servants, and apprentices without property, are described as ‘auxiliaries to the commonwealth’ and their legal status depends on that of the male head of the household).


      From world citizenship to cosmopolitan right: Jürgen Habermas


      It is now widely accepted that since the Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, we have entered a phase in the evolution of global civil society that is characterised by the transition from international to cosmopolitan standards of justice. While norms of international law arise either out of what is considered customary international law or through treaty obligations that are entered into by states and their representatives, cosmopolitan norms relate to individuals who are considered moral and legal persons in a global civil society. Even if cosmopolitan norms also originate through treaty-like obligations  such as the Charter of the United Nations and the various human rights conventions  what makes them noteworthy is that they bind states and their representatives, sometimes even against the will of the signatories who at later points may want to violate the terms of a treaty. This is a characteristic of many of the human rights agreements that have been concluded since the Second World War.


      International public law has transformed international law in a decisive manner. It is perhaps too utopian to consider these changes as a first step towards a ‘world constitution’, but it is certainly more than just contracts between states that have been concluded. According to these human rights covenants, individuals have rights, not only as a result of their identity as citizens of states, but above all because they are human beings. Although states remain powerful players, the scope of their legitimate and legal decisions is increasingly restricted. We must rethink international law in the light of this global civil society, which is in the throes of growing but is still fragile, and threatened by war, violence, and military intervention. These transformations of law affect how we understand the relationship between cosmopolitanism and democracy in our times. Our question no longer relates to cosmopolitanism and democracy or to cosmopolitanism or democracy, but instead to democracy in the age of legal cosmopolitanism.


      This is where Jürgen Habermas’s cosmopolitan arguments come in. In his essay ‘The Constitutionalization of International Law and the Legitimacy Problems of a Constitution for a World Society’, he argues that today, ‘any conceptualisation of a legal regulation of world politics must use individuals and states as the two categories of founding subjects of a world constitution as its starting point.’ Habermas insists in particular that a judicial order as complex as today’s international order ‘must not be allowed to lead to a mediatisation of the world of states by the authority of a world republic, which would ignore the fund of accumulated trust in an intra-state sphere and the associated loyalty of citizens towards their respective nations.’ Instead we need mediating institutions as well as regional economic, security policy and other transnational organisations that on the one hand promote the cosmopolitan rights of the individual and on the other, strengthen democracy within states themselves.


      Economic cosmopolitanism


      This concept of a democratic cosmopolitanism in the tradition from Kant to Habermas naturally has had numerous critics. Defenders of economic globalisation, such as Thomas L. Friedman (at least with his earlier book The World is Flat) reduce cosmopolitan standards to a minimal version of human rights, i.e. to freedom, equality, and property and declare that these things go hand in hand with the spread of the free market and world trade.


      In this respect, there is a notable closing of ranks among theorists of neo-liberal globalisation and neo-Marxist theorists of the Empire, such as Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt. As is well-known, Hardt and Negri differentiate between imperialism and Empire in order to capture the new logic of the international system. While the word ‘imperialism’ relates to a violent, plundering, and exploitative system in which an imperial power imposes its will on another, Empire refers to an anonymous network of rules, regulations, and structures that are in the service of global capitalism. For global capitalism, it is essential that the individual right to exchange goods and services freely on the market is protected and, above all, that treaties are reliably observed (pacta sunt servanda). The Empire is the steadily growing power of capital, attempting to bring a growing number of areas on earth under its control.


      In the first half of the twenty-first century, which is marked by the most comprehensive economic crisis since the 1930s, neo-Marxist criticisms of global capitalism are sure to find new followers. Ironically, however, the sole super-power of the world, the Empire (i.e. the United States), has now lost its grip and has been overtaken by the global market. Under these conditions, we need to completely rethink the rules and regulations governing the global market and also push for adopting cosmopolitan legal standards in the field of economics. Today, cosmopolitanism has to advance many new and overlapping ‘global governance’ projects. The global economy has quickly become destabilised, for which the deregulation ideologies of the Bush administration and the selfishness and greed of the financial sector are partially responsible, as too are the collapse of social trust and the public supply systems in the United States  well-illustrated in the United States by the catastrophic failure of adequate government and public sector reaction to Hurricane Katrina.


      This era of greed and selfishness within capitalist states is part of a global development. The development aid given by large industrial nations to poorer countries is in decline, and in Afghanistan, Central America, Burma/Myanmar, and many parts of Africa, governments are protecting their citizens less and less. ‘Failed states’ are leaving the field open either to warring ethnic religious clans, maquiladoras, or free trade areas in which citizens’ rights as well as the social and economic rights of workers and farmers are abandoned. Against the backdrop of the desperate plight that the current economic crisis has caused in many developing countries, these rights will probably be further restricted in a devil’s pact concluded in order to attract foreign investment and stimulate economic growth.


      This means not only that stricter regulation of the financial markets and stricter controls are necessary to ensure that growth zones and free trade areas abide by international labour law, human rights and environmental standards, but also that a fundamental rethinking is necessary about what global distributive justice means. In order to do so, we must rearrange the map of the world in our heads in such a way that interdependence among states with respect to the economy and environmental protection are no longer seen as temporary episodes in the history of nations, but as a decisive component of the Modern Age and the history of humanity. In other words, we have to become aware of the phenomenon of global interdependence that Kant, with his restricted knowledge in the eighteenth-century, was already able to recognise as the double-edged sword of Western imperialism.


      The limits of the demos


      The legacy of cosmopolitanism also requires us to rethink the widely discussed problem of ‘boundaries’ in democratic theory, sometimes also referred to as the ‘problem of the constitution of the demos’. While in the eighteenth century, the West colonised the rest of the world, today ‘the rest’ of the world once again takes centre stage: migrations follow patterns of predictable displacement between the centre and the periphery. This means that the boundaries of the demos, as they have been defined since ancient times, are no longer a given. Global patterns of migration, which are subject to permanent changes, clearly show that peoples are constituted and reconstituted again and again over the course of history.


      Robert Dahl points out that as strange as it may seem, the decision as to which people can legitimately come together to form ‘the people’, and are therefore entitled to govern themselves in their own association, is a problem that has been almost entirely ignored by all of the great philosophers who have written about democracy. He concludes that the reason for this is that they assume that a people had already constituted itself. The polis, he points out, is what it is; the nation state is that which history has made out of it. ‘Athenians are Athenians, Corinthians Corinthians, and Greeks Greeks.’


      There is no democratic procedure to democratically decide who should be part of the demos and who should not, because such a decision already implies a differentiation between those who are entitled to decide and others, who do not belong to the demos, and thus who are not entitled to do so. We face an unavoidable circularity. Although this logical problem of the circular argument concerning the constitution of the demos cannot be avoided, there are solutions that are more just and more intelligent than others. This is why, in our age, treating the guest not as a guest, but as a potential citizen and as member of society is an essential part of the legacy of cosmopolitanism. Or, in the words of Jürgen Habermas, in an age of globalisation the ‘inclusion of the other’ has become a cosmopolitan obligation that does not stop at national borders.
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      This article was first published in Blätter für deutsche und Internationale Politik 6/2009 , pp. 6574, and is reproduced here by kind permission of Seyla Benhabib and the Blätter für deutsche und Internationale Politik.


      Seyla Benhabib was born the daughter of a Sephardic family in Istanbul. She studied Philosophy at Brandeis University and Yale, where she wrote her doctoral thesis on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in 1977. She is the Eugene Meyer Professor of Political Science and Philosophy at Yale University and was a fellow of the Institute for Advanced Study in Berlin in 2009.


      Translated by Aingeal Flanagan
Copyright: Goethe-Institut e. V., Fikrun wa Fann, June 2012

    

  


  
    
      WHAT IS A DEMOCRAT?


      AN ATTEMPT TO DEFINE THE DEMOCRATIC PERSONALITY


      It is extremely difficult to define exactly what makes a democratic person. In order to develop democratic ideas, people first need the freedom to be able to imagine political alternatives.


      By Reginald Grünenberg
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      Residents of Baghdad go to the polls.Photo: Majid/Getty Images © Goethe-Institut
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      The question that forms the title of this article sounds very simple indeed, and one might think that there is a short and concise answer to it. But all attempts to come up with an answer promptly fail. Try it yourself! Explain in a few short sentences what a democrat is. Answers such as ‘a person who lives in a democracy’ or ‘the kind of people who make up a democracy’ are invalid because some democracies can cope with a large number of non-democrats and there are democrats in countries that are anything but democratic. Moreover, such answers are just an attempt to use the known to explain the unknown instead of explaining the unknown on the basis of what it is. A correct definition would also have to provide criteria that allow us to differentiate between democrats and non-democrats. See? Not as easy as it looks, is it? Okay, let’s give it another try. Go onto the internet and enter the term ‘democrat’ or even ‘what is a democrat?’ in German in the search engine. Aha: so they’re members of some political parties who call themselves ‘democrats’. Okay. That’s not the answer either. Fine, let’s give it one more go. Perhaps it’s only us Germans who don’t know what a democrat is. Try asking the question in English. After all, the English-speaking world is much larger and has always been one step ahead of the game in terms of democracy. But here too the results are disappointing.


      This is all the more astonishing when we consider that here in the ‘West’ we not only hold democracy in very high regard, we also want to export it worldwide, and in so doing bring joy into other peoples’ lives. Logically, this is understandable and is in line with the experience that a democracy needs a certain  as yet undefined  number of democrats to survive, but we still don’t even know what a democrat is. Nevertheless, we want to democratise Iraq, Afghanistan, and  while we’re at it  China too, not to mention the Arab nations that have just liberated themselves from their despots in such a spectacular and unexpected manner. We feel what it is like to be a democrat and we have an idea of what it means, but we can’t put it into words. I will now have to disappoint you by saying that we will not be able to solve this definition problem here either, because the extent and consequences of it are much more far-reaching than this simple little question leads us to believe.


      Definition problems


      If we go up a level and look at the more general term ‘political subject’, the category to which the term ‘democrat’ belongs, we experience the same problem. Here too we could ask ‘What is a political subject?’ Here too we don’t have an answer at hand, and the internet is no help either. The whole thing just becomes more confusing, because according to Marxist theory the political subject is the working class; from Lenin onwards, however, it is the Communist Party. For the Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt, on the other hand, the political subject was the dictator, who had the power to impose the state of emergency. This doesn’t help us at all. If we move up to the next higher level of abstraction, we come to the individual. Using our intuition, we can assume that people are individuals and that, as such, they can at least be political subjects too, and as such they can also be democrats. However, if we then apprehensively ask ‘what is an individual?’, we are overwhelmed by a mountain of different philosophical, sociological, and psychological answers, none of which are of any help to us in this matter.


      We will not be able to satisfactorily fill and complete the syllogistic chain individual-political subject-democrat with definitions here because we would only be explaining one mystery with another. There are, however, a few tantalising hints as to why these terms were either not focused on and defined or why they were no longer focused on and defined. Furthermore, I have developed my own approach to the middle term, the ‘political subject’, which I would like to discuss here. Perhaps, by the end of this article, we will manage to have at least a rough outline of what a democrat is.


      Individualism emerged in the eighteenth century in an era of upheaval characterised by the civil revolutions in England, America, and France. It was the result of two things: firstly, the actions of enraged citizens, who were fighting for greater justice, self-determination, and participation in political power, and secondly, treatises in which the greatest minds of the day tried to show what this historically significant individuality means in detail. A variety of schemata for the individual were developed in a variety of disciplines, above all the individual as a complex ‘subject’ with astonishing horizons in philosophy (Descartes, Leibniz, Kant); then the individual as the object of education in pedagogy (Locke, Rousseau, Pestalozzi); as a player on the markets in economics (Smith); as a legally responsible entity in the contracts of government and social contracts (Locke, Hume, Rousseau); and finally, as a soldier who fights on the basis of his own convictions in war (Clausewitz). This development reached its pinnacle sometime around the year 1800 with the critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant, in which most of the above-mentioned ideas were brought together to create a compact philosophy of civil republicanism and individualism. However, this also marked the end of the Golden Age of the Individual. Above all in Germany, which had not managed to have its own civil revolution, the speculative idealism of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel  who wanted to ‘outdo’ and ‘overcome’ Kant  displaced concrete civil and philosophical individualism as a philosophical theme. Instead, either the foundation for a truth that would encompass both religion and science was sought in the abstract ‘I’ concept of the transcendental subject, or the world spirit was evoked, a world-spirit in which all people were supposed to find peace, by means of dialectic ‘sublation’, beyond their disturbing individuality and in an all-overarching state. These attempts (including the Communist attempt) all failed, which has meant that since the middle of the nineteenth century, the philosophy of the subject  and with it the theme of individuality  has been increasingly discredited.


      Anti-individualism


      We are still noticing the after-effects of this to this day, insofar as a meta-theoretical dogma is predominant in all cultural sciences, social sciences, and humanities, without exception. This dogma declares that one can no longer assume the model of the thinking subject  and certainly not the concrete individual  as the carrier of actions. Today, there is no serious theory of action that still traces social, political, economic, scientific, or artistic action back to subjects or individuals and deals with their inner horizons. Instead, theories are developed exclusively on the basis of ‘systems’ and ‘structures’ (history, economics, psychology, political science, sociology), ‘contexts’ and ‘discourses’ (literature, art, philosophy). From this perspective, the question ‘What is a democrat?’ must sound like the reactionary attempt to revive a dead tradition, namely early bourgeois individualism and its ‘naive’ theory of action, which was based on the assumption of subjects of sound mind and bodily individuals. That being said, in modern  and in above all democratic  societies, the exploration of individuality should indeed be an important theme, because by making it so these societies would be focussing on their own, fundamental preconditions.


      Astonishingly, it was the most radical but also the most brilliant and most sensitive system theoretician who highlighted this problem. ‘The modern concept of the individual belongs, therefore, in a society that could thus consider itself called upon to reach some clarity about itself,’ was how Niklas Luhmann began his assessment of the inadequate theoretical performance in this field in 1992. After all, ‘after years of de-focussing, it seems as if a re-focussing on the individual is beginning. However, the classics in this discipline [sociology] are hardly any help: with the split paradigm of personal/social identity or with superficial borrowings from transcendental philosophy they contented themselves with the word subject, and never bored down deeper towards individuality.’


      Once one is aware of this meta-theoretical anti-individualism, one also understands the indignation of the academic world when the historian Daniel Goldhagen published his book Hitler’s Willing Executioners in 1996. In this book, the author refused to continue writing ‘structure history’ or ‘social history’ because structures and the social do not denounce and murder human beings. Instead, in accordance with the Anglo-American tradition of ‘thick description’ (Clifford Geertz), he examined the motives of the individual perpetrators. The impoverishment of the theory of action in sociology, which in this way he attacked in an exemplary manner, is the first reason why we cannot provide an answer to the questions ‘what is a democrat?’ and ‘what is a political subject?’, because we don’t even know what their logical and historical predecessor, the individual, is.


      The second and third reasons for this inability are both particularly prevalent in Germany. First of all, there is in this country a completely unbroken tradition of deriving the political from the state and never from the individual as a political subject. In good Aristotelian manner, the human is seen as a state-related animal (zoon politikon). The being is always deduced from the state order that is to be represented, the state order that the being has to support and to tolerate. The inner complexity of this being is completely ignored. Another German peculiarity is to judge the political subject solely using the standards of morality, or even to construct it altogether. Political philosophy in this country applies exclusively normative values to the political subject, i.e. it is not in the least bit interested in what it is, but solely in what it should be. This is immediately followed by noble calls for an orientation towards the common good and (completely misunderstood) solidarity. It is impossible to teach German thinkers that the normative  i.e. the morally structured discourse  can only ever produce an ‘I must’ and a ‘we must’, whereas in the case of the individual as a political subject, the cheeky ‘I want  and others should!’ rears its head. This political moralism is a thread that runs through the publications of most academically educated authors and the political comments pages and features sections of newspapers. Just think for a moment of the recently discovered ‘ego-democrats’ and ‘enraged citizens’ that the German press so likes to bang on about. The resulting positive concept of the democrat can only be that of an obdurate follower or a political saint. So it really is no wonder that we cannot actually define what a democrat is. After all, we know neither what an individual is, nor what constitutes a political subject. This is evidence of the inadequacy of political science, which has to this day not even come close to coming up with its own basic concepts. This applies equally to the concept of the political and to the concept of the political subject. Economics (Smith, Malthus, Ricardo, Schumpeter, Keynes etc.), sociology (Durkheim, Weber, Parsons, Luhmann), and psychology (Freud, Adler, Jung, Piaget, Erikson etc.) have all come up with sound concept structures that could be developed. This was not the case with political science, neither in Germany, nor elsewhere. Because they know neither what they do, nor what they are talking about.


      The ability to talk about political order


      Let us now turn to the constructive part, to see whether we can come up with something useful that does justice to the democrats, who are obviously out there and do exist. In my own academic work entitled Politische Subjektivität. Der lange Weg vom Untertan zum Bürger (Political Subjectivity. The Long Road from Subject to Citizen, 2006), I tried to pick up where the aforementioned Golden Age of Individualism left off and to further develop its findings. In short: political subjectivity is the ability to reflect on public order. This is what a human being must have in order to develop thoughts and judgements that could be qualified as political. The main philosophical task is to show what the terms ‘reflection’, ‘public sphere’ and ‘order’ mean in this definition. When coming up with this definition, I did not take any existing political orders as a starting point, but examined instead the intellectual power that allows human beings to create these orders in the first place so that they can then participate in these orders as individuals, political subjects, and ultimately as ‘citizens’ (as opposed to subjects). This is why the concepts ‘public sphere’ and ‘order’ are not just about the things that each of us finds ready-made in the world, but about how we, as thinking and judging beings, can allow these concepts to develop in us so that we can reflect on them. The ‘public sphere’ aspect in the aforementioned formula does not, therefore, refer solely to the empirical, civil public sphere such as the one outlined in Jürgen Habermas’ Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962), with all its media, conversations, reading groups, parliaments, newspapers, and televisions, (to which we today could of course add the internet, Twitter etc.), but also to a structural principle of our thought, namely when we discuss our interests, wishes, and ideals in a thought public sphere in which we can also confront ourselves with imagined opposing opinions.


      Accordingly, the ‘order’ mentioned in the formula is not only the existing, given order, but the order that we conceive in our minds and, above all, desire (of the economy, political rule, customs, religion etc.). Only then can we compare it with the real order that exists outside ourselves and bring our approval or rejection into a real, empirical public sphere, e.g. in the form of conversations, political activities, the publication of books and newspapers, television appearances and  in democracies  participation in elections. So, a political subject is characterised by its ability to imagine that something could be different to what it currently is. In other words, a political subject has cognitive access to the concept of the option. In those cases where there is no such cognitive access, a political thought will never develop in a human being! For Europeans, who are so used to democracy, this might seem exaggerated. If so, it is only because they have forgotten how small the world-historical window through which they were themselves given access to this faculty of thought actually is. A theory of the political subject that is as universal as this should, therefore, be verifiable using ethnological observations and anthropological considerations. And indeed it can.


      Political science and ethnology


      Louis Dumont’s studies of Homo hierarchicus (1966) are famous. He found the best example of this homo hierarchicus in India’s caste society. In this society, there is  or was (the situation has changed in the meantime)  no trace of political capacity for reflection and no notion that the given order could be a different one. Even more informative are the works of the French sociologist, ethnologist, and anthropologist Georges Balandier, which receive too little attention. His very descriptive Political Anthropology (1972) is completely and utterly different to the normative, philosophical approach adopted by German political science. Balandier examined ethnological literature on the problem of the political and sought to combine it with his own empirical ethnological findings from his African research to create an ethnologically supported theory of the political. The objective of this theory was to do away with the prejudice that primitive peoples had no history and that many of them, especially those without any discernible forms of state, had no knowledge of any form of politics. The structuralist school in particular disputed that primitive societies had any historical-political dimension. Balandier’s marked methodological awareness of the problem is noteworthy. As far as he was concerned, in order to ensure that a true ‘world history of political thought’ could one day be written, it was essential to re-pose the question as to the definition of the political. Balandier undertook a detailed comparison of the various definitions formulated in the works of earlier political anthropologists. While some anthropologists spoke of the political as being where family relationships end or where specific characteristics of space (territory, difference between the internal and the external) or action (reference to power instead of to authority) prevailed, others only considered the function of the political in the form of services to society as a whole (cooperation, integrity, decision-making, security). Balandier concludes: ‘The political can be reduced neither to a “code” (such as language or myth), nor to a “network of relationships” (such as relatives or exchanges); it remains a comprehensive system that has not to date been formally addressed in a satisfactory manner.’ For our purposes, what is decisive is that he sought to find evidence of the political or a form of political subjectivity in ethnological societies  and did not succeed in doing so. So there are forms of culture where a thought that can be qualified as political never arises and never can arise, because everything is rite, magic, and timeless order.


      Christian Meier, a scholar of ancient history, did the reverse. His entire oeuvre is determined by the search for answers to two questions: ‘How is it that the Greeks, and not any of the other cultures that existed before them or at the same time as them, developed democracies? And what constituted the political aspect of the Greeks, what characterised this political aspect as the specific/specifying life element in their society?’ Elsewhere, he described this approach as an attempt at ‘political ethnology’. This approach stipulates an awareness of the special, of the historical emergence, and the unlikelihood of the political. It seemed to Meier that it was this very aspect, i.e. the political, that set the Greeks apart from other peoples and cultures, by which he assumed that the political in other cultures was probably either non-existent or not very pronounced at all. No one formulated the above-mentioned cognitive concept of the option as a prerequisite for the genuine political thought of the individual better and more comprehensibly than Meier. The most important result of his research is the ‘capability awareness’ that developed in individual Greeks after this small Mediterranean state succeeded in defeating the huge Persian Empire with its million-strong army, contrary to all expectations.


      I would also like to mention the Moroccan philosopher Mohammed Abed al-Jabri, another important authority on a historical-anthropological basic structure for political subjectivity, who investigated this question in the context of a religion-based culture. In his monumental four-volume work, Critique of Arab Reason (19842001), which examines the current deficits and delays in the Arab world on the basis of its own cultural sources, he describes a key, concrete situation with which most Arab children are familiar and have been for centuries: children reading and learning by heart the holy scriptures together in Koranic schools. Al-Jabri vividly demonstrates how the separation of the object that is read and the subject who is reading is not completed in the case of this kind of reading, which involves the interiorisation of the text. This condition is also facilitated by the fact that many Arabs who can read are only familiar with the Koran. This moved Al-Jabri to pose the following question: who is reading whom here? The official Arabic language (in contrast to the spoken Arabic dialects) has not changed in over one and a half millennia and ha s, during this time, been the guarantee of authenticity in Arab culture. Moreover, through the revelation and the canonisation of the Koran, it has also taken on a sacred character. In this cultural force field, the style of Koran lessons has led to a fatal reversal: now, the holy scriptures are reading the people. This, according to al-Jabri, has resulted in an underdevelopment of the capacity for reflection and the inhibition of the individualisation of the reading subject. With this he is turning against a concept of tradition that is restricted to the repetition of history. He calls his hermeneutic method a ‘disjunctive and simultaneously rejunctive reading’ (‘lecture disjonctive-rejonctive’). The subject should be able to separate itself from the text in order to identify the object character of the traditionally religious order and himself as an individual. It is only at this moment that reflection about alternatives to the prevailing order becomes possible. This means reflecting on the compatibility between the order that is symbolically embodied in the texts on the one hand (for example the order of criminal law, of the Islamic economy, or of the caliphate) and the individual perspective on this order on the other. Al-Jabri describes the ‘rejunction’ (‘rejonction’) as the ‘explorative intuition’ (‘intuition exploratrice’) that can encompass the ‘reading and the read I’ (‘moi-lu et moi-lisant’). In particular, he describes the connection of the horizons of the individual and the order vividly because the reflection is not supposed just to release the individual, but make genuine political orientation possible for him as part of the social order.


      The thought and the real public sphere


      On the basis of these ethnological and anthropological observations, we can now say with some certainty that the political subject is a human individual who is capable of reflecting on public orders. But what is a democrat? What special kind of political subject is the democrat and what are the properties that distinguish the democrat from the non-democrat? There follows an initial attempt at answering this question. The democrat is someone who wants to see the thought public sphere, which he is capable of imagining, realised in the real public sphere so that he can  in conversations, media, parties, and parliaments  contribute his own idea of order without sanctions or fear of death. The motive for the democrat to get involved in this real public sphere is the fundamental opportunity that he can, through his actions, also make his political will part of the process of rule and legislation by joining a party, publishing in the media, setting up a new party, taking part in demonstrations and elections etc. The democrat schematises the real individuals who are his opponents in the real public sphere because they hold different opinions, not as existential enemies, but as political opponents. This also means that his ideas of public order are always characterised by a toleration of the opposition, because he himself could find himself in the opposition at any time. The democrat also abstains from hypostasising his ideas of order as timeless ontological truths and instead recognises them as personal, subjective interests that he would like to see implemented by the government in the structure that comprises government and opposition and therefore become generally applicable.


      This is only a first sketch, an outline that makes it clear that we still have to discover and conduct more research on the democrat. Together with the considerations mentioned earlier, it also shows why there can be no simple answer to the question ‘what is a democrat?’, because no one is born a democrat. It is this very complexity that shows us how astonishingly beautiful and fragile this product of our spiritual and cultural evolution is, and also how many preconditions it entails.
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      Reginald Grünenberg is a doctor of political philosophy, author, and publisher. He lives in Berlin.
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      TAKING ONESELF SERIOUSLY AGAIN


      ASKING THE SIMPLE QUESTIONS IN A DIFFERENT WAY


      While people in the Arab world are attempting to take the first steps towards true democracy, it seems that the established democracies of the West are being increasingly eroded.


      By Ingo Schulze
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      The results of local elections in Algeria in 1997 were challenged by all opposition parties.Photo: Michael von Graffenried/mvgphoto.com © Goethe-Institut
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      I haven’t written an article for about three years, because I don’t know what else to write any more. It’s all so obvious: the abrogation of democracy, the increasing social and economic polarisation of rich and poor, the ruination of the welfare state, privatisation, and with it the economisation of all areas of life (education, the health system, the public transport system etc.), the blindness towards right-wing extremism, the drivel in the media that jabber incessantly so as not to have to address the real problems, open and covert censorship (sometimes as direct rejection, sometimes in the form of ‘quotas’ or ‘formats’), and so on and so forth …


      Intellectuals are silent. We hear nothing from the universities, nothing from so-called intellectual guiding lights; a brief, solitary flicker here and there, then all is dark once more.


      I can only repeat the platitude: profits are being privatised, losses socialised. And I wish I could come up with counter-examples.


      When you are served the same insanity day after day as something that is meant to be self-evident, it is only a matter of time before you start believing that you yourself are sick and abnormal. I shall attempt to summarise a few thoughts that seem to me to be important:


      1. To speak of an attack on democracy is euphemistic. A situation in which the minority of a minority is permitted  that is to say, it is legal  to seriously damage the common good for the purpose of their own enrichment is post-democratic. Society itself is at fault, because it does not defend itself against being looted; because it is not capable of electing representatives who will look after its needs.


      2. Every day we hear that governments must ‘reassure the markets’ and ‘win back the trust of the markets’. By ‘markets’ they mean above all the stock exchanges and financial markets, that is to say: those agents that speculate in their own interest or in the interest of others in order to make the greatest possible profit. Aren’t these the same people who have relieved the body politic of inconceivable billions? The highest representatives of our people should fight to gain their trust?


      3. We are outraged, and rightly so, at Vladimir Putin’s use of the term ‘guided democracy’. Why didn’t Angela Merkel have to resign when she spoke of ‘market-conforming democracy’?


      4. Capitalism does not need democracy; it needs stable conditions. The reactions to the referendum that was announced in Greece and to its swift retraction make clear that functioning democratic structures can act as a counterweight to and brake on capitalism, and that they are also perceived in this way.


      5. With the 2008 economic crisis, if not before, I believed that our society possessed enough of an instinct for self-preservation to protect itself effectively. Not only was this an error: that hope has transformed itself into its very opposite.


      6. With the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, some ideologies acquired a hegemony that was so undisputed that it came to be taken for granted. One example of this would be privatisation. Privatisation was seen as something unconditionally positive. Everything that was not privatised, that remained public property and was not subjected to the pursuit of private profit, was deemed ineffectual and not customer-friendly. This created a public atmosphere that had to lead sooner or later to the self-disempowerment of society.


      7. Another ideology that has flourished out of all proportion is that of growth. The Chancellor had already decreed years ago that ‘without growth, everything is nothing’. It is impossible to speak of the euro crisis without speaking about these two ideologies.


      8. The language of the politicians who are supposed to represent us is no longer capable of conceiving reality (I have already experienced something similar in East Germany). It is a language of self-certainty that no longer tests and puts itself into perspective with reference to any counterpart. Politics has degenerated into a vehicle, a bellows to fan the flames of growth. Growth is seen as the only source of salvation; every action is subordinated to this goal. The citizen is reduced to a consumer. Growth in itself means nothing whatsoever. The social ideal becomes the playboy who consumes as much as possible in the shortest possible time. A war would bring about a massive increase in growth.


      9. The simple questions: ‘Who benefits from this?’, ‘Who earns money from this?’ have become indelicate. Aren’t we all in the same boat? Don’t we all share the same interests? Anyone who doubts this is a class warrior. The social and economic polarisation of society has taken place amid vociferous avowals that we all share the same interests. You only need to walk through Berlin. In the better quarters the few unrenovated houses are usually schools, nurseries, old people’s homes, offices, swimming baths or hospitals. In the so-called problem districts the unrenovated public buildings are less remarkable; there, poverty is evidenced by people’s missing teeth. Today the demagogic pronouncement is: all of us have lived beyond our means; everyone is greedy.


      10. Our society was and is being systematically driven to the wall by the people’s democratically elected representatives, in that it is being robbed of its revenues. The maximum tax rate in Germany was lowered by the Schröder government from 53% to 42%; business tax rates (business tax and corporation tax) were almost halved between 1997 and 2009, from 57.5% to 29.4%. No one should be surprised that the coffers are empty even though our gross domestic product increases year after year.


      11. The money given out on the one hand is the money that is lacking on the other. The money that then remains with the wealthy has not  if we believe the statistics  been put into investments, as was hoped, but into more lucrative business on the financial markets. On the other hand, all over Europe welfare benefits are being cut to distribute bailout packages to banks that have lost money through bad investments. The ‘legitimate resources of social democracy are being (…) consumed by this stupendous redistribution to the benefit of the rich’ (Elmar Altvater, 2011).


      12. A story. What was once sold to us as the antithesis between East and West Germany is now presented to us as the antithesis between states. In March I was presenting a translation of one of my books in Porto in Portugal. A question from the audience caused the atmosphere, which until then had been one of general friendly interest, to switch abruptly. Suddenly we were just Germans and Portuguese sitting opposite one another in hostility. The question was an ugly one: whether we  meaning me, a German  were now succeeding in doing with the euro what we didn’t succeed in doing back then with our tanks. No one in the audience dissented. And I suddenly reacted  which was bad enough  just as I was supposed to, i.e. as a German. Nobody was forcing anyone to buy a Mercedes, I said, affronted; and they should be happy if they were getting loans cheaper than those made to private customers. I could practically hear the newspaper rustle between my lips.


      In the uproar that followed my riposte I finally came to my senses. And, as I had the microphone in my hand, I stammered in my imperfect English that I had reacted as stupidly as they had; that we were all falling into the same trap if we, as Portuguese and German people, reflexively sided with our own flags as if we were at a football game. As if this were about Germans and Portuguese, and not top and bottom, that is: about those who had brought about this situation in both Portugal and Germany, and had made money out of it, and were continuing to make money out of it.


      13. Democracy would be if politics were to intervene in the existing economic structure by imposing taxes, laws and checks and forcing the players in the markets, above all in the financial markets, to follow a path that is compatible with the interests of society. It all boils down to the simple questions: who benefits? Who earns money from it? Is it good for our society? Ultimately the question would be: what kind of society do we want? That, for me, would be democracy.


      I will stop here. I would like to tell you about the others, too: about a professor who said he had returned to the standpoint for his worldview when he was fifteen years old; about a study by the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich that examined the inter-relations of companies and came up with the number 147: 147 companies that had divided up the world between them, the fifty most powerful of which were banks and insurance companies (with the exception of one oil company); I would like to tell you that it is a question of taking oneself seriously again and finding like-minded people, because you can’t speak another language on your own. And about how I felt the desire to speak up again.
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      This article first appeared on 12th January 2012 in the Süddeutsche Zeitung. © Süddeutsche Zeitung GmbH, Munich 2012.


      Ingo Schulze, born in Dresden in 1962, is an author whose most recent volume of essays, Orangen und Engel. Italienische Skizzen (Oranges and Angels: Italian Sketches), was published by Berlin Verlag in 2010.
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      LITERATURE AND DEMOCRACY: THE ALGERIAN EXAMPLE


      ACCEPTANCE SPEECH FOR THE PEACE PRIZE OF THE GERMAN BOOK TRADE


      Algeria has produced some eminent writers and artists, but our prizewinning author fears that the inflexible power structures in his country mean that there are still many difficulties to be overcome in the pursuit of democracy.


      By Boualem Sansal
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      Boualem Sansal.Photo: Markus Kirchgessner © Goethe-Institut
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      First I would like to say thank you: to you, ladies and gentlemen, for the distinguished honour you have done me by coming to see me, and to the German Publishers and Booksellers Association for the princely honour you have done me in awarding me your prize, the Friedenspreis, one of the most prestigious distinctions of your great and beautiful country. In the context of today’s world, your gesture is particularly moving and heartening; it testifies to your interest in the efforts we, the peoples of the South, are making to free ourselves from the evil and archaic dictatorships in our countries in a once glorious and enterprising Arab-Islamic world that has been insulated and stagnant for so long that we have forgotten we have legs, that we have a head and that legs can serve to stand, to walk, to run, to dance if we so choose, and that with a head we can do something inconceivable and magnificent, we can invent the future and live it in the present in peace, liberty and friendship. It is an exhilarating and redemptive ability: we invent the future even as it invents us. Mankind is very fortunate to possess such a faculty, to be able to live according to its own will within the unfathomable and indomitable fabric that is Life. In fact this is a banal truth; it is discovering it which is surprising. Life is a constant, a revolutionary invention, and we are living poems, romantic and surrealist, carrying within us eternal truths and infinite promise. To truly see us one must look below the surface. The free man has no choice but to act like a god, an audacious creator who constantly forges ahead, for otherwise he sinks into the non-being of fatalism, of slavery, of perdition. Camus, the Franco-Algerian rebel, urged us not to resign ourselves, words we believe now more than ever. In a time of terror and hope courage is our only option, because it is what is decent and right; this is why we look to the future with confidence.


      I am particularly indebted to the Friedenspreis jury for considering my work to be an act of political commitment which, as you say in your official statement, ‘encourages intercultural dialogue in an atmosphere of respect and mutual understanding’. This has a particular resonance for me at a time when a wind of change is blowing through our Arab countries, bringing with it those humanist values, born of freedom and hence universal, which are the bedrock of my commitment. Literary merit, however great, is, I believe, worth little unless it is in the service of a great cause, the promotion of a language, a culture, a political or philosophical vision. I would like to believe that what we do, we writers, filmmakers, poets, philosophers, politicians, has contributed, if only in some small way, to hastening this Arab Spring which makes us dream, makes us impatient as we watch it unfold, driven as it is by the spirit of freedom, of newfound pride and of courage, facing down every threat and, so far, thwarting every attempt to hijack it; and if I have contributed to it in some small way, it is only as one among many Arab intellectuals and artists who are infinitely more deserving. Some have achieved great fame and their name alone can bring a crowd to its feet.


      In this church, in 2000, you honoured my compatriot Assia Djebar who has done much to broadcast the obvious fact that, even in Arab-Islamic countries, woman is a free creature and that unless women are fully possessed of their freedom there can be no just world, only a sick, absurd, vicious world that cannot see it is dying. I can tell you that her struggle has borne fruit: in Algeria, the resistance, true, deep-rooted noble resistance, is essentially the preserve of women. During the civil war of the ’90s, the ‘black decade’, as we call it, when women were the prime targets not only of the Islamists but of the other camp, of the government and its supporters who saw them as the root of all our misfortunes and used the full force of the law and of propaganda to crush them, they resisted magnificently and now, in coping every day with a difficult present, they are fashioning the future. Besides, they are, as always, our last resort.


      With your permission at this point I would like to turn for a moment to my wife, who is sitting in the front row between our dear hosts Gottfried Honnefelder and Peter von Matt. I want to look her in the eye as I thank her: dear Naziha, thank you for everything, for your love, your friendship, your patience and for the quiet courage you have shown down the years through all the ordeals we have come through, and God knows they were painful: the civil war, the descent into the absurd, the growing, systematic, sterile isolation. This prize which honours us is rightfully yours.


      I would also like to thank my distinguished predecessors, the laureates of this famous prize, the Friedenspreis, who have taken the time to come and attend this imposing ceremony, among them Karl Dedecius and Friedrich Schorlemmer. Seeing them sitting here in front of me I feel as nervous and intimidated as a pupil in front of his teachers.


      My thanks, too, to my publishers and friends who have made the trip to Frankfurt and who are in the hall tonight: Antoine Gallimard, who presides over the fortunes of Les Editions Gallimard; Katharina Meyer, the director of Merlin Verlag. I salute my German translators, Regina Keil-Sagawe, Riek Walther and Ulrich Zieger, who are here today. Without them, who would have read me? It is to them I owe my readership in Germany. I hope my other publishers will forgive me for not mentioning them by name, I have so little time. I owe them much and I thank them all.


      In passing I would like to say that I regret the fact that the Algerian Ambassador to Germany is not with us, because today, through me, it is Algeria, the country and its people who are being honoured. That empty chair saddens and worries me. I see in it an ominous sign; it means that my situation in Algeria will be no better even as I bring home a peace prize. If they can hear me, I would like to reassure my compatriots, and to tell them that we are not alone, that in this crowded hall are men and women who believe in us, who support us, among them great writers whose voices carry far. One day that voice will reach them and instil in them that fillip of courage necessary to take on a tyrant. I thank them with all my heart.


      The Peace Prize as both responsibility and burden


      I would now like to go back to those things I wanted to say, things that are dear to my heart. The first takes me back to the now unforgettable day earlier in 2011  May 10th to be precise  when I received a letter from Germany, from president Gottfried Honnefelder, announcing the incredible, unthinkable news that I been chosen as the laureate for the 2011 Peace Prize, a prize which since its inception in 1950 has honoured people of great standing. In all honesty, I was dumbstruck. I thought there must have been some mistake, a whole catalogue of mistakes that meant that I, a humble writer, an accidental militant, a ‘hack’, as those in official circles in Algeria call me, was being awarded this prestigious honour, a distinction, I can assure you, I had never dreamed of for a moment. It was a serious shock, one that left me beset by anxious, existential questions which plagued me all summer and still plague me to this day. If I was indeed the man to whom the Peace Prize was being given, then I was already a different man … and I didn’t realise it! I was suddenly afraid that people would accuse me of ambivalence, false modesty, cynical ambition, naïve inconsistency; I am an easy-going man and I might unwittingly be guilty of one or other of these failings. Yet I am simply myself; unremarkable, and, truth be told, a rather timid man. But is it possible to remain unchanged with the weight of such a prize on one’s shoulders?


      This is your prize, ladies and gentlemen of the German Publishers and Booksellers Association; you know its power to change  I would say to transfigure, for the change is instantaneous, it happens in the moment the announcement is made, as though by magic  those upon whom you bestow it, you know how it can intimidate them, can change them or make them realise that over time they have already changed and that their work now belongs to a different order, one greater than the position they imagined they held as writers, philosophers, playwrights, etc., it makes them realise that they were working for some higher cause, for peace, and not merely to satisfy the narcissistic need to write. We truly discover ourselves through the eyes of others. It is a phenomenon of relativity: we live through ourselves but it is through others that we exist, it is through their questioning gaze that we become conscious of our existence and our importance. Standing here at this lectern facing you, I am both myself and someone else, a man I did not know, that I still do not know, the man you have chosen to receive the 2011 Peace Prize. The prize creates the merit, undoubtedly, just as the function creates the organ. I served peace unwittingly, now I will serve it consciously, something which will require of me other skills, I don’t know what they might be, perhaps the sense of strategy and prudence that is as indispensible in the art of peace as in the art of war. The Peace Prize is like the hand of God, like a magician’s wand: the moment it touches your forehead it transfigures you and turns you into a soldier of peace.


      You can imagine how bewildered I was by the news. Flattered, but bewildered. It was a quantum leap into another world, that of a fame that is greater than you, where the individual disappears behind the image people have of him. A world of great responsibilities which demands ambitions of equal greatness. They say life reveals like developing fluid; every day we become a little more … what we already are. Only at the end will we know what we were at the beginning. Relativity again. Believe me, I had my doubts: I’m being given a peace prize? I thought  I who have lived with war my whole life, who talk only of war in my books and who, perhaps, believe only in war, because it is always there blocking our path, because, after all, we exist only because of war, it is war which makes us cherish life, it is war which makes us dream of peace and strive to find it; sadly, as it happens, such is the history of Algeria down the centuries that we have never had the choice between war and peace, but only between war and war, and what wars they were, each forced upon us, each all but wiped us out until the last, the long, savage war of liberation against colonialism from 1954 to 1962 which, as massacre followed massacre, we discovered was like a matryoshka doll: nested within the war of independence with its air of nobility was another war, a shameful, cruel, fratricidal war; we fought the colonial powers and we fought each other, FLN against MNA, Arabs against Berbers, the religious against the secularists, thereby preparing the hatreds and divisions of tomorrow, and within that war was still another war, the insidious and odious war waged by the leaders of the nationalist movement in their race for power, leaving the future of freedom and dignity for which our parents had taken up arms no chance.


      And yet, after eight years of war came peace. But it was a curious peace; it lasted for only a day, long enough for a coup d’état, the first of many, for on the day after the declaration of independence, July 5th 1962, the freedom earned in blood was stolen from the people, brutally, contemptuously as one might steal money from the poor, and so began the dark, tragic, endless trench warfare that pitted the people against an invisible army, an omnipresent political police supported by a sprawling bureaucracy against which we could do nothing. Only through patience and cunning could we resist, survive.


      The liberation did not bring liberty, still less civil liberties; it brought isolation and shortages. It was a bitter pill to swallow. Then, in 1991, without so much as a pause in which to assess the psychological damage inflicted by that long and humiliating submission, we were pitched into the worst of all wars, a civil war, an indiscriminate barbarity foisted on us by the Islamist hordes and the military police complex which left hundreds of thousands dead, left the people destitute, and which sundered the miraculous bond that holds a nation together. Now this barbarism has declined; the protagonists (the ‘Turbans’ and the ‘Peaked Caps’ as we call them in Algeria) made a lucrative deal: they shared out the land and the oil revenues between them. These mafia-like arrangements were enacted under cover of impressive legislation likely to win over even the most difficult Western observers, and their stated aim was civil harmony, national reconciliation, in short: complete, fraternal, blissful peace. In reality this peace was merely a stratagem to reward the killers, finish off the victims and with them bury truth and justice forever. They proved themselves to be master strategists; they succeeded in seducing Western democracies, and this  the realisation that there was no Good, no Truth to be found anywhere  was what finally finished us.


      The Turbans seduced them first, in 1991, making much of the supposed legitimacy conferred on them at the ballot box  elections which in fact were rigged  a legitimacy they had been robbed of by the military. When their true, horrifying, hateful, treacherous nature was later revealed, it was the turn of the Peaked Caps, decked out in their military medals, to seduce the Western democracies who were clearly easily charmed or who sinned in the name of realpolitik. The military made much of their power to protect Western countries from Islamist terrorism and illegal immigration, which, like the dramatic rise of the black market, were simply by-products of their disastrous leadership. And so, in this new international division of labour, random torture and murder were sanctioned in our country. Roles were assigned: the South became the lair of the invader, an expedient bogeyman; the North a beleaguered, threatened paradise, and  the height of madness  our dangerous, insatiable dictators were elevated to the rank of Guardians of World Peace, benefactors of mankind, the same rank conferred on Bin Laden by millions of indolent souls in what in the Middle East is called the ‘rue arabe’  the ‘Arab Street’  and in the West ‘problem areas’.


      As for the Algerian people, worn out by ten years of terror and lies, they were served up the kind of peace that bears no resemblance to peace: silence, that bland soup that prepares for oblivion and futile death. It was that or war, more war, always war. We too allowed ourselves to be seduced because we were exhausted and completely alone. We too committed sins of omission, because no one had told us that a country requires a minimum level of democracy for peace to become a credible alternative, that for that rudimentary peace to flourish and truly benefit everyone other ingredients were required: a little wisdom in the heads of the children, a little virtue in the hearts of old people inured to suffering, a little self-restraint from the rich, a little tolerance from the religious, a little humility from intellectuals, a little honesty from government institutions, a little vigilance from the international community. In a country that has known only dictatorship, military and religious, the very idea that peace is possible means submission, suicide or permanent exile. The absence of freedom is an ache which, in the long run, drives one mad. It reduces a man to his shadow and his dreams to nightmares. The painter Giorgio de Chirico said something troubling: There is much more mystery in the shadow of a man walking on a sunny day than in all religions past, present and future. It is possible, it may even be true, but in the pain of a man reduced to his own shadow there is no mystery, only shame. Those who are not free will never respect another, not the slave, whose misfortune reminds him of his own humiliation, nor the free man whose happiness is an insult to him. Only the pursuit of freedom will save him from hatred and resentment. Without that conscious pursuit, we are not human; there is nothing true in us.


      Rich country, poor people


      This is my country, ladies and gentlemen, miserable and torn apart. I don’t know who made it that way, whether Fate, history, or its people; I would be inclined to say its leaders, who are capable of anything. My country is a collection of insoluble paradoxes, most of them lethal. To live in absurdity is debilitating; one staggers from wall to wall like a drunk. For the young, who must find a future, who need clear landmarks to guide them, it is a tragedy; it is heartrending to hear them baying at death like wolves in the darkness.


      The first paradox is that Algeria is an immensely rich country and the Algerian people are terribly poor. It is as maddening as dying of thirst in the middle of a deep lake. What is not squandered is guaranteed to be lost to corruption. The second paradox is that Algeria is a perfectly constituted democracy, with political parties of every possible stripe, including some peculiar to itself, a press that is as free as it can be, a president elected according to law and all sorts of institutions whose stated business is justice, transparency, the separation of powers, public service, and yet at the same time the everyday reality of the people is the cruellest despotism, the famous Oriental Despotism which nothing down the centuries has succeeded in humanising. The third paradox, and to my mind the worst since it is the cause of incurable mental disorders, is this: Algeria has an extraordinarily rich and rewarding history, it has lived cheek by jowl with all the civilisations of the Mediterranean and has loved, embraced and valiantly fought with each of them: the Greek, the Phoenician, the Roman, the Vandal, the Byzantine, the Arabic, the Ottoman, the Spanish and the French, but at independence, when the moment came to rally the people, including those most recently arrived, the Pieds-Noirs, to marshal their talents and move forward, it erased its memory at a stroke; in an inexplicable auto-odi, an act of self-hatred, it renounced its ancestral Berber and Judeo-Berber identity and everything it had learned over thousands of years of history and retreated into a narrow history which owed much to mythology and very little to reality. The reason for this?


      It is the logic of totalitarianism. The Unity Party system wanted their religion, their history, their language, their heroes, their legends, concepts dreamed up by a select group and imposed by decree, and propaganda and threats guaranteed the condition necessary for these stillborn fables to work: a terrified populace. The struggle for the recognition of our identity was long and painful, repression resulted in the deaths of hundreds of activists, especially in Kabylie, a region that has always been indomitable; torture and imprisonment broke thousands of people and drove whole populations into exile. True to its own logic, repression was extended to French-speakers, Christians, Jews, the laity, to intellectuals, to homosexuals, to free women, to artists, to foreigners; anyone, in fact, whose very presence might threaten this illusory identity. The sweeping pageant of human diversity became a crime, an insult to identity. The struggle is not over, the hardest part still lies ahead: we must free ourselves and rebuild ourselves as an open, welcoming democratic state which has a place for everyone and imposes nothing on anyone.


      You know all this, ladies and gentlemen, and you know that it is this violence, this endless persecution, this appalling interference in our private lives that led to the rebellions in our countries which have erupted, one after another, like fireworks. These events have brought many tragedies but we accept them because at the end of the road there is freedom.


      For having written these things which everyone knows, my books are banned in my country. This is the absurdity dictatorship feeds on: my books are banned but I, who wrote them, still live in the country and am free  at least until further notice  to come and go. If a sword of Damocles hangs over my head, I do not see it. And if my books still circulate in Algeria, it is thanks to the invisible and highly dangerous work of a number of booksellers. In a letter addressed to my compatriots, published in 2006 under the title Poste Restante: Alger, I wrote the following: ‘But for the fear of pushing them to breaking point (I am talking about the intolerant), I would tell them I did not write as an Algerian, a Muslim, a nationalist, proud and easily offended; had I done so I would have known exactly what to write, how to be discreet. Instead I wrote as a human being, a child of the earth and of solitude, distraught and destitute, who does not know what Truth is or where it lives, who owns it, who apportions it. I seek it out and, truth be told, I seek nothing, I do not have the means, I tell stories, simple stories about simple people whom misfortune has pitted against seven-armed thugs who think themselves the centre of the universe, like those who loom over us, grinning crudely, those who seized our lives and our possessions and who, in addition, now demand our love and our gratitude. I would like to tell them that the bureaucratic, sanctimonious police state they support by their actions troubles me less than the embargo on thought. Granted, I am in prison, but my mind is free to roam; this is what I write about in my books, and there is nothing shocking or subversive about it.’ In The Rebel, Camus says: ‘To write is already to choose.’ And that is what I did: I chose to write. And I was right to do so; the dictators are falling like flies.


      The revolution and the conflict in Palestine


      With your permission I would like to conclude with a few thoughts concerning the Arab rebellions and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Since the Jasmine Revolution in Tunisia we all feel it: the world is changing. What in the old, sclerotic, complicated, doom-laden Arab world seemed impossible has happened: people are fighting for freedom, committing themselves to democracy, throwing open doors and windows, they are looking to the future and they want that future to be pleasant, to be simply human. What is happening, in my opinion, is not simply the overthrow of ageing, deaf, dull-witted dictators, nor is it limited to Arab countries; it is the beginning of a worldwide change, a Copernican revolution: people want true, universal democracy without barriers or taboos. All that despoils life, impoverishes, limits and distorts it has become more than the world’s conscience can bear and is being vehemently rejected. People are rejecting dictators, they are rejecting extremists, they are rejecting the diktats of the market, they are rejecting the stifling domination of religion, they are rejecting the pretentious and cowardly cynicism of realpolitik, they are rejecting Fate even though it has the last word, they are rejecting polluters; everywhere people are angry, everywhere they are rising up against those things that harm this planet and mankind. A new consciousness is emerging. It is a turning point in the history of nations  what you called ‘Die Wende’ when the Berlin Wall came down.


      In this atmosphere of open rebellion, more and more of us refuse to accept that the oldest conflict in the world, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, should carry on and devastate our children and our grandchildren. We feel impatient; we do not want these two great peoples, so deeply rooted in the history of humanity, to spend even one more day as hostages to their petty dictators, to narrow-minded extremists, to those mired in nostalgia, to the worthless blackmailers and agitators. We want them to be free, happy, living in brotherhood. We believe that the spring which began in Tunis will come to Tel-Aviv, to Gaza, to Ramallah, that it will make its way to China and beyond. This wind blows in all directions. Soon Palestinians and Israelis will be united by the same anger; this will be ‘Die Wende’ in the Middle East and the walls will fall with a joyous roar.


      But the real miracle would not be that the Israelis and the Palestinians might one day sign a peace treaty, something they could do in five minutes on the back of an envelope and which they have come close to doing more than once; the real miracle would be if those who have set themselves up as patrons, tutors and advisors to these two peoples  worse, who have set themselves up as bloody-minded prophets  stopped imposing their fantasies on them. The Holy Wars, the endless Crusades, the incessant Oaths, the Geopolitics of Origins are long gone; Israelis and Palestinians live in the here and now, not in some mythical past they have no obligation to revive. The demand for recognition of a sovereign, independent Palestinian state within the 1967 borders submitted by president Mahmoud Abbas to the United Nations struck a pointless blow, we all knew that; but even in failure it may turn out to be a decisive blow, as decisive as the self-immolation of the young Tunisian man Bouazizi which set the Arab world alight. For the first time in sixty years, the Palestinians acted entirely according to their own wishes; they went to New York because they wanted to, they did not ask for support or permission from anyone, neither from the Arabic dictators we are burying one by one, nor the Arab League which no longer booms like a war drum, nor some mysterious backroom Islamist Grand Mufti.


      It is an extraordinary event: for the first time the Palestinians behaved like Palestinians in the service of Palestine and not instruments in the service of a mythical Arab nation or a sadly all-too-real international jihad. Only free men can make peace, and Abbas came as a free man, and perhaps, like Sadat, he will pay for it with his life; there are many enemies of peace and freedom in the region and they feel cornered. It is sad that a man like Obama, the magnificent link between the two hemispheres of our planet, did not understand this and seize the opportunity which he has been watching for intently since his famous speech in Cairo.


      Israel is a free country, of that there can be no doubt, a beautiful, vast, amazing democracy, which, more than any other country, needs peace; the ceaseless war, the constant state of alert it has lived with for sixty years is unsustainable. It too must break with extremists and with all the lobbies who, from the safety of their remote paradises, advocate intransigence  fruitless, of course  and ensnare the country in equations that are impossible to solve. In my opinion, we have to get away from the idea that peace is something to be negotiated; though the terms, the forms, the stages can be negotiated, peace is a principle, something to be publicly announced in a solemn manner. You must say: Peace, Shalom, Salam, and shake hands. This is what Abbas did in going to the United Nations; it is what Sadat did in going to Tel Aviv. Is it a dream to hope that Netanyahu might do the same, that he might come to the UN, or go to Ramallah and announce the principle of peace?
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      The text reproduced here is a transcript of Boualem Sansal’s acceptance speech for the 2011 Peace Prize of the German Book Trade at a ceremony in the Paulskirche in Frankfurt on 16th October 2011. By kind permission of the German Publishers and Booksellers Association and Boualem Sansal.


      Boualem Sansal, born in 1949, is one of the bestknown contemporary Algerian writers. He writes in French. His books have been translated into numerous languages, e.g. An Unfinished Business (Bloomsbury).


      Translated by Frank Wynne
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      SUITCASE CARRIERS, RED HAND, BLACK PANTHERS


      A REVIEW OF ALGERIA FIFTY YEARS AFTER INDEPENDENCE


      Following a brutal colonial war, Algeria became a haven for revolutionaries from all over the world. But after the bloody civil war of the 1990s there are few signs of the Arab Spring blossoming in Algiers.


      By Susanne Stemmler
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      Algeria during the war of independence in the Fifties.Photo: Dirk Alvermann © Goethe-Institut
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      Labourers, workers, merchants, sun. Many people. Germany has surrendered. Couples. Crowded cafés. Bells. Official celebration; war memorial. (…) Opposition rally of the people. Enough promised now. 1870. 1918. 1945. Today, the eighth of May, is this really victory now? (…) An official of the Sûreté, hidden in the shadow of an archway, shoots at the flag. Machine gun fire. (…) The bodies are displayed in the sun. Since 8th May fourteen people from my family have died, not counting those who were court-martialled and shot.


      (Kateb Yacine, Nedjma 1956)


      May 8th 1945 is the central historical event at the heart of the novel Nedjma by the Algerian author Kateb Yacine. It is a different May 8th to the one we are used to celebrating in Germany. In the Algerian town of Sétif, following the German surrender, thousands of Algerians gathered spontaneously to demonstrate for their rights. Many of them had not only fought as soldiers on the French side against Nazi Germany, they had also fought for France in the First World War, and were now demanding libération for themselves as well. The demonstration in Sétif, in which Kateb Yacine also participated and was arrested, and which he describes in Nedjma, went down in history as the day of the massacre of tens of thousands of Algerians perpetrated by the French security forces. What anti-fascists and the international community celebrate as the ‘Day of Liberation’ does not represent liberation at all for Algerians, but rather the beginning of a long period of bloody repression and systematic torture. Many Algerians died in French internment camps. It was the start of a struggle for independence, of a brutal colonial war that lasted from 1954 to 1962. In the process France, the land of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, still living off the legend of the Résistance to Nazi Fascism and very far from addressing its past in the form of the Vichy regime, revealed itself as deeply racist with regard to the ‘natives’ of the country, who were regarded as inferior in terms of civilisation. For Kateb Yacine, the only appropriate way of talking about this period of physical and psychological violence, which he himself experienced, is not chronologically but cyclically structured narrative fragments. The novel is held together by the search the three main characters all share: for Nedjma, who is a woman, but also the future de-colonised Algeria.


      So the historic date 1945 preserves memory like two sides of a medal: liberation for one means oppression for the other. This fateful temporal synchrony would later result in specific, almost forgotten histories, both German-Algerian and internationalist, and these are the subject of the following article.


      Savage colonial war


      As a reminder: in 1830 France occupied Algiers, Oran and Bône. Bit by bit it conquered the whole of Algeria and in 1848 declared it to be French territory. It was divided up into three départements, and was thus bound to France significantly more closely than, for example, the protectorate of Morocco or the colony Senegal. The people were subjected to a policy of dispossession, expulsion, resettlement, internment, and linguistic enforcement that attempted to eradicate the identity of the Algerian people. Malek Alloula, born in Oran in 1937, remembers: ‘We spoke Arabic at home, but in the French-speaking school we only learned the history of France; Arabic was a foreign language for us in our own country.’


      The events of Sétif sparked off the Algerian revolution, which began on November 1st 1954, led by the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) and the Armée de Libération Nationale (ALN). The war in Algeria reached as far as France: on October 17th 1961 French security forces killed almost two hundred Algerians at a demonstration in Paris; some of the corpses were thrown into the Seine. On February 8th, also during a demonstration in favour of Algerian independence, nine people were killed at the Metro station Charonne. On July 5th 1962 Algeria became independent.


      Benjamin Stora, a historian and expert on the French colonial wars, mentions the Algerian war of independence in the same breath as the war in Indochina as the ‘most bitter war of decolonisation in the twentieth century’. This traumatic history, from systematic and institutionalised torture, executions and rapes by French officers throughout Algeria to the murder of Algerians in Paris, has only been addressed in France in the past ten years. At the beginning of this century, the Algerian war was downplayed in France as ‘operations to restore order’, whereas in Algeria it was called a ‘revolution’. But in Algeria too, constructing memory beyond post-colonial glorification is a difficult thing to do: Many Algerians still have problems with Albert Camus, for example, the son of a poor settler family in Algeria and an anti-colonial who waxed lyrical about a cosmopolitan Algeria.


      Albert Memmi aptly summarises the psychodynamic of colonialism when he writes that a master-servant interdependency exists between the colonised and the coloniser. Stora substantiates with figure this theory of a common traumatic Franco-Algerian history. The Algerian war affected some six to seven million men and women personally: the French soldiers and their children; the ‘pieds-noirs’, i.e. the European settlers from Algeria and their children; the Jews of Algeria; and the Algerian Muslims and their (French-born) children, the ‘beurs’.


      So French colonialism and the post-colonial period continue to have repercussions right up the present day, because they sparked off huge waves of migration. After the end of the Algerian war, a million pieds noirs and harkis, Algerians who had fought on the side of the French against their own compatriots, resettled in France. For more than fifty years not only have Algerians been immigrating to France, their children and grandchildren have also been born there and are thus for the most part French citizens, who are nonetheless often subjected to anti-Muslim racism.


      That, then, is Franco-Algerian colonial history in a nutshell. In France, only a few intellectuals, such as Jean-Paul Sartre, opposed colonialism and spoke out in favour of Algerian independence  often endangering their lives in so doing.


      German-Algerian solidarity


      In post-war Germany the Algerians’ anti-colonial struggle for independence became a point of political identification for the Left. Former resistance fighters, concentration camp prisoners, Communists, Trotskyites, young Socialists  all were united by the ‘Algeria project’. Claus Leggewie, who in his 1984 book of the same name  still one of a kind today  portrays the acts of solidarity of the so-called German ‘suitcase carriers’, aptly names these lone fighters  still far from constituting a ‘movement’  the first internationalists: long before the anti-Vietnam movement, and long before the pro-Nicaragua solidarity of the 1980s. His book offers unique insights, taken from interviews, into illegal money transfers to the Algerian liberation front, concealed weapons production, and counterfeiting rings in stuffy post-war Adenauer Germany. According to Leggewie, this had the effect of combining ‘the “classical” worker’s movement of the Weimar era with anti-Fascist combat experience and anti-colonial dedication’. One who played central role in West Germany as the hinterland of the FLN was ‘Ben Wisch’, the Social Democrat SPD member of parliament Hans-Jürgen Wischnewski, who infuriated his comrades in the French socialist sister party in so doing.


      ‘Algeria is everywhere’  this was the title of Hans-Magnus Enzensberger’s inaugural speech for the first exhibition, put together by students, about the atrocities committed both by the French and also by the FLN in Algeria. For a small group of German activists and intellectuals this much was clear: Germany was an accomplice in this war, and it was a historical duty not to allow any concentration camps to exist anywhere at all  with which we are back at May 8th. The director Volker Schlöndorff, who during his time as an exchange student in Paris was confronted with the reprisals against Algerians, made his first short film Wen kümmert’s? (Who Cares?)in 1960 about Algerian soldiers who had deserted from the French army, fled to Germany, and were being hunted by the ‘Red Hand’ of the French secret service.


      After independence, there were hopes for a new Algerian ‘project’. And this was not only an idea of the Left; internationally, too, Algeria  like other formerly colonised countries  became a projection screen for socialist utopias. As with many ‘young’ African nations freed from foreign domination, Algeria too was confronted with the question: towards what should we orientate ourselves? Towards the West, to the United States; or towards the East, in the direction of the Soviet Union? The former head of the FLN, Ben Bella, became president in 1962: he aspired to an Arab socialism similar to that of Nasser in Egypt, and looked to the Soviet Union. In 1964 the FLN became the party of state and government. Algeria wanted to follow its own path, a socialist one, but not like that of other models, such as Cuba, for example. In 1974 they signed a labour recruitment agreement with East Germany, and many Algerian students were sent to the German Democratic Republic. And so today  another piece of German-Algerian history  there are many Algerians in former East Berlin, as well as the descendants of East German-Algerian couples in search of their fathers, who were expelled.


      A great past, and a miserable present


      In the 1970s Algeria became a place of great symbolic importance, but also an actual place of exile, for persecuted ‘revolutionaries’ from all over the world; from Africa in particular, but also from North America. As part of the ‘rediscovery’ of the African continent and Black nationalism, people in the United States were reading Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1961), and his analyses in Black Skin, White Masks, which establish the connection between ‘white supremacy’ and colonialism but also address the psychological traumas of those colonised. Fanon thus became an important initiator of the Blackness and Black Power movement in the US. The psychiatrist from Martinique worked in a psychiatric clinic in the Algerian town of Blida, before himself joining the FLN. In July 1969 the Pan-African Cultural Congress took place in Algiers, and was opened by President Boumedienne; one prominent guest was Eldridge Cleaver, the information minister of the Black Panther Party, who had fled via Cuba from the United States, where he was a wanted man. The Black Panthers opened an office in the heart of Algiers and organised an exhibition  they felt an affinity with the Algerian revolution; that they were fighting for similar anti-imperialist goals. In 1970 the office became the International Section of the Black Panthers, which was the contact point for members of the radical Black civil rights movement who had fled the United States, and was awarded diplomatic status.


      Meanwhile, today, in the fiftieth year after independence, there are hardly any signs of the Arab Spring blossoming in Algeria. Since the Front Islamique du Salut (FIS) won the elections in 1991, which were invalidated by the military, a total of 150,000 people have died in the civil war, among them countless civilians and intellectuals. The state security forces instigated a brutal crackdown. Today, in a period of what only looks like domestic peace, Algerians are tired of fighting. They may observe the democracy movements in the neighbouring Arab countries with fascinated interest, the Algerian newspaper El Watan may organise debates, and so on; but in Algeria a strange quiet reigns after all the years of struggle for independence and the terror of the 1990s. Yet here, as in other Arab countries, one could find similar grounds for a pro-democracy movement. Youth unemployment is high, and mafia-style authoritarian structures prevail. But by making the concession of passing a new political parties act, President Bouteflika succeeded in keeping the peace. We must wait and see what happens in 2012, because the president wants to allow international observers in for the coming parliamentary elections. Algeria too will have to change.
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      Susanne Stemmler was the Programme Director of the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin.


      Translated by Charlotte Collins
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      THE ISLAMIC ENNAHDA MOVEMENT


      HOW DEMOCRATIC IS THE NEW POLITICAL DAWN IN TUNISIA?


      The success of the Ennahda Movement in Tunisia has aroused considerable anxiety about Islamisation of the country, but its election programme provided no reason for such fears.


      By Lutz Rogler
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      Woman showing the ink on her finger as proof she has voted on election day in Pujehun, Sierra Leone.Photo: Kelly Fajack, Getty Images © Goethe-Institut
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      A year or so after the start of the ‘Arab Spring’, tremendous disillusionment or even disappointment have spread among the media in Germany and other Western countries. After a euphoric welcome for the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt, prolonged and deadly struggles in Yemen and Syria have dampened expectations that other authoritarian regimes in the Arab world would quickly succumb to mass pressure. Then last autumn, after democratic elections in Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt demonstrated the political domination of Islamist parties, more and more people started viewing the initial hopes of rapid democratic change as being premature, or even spoke of the revolutions having been ‘stolen’. It seems as if, in the view of many observers and commentators, Islamist electoral successes are merely to be evaluated as a retrograde step or as a danger for post-revolutionary strivings for freedom and democracy.


      Uncertainty about the Islamist movement’s electoral victory and distrust of the government it now heads are particularly evident in Tunisia. After President Bourguiba’s policy of secularist modernisation (until 1987) gained the country the image of being a progressive ‘exception’ in the Arab world, from the early Nineties onwards propaganda by Ben Ali’s dictatorial regime portrayed Tunisia as a model of how to successfully combat religious ‘obscurantism’ and ‘extremism’. Both the Western public and Tunisia’s secular and leftist opposition were thus only mildly critical of the regime’s merciless suppression of the Islamist movement, and even supported this as an expression of the state’s modernist orientation.


      However, after the overthrow of Ben Ali’s regime by the revolutionary mass movement of January 2011, a completely new historical era began for the country’s most important Islamist movement, Harakat Ennahda. For the first time ever since its foundation in the early 1970s, Ennahda could legally develop organisational structures and become socially active without any interference by state bureaucrats. On March 1st 2011 it received official permission to form a political party, almost thirty years after the unsuccessful attempt in June 1981 to establish an ‘Islamic Movement’. Nevertheless, last year, when the first Ennahda exiles, including chairman Rashid al-Ghannushi, had just returned to Tunisia, no one in the movement anticipated that within twelve months its secretary-general, Hamadi al-Jabali, would be heading a coalition government based on the outcome of democratic elections.


      The Islamists’ new role


      In the elections for a constituent assembly (October 23rd 2011), Ennahda gained 89 out of 210 seats (around 41%), far outstripping the other political groupings. During the envisaged transitional period of one year, when the constituent assembly is charged with drawing up a new constitution and functioning as the legislature, the Islamist movement has been able to achieve an importance that hardly anyone had reckoned with  obviously not even within Ennahda itself. Also, in mid-December Tunisia’s transitional President, Munsif al-Marzuqi, charged secretary-general al-Jabali with forming a government. In the coalition government established soon after that (with two other former opposition parties alongside Ennahda) the Islamists provided the Foreign, Interior and Justice Ministers, as well as filling other posts.


      The question  much discussed during the pre-electoral period  of whether the Islamist movement would play a decisive part in the post-revolutionary Tunisian political landscape thus received a surprising and clear-cut answer. It is in fact truly surprising that, after twenty years of absence from the country’s political life and unprecedented state persecution of its members, Ennahda was capable within just a few months of both redeveloping its organisational structures and mobilising such a wide range of voters  including young people who could hardly have known the movement from their own previous experience. Remarkable too is the reintegration, obviously without any major problems, of hundreds of members after years of exile, mainly in Europe.


      On the other hand the movement’s basic policies after the revolution are scarcely surprising  at least not for those who have followed Ennahda’s ideological development in recent decades, with its orientation towards radical change through rapid creation of democratic (and above all democratically legitimated) institutions, and its striving for consensus with other political forces in the country, including  indeed, especially  secular and leftist parties. Taking into account what the movement declared as early as 1996 in a programme setting out objectives for the period following Ben Ali’s dictatorship, the present coalition government really does seem to be an implementation of that concept of a joint ‘front’ of the most important opposition forces against the regime which fell in January last year. Furthermore, in 1981 the movement had first attempted to embrace the pluralistic political order then coming into existence, and in 2011 it similarly refrained from urging the idea of establishment of an ‘Islamic state’ or calling for ‘application of sharia’.


      Progressive election programme


      Ennahda supports the principle of a democratic ‘civic’ state and rejects a ‘religious’ state in the form of a theocracy. It thus adopts the same position as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt or Morocco’s Justice and Development Party. In its programme published a few weeks before the September 2011 elections, the movement summarised its political objectives as entailing freedom, democracy, and ‘Power to the People’. It is therefore striving for a republican system which implements justice, freedom, and stability, and rejects despotism and corruption. Here the movement expressly proclaims support for the involvement of all political forces in drawing up a new constitution as ‘the culmination of the Tunisian revolution’. The details of this programme for a new political order in Tunisia make clear Ennahda’s commitment to a broad-based social system. Freedom, justice, and development are stated to be the central values of state and society. Human rights and individual and collective freedoms are to be guaranteed  especially freedom of belief and thought and the rights of religious minorities. Torture is to be banned. In addition, Ennahda proclaims its support of independence for civic society, the principle of pluralism and peaceful transfers of power, separation of powers, and an independent legal system. The functions of legislation and control are to be exerted by a parliament consisting of a single chamber, which is also responsible for possible changes in the constitution and election of the president of the republic. The latter’s five-year term of office can be extended only once.


      In the preamble to this programme, the republican system is described as the ‘best guarantee for democracy and utilisation of the country’s wealth for the people’s well-being’. Respecting human rights is also mentioned here, explicitly by opposing ‘discrimination for reasons of gender, skin colour, ideology, or wealth while strengthening equal rights for women in education, employment, and participation in public life’. Proposals for a ‘democratic political system’ establish a direct connection with the post-colonial regimes of Bourguiba and Ben Ali. At issue here is ‘eradication of the historically-established roots of autocracy which allowed the independent state to deviate from its (true) mission’.


      A careful reading of Ennahda’s election programme shows that the experience of decades of autocratic rule and its dictatorial expression in politics, the economy and culture clearly underlies the emphasis on the establishment of a constitutional and civic state in which citizens should be protected  by both strong institutions and an active civic society  against arbitrary state action. The principles of ‘good governance’ are several times linked with ‘human dignity’ and the demands of comprehensive economic and social development. The programme’s sections on economic and social policy are also more detailed than those devoted to the political system, thereby emphasising commitment to making a clear-cut break with the practices of the former regime.


      Leaving aside the question of the extent to which the election programme’s guidelines really do constitute realistic starting-points for solving Tunisia’s economic and social problems in the period ahead, this text (just like many declarations by Ennahda’s leaders before and after the elections) offers no reason for doubting the movement’s seriousness regarding orientation towards real democratic change or for distrusting a government under its leadership. Also, in its political dealings since the successful revolution Ennahda has at no time deviated from the principle of establishing consensus with other political and ideological forces about the essential steps and processes leading to democracy.


      Distrust and misrepresentations


      Nevertheless, a number of Tunisian politicians repeatedly fuel doubts about the credibility of Ennahda’s ‘democratic discourse’, and misrepresent the movement as demonstrating provisional pragmatism in order to retain power or even as explicitly resorting to deceitfulness. It is claimed that the party’s real objective consists of using its new position of power within the state to implement the long-term Islamisation of Tunisian society, thereby reversing the achievements of ‘modernity’, particularly women’s rights and freedom of opinion and belief. Maintaining that Islamists only employ democratic rhetoric and processes in order to take over state power and then establish their own anti-modern religious dictatorship is a long-established tactic in Tunisia. Secularising intellectuals frequently make reference to historical experiences in Iran, Afghanistan, and Sudan.


      Nonetheless, current fears on the part of intellectuals, activists for women’s rights, and left-wing parties (the losers in the elections) are not only shaped by decades of state rhetoric in the struggle against ‘religious extremism’. In recent months they have been nourished by a series of public declarations and actions by religious groupings which utilise the country’s new freedom to draw attention to themselves and, above all, to mobilise youth. This mainly involves Salafist groups and the ‘Islamic Liberation Party’, who loudly call for ‘application of sharia’ and re-establishment of an ‘Islamic caliphate’. Often in these sometimes shrill disputes (among the public and in the media) between ‘secularists’ and ‘Islamists’ people  perhaps deliberately, perhaps unconsciously  overlook the fact that there are considerable differences and sometimes obvious oppositions between these relatively new factions and the Ennahda movement with regard to political, ideological, and also religious ways of thinking.


      A relatively impartial view of the movement’s development since its beginnings at the start of the 1960s does not provide grounds for evaluating Ennahda’s current positions as expressions of provisional pragmatism, let alone political hypocrisy. On the contrary, they appear to be the result of political experiences gained and processed during decades of authoritarian rule in Tunisia  and also the outcome of debates and conflicts between different tendencies within the movement, reflecting self-critical assessments of the movement’s own ideology and praxis, especially in the 1990s. A part was played as well by ongoing interaction between and co-operation with other (leftist, liberal, nationalist) forces in Tunisia and elsewhere in the Arab world.


      More adaptable Islam?


      The development of new ideological and political viewpoints becomes particularly apparent in Ennahda’s chairman, Rashid al-Ghannushi. Born in 1941, he studied philosophy and then, after twenty years of exile in Great Britain, returned to Tunisia at the end of January 2011. He has devoted intensive attention to the processing of his movement’s historical experiences in Tunisian society, and his theoretical and theological reflection has crucially shaped Ennahda’s self-image today, with its guiding impulse of symbiosis between ‘Islam and modernity’ making the movement closer to the Turkish AKP than to the Muslim Brotherhood. In the 1980s al-Ghannushi was subjected to intense internal criticism, mainly because of his tactical leadership, but during his London exile in the Nineties he gained the reputation of being one of the Islamist mainstream’s most influential reformist intellectuals in the Arab world and beyond. In many publications and interviews he has confronted contemporary Islamist ideology, programmes and praxis. Time and again his ideas have been concerned with the relationship between traditions of Islamic thought and modern concepts of democracy, freedom, and human rights. Again and again he has expressly advocated acceptance of democratic and pluralistic principles rather than restrictive conservative positions and hesitant attitudes, and argued in favour of a new approach to human and civic rights in Islamic theology within the context of the relationship between religion and the modern state.


      In the fundamental orientation demonstrated in its election programme, and in many public statements since the revolution, the movement’s positions clearly accord with recent theoretical reflections by Rashid al-Ghannushi and other Ennahda intellectuals. These include the central idea that the state has no right to prescribe to citizens specific religious convictions and norms laid down by law. In the election programme there was no mention of sharia. Up to now the Ennahda leadership has also urged that the old constitution’s formulation that ‘Tunisia is a free and independent state with Islam as its religion and Arabic its language’ should remain unchanged in the new constitution. ‘Islam’ is understood here as a general historical and cultural frame of reference whose ideas about values should be harmonised with present-day requirements and those of ‘human experience’. Nevertheless, present discussion of the new constitution includes consideration of reference to ‘sharia law’ as a source or even the main source of legislation. That is partly in reaction to demands put forward by more conservative and Salafist groupings, and also by some prominent representatives of Ennahda. However this does not mean  despite the fears and accusations expressed by some of Tunisia’s secularists  that the movement is now preparing authoritarian ‘Islamisation from above’. As Ennahda sees the situation, sharia law is inconceivable without its ethical principles (maqasid ash-sharia), headed by freedom. Discussions about the constitution are thus not only concerned with finding a basic democratic consensus for future political attitudes in Tunisia. Attention is also being paid to democratic understanding of an appropriately contemporary interpretation of Islamic concepts and values. Ennahda seems well prepared for that, both theoretically and programmatically, in terms of a ‘symbiosis of Islam and modernity’. The months ahead will show how much of this can be implemented in today’s Tunisia.
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      Lutz Rogler is a scholar of Arabic and of Islam.
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      TOO FAST TOO SOON


      OBSERVATIONS ON DEMOCRACY IN AFGHANISTAN


      After the fall of the Taliban, the West wanted to transform Afghanistan into a democratic state. Ten years later almost all of those early hopes have been dashed, and democracy has become something of a dirty word.


      By Martin Gerner
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      Child’s drawing about the war in Afghanistan.Photo: Martin Gerner © Goethe-Institut
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      A crime scene in Afghanistan. Two worlds that could not be further apart. While the media in Europe and the United States were asking questions about what could have motivated the American soldier who killed sixteen civilians, among them many children, in a single night of violence in Kandahar a few weeks ago, an official Afghan commission has established that the crime and its background make it impossible to conclude that it was carried out by a single perpetrator. Since then numerous Afghan media have been spreading versions that make room for the theory of an orchestrated murder by members of the United States armed forces. Even if the facts seem to contain little that would support this thesis, perhaps there is no better indication of the depth of the mistrust that has established itself between the indigenous population and the foreign military.


      Furthermore, the drama of Kandahar transcends the fiction of every script that has been written about the conflict in recent years. While politicians and the NATO leadership are understandably trying to present the crime as an ‘isolated incident’, in truth there are many reasons why it should be seen in the overall context of a war that is characterised by years of brutalisation, sustained disproportionateness, and growing alienation.


      When furious Afghans took to the streets after the Koran-burning in Bagram, just a few days later the idea had almost crystallised that an entire people were in danger of being instrumentalised by radical Friday preachers and the Taliban. This idea ignores the calls for moderation that were in many instances being made by precisely such mullahs in Kabul and elsewhere. It would be doing multifaceted Afghan society a disservice simply to reduce it to the cries of ‘Margh ba America’  ‘Death to America’  that have been echoing in the media as a result of these most recent events.


      There is in fact more than one war being waged in Afghanistan. We are also experiencing the revival of an internal cultural battle with its origins in the last century. The slogans of the increasingly critical public  were they to dare to take to the streets on a regular basis  might just as easily be ‘Down with Karzai’ or ‘Fight corruption’.


      Certainly, when it comes to defining the position of democracy in the Afghan context, it is not too great a stretch to turn to the example of the upheaval in the Arab world. In Afghanistan too large sections of the population are seeking an outlet for their rage and disappointment: with warlords and nepotism, the arbitrariness of the authorities, and the state-sanctioned robbery of the people.


      It is hard these days to find Afghans who do not, in private conversations, vehemently demand that those responsible at all levels of state, whether national, regional or local, be called to account. In the ten years of the international presence in Afghanistan, corruption and state inefficiency have had greater success in consolidating themselves than ‘good governance’, the programmatic title for the many projects that have swallowed millions of dollars in subsidies.


      Nonetheless, despite the recent events in Kandahar, the scenario of democratically-inspired street protests is likely to remain a fiction for many years to come. That, at least, is the view of those to whom I have spoken. The younger generation in particular is unequivocal. ‘Taking to the streets and demonstrating for our goals is the last thing we would do under the current circumstances,’ says Abdullah Khodadad, one of the founders of Eslah Talaban (‘those who seek reform’), a group of students and university graduates, linked up via Facebook, who have given themselves the name of the ‘Reformist Movement’. They are demanding university places and further education for the tens of thousands of school leavers who graduate without any career prospects; governmental bodies that answer to the people instead of holding out their hands for bribes; the removal of old leadership elites. At a press conference, the Reformist Movement draped the walls with orange publicity banners. The idea was convey something of the atmosphere of the Ukrainian revolution. It is also the same orange as the overalls that presented the world with its first image of the prisoners in Guantánamo, in January 2002.


      The movement’s website lists around 170 Facebook friends. The number is growing every day, the initiators insist. They have been trying to establish a network with similar initiatives, so far without success. Social media in Afghanistan are indeed becoming daily more popular at a low level. There is, however, a lack of authorities or charismatic figures who could focus the protest. There is also the question of how independent such movements really are. ‘Groups like Eslah Talaban still have the same connections with the political circles of the Northern Alliance,’ comments Gran Heward, a young Afghan who works as a researcher on the subject for AAN, an independent international think-tank in Kabul. ‘The former head of the Afghan secret services, for example  Saleh  got a lot of media coverage after he won the support of another section of the Afghan youth for his so-called “green movement”.’


      So is it all just an illusion? ‘How are the youth here supposed to stage successful spontaneous protests and bring about the downfall of the existing structures when the “big brother” United States and the Europeans can’t manage to curb the evil that is rampant in the country?’ asks Shafiq, a journalist and colleague who has worked for many years for the Afghan Service of the BBC. ‘But even if the young people were able to bring about the fall of the Karzai government, there would be another monster lying in wait for them: the new old Taliban.’


      Certainly anyone who takes to the streets to demand their rights in Afghanistan must expect to come into conflict not with the forces of the state but with several of the armed political factions. The effect of this on young people is to act as a deterrent. ‘Unlike in Egypt, where it was possible to identify a comparatively clear opponent in the form of the president and the apparatus of state, here we are dealing with threats from many different sides,’ says Shafiq, in an attempt to explain the situation in Afghanistan. So the overwhelming feeling among the younger generation is that they are condemned to a sort of dubious trek through Afghan state institutions until they arrive at an influential position. If, that is, they see their future as being in Afghanistan at all.


      Afghanistan as a re-education camp?


      This is certainly a gloomy perspective. Not least because we have now reached a point where the Afghan government is quite shameless about eroding aspects of the newly-created institutions from the inside. The international players are often hesitant in registering any kind of protest. Thus at the beginning of the year President Karzai did not extend the mandates of three leading representatives of the independent Afghan Human Rights Commission, which in effect was the same as firing them. The main reason for this was a classified study that lists the names and alleged crimes of leading warriors such as former warlords, including some who currently hold office in the Karzai government. They are pressurising the president not to publish its conclusions. To date, Western governments have barely commented on the incident, which says a lot about the political rules of the game in Afghanistan. Yet it is common knowledge that since the end of 2001 the donor countries, above all the United States, have been co-operating in the fight against the Taliban with the same warlords now targeted in the controversial study.


      Against this backdrop the inaction and the perceived fear of the young generation is understandable; it might even be seen as realpolitik. Looking beyond youth protests, many people in Afghanistan consider their own government and the ruling class of nouveaux riches to lack political legitimacy. Two massively rigged elections and the enrichment of an elite that has no scruples about using money and bribes to buy power and political office are among the reasons why the term ‘democracy’ has clearly suffered since 2001 in the eyes of ordinary people as well as intellectuals and those who believe in progress.


      Another issue is the rapid speed with which tens of thousands of international advisers, civilian experts and military personnel spread out across the land. Overnight, Afghanistan became one big re-education camp. This was too great a strain, both socially and culturally, as Naser observes. ‘Too fast, your democracy,’ comments the 35-year-old development aid worker from Herat. ‘Large parts of our society were not prepared for it.’


      Shafiq, the man who has been with the BBC for years, finds that the relative media freedom in the country is, nonetheless, the fulfilment of his personal dream. But he too sees Afghan culture as an area in which the limitations of the conflict of the last few years have become apparent: ‘The beer cans that you used to get in Kabul in the first few years for three US dollars; the Asian brothels that appeared on the scene and which were followed by prostitution on the Afghan side; the invasion of the Indian entertainment industry’  all this, he says, has compromised the name of democracy.


      Shafiq won one of the coveted scholarships to study in the United States, and anti-modernisers are his bêtes noires; yet his words sound like the kind of thing an anti-moderniser would say. However, the hubris of the West seems to have created a double reflection. Some people it has inflamed against it, whilst at the same time strengthening the scepticism of others who are in principle well-disposed towards it.


      Now, against the backdrop of the noble motto ‘Transfer of Responsibility’ for 2014, Western politicians have started stating that the goal of establishing a democracy in Afghanistan is unattainable. How then, one would like to ask, should the poorly coordinated attempts of the past ten years be categorised? And why did these efforts seem to lack direction from the start? The Afghans, at any rate, deserve better than ‘democracy light’.


      For a moment Shafiq grows melancholy at the thought of it all, as if it were possible to turn back the hands of time. ‘9/11 was wrong, the US intervention was wrong, and the premature peace talks that are taking place now are wrong too.’ During our conversation two words stand out: ‘monsters’ and ‘beasts’. Both, he groans, are constantly plaguing Afghanistan. ‘There has to be modernisation, whether it comes from the Moon, from Mars, from Germany, from Europe or from somewhere else. But it has to proceed more cautiously and with less haste.’


      Dubious aid projects


      Anyone who wants to understand why democracy is not a surefire success in Afghanistan, as some people assumed at the beginning of 2002 that it would be, and why the Taliban has been enjoying relative popularity since 2005, will find an explanation in the failure of the Afghan state and its representatives. ‘They do whatever they want. They loot and steal from us, and they think only of themselves,’ says a tribal leader from Paktia province, talking about state officials and travellers from the capital. ‘They wear jeans and drink alcohol “in the name of democracy”. But our culture and traditions do not allow this.’ This sort of criticism is not just an expression of the city-countryside divide, which according to my observations is widening with all the billions that are being poured into Afghanistan. Scientific studies are now also questioning the fundamental assumptions of Western development aid with regard to sustainability and democracy. A recent US study asks whether well-intentioned aid projects can in fact trigger a mobilisation against the Afghan government. The study concludes that they can. The reasons it gives are as follows: lack of fair distribution of goods, insufficient information about the actual needs of the people in the project location; attempts to manipulate foreign aid organisations, as well as the prejudices of the international agents themselves towards the country and its people.


      All this in turn influences the democratic process. Furthermore, aid projects exacerbate the political situation in places where insurgents have secured themselves a share in them. Numerous media reports in recent years suggest that in areas where the Taliban or insurgents lay claim to power, they are siphoning off taxes and duties amounting to between 20% and 40% of the aid budget. Without such secret agreements, aid or supplies for NATO facilities would often simply not get through.


      The role of the ulama


      We can tell from the public use of the words that the process  the rather coy term favoured by researchers and diplomats  is on the defensive. For a long time now Afghan aid workers have refrained from naïvely using terms like civil society or democracy when going about their work. They are afraid that doing so could invite trouble. Some of the aid workers define ‘civil society’ as an imported Western concept.


      Until now, Naser’s aid organisation in Herat has been led by a German. In two years’ time, he is to be replaced by an Afghan. He points out an ongoing fundamental difficulty that they encounter in their daily work. ‘When we do vocational training outside the city it is frequently the case that the tribal elders react with mistrust. Or they refer to the clergy. Many of the mullahs continue to propagate the kind of thinking that says the devil enters the room when an Afghan woman and a strange man come together to work in the same room.’ In mentioning this he is highlighting the influence of the Afghan clergy. For anyone who wishes to understand the social context that goes with the process of democratisation, this is key. The upgrading of the status of the Afghan clergy over the past thirty years could indeed be one of the ‘beasts’ referred to earlier.


      ‘Along with the political leaders, they are our real problem. Sometimes the political leaders and the clergy are even one and the same,’ says Enayat, a journalist from Mazar-e-Sharif who works for both national and international media. ‘Those who are part of the ulama treat Islam as their own property, as if they had unlimited authority to determine matters. The lower the level of education of the people, the more the clergy take this for granted.’


      On the one hand, Mazar, where Enayat is from, is said to have a liberal atmosphere. On the other, it was here that the case of the journalist Perwiz Kambakhsh, who was sentenced to death for alleged blasphemy, originated. The story was covered by media all over the world. The death sentence was later commuted under pressure from abroad. But Enayat is still afraid: ‘When I’m taking part in a public debate and I translate passages from the Koran into the local language, Dari, and add my own personal comments in certain places, I have to pay close attention. If the debate gets heated, I could be risking my neck,’ he says bluntly.


      The atmosphere of 1980s and ’90s is still prevalent here. Up to the 1970s the mullahs and talebs were the butt of jokes and had little relevance within society, but in the years that followed their power quickly grew. ‘Islam was a side issue in the 1960s and ’70s in the context of Afghanistan as is was then,’ remembers the translator and philosopher Masoud Rahel. ‘Back then we had no inhibitions about making jokes in public about religion and the clergy; we didn’t have to fear reprisals, or being seen as the enemy. Taleb was what we used to call a mullah’s young assistant back then: a boy who was a kind of acolyte and went from door to door seeking alms.’


      Then the Soviet occupation brought parties and movements with Islamic leanings into the equation, groups that in their Pakistani exile primarily organised religious education on a grand scale. To this day the numerous madrassas in the border region are an expression of this fundamentalisation. Soviet sources at the time estimated the number of clerics in the population  from educated ulama doctors of Islamic law to uneducated village preachers  at around 300,000  a number that has probably risen further still as a result of the wars. Under the Taliban almost all the important positions in government were held by mullahs: they were the ministers, representatives, governors and vice-governors. The judiciary was also in the hands of the clergy.


      These structures have not simply been swept away since the US intervention. Nonetheless, the advent of modern mass media, above all television, since 2001 has resulted in many Afghans taking a critical view of the clericalisation of their society. So the country is experiencing, for the third time in just a few decades, an escalating struggle between modernisers and conservatives, the first of whom explicitly want help and influence from abroad; but at the same time, their warnings and advice often go unheeded.


      The forthcoming talks between the United States and the Taliban signify the start of a new chapter. It is unclear what place democracy will have in this, or how it will be negotiated, and this is a cause for concern in spite of hopes for a negotiated peace. Women in particular, as well as those living in the cities, are afraid of losing the freedoms they have gained in recent years.
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      Martin Gerner works as a journalist, filmmaker and photographer, as well as in the field of development co-operation.


      Translated by Charlotte Collins
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      IRANIAN ISLAM AND DEMOCRACY


      THE HISTORY OF AN APPROPRIATION


      A great deal of thought has been devoted to the issue of democracy in the Arab world over the last few decades. This article examines the discourse about democracy and human rights in Iran.


      By Katajun Amirpur
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      Hassan Hajjaj (Morocco/UK): M.U.S.A., 2010. From the book Arab Photography Now, Berlin 2011/Rose Issa Projects/Kehrer-Verlag © Goethe-Institut
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      ‘Can Islam Do Democracy?’ This was the theme repeatedly expressed in headlines in the German media at the height of the events in Egypt in January/February 2011. The call for democracy and freedom has now been taken up in other countries of the Arab world, however, giving the impression that there is little doubt here that, to employ this dubious formulation once again, ‘Islam can do democracy’.


      This article examines the discourse about democracy and human rights in Iran  from both a historical and a contemporary perspective. It will describe how democracy was viewed by several renowned intellectuals in the 1960s and 1970s  namely, in a negative light. And it will demonstrate how at the beginning of the 1990s it then came about that a few outstanding thinkers did turn towards democracy. This reorientation was a consequence of the existing Islamism, which had had a deterrent effect. Democratic post-Islamism, however, as it will be referred to here, needed to be well founded in argument. In a country in which democracy and human rights were deemed to be un-Islamic  according to Ayatollah Khomeini’s dictum  an explanation had to be given as to why they are in fact Islamic, or at least do not contradict Islam.


      Democracy and violence


      One notable event was crucial to the discourse that took place in the 1960s and ’70s. This event determined the way in which people thought about the West, which claimed to stand for democracy. This event was the overthrow of the Iranian Prime Minister, Mohammed Mossadegh. The US secret service toppled Mossadegh because he had nationalised Iranian oilfields, and it returned the dictator Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who had already fled the country, to the Peacock Throne. From this point on, with American assistance, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi extended his dictatorial rule. Since then, the democratic West has been considered by many Iranian intellectuals to be discredited.


      Mohammad Hosein Tabataba’i (19031981), known as Allameh, the Great Scholar, wrote about democracy under the impression of this event. He was regarded in Iran as the Great Scholar because he was the author of the most important Shiite Koranic commentary of the twentieth century, the Tafsir al-Mizan. Tabataba’i was also a philosopher and thus represented a discipline that, although little appreciated by the clerical establishment, was appreciated all the more by the younger clergy.


      In 1961 Tabataba’i published a text examining the political rule of the clergy. Up until then the prevailing belief had been that until the return of the twelfth Imam all political rule was illegitimate. The clerics were therefore not permitted to rule, but had to practise waiting patiently. Hosein Boroujerdi, the most important religious authority of his time, had decreed in the 1950s that a secular authority should be recognised. Borourjerdi saw the monarchy as promising greater continuity and respect for the Islamic laws than a republican system, and had forbidden any alternative opinion on the subject. The majority of clerics, including Ayatollah Khomeini, had followed him unquestioningly in this attitude, but now, in 1961, his death had recently prompted fresh questions as to who was the legitimate ruler in a Shiite state.


      What Tabataba’i formulated as an answer to the question of the legitimate ruler must be seen against the background of a monarchy that called itself constitutional and claimed to be democratic: it had a prime minister, elections, and a parliament. Tabataba’i seems to assume, or does at least claim, that this state corresponds to what the West calls a democracy. This is probably because of the support the Shah was receiving from the West. So because the Iranian system claims to be a democracy and yet is nonetheless tyrannical, Tabataba’i turns away from democracy altogether. He writes:


      It is more than half a century since we accepted the rule and the precepts of democracy and took our place in the line-up of progressive Western countries. Yet we see how our situation deteriorates day by day and gets worse. And from this tree, which for others is full of blessings and fruits, we pluck only the fruits of adversity and disgrace.


      Tabataba’i does not actually directly demand political rule by scholars of law instead of the political leadership, and only explains that he regards democracy as discredited as a form of governance. But on the other hand he does say clearly that the people need a kind of uncle who will act as a guardian to the orphans. The guardian must be a legal scholar, because only a legal scholar will be just. He should be assigned a velayat, an authorisation to lead the people, because this is a law of Islam.


      Reception of Western cultural critique


      In the 1960s the fundamental question of whether to try to emulate the West, and thus also its system of government, or whether it was better to reflect on one’s own heritage was not restricted to the clergy. For secular intellectuals, too, the most important topic was the confrontation with the West, with its ideas, its culture, and its impact on Iran. The secular intellectuals of those years were inspired by the West while at the same time also being critical of it. After Hiroshima and Vietnam, Algeria, the Cold War and Soviet expansionism, liberalism and socialism had lost their attraction as ideas and many Iranian thinkers agreed with the criticism being formulated in the West by intellectuals such as Albert Camus, Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcuse and Jean-Paul Sartre.


      This was true in particular of Jalal Al-e Ahmad (19231969), who translated several of these authors into Persian. In 1962 Al-e Ahmad published the essay Gharbzadegi, ‘The Obsessed-With-The-West’, or more literally ‘The-Being-Smitten-By-The-West’. In this he wrote:


      I say gharbzadegi, the state of being-stricken-with-the-West, like being stricken with cholera (vaba zadegi). Or if you don’t like that term: like sunstroke (garma zadegi), or like a chilblain (sarma zadegi). Or  no. It is at least like being bug-ridden (senzadegi). Have you seen how they blight corn? From the inside. The corn stands there with its husk intact, but it is nothing but a husk. Like the husk of a butterfly that remains on the tree. In any case, what we are talking about here is a sickness.


      It is generally accepted in the field of Iranian studies that if there has been one single truly influential text in the history of modern Iran, it is this. Gharbzadegi is the ‘sacred text’ for several generations of Iranians. This essay provided the vocabulary of Iranian social criticism and formulated the essence of the anti-Western nature of the discourse for more than two decades. Al-e Ahmad’s theses were defining ones for all intellectuals, and on the eve of the Revolution there was probably no one who would have questioned Al-e Ahmad’s analysis of Iranian society.


      Al-e Ahmad claimed that Iran’s sickness consisted of the unthinking adoption of Western conduct and ideas. This was not in itself a direct attack on democracy, but Al-e Ahmad rediscovered Islam as the sole authentic component of Iranian culture. Al-e Ahmad explained to an astonished, secular public the potential might and power of the religion and declared the clergy to be the most significant part of the authentic identity: the clergy were the only ones who evaded the negative influence of the West, and it was Islam that had prevented the West from christianising, colonising and exploiting Iran. Al-e Ahmad, the most important secular intellectual of the 1960s, took Islam as his subject  and in doing so prepared the way for the greatest and most influential critic of democracy of the 1970s.


      Progress through revolution


      It is scarcely possible to overestimate the influence of Ali Shari‛ati (19331977) on the generation that would later make a revolution to shake off the impact of the West. One of his most influential texts, and the aforementioned essay by Tabataba’i, together with the now famous lecture by Ayatollah Khomeini about Islamic government, all have exactly the same argumentative thrust: they all criticise the West in general, and are therefore against democracy and for an Islamic government instead. Let us not concern ourselves here with how naïvely and uncritically the three authors view the government they describe as Islamic, or how flawed their definition of Western democracy is. The point here is to record that the West, and with it the idea of democracy, was so ferociously attacked by these three thinkers, and the wise leader praised so highly in comparison, that it became almost inevitable that an entire generation of students would turn to Islamism. They were all intellectually socialised by these thinkers, and when Ali Shari’ati wrote that the West claimed democracy was the form of government that most respected human rights, yet it only wanted human rights for itself, hundreds of thousands followed his lead. Shari’ati wrote:


      The governments we have to thank for colonialism, which brought with it the mass murder of peoples, the destruction of the cultures, treasures, histories and civilisations of non-Europeans, were democratically elected governments that believed in liberalism. These crimes were not committed by priests, inquisitors and Caesars, but in the name of democracy and Western liberalism.


      But for Shari’ati it is not only the conduct of the democrats that speaks against democracy. Another question he asked was whether democracy was always in the interest of the masses, in every place, in every society, and at every time. Shari’ati’s objections were directed above all towards democracy as a form of government for Iran. He claimed that it was not possible to achieve through democracy what he considered to be most important: progress. Shari’ati wanted revolutionary change, but he considered it inconceivable that the Iranian people would elect the government that would bring this about, namely, according to Shari’ati, an imamic leadership. Shari’ati even considered their totalitarian policies to be justifiable, as otherwise they would have no chance of overwhelming the encampment of the existing entrenched forces.


      The next thinker who contributed to a one-man leadership prevailing over democracy after the 1978/9 revolution was of course Ayatollah Khomeini (19021989). In the 1960s Khomeini’s criticism of the Shah’s government was initially directed at the increasing control by the state, above all in the administration of justice; at secularisation in general, and the accompanying weakening of the Islamic institutions; at state repression, and the influence of the United States on politics.


      Sent into exile in Najaf as a result of this criticism, in the winter of 1971 Khomeini gave a series of lectures that were transcribed and published under the title Hokumat-e islami: ‘The Islamic Government’. They contain Khomeini’s fundamental thoughts about the instructions of Islam, on the Islamic state, and on the need to create such a state  his aim. Long sections of the lecture, however, read like an anti-imperialist polemic: he declares that the only true Iranian identity is the Islamic one, which is why only a return to Islam can save the country from ruin.


      This was why Khomeini also attacked clerics who steered clear of politics. According to Khomeini the Islam being taught in the theological universities was a false one, because it was apolitical. The clerics, he said, had adopted a colonialist attitude, and now they too believed what the exploiters, oppressors and colonialists wanted them to: that Islam, the state, and politics should all be kept separate. Khomeini, on the other hand, claimed that for hundreds of years the consensus among the clergy had been that the duty of a cleric was to assume the responsibilities of the Prophet and of the imams. This he justified as follows:


      Firstly: It is historically proven that the Prophet established a state. […]Secondly: At God’s command he designated a ruler for the time after his passing. If God, the Sublime, designates a ruler to rule over society after the time of the Prophet, this means that the state is also necessary after the passing of the Prophet. And as the Prophet communicates the commandment of God in his testament, in so doing he declares to us the necessity of establishing a state.


      Another of Khomeini’s arguments is the fact that God has revealed a law, for example penal law. This must therefore also be applied. In saying this, however, Khomeini deliberately disregards the fact that most people believe that enforcement of the penal law is one of the prerogatives of the hidden twelfth Imam, and therefore, according to the traditional Shiite view, suspended during the great period of concealment. Khomeini makes his postulations with a degree of certitude that admits no contradiction.


      No man can say that it is no longer necessary […] to pay or to collect taxes, poll tax, khums and the alms tax, or that penal law, blood money and retributive justice should be suspended.


      However, what was more important than this contentious line of argument was that Khomeini was a perfect candidate for the role Shari’ati had described. Everyone in the 1970s who heard and read Shari’ati’s declarations about the imamic leadership thought of Khomeini  the inflammatory cleric who fulminated about the Shah from his exile in Iraq. Shari’ati brought Khomeini a tremendous number of followers, perhaps more than Khomeini himself won with his own book on the Islamic state, which hardly anyone had read, hardly anyone understood, and no one took seriously. Shari’ati, on the other hand, was considered cosmopolitan because he studied in Paris for his doctorate in sociology. He was a stirring speaker, a charismatic man, well-read and good-looking. When he spoke in the Tehran meeting-place Hosseini-ye ershad in the 1970s thousands hung on his every word.


      Yet Shari’ati by no means favoured velayat-e faqih, or a legal scholar as leader, as Khomeini had described. Shari’ati does not take up the idea; it is impossible to tell whether he was even aware of Khomeini’s lecture. Furthermore, Shari’ati certainly did not have a cleric in mind as his prototypical leader, because he was very critical of the clergy. In spite of this the fact remains: it was impossible to translate the concept of democracy into the Iranian context, either practically or theoretically. What was more successful in the 1970s in pre-revolutionary Iran was the idea that challenged that of democracy: the idea of a philosopher’s state, if you will. The result was the establishment in 1979 of the system of so-called velayat-e faqih, the rule of the Supreme Legal Scholar.


      Iran today


      Since the Revolution of 1978-9 Iran has called itself the ‘Islamic Republic of Iran’. Certainly the Iranian system, unique in terms of state structure, does have republican elements, even if these are consistently replaced by theocratic ones. In the run-up to the referendum on the future governmental reform, Khomeini had explicitly objected to the term ‘Democratic Islamic Republic’. He had declared that the nation wanted an Islamic republic, not just a republic, not a democratic republic, not an Islamic democratic republic. He said that the term ‘democratic’ should not be used, because this was a Western concept. The fact that ‘republic’ is also a Western term was something Khomeini deliberately chose to ignore.


      Iran may not have become more democratic since Khomeini announced his rejection of democracy in 1979, but in recent years the dialogue about democracy has completely altered. One example of this is Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari (b. 1936). Shabestari is one of the most important thinkers in Iran today. He too was intellectually socialised by Shari’ati, Tabataba’i and Khomeini, but has over the years emancipated himself from their views. Shabestari has very explicitly presented the case for democracy. He supports democracy for many reasons, as long as it does not contradict the will of the Creator  as Khomeini contended it did. Shabestari’s central argument, however, is that democracy puts into practice what Imam ‛Ali, the Shiite’s first imam, called for the ideal government to do in his governmental mandate.


      During his time in office as Caliph, ‛Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Mohammed, made Malik al-Ashtar his governor in Egypt and gave him a governmental mandate to take with him. Western Islamic scholars doubt that this document is in fact authentic, but this is of no significance as far as its effectiveness is concerned, because regardless of its authenticity or otherwise the governmental mandate occupies a central position in the Shiite philosophy of state. In it, ‛Ali explains to his governor how he should rule in order to be certain of securing God’s approval. This governmental mandate thus establishes the norm for good governance in Shia Islam.


      Because the governmental mandate is regarded as normative by most Shiites, Shabestari’s argument plays on a very familiar keyboard. The content of the governmental mandate bears out Shabestari’s claim that government must be one thing above all: just. Detailed or concrete instructions with regard to content, like the necessity claimed by Khomeini of applying the penal laws mentioned in the Koran, are not, however, to be found in this document. This too is emphasised by Shabestari, and it is indeed significant insofar as ‛Ali is regarded by the Shiites as the most important interpreter of the Koran. If ‛Ali, the Shiite’s First Imam, does not instruct his governor to apply the ius talionis or the hadd punishments, for example, his understanding of the Koran was obviously not that this had to be done. Instead, ‛Ali writes to his governor:


      O Malik, be just in your dealings with God and with the people. Whosoever oppresses the servants of God makes an enemy of God and also of those he oppresses. The worst thing that can happen to a people, which irrevocably calls forth the wrath of God and his vengeance, are oppression and tyranny over God’s creatures. May the ruler guard against these things, for the merciful God hears the cries of the oppressed.


      From an empirical point of view, Shabestari says, democracy is the form of governance that is most effective in preventing oppression and tyranny, the most essential of the criteria for good governance as set down by Imam ‛Ali. What is decisive for Shabestari  and in this, incidentally, he is very much in the tradition of the constitutionalist movement of 1906 to 1911  is that democracy is a form of government that prevents tyranny  and creates justice.


      Abdolkarim Soroush (b. 1945), probably the most important intellectual in Iran, holds a similar view. At the beginning of the 1990s Soroush, who can look back on a similar experience of socialisation to that experienced by Shabestari, turned his back on Islamism and began to propagate the idea of a so-called hokumat-e demukratik-e dini, a religious-democratic government. In his opinion, a government can be both religious and democratic, because any religious precepts that contradict democracy can be subjected to fresh interpretation. Soroush advocated this thesis in numerous writings and supported his argument with the theory of the so-called ‘Theoretical Narrowing and Broadening of the Sharia’.


      The religious democracy Soroush envisions is no different in this from an ordinary Western democracy, and its acceptance of human rights is not conditional but absolute. This is already remarkable insofar as Ayatollah Khomeini described human rights as a collection of corrupt norms that had been dreamed up by the Zionists to destroy all true religions. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was criticised for this reason, not only by Iran but also by Sudan, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, for its failure to take into account the cultural and religious aspect of non-Western countries. There were vociferous complaints that it was a secular interpretation of the Judaeo-Christian tradition which Muslims could not abide by without breaking Islamic law.


      Religion as the conscience of society


      Soroush, however, argues that there are also, in principle, extra- or meta-religious values and laws. These, he says, do not originate in religion, but do not contradict it either. He states that, in principle, no sensible commandment or law can contradict religion  certainly not Shia Islam, which is especially orientated towards reason. To give an example of what Soroush means by this: whereas Sunnis say that lying is bad because the religion says so, the Shiites say  in the tradition of the Mutazilites, the great rationalists of Islam  that because lying is bad, the religion also states this to be the case. For precisely this reason, Soroush concludes, Shiites must accept human rights, because one thing they patently are is reasonable.


      In saying this, Soroush is also calling into question Khomeini’s claim that Islamic law has to be applied. Unlike Khomeini, for him it is more important that the soul of government should be religious. His argument is: it is not the society in which Islamic law is applied that is religious, but the society in which people profess the faith of their own free will. One does not create a ‘religious society’ through the application of the shari’a, only one that ‘lives according to Islamic law’. What is more important to Soroush than the application of Islamic law is that religious actions should be piously motivated. This piety is not, however, something that can be enforced.


      Hypocrisy and dissimulation are the greater sins, not the enjoyment of alcohol and gambling. But in the government of Islamic law more importance is accorded to the external action and not to the acquisition of the heart.


      Soroush’s ideal is a religious state that is governed by faith, but not as a legislative or political authority; rather, as the spirit and conscience of the society. Their aim is piety, but this can only be achieved through freedom. Freedom, in Soroush’s utopian idea of an Islamic state, is a necessary, godly precondition for freely chosen religiosity and thus an argument for the superiority of the democratic order. There is therefore no formal difference between Soroush’s religious-democratic government and a normal democratic government. Soroush writes:


      Indeed, one must not expect a religious government to differ in essence from a non-religious one. After all, it is not the case that the sensible people in this world walk on two legs and the religious on their heads. What is wrong with it if people of other societies have accepted the same methods regarding the question of government as those we have come across through our definition of a religious government?


      Here the traditional norm is translated into a modern principle or modern norm. The ethnologist Sally Engle Merry has called this ‘vernacularisation’, or ‘framing’. This form of translation seems to be very helpful and cannot be rejected as apologetic: the framing of democracy as a key Islamic concept of justice mobilises society to strive towards this social and political goal. Framing is also necessary for another reason. Only when a culture truly appropriates ideas such as democracy and makes them its own  the philosopher Seyla Benhabib has called this process ‘iteration’  does the suspicion of Western paternalism fade away.


      The degree to which the attitude towards democracy has changed is apparent not only in the positions of progressive thinkers like Shabestari and Soroush, who are referred to in Iran as nouandishan-e eslami (literally, Islamic newthinkers). It is also apparent in the reaction of the non-democrats. The current president of parliament, Ali Larijani (b. 1958), for example, refers to the dictum of Abraham Lincoln that democracy is the government of the people by the people for the people. In this sense, he says, the Iranian system, the velayat-e faqih, is also a democracy; after all, the velayat-e faqih is also ‘for the people’. The other two components, he argues, are less important and can be ignored. The revolutionary leader Khamene’i (b. 1939) argues in the same way.


      Democracy as a benchmark


      The nonsensical nature of this remark is not what is key here. Far more important is the fact that democracy has obviously now become so much the norm, and a general benchmark against which one is prepared to be measured, that both these men would rather declare their own system a democracy than reject democracy outright as Khomeini did with absolute confidence several decades ago. Naturally their definition of democracy leaves something to be desired, but nonetheless it does offer the theoreticians of democracy Soroush and Sabestari alternative starting points if even undemocratic rulers start to engage with the concept of democracy.


      What is significant, though, is that theoreticians like Soroush and Sabestari have given democracy an argumentative foundation, an inner-Islamic framing. Whether it is indeed thanks to them that the Iranian people today seem more ready than ever to accept democracy (this is the impression one gets from observing the events of recent years) is another question. But it certainly can’t hurt to have an Islamic rationale to justify democracy.
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      First published in German in the magazine Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik 11/2011.


      Katajun Amirpur is Assistant Professor for the Modern Islamic World at the University of Zurich. This text is based on the author’s inaugural lecture on taking up the post in May 2011, and was first published in German in the magazine Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik 11/2011.
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      A MODEL FOR THE ARAB WORLD?


      WHAT TURKEY IS DOING DIFFERENTLY


      Since the Arab revolutions of 2011, if not before, Turkey has generally been seen as a possible positive model for the Arab states. But how good a model is Turkey really?


      By Zafer Senocak
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      Turkish President Erdoğan promising better health care as part of his campaign during the Turkish parliamentary elections of 2011, Istanbul.Photo: Stefan Weidner © Goethe-Institut
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      A great deal has been said and written lately about whether Turkey can be a model for the democratisation of the states in the Middle East. There have been two fundamental changes in Turkey that make this question a legitimate one. Firstly, since 2002 Turkey has been governed by a party that regards itself as conservative Muslim and has its roots in the political Islam of the last century, with a conspicuous proximity to the genesis of the Muslim Brotherhood. However, the AKP  the Justice and Development Party  can also demonstrate a successful track record that is unique in the Muslim world. Within ten years it has succeeded in transforming an ailing economy into a flourishing one, with tangible consequences for the average person’s standard of living. The country is in the grip of a wave of modernisation that is affecting every area of life. On cultural issues, however, the AKP’s Muslim roots are still apparent. It caters to the conservative values of society with moderate measures embedded in democratic decision-making mechanisms. Thus, for example, the drinking of alcohol has not been banned, but it has been curtailed through high taxes and serving restrictions.


      Suspicion of Islamification


      Ever since it came to power, the AKP has been suspected of pursuing the Islamification of Turkish society. At the same time, however, it has managed to gather the liberal forces in the country behind it, those forces that envisage above all the democratisation of the country, the disempowerment of the military apparatus, and entry into the European Union. A coalition between liberal democrats and democratic Muslims is the key to the success of the AKP. Is it possible to imagine something similar happening in Arab societies?


      Far too often a democracy is judged on the aspect of regular free and secret elections. But democracy is not only manifested at the ballot box. It needs a framework, established through laws, legal security, and the rule of law. This framework has a philosophical foundation that goes back to the values of the Enlightenment. Without the Enlightenment, which guarantees human rights and ensures freedom of expression and freedom of religion, there can be no democracy according the Western, and thus also according to the Turkish model.


      For Muslims in Turkey, who have been organized in political parties since the end of the 1960s and who have been searching for many years to try and find an Islamic democratic tradition, have now abandoned this in favour of a Western-style democratic model. They have not done so because they have lost their faith, or because they no longer wish to aspire to an Islamic society. They have done it because they have gone through a process, of both thought and experience, in which it has become clear to them that without a secular foundation, i.e. the separation of matters of religion and matters of politics and public life, it is not possible to establish a democratic society.


      This was a bitter pill to swallow, because every Muslim believes in the Koran as the guiding principle when it comes to how to live their life. But the Koran is no longer the guiding principle when laws are passed or abolished in Turkey. This initially sounds like a contradiction. Yet what happens when Muslims allow themselves to be guided by the Koran in their actions and behaviour, but do not speak publicly about this personal guidance, do not turn it into a matter of policy, but rather into a canon of values that determines their policy? This is precisely what many AKP politicians are doing, in particular their chairman, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. However, by no means all members of the AKP draw their inspiration from Koranic principles. For these principles  Turkish society has long since agreed on this  are only valid when they do not infringe on universal human rights, on human dignity, on the equality of men and women, on the freedom of religion, in short on that canon of values that was born of the Enlightenment and constitutes the foundation of all Western democracies.


      Ideological fatigue


      This Turkish way of mediating between the Muslim tradition of thought and belief and the values of a secular society is the result of a process of enlightenment that has been going on for more than a century, and which was and is handed down to the people primarily through a progressive ideological education policy. The vast majority of Muslims in Turkey are secularised Muslims, for whom the Kemalist form of state laicism imposed from above has gone too far. Turkey is a country suffering from ideological fatigue. This is why there is no longer a majority in favour of replacing an ideology such as laicism with another, religious ideology. Amending a rigid laicism that would like to ban every sign of religiosity from public life in favour of a democratic society built on individual faith, in which there can no longer be any major conflicts between the Koran and the constitution because the universal principles of human rights are what bind them together, defuses the cultural struggle between tradition and modernity, between the Muslim world and the West.


      This is the Turkish way, and it has been anything but easy. Although the country has formally had a multi-party system for sixty years and holds free elections, until just a few years ago Turkey was only a semi-democracy. This was ensured by a rigid justice system that had ideologically committed itself to laicisim and secured Turkey’s position as an outpost of NATO. What emerged was thus not a constitutional state but a state that perverted justice, whose main aim was to suppress unwelcome opinions. It was not Islam that swept this system away, but Turkey’s closer ties with the European Union, i.e. with a justice system that today unites all democratic societies. However, it is the Muslims in Turkey who must be thanked for paving the way  a path that does not lead back to the Golden Age of the Prophet but to the United Nations Charter of Fundamental Rights, to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to the salons of the Enlightenment and to freely-elected democratic parliaments.


      Turkey’s success story undoubtedly put pressure on the neighbouring Arab regimes. In addition there was also a fundamental about-turn in Turkish foreign policy, which now no longer looked only to the West. Corrupt regimes that cannot even ensure the livelihood of their subjects are nothing more than slaveholders. And no people will allow itself to be enslaved in perpetuity.


      Half a century ago, Egypt and Turkey were at about the same level of development. Their per capita incomes were almost identical, as was the size of their populations. Today, however, the comparison, for Egypt, is devastating. According to IMF figures, in 2010 Turkey’s per capita income was US $9890, while in Egypt it was US $2771. These days the two countries are worlds apart; the only area where they are still on the same level is size of population. Yet this distinct disparity has for the most part come about in the last ten years. This can only cause resentment in Egypt and throw up many questions for the authorities. But is the discontent that led to the Arab rebellions sufficient to set in motion a philosophical discussion that will shake the self-image of Muslim societies to its very foundations? Can the Turkish process of reform simply be adopted? Is this actually desirable? What forces and people involved in the democracy movement use Turkey as a point of reference?


      The magic words: ‘good governance’


      When, in Cairo recently, the Turkish prime minister praised as a blessing the separation of state and faith, the path to a secular society, the response was for the most part a mixture of astonishment and rejection of his remarks. But with Erdoğan you don’t just get the brave campaigner for political justice, the spokesman against Israeli policy, the man in the region who defies the West. The popular politician Erdoğan is only available as a total package. That means bidding farewell to the slogans of Islamism, to simple answers like ‘the Koran is the solution to every problem’. It means orientating oneself much more towards a complex world with many challenges that are waiting for rational and practical solutions. This requires the ideological cloak of religion to be cast aside. And yet Turkish politicians are not travelling around the world enlightening people. Their priority is to open up new trade routes and win new trading partners. That too is the result of the secular democratisation of a society. A politician is not judged by how often he prays but by how he manages the economy. ‘Good governance’ is the magic word, which is equally capable of assimilating Islamic principles such as fair and transparent rule and the maxims of a free but also social market economy.


      At the same time, civil society with a Muslim character is considerably more conservative than that of contemporary Western societies. Families in Turkey, for example, are still organised differently to those in the majority of European countries. Almost 93% of the population live in a family environment. In the majority of cases, there is close contact across three generations. But this conservative stance in daily life is simply a proposition with regard to an individual’s way of life, not one that is decreed for the entire society, and certainly not one that is forced on people by laws and binding rules. Tradition as a voluntary agreement can be incorporated in modern daily life like a piece of a jigsaw. Bu tradition as a sacred inheritance, if elevated above the everyday, usually shatters on the realities of the modern, globalised world. It leaves behind split personalities who plunge into a hopeless cultural struggle.


      It is scarcely possible to implement liberalisation and democratisation in Islamic countries without intensive intellectual accompaniment. From today’s point of view, Arab states, with the possible exception of Tunisia, seem to be very far from going down the same path of mediation followed by Turkey. In Tunisia the Islamic Ennahda Party has openly committed itself to the same path as the AKP in Turkey. In the first free elections it came out on top and looked for allies in the secular camp. Elsewhere, however, far too many people still have their heads full of the sharia, which they understand to be the transposition of Koranic legal principles into the world of today, with no exceptions. This is a strange distortion of history that can hardly be expected to be successful. Previously, numerous reforms were implemented in the Ottoman Empire of the sixteenth century and secular laws passed, which is why Sultan Suleiman (14941566) is known not only as ‘The Magnificent’ but also as ‘Kanuni’, the Lawgiver. Egypt too, in its recent history in the second half of the nineteenth century, has had numerous experiences of reform and has also produced important religious reformers such as Muhammad Abduh (18491905). Already at that time the focus was on re-examining the Muslim sources and interpreting them afresh for the present day. It was about overcoming the systematic imitation of archaic theological positions that had led to a paralysis of thought in the Islamic world. But all these past experiences today lie buried beneath the rubble of years of despotism and corrupt rule, which have made no philosophical efforts whatsoever to explain the world anew. Any such efforts were nipped in the bud. Despotism thrives on intellectual paralysis.


      Complex challenges


      So the question of whether Turkey can today serve as a model in the construction of Arab democracies depends above all on how the reasons for the success of the Turkish way are comprehended, in all their diversity and complexity. The outward appearance of the Turkish success, its economic success, could prove deceptive if the Muslim identity of those in government in Turkey is seen as the sole reason for this success. But the internal attitude, along the lines of ‘we are all Muslims and that unites us’, is essentially a distraction from the real challenge, namely: how a Muslim society can get to grips with the present in a globalised world by adopting a democratic system.


      In this the youth in the Arab countries will play a key role. During my visit to Egypt as a guest at the 2006 Cairo Book Fair one could already observe a productive unrest among the young people. At all the events the hunger for debate was perceptible  and so was the desire for a change in the political conditions. The questions came thick and fast. Back then they were already curious about the situation in Turkey, especially about the changes that had taken place in so short a time. Perhaps these young people’s desire for reform can sweep away the outmoded prescriptions and clear the way for free, open societies in which the people are better able to develop, feed and educate themselves. For young people are in the majority both in the Arab countries and in Turkey. And they are the masters of modern methods of communication, which are very difficult to control. They are capable of whipping up a dynamic energy that we on the old continent of Europe cannot even begin to imagine.
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      Zafer Senocak is a Turkish-German writer. He lives in Berlin. His most recent publication is the book Deutschsein. Eine Aufklärungsschrift (Being German: An Information Pamphlet),Edition Körber Stiftung, Hamburg, 2011.
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      INDONESIA AS A MODEL OF MUSLIM DEMOCRACY


      DEVELOPMENTS, PROBLEMS, AND OPPORTUNITIES


      In the wake of Islamic resurgence and the growing democratic movements in North Africa and the Middle East, it is relevant to see Indonesia as a model of Muslim democracy. The country has shown a stable democratic government, civil liberties, and tremendous economic growth.


      By Luthfi Assyaukanie
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      Polling station during the parliamentary elections of 2004 in Jakarta, Indonesia.Photo: Stefan Weidner © Goethe-Institut
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      Prior to 1998, Turkey was often considered a model of Muslim democracy. Not only was it the sole majority Muslim country that rigorously applied secular principles, it also tried to maintain a democratic government. Although there were some criticisms against military dominance in Turkish politics, many people at the time still considered Turkey to be the only democratic Muslim country in the world. In the absence of a democratic government in the Muslim world, the presence of Turkish democracy, however minimal it was, was a relief.


      This view began to change when Indonesia moved from an authoritarian regime to democracy in 1998. Eight years later the country was crowned by US based think tank, Freedom House, as a free country: the only large Muslim majority country to have attained such a status. Among countries in North Africa and the Middle East, Israel is the only country to be regarded as free.


      Since then, many world leaders lauded the rise of democracy in Indonesia. US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, called Indonesia a role model of democracy for the Muslim world. She believed that ‘Indonesia’s own recent history provides an example for a transition to civilian rule and building strong democratic institutions’. Likewise, President Obama pointed out that Indonesia’s democracy can be Egypt’s model. Indeed, Obama has often praised Indonesian democracy as a good example for the world. In the wake of democratic movements spreading through large parts of the Arab world, it is necessary to explore Muslim models of democracy. There are at least four reasons why Indonesia is a good model.


      Four reasons


      First, Indonesia is the most populous Muslim country in the world that has undergone political transition from authoritarian regime to democracy.


      Second, the country has maintained political stability despite the ethnic conflicts and religious riots in the first years of its political transition.


      Third, Indonesia has demonstrated stable economic performance. Over the last five years, economic growth in Indonesia has been around 6%. During the global financial crisis in 2009, together with China and India, Indonesia was the only country that could maintain economic growth above 4%.


      Fourth, Indonesia is the only Muslim majority country where Islamic political parties have failed to win the general election. In North African and the Middle Eastern countries, democracy always gives Islamic political parties victory.


      Indonesia is an interesting case for anyone to study the interplay between Islam and democracy. In the wake of Islamic resurgence and the growing democratic movements in North Africa and the Middle East, the question whether Muslim countries are going to be more Islamized or secularized becomes increasingly important. Let me explain first the historical background of Indonesia’s road to democracy.


      The current process of democratization in Indonesia started in 1998, particularly on 21 May, when President Soeharto publicly announced his resignation from his 32 year rule of the country. The announcement was quite surprising as he was just elected for the seventh time and had committed to rule the country for another five years. The public pressure from students seemed to be Suharto’s main reason for resignation. Student movements had occupied the parliament for three days and riots a week earlier (1415 May) had brought the capital city to a standstill. Indonesia was on the brink of financial and political collapse. Soeharto’s resignation was the right response in a dire situation.


      The struggle for democracy


      Like in many other countries, political transition is never easy, particularly with a country that has been ruled by an authoritarian-military regime. Soeharto handed down his government to Burhanuddin Jusuf Habibie, his deputy, but he was perceived as a part of the same regime. Worsened by economic crisis, Indonesian politics in the first three years of its transition was filled by tension, conflict, and demonstrations.


      People felt free to express what they think. Democracy allowed them to form organizations where they could recruit and mobilize people. Hundreds of organizations and political parties were formed. Groups with various ideological inclinations filled the public sphere bringing their own paradoxes. Indonesian democracy in its early years was chaotic and people started to speak about the disentegration of the Republic and the potential for Balkanization.


      People were dissatisfied with the new government and they perceived it as a sequel to the old one. The economic crisis brought the country to its most difficult times in three decades. Inflation reached 77%, interest rates jumped to 68%, gross domestic product went down to minus 13%, and unemployment rose to 24%. From the beginning, Habibie’s power was always considered to be short term.


      People wanted a fair general election where they could choose their own leaders. Various laws regarding the political transition were drafted and enacted. The general election was scheduled for June 1999. It was a parliamentary election where people voted for legislative members. According to the constitution then, the president was not directly selected by the people but by the legislative members.


      The 1999 general election was not only about the selection of a new leader and the hope for a better economic future, but Indonesian democracy and the trajectory of the country was also at stake. Soon after the general election was scheduled, hundreds of political parties were formed and registered themselves to the General Election Commission (Komisi Pemilihan Umum, KPU).


      Islamic political parties were among them. Out of 160 parties that enrolled in the KPU, only 48 parties met the the basic conditions and were entitled to join the election. Among these parties, 11 were Islamic parties whose mission was to struggle for the implementation of Sharia (Islamic Law) in the country. All parties were so optimistic that their leaders confidently predicted that they would win the election.


      Before the result of the election was announced no one knew what was going to happen with Indonesian democracy. Some people were cautious about the rise of political Islam and the possibility of Islamists winning the election. The agenda of Islamic political parties was quite clear: returning the ‘seven words’ back to the constitution. The seven words are the wording that contains the implementation of Sharia for Muslims in Indonesia.


      The words were originally in the constitution, but following the protests by a Christian delegation, on 18 August 1945, the Preparatory Committee of Independence removed them. Throughout recent Indonesian history, Muslims have been struggling to return the words back to the constitution. They tried during the Soekarno times, but failed. They had also tried in the Soeharto times, but it was just impossible to do so as the regime did not allow any talk about political Islam. The opportunity had just come when Indonesia became a democratic country. They put their hope in the 1999 general election.


      Eventually, the general election result defied many expectations. The winner was the Indonesian Democratic Party for Struggle (PDIP), a secular party led by the daughter of Soekarno, the first president of the Republic. In second place was Golkar, another secular party, the ruling party throughout the Soeharto era. Out of 11 Islamic parties, only one party gained significant votes, namely Development and Unity Party (PPP) that obtained 10.7%. The rest only obtained less than 3%. The whole votes of Islamic parties combined were no more than 20%, not enough to dominate the parliament.


      This result disappointed many Muslim leaders who wished for victory. Something that has been happening recently in the Middle East did not happen in Indonesia. Democracy does not side with Islamic parties to win the race for political power.


      The question we should address here is, why did the majority of Indonesian Muslims not vote for Islamic parties, but rather to secular (or non-religious) parties? Has not there been an Islamization process in the country? Why is the resurgence of Islam in Indonesia is not followed by the success in gaining political power?


      There are many answers to these questions. But, the most striking one is that there has been a radical change in the political mindset of Indonesian Muslims. Partly due to the external factors that were boosted by secular-militaristic regime under Soeharto and partly due to internal ones which were pushed by liberal Muslims. These two factors played a crucial role in changing Muslims’ political mindset and the way Muslims perceived democracy. Let me elaborate more on this aspect.


      Islam and democracy


      Along with nationalism and communism, democracy is one of the most debated concepts among Indonesian Muslims. During 1930s, there was a debate on nationalism between two young intellectuals who then became important leaders of the country: Soekarno (19011970) and Muhammad Natsir (19081993). Representing the secular group, Soekarno believed that nationalism is the glue for Indonesian unity. Meanwhile, speaking on behalf Islamic group, Natsir considered nationalism as an ideology that could dilute Muslims’ religious belief. The debate between Soekarno and Natsir was the classic example of the disagreement between secularists and Islamists over various issues regarding religion and politics.


      The Islamists were generally reluctant to embrace modern concepts such as nationalism, socialism, and democracy. While their counterpart, the secularists, unhesitatingly promoted those modern ideas, the Islamists criticized and often condemned them on the basis of Islamic arguments. Their objection to these concepts was mostly based on their particular understanding of Islamic doctrines that they believed to be superior to secular ideas.


      Natsir, for example, prefered to embrace an Islamic version of democracy: that is, a combination between Western democracy and the Islamic model known as ‘Shura’. Natsir’s reluctance to accept democracy was due to his understanding that democracy could harm Islamic principles. He believed that there are certain things in Islam that are considered to be final (qat’i), thus giving no room for people to discuss them. He gave the examples of gambling and pornography as being beyond discussion. Parliament has no right to discuss such things.


      During the early time of independence (mid 1940s), Muslim leaders found themselves to be more comfortable to embrace the concept of ‘Islamic democracy’ than just ‘democracy’. Theoretically, the concept was widely promoted by Muslim intellectuals and scholars. Zainal Abidin Ahmad (19111983), another proponent of Islamic democracy, argued that Islamic political system is not a theocracy as some people might think, but rather democracy.


      The roots of Islamic democracy, according to Ahmad, are the Qur’an and the political life in early generation of Islam under ‘the rightly guided caliphs’ (al-khulafa al-rashidun). In the verses 159 of the Sura Ali Imran and 59 of al-Nisa, the Qur’an clearly advises Muslims to maintain the deliberative method approved in the decision making process. For Ahmad, this is a strong argument for Muslims to embrace democracy. Likewise, Ahmad believes that ‘the early caliphate system was democratic, since it had sufficiently maintained democratic requirements. Democratic instruments such as a people’s assembly, succession, deliberation, and social institutions, had all existed during that time’.


      Muslim leaders like Natsir and Ahmad believed in democracy not only because it was theologically justifiable, but also because they believed that with democracy they could win the race to political power. As Muslims are the biggest population in the country, there is a possibility to win the democratic contest. It is for this reason that they formed an Islamic party and then joined the general election in 1955.


      The early generation of Indonesian Muslims generally understood democracy as majority rule and mostly ignored its substance. They belived, that as Muslims are the majority, they could rule the country according to their taste, ignoring the rights of minorities. They enthusiastically accepted democracy because it could help them to gain political power through general elections. If they won the election, they could dominate the parliament and thus change the constitution. This was the main reason why Islamic political parties were so ready to participate in the election.


      Indonesian history would have been different had the Islamic parties won the 1955 general election. In that election, all Islamic parties obtained 43%; enough to take over the government, but not enough to steer the parliament. The Law requires two third of the parliamant members as a minimal requirement for changing the constitution. Certainly, Muslims leaders were disappointed by the result, but they fully realized the consequence of democracy.


      With this failure, they accepted the rules of the game: enjoying their position according to what they got in the election. Thus, Muslim representatives were in the parliament and some of their leaders were involved in the government. Burhanuddin Harahap (19171987), a Masyumi leader, was appointed prime minister from August 1955 to March 1956. As a chairman, he had to deal with other people and had to participate lawfully. He fully realized that he could not impose his party’s vision of Islamic democracy.


      The role of liberal Muslims


      What is good from democracy is that it teaches people patience and tolerance. If one loses an election, one has to wait for four or five more years to put another bet. And if one slightly won the election, he or she has to deal with other winners. One has to share the ‘electoral cake’ with others to form a government. Indonesian Muslims had learnt so much about politics and how to deal with it.


      Many things happened during Soeharto’s New Order regime. Muslims were barred from forming Islamic parties. They were forced to join one of the three parties approved by the regime, namely Golkar, Indonesian Democratic Party (PDI), and Development and Unity Party (PPP). Some scholars argue that the change of Muslim political mindset was greatly due to the way Soeharto treated them. Indonesian Muslims have been politically secularized that their attitude towards politics has no longer been the same (Effendy 2003; Hefner 2000; Anwar 1995).


      It is true that Soeharto’s New Order regime had played a crucial role in changing Muslim political attitudes. The shift, however, is not only due to Soeharto who ruled the country repressively, but also due to the long and passionate role played by Muslim intellectuals. What is happening in Indonesia is not happening in Egypt and other Middle Eastern countries. Indonesian intellectuals played an important role in changing Muslim political mindset and attitude.


      Through lectures, writings, and actions, they advocated democracy and delegitimized Islamic parties. Unlike in Egypt and other Middle Eastern countries, the Indonesian reform movement has always been through organizations. Intellectuals such as Abdurrahman Wahid (19402009), Ahmad Syafii Maarif (born 1935) and Nurcholish Madjid (19392005) are Muslim leaders who chaired big organizations. They spread their liberal ideas to Muslim society through these organizations. Wahid did it through Nahdlatul Ulama (40 million members), Maarif through Muhammadiyah (30 million members), and Madjid through Islamic Student Association and its alumnae (over 10 million members).


      In Egypt, the Islamic reform movement has developed in a more solitary manner. Great intellectuals such as Jamaluddin al-Afghani (18371897) and Muhammad Abduh (18491905) did not have any organization where they could spread their ideas. This trend continues until today’s generation of reformers. Intellectuals such as Hassan Hanafi (born 1935) and Nasr Hamed Abu Zayd (19432010) are solitary thinkers who do not have big followers. They disseminated their ideas in academic classes, seminars, and scholarly journals. No matter how sophisticated their ideas are, they remain limited and never reached to the grass roots.


      Promotion through organisations


      In Indonesia, Muslim intellectuals have been very active in promoting democracy and pluralism to Muslim societies. Abdurrahman Wahid was one of the most influential leaders among the Nahdlatul Ulama members. Born in a strong family background and educated in Baghdad and Cairo, Wahid was highly respected by both Muslims and non-Muslims in the country. He read Western literatures and tried to synthesize them with Islamic intellectual tradition.


      One of Wahid’s most significant contributions to Indonesia is his untiring campaign for democracy and Pancasila (five principles) as the only basis of the state. Since independence until 1980s, many Muslims believed that adopting Pancasila  not Islam  could dilute their Islamic creed. Wahid argued that Pancasila did not contradict Islam. Throughout his career as an intellectual, Wahid publicly criticized and delegitimized Islamic political parties. He denounced the idea of Islamic state and refused the formal implementation of Sharia.


      Nurcholish Madjid was another intellectual who is remembered for his daring ideas that challenge Muslim minds. Since early 1970s, he consistently campaigned for secularization and appealed Muslims to separate their religious interests from politics. Like Wahid, Madjid also campaigned against the idea of Islamic state and Islamic party. For him, Muslims could channel their political aspirations in non-religious (secular) parties. He believed that what is more important for Muslims is not to struggle for formalistic agenda of Islam such as the implementation of Sharia, but the substantial ones such as healthcare, security, and education.


      During 1980s, there were quite a number of Muslim intellectuals coming from religious background but campaigned for liberal Islam, that is the Islam that supports liberal values such as freedom, democracy, pluralism, and tolerance. Most of them affiliated with major Islamic organization such as NU and Muhammadiyah. They played a crucial role in enlightening Indonesian Muslims. Through mass media, discussion forums, public lectures, and social actions, they spread their flexible interpretations of Islam and appealed Muslims to fully engage with modern challenges.


      Conclusion


      Indonesian democracy is still young but it is growing dynamically. Despite many problems that Indonesian government has to face, the country can successfully keep its economic growth, curbing the unemployment rate, reforming legal system, and building infrastructure. Since 1998, Indonesia has undergone three general elections, which were consecutively won by secular (non-religious) parties, namely Indonesian Democratic Party (1999), Golkar (2004), and Democratic Party (2009).


      These three parties have a great commitment for democracy and Indonesian pluralism. On the other hand, Islamic political parties are declining. According to the recent survey released by the Indonesian Survey Institute (LSI), Indonesian Muslims keep their preference to secular parties for the next general election (2014).


      In spite of such an optimist view, there are two big challenges that Indonesian democracy is facing seriously: corruption and intolerance. Over the past ten years, the Indonesian government has been fighting against corruption. An independent institute called Corruption Eradication Commission (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi, KPK), was founded and is working hard to bring corruptors to justice. Hundreds of corruptors have been detained and hundreds more are in waiting.


      Meanwhile, intolerant actions have threatened the unity of the country. Radical Islamic groups have been the biggest threat for pluralism and harmony in the country. Indonesian government have worked hard to curb the terrorist groups and approached the moderate Muslims to fight against Islamic radicalism. If the Indonesian people and government can overcome these two challenges, there is a very big possibility for the country to become a role model for Muslim democracy.
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      Luthfi Assyaukanie is Senior Lecturer in Political Philosophy at Paramadina University and a Research Fellow at the Freedom Institute; both are based in Jakarta. He obtained his Ph.D. from the University of Melbourne, Australia. He has been engaged in the civil society movement, advocating freedom and human rights issues. His latest book is Islam and the Secular State in Indonesia (Iseas 2009).


      Copyright: Goethe-Institut e. V., Fikrun wa Fann, June 2012


      Goethe-Institut Jakarta


      http://www.goethe.de/ins/id/jak/enindex.htm


      en

    

  


  
    
      EXILE THAT ENRICHES


      THE CULTURAL ACHIEVEMENTS OF IRANIAN AND ARAB AUTHORS IN GERMANY


      Since the 1970s Germany has increasingly become the destination of choice for emigrés from the Arab world and Iran. Many of them stayed in Germany and have contributed equally to cultural life in Germany and in their home countries.


      By Stefan Weidner
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      Tarek Eltayeb (Austria/Egypt, left) and Saif Ar-Rahbi (Oman) at the conference on Arab literature in exile which took place in Kuwait in March 2012.Photo: Stefan Weidner © Goethe-Institut
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      In order adequately to acknowledge the cultural achievements of Iranian and Arab immigrants in Germany we must first explore the historical and social context in which immigration to Germany must be seen. As you are aware, Germany was not a major colonial power. Unlike in France and Britain, there has not therefore been immigration to Germany from former colonies, and the German language is limited to the German-speaking countries of Central Europe: Germany, Austria, Switzerland. By contrast, the majority of Arabs in France learned French from a very young age in school in their (North African) homeland, and are completely fluent in it. The Iranians and Arabs who come to Germany, on the other hand, have to learn the language as adults, i.e. with greater difficulty. Furthermore, German is undoubtedly a language that is harder to learn than French or English. A further difficulty is that the German-speaking countries are not traditional countries of immigration like the United States, Canada or Australia. Nonetheless, since the 1960s there has been a continuous rise in the numbers of Arab and Iranian immigrants in Germany.


      Let us begin with an exception: Cyrus Atabay, who was born in Berlin in 1929, the son of an Iranian doctor and one of Reza Shah Pahlavi’s daughters. After the Second World War he went back to Iran. However, as he did not speak the language properly he returned and studied in Germany. Later he lived in other places, including London. He wrote his poems in German and was well acquainted with numerous German writers, including Gottfried Benn and Elias Canetti. He also translated poems by Hafiz, Rumi and Omar Khayyam into modern German prose. He died in Munich in 1996.


      Where do these people come from, and why do they come to Germany?


      After the Second World War, people came to Germany primarily for the purposes of study. To this day Germany remains a very popular place to study, not least because university in Germany is free. In this context it is worth mentioning the division of Germany after the Second World War, as many people did not study in West Germany but in the Communist East (GDR). This was particularly true of the students who came from those countries that had declared themselves Socialist (mostly in the form of Baathism or Nasserism), so above all from Syria and Iraq.


      Other intellectuals from the same generation (and most Iranians) went to study in West Germany. From Egypt came Nagi Naguib (19311987), who was one of the first to translate modern Arabic literature, and for this purpose founded the Edition Orient in Berlin, which still exists today and also publishes Persian literature. From Lebanon came the poet Fuad Rifka (19302011), who studied in Heidelberg and wrote his Ph.D. on the philosophy of Martin Heidegger. He subsequently returned to Lebanon. This, incidentally, is true of many Arabs of his generation who went to study in Germany at this time. If political circumstances in their homelands allowed them to do so, they returned.


      Already in this generation we can observe three typical career paths:


      1. Those who, after a certain time, usually after finishing their studies, return home and become mediators of German culture in their homeland, or write their own work which is influenced by German culture. These are mostly Arabs, whereas many Iranians remain in Germany for political reasons, such as opposition to the Shah.


      2. Those who remain in Germany and

      a) write primarily in German and translate Arabic literature into German.

      b) write primarily in Arabic and translate German literature into Arabic.


      We find the same characteristics in subsequent generations, although it is apparent that the number of those choosing to stay in Germany and write in German increases. The number also increases of those who do not come of their own free will, but for reasons of political persecution or (civil) war.


      The generation of those born in the 1940s and 1950s was particularly affected by the political crises in the Arab world in the 1970s: the Lebanese civil war, the seizure of power by Hafez al-Assad and Saddam Hussein, and the Iran-Iraq war. Let us take Rafik Schami as a representative of this generation. Rafik Schami (a pseudonym  his real name is Suhail Fadhel) was born in 1946 and came to Germany in 1971 to study chemistry, but soon began to write in German. Nowadays he is one of the most successful and best-known authors in the German language. He sells more books than the majority of German writers. We will take a closer look at his literature later on.


      SAID, born in 1947, came from Iran to study in Germany and was active in the opposition movement against the Shah. Since the 1970s he has written his poems in German. Later he also produced numerous essays and short stories. From 2000 to 2002 he was the president of German PEN, and has campaigned on behalf of many persecuted Iranian authors.


      Bahman Nirumand, born in Tehran in 1936, has played and continues to play a particularly important role in Germany. His book Persien. Modell eines Entwicklungslandes (Persia: A Model of a Developing Country) was highly significant for the German 1968 movement. One can dare to say that he remains to this day the most influential Iranian author in Germany. He is still politically active and has published numerous books about Iran. However, he is also active in the realm of literature, particularly as a translator. He has translated works by, among others, Sadegh Hedayat and Mahmoud Doulatabadi.


      Later on, some writers came from Iraq, particularly in the late 1970s. They were fleeing Saddam Hussein’s regime and the Iran-Iraq war. Among them was Hussain al-Mozany (b. 1954). At first he wrote in Arabic (including the book Der Marschländer [The Marshlander], about his experience of fleeing Iraq); today he writes in Arabic and in German, and publishes his books in both languages. He has also translated German literature into Arabic, including The Tin Drum by the Nobel Prize winner Günter Grass (under the title Tabal as-Safih). Another writer who came to Germany from Iraq was Khalid al-Maaly. Al-Maaly (b. 1956) came to Germany as a political refugee in 1979. Here he founded the publishing company Manschurat al-Djamal. He wrote poems in Arabic, but also translated Arabic poems into German in collaboration with German friends, including myself. This publishing house currently has the largest quantity of German literature in Arabic in its list, including works by Navid Kermani.


      At this point we should also mention Shahram Rahimian. He was born in 1959, came to Germany to study in 1976, and now lives in Hamburg, but still writes in Persian. Abbas Maroufi is another of the best-known Iranian authors in Germany who write in Persian. Since the mid-1990s he has lived in Berlin, where he runs a Persian bookshop. Many of his works have been translated into German and have been enthusiastically received by the critics, above all his novel Symphonie der Toten (Symphony of the Dead).


      The younger generation


      Finally, I would like to speak of the younger generation. Almost all of them write in German, as for example the German-Persian poet Farhad Showghi (b. 1961), who now lives in Hamburg. He not only writes his own poems in German, he also translates Persian poems into German, including a book of poetry by Ahmad Shamlu (Verlag Urs Engeler, Basel, 2002).


      Navid Kermani, born in Siegen in 1967, also writes in German. He holds a doctorate in Islamic Studies, but regards himself first and foremost as a German writer. In his most recent book, the 1200-page novel Dein Name (Your Name), he deals not only with Iranian themes such as the story of his grandfather in Iran or that of his parents, who emigrated to Germany, he also writes a lot about life in Germany. Kermani is also renowned for his essays and reportages, and is one of the most prominent authors of Iranian origin in Germany.


      Among the Arab authors in Germany today, three in particular stand out. One is Hamid Abd al-Samad, born in Egypt in 1972. He came to Germany in 1995 and has an established academic career. He initially attracted attention with a self-critical autobiographical book, also critical of Islam, that he wrote in German and Arabic (the Arabic edition was published by Dar Merit; the title of the German edition is Mein Abschied vom Himmel [My Farewell to Heaven]). He has also published two political works of non-fiction about Islam and the Arab revolutions. He is very well-known as a result of numerous appearances on talkshows. Another representative of the younger generation is the Iraqi Abbas Khidr. Born in Baghdad in 1973, he came to Germany in 2000 as a political refugee. He writes his poems in Arabic, but since 2008 he has written his novels in German. These in particular have had great success with German literary critics. Finally, we must not forget Sherko Fatah, a Kurdish-Iraqi author who speaks and writes German as well as he does his mother tongue, and whose books have also been highly praised by the critics. He was born in East Berlin in 1964, and thus belongs to some degree to the so-called ‘immigrant generation’.


      What do the authors mentioned above write about? What effect does exile have on their writing, and to what extent do they enrich German or Arab/Iranian literature?


      The first thing one notices is that the majority of Arab writers take as the theme of their work not Germany but predominantly the Arab word and its problems, or their experiences in their homeland. One could almost say that these writers, from a thematic point of view, have not arrived in Germany. There are, however, exceptions, and we can say of the Iranian writers in Germany in particular that they really regard Germany their home and often write more about Germany than about Iran; Navid Kermani is one example, but Cyrus Atabay and SAID, who has frequently written about the feelings of being an exile, have done so too.


      Some Arab authors, especially those who write in German, also take as their subject the flight itself, or the difficulties of settling in in Germany, or of getting on with Germans (often in a humorous vein, as with Rafik Schami, or a grotesque one, as with Hussain al-Mozany). However, the fact that the majority of Arab authors cling thematically to their origins, even in Germany and even if they write in German, should not in my opinion be regarded as a defect or deficiency. For German readers this has the advantage and the great attraction of introducing them to foreign worlds, to foreign lives and stories. Even if there is sometimes an element of occasionally trivial exoticism in it, the readers do however always become acquainted with an authentic Arab voice. So it is that Arab writers in Germany are often asked their opinion on current political issues. Thanks to them, the Arab world has a voice in Germany (although of course it must be made clear that Arab authors in Germany do not speak as representatives for Arabs or Arab writers as a whole, nor do they wish to do so).


      A linguistic and stylistic examination of the works of Iranian and Arab writers in Germany is of interest for our purposes. Here, however, we must make a distinction: in what language is the author writing, and who is his audience? Most Arabs who write in German have a very good command of the language, but it is seldom perfect, which is to say that it is generally not as good as that of an educated native speaker of German. But this is seldom a disadvantage as, firstly, there is always someone at the publisher’s who corrects the language, and because the authors usually write in a simple and thus very accessible, easily readable voice. As a consequence their books are often open to a very wide readership, not just to educated readers and intellectuals (like the books of Alaa Al Aswany, which are also written in very simple language).


      This is conspicuously not the case for the writers of Iranian origin in Germany. Their German is generally as good as their mother tongue, whether it be because they were born in Germany or because they were very young when they came to the country to study. Their literature, however, is often less popular. Whereas someone like Rafik Schami is an easy read for the ordinary reader, the literature of Navid Kermani is aimed more at an educated audience.


      The ‘Sheherezade effect’


      This linguistic feature is of course no longer relevant with regard to the Arab and Iranian authors whose books must first be translated into German (e.g. the Iranians Abbas Maroufi or Shahram Rahimian). Yet these books are also often very successful in Germany, often for another reason, which they share with Arab books written in German: many Oriental authors write with a great love of storytelling, of spinning tales, of extravagant stories. It sounds like a cliché, but one could describe this as the ‘Sheherezade effect’. (I do not wish to claim that there really is such an effect, or such a peculiarly Arab love of storytelling  but I do notice that this is how German readers and critics see it.) One of the reasons why Rafik Schami, for example  who, unlike Najm Wali, writes in German  is so loved by his readers is because his style is so close to oral storytelling. At times it is even reminiscent of a storyteller in a coffee house. This characteristic of Schami’s becomes especially apparent in his public readings. Rafik Schami does not read aloud from his books like other authors; he stands in front of the audience and tells them the story from memory. You could almost say that Schami is a performance artist. This is something completely new for German readers and in German literature.


      Through the characteristics mentioned here, Arab literature (unlike the Iranian, which is generally speaking closer to the German) contrasts in a positive way with German literature, which is often written in a very restrained, intellectual style that does not take special delight in the narrative per se. Germans therefore profit not only in terms of subject matter but also from the style and narrative form of the Oriental writers living in Germany.


      Which begs the opposite question: what does Iranian or Arab literature gain from the authors who live in Germany? What repercussions do their experiences in Germany have on their homelands? As mentioned above, many of them have not yet put down roots in Germany as far as their subject matter is concerned, so the thematic aspect is not relevant in the case of Arab literature. With only a few exceptions, Arab readers do not discover from these authors what life is like in Germany or among the Germans. Iranian readers, on the other hand, insofar as they are able to read the books of Iranian writers in Germany in Persian, certainly do discover a great deal from them about life in Germany, especially from the books that are written in German. Those who have continued to write in Persian, on the other hand, often continue to cling on to their homeland.


      However, if what the German critics write is true, namely that the Oriental authors distinguish themselves above all by writing in a ‘typically’ Oriental fashion, i.e. with Oriental delight in invention and love of storytelling, then Oriental readers would notice very few stylistic idiosyncrasies or new, as-it-were ‘German’ influences in these works. Whether or not this is the case I do not know. No scholarly literary studies have been done on the subject, unfortunately. We will have to ask the Iranian or Arab readers themselves.


      The influence Arab and Iranian authors in Germany have on their homelands is, I suspect, in areas other than narrative literature. It is, with the Arabs in particular, firstly in the work of these authors in the field of translation. Secondly, with the Arab authors, it is in the field of lyric poetry. This is illustrated again by the examples of Fuad Rifka and Khalid al-Maaly. What distinguishes all these authors is that their poetry, in comparison with other Arab lyric poetry of their generation, does without traditional rhetorical devices. They write poetry that is simple, clear, and short. It is the school of Goethe, Hölderlin, Benn, Rilke, Brecht, Celan. In this respect one can speak of a true amalgamation of Arabic and German poetry.


      Finally, I believe that the German influence is above all philosophical and political in nature, and this is also true in particular for the Iranian authors in Germany, who are often politically active. We can see this influence of political and philosophical culture in Germany on the Arab intellectuals who live here, in the fact, for example, that the majority of Iranian and Arab authors in Germany are very critical in their opinions about religion and tradition in their homelands; that they adopt with particular intensity the body of thought of the philosophy of the Enlightenment (Kant, Nietzsche, Hegel) and the political freedoms that we currently enjoy in Germany. And in the fact that they allow this philosophy to influence their political essays, articles and public statements. In this way, too, these authors also have an effect on their homelands.


      And so we see that the cultural exchange between Germany and the Islamic world, especially Iran and the Arab countries, is currently more intense than at any time in history. But if we want to comprehend it correctly, we must see it in a nuanced way: on the one hand, from the different perspectives of the German, Iranian, or Arab reader, and on the other in its wider philosophical and political context. Only when we do this will we understand how fruitful this exchange really is.
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      This article is based on a lecture given by Stefan Weidner at the conference of the literary magazine Al-Arabi in March 2012 in Kuwait on exile literature.


      Stefan Weidner is the Editor-in-Chief of Fikrun wa Fann / Art&Thought.


      Translated by Charlotte Collins
Copyright: Goethe-Institut e. V., Fikrun wa Fann, June 2012

    

  


  
    
      SEISMOGRAPHS OF THE REVOLUTION


      THE ARAB LITERATURE FESTIVAL IN FRANKFURT


      The motto of this year’s Arab Literary Festival, which took place in Frankfurt in January, was ‘Moving Towards Freedom’. Significant Arab authors met with their German counterparts and discussed developments.


      By Kersten Knipp
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      Hartmut Fähndrich, Maha Hassan, Kersten Knipp, Alawiyya Sobh and Boualem Sansal at the Arab Literature Festival in Frankfurt, January 2012.Photo: Markus Kirchgessner © Goethe-Institut
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      People stand packed together in long queues in front of the ticket office; large groups gather around the bookstands; there is a respectable media presence. Above all, there is a gentle hint of Weltgeist (‘world spirit’) in the air. Just a year and a half ago, before the spirit of rebellion had swept through the Middle East, it would have been reasonable to doubt whether all these Arab poets, authors and musicians would be speaking and performing in front of sell-out crowds. litprom (the Society for the Promotion of African, Asian, and Latin American Literature), which is behind the festival, knew only too well from its many years of experience that Arab literature alone has only limited mass appeal. An additional something is needed to pull in the crowds; a revolution, for example. Almost overnight, the Arab Spring transformed authors who were largely unknown in Germany and are often persecuted in their own countries into sought-after figures on the German literary market.


      litprom made the most of this opportunity and gave the invited authors a platform, which they used, albeit more for political concerns than for literary matters. Boualem Sansal, for example, who was presented with the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade last autumn, explained the subtle differences between real democracy and sham democracy. His native country, Algeria, enjoys the reputation of being a model country in terms of freedom of speech, he explained. Algeria has a huge number of newspapers, magazines and television and radio stations. However, the problem is that, in one way or another, the state is behind most of them. The state, explained Sansal, gave citizens such a vast media choice that they were soon exhausted by all that was on offer and switched off. This meant that texts were being printed, but hardly anyone was reading them. In this way, he continued, media plurality benefits the government above all others. The government is using this plurality to legitimise itself both domestically and internationally. After all, said Sansal, why vote a government that respects freedom of speech out of office? With a wink, he added that such a move becomes even less likely the less this freedom results in political demands.


      Magdy El-Shafee, on the other hand, told of a text that certainly is being read. In 2008, the Egyptian author published Metro, the first Egyptian graphic novel, a genre that has proved to be a big headache for the censors. The censors, El-Shafee explained, are not actually interested in literature; literature only ever reaches a small number of readers and has quite simply become too insignificant to be banned. Metro, on the other hand, which tells the story of a young man who has had depressing encounters with those who benefitted from what used to be the Mubarak regime, was read by a great many people, thereby undermining the logic of the censors. After all, Metro is undoubtedly a book and, indeed, quite obviously literature. That said, it is a book that contains pictures, and a disturbingly large number of pictures at that. So to what genre does it belong, then? The censors didn’t even bother to enter into such theoretical literary considerations and promptly banned the book. Only now, four years later, is there any chance of an officially sanctioned new edition being published.


      Rosa Yassin Hassan explained how conventional literature can also fall foul of the powers that be. The Syrian author, who has had a travel ban lasting several years imposed on her because of her writing, was only given permission to leave the country the day before she was due to arrive in Frankfurt. The courage she showed in speaking openly about the situation in her country is thus all the more impressive. Several thousand have already died, she reported; Syrians are living in fear; many have gone underground in an attempt to evade the attention of the state. In the face of such events, she explained, she found it very difficult to talk about literature.


      Maha Hassan, an author with Kurdish roots who travelled to Frankfurt from Paris, fled the regime in Syria eight years ago. She didn’t just flee because she feared for her life; she had already published her first novels at that time and feared for her intellectual independence. ‘I wrote about three taboo subjects,’ she explained, ‘politics, sex, and religion.’ That immediately attracted the attention of the censors. Her books were banned, and labelled ‘morally contemptible’.


      'Cultural corruption’


      Censorship can, however, do much more than just condemn this book or that. Censorship is menacing because it is omnipresent, can strike at any moment, and can ban authors and their works. Moreover, what happens when posters of the president hang all over Syria, when he looks down on Syrians from countless signs, posters, and banners, when it is obvious that the entire state has been tailored to suit him? This is what happens: authors take great care and give careful consideration to what they should and shouldn’t write before they pick up their pens. Making greater or lesser concessions, taking precautionary measures, and indeed the opposite: a secret desire to please, coming to an arrangement with the powers that be ... for Maha Hassan, such behaviour is an expression of ‘cultural corruption’ from which no writer can escape.


      According to the Lebanese author Alawiyya Sobh, however, there is also pressure from society, traditions, and customs that citizens allow to regulate their daily lives. In her country, she said, this is above all demonstrated by two phenomena: the relationship between the religions and the sexes. Lebanon is a denominationally structured state. This is, however, very dangerous because an order such as this encourages citizens to base their entire political vision of the world on a denominational foundation, which brings them dangerously close to racism, a cultural racism that is no different from a biologically-based racism in its destructiveness. Moreover, the tacitly acknowledged hierarchy between the sexes and women does not contribute to the development of a free society either. According to Sobh, hierarchical thought is very difficult to overcome because it is upheld not only by openly conservative people, but also by a similar number of people  both men and women  who are supposedly modern and supposedly advanced.


      Speaking of which, women certainly dominated the event in Frankfurt. Mansura Izzeddin had travelled from Egypt and Sihem Bensedrine from Tunisia.


      Ultimately, what made the event in Frankfurt noteworthy was the fact that numerous German authors were also invited to come and debate with their Arab colleagues. Among others, Thomas Lehr and Michael Kleeberg  in whose works the Arab world plays an important role  were at the event.
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      Kersten Knipp is a journalist and literary critic who lives in Cologne.


      Translated by Aingeal Flanagan
Copyright: Goethe-Institut e. V., Fikrun wa Fann , June 2012
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