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Democratization

As one author suggests, the paradox of American power is that America is “too great to be challenged by any other state, yet not great enough to solve problems such as global terrorism and nuclear proliferation.  America needs the help and respect of other nations.”
  For many, the U.S.-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq are powerful examples of the truth of such an approach.  In a few short weeks, the U.S. rapidly defeated the opposing forces in each country, quickly occupying the respective capitals and beginning the process of reconstruction and democratization.  However, in both Afghanistan and Iraq, the sheer magnitude and difficulty of these two tasks quickly transformed American confidence into doubt and internal debate.  

A central component of America’s foreign policy is the notion that creating democracies throughout the world—especially in the troubled Middle East—is the best method of securing peace and security at home and abroad.  In November of 2003, in the wake of the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, President Bush visited England and gave an important foreign policy speech at Whitehall Palace in London.  Despite the difficulties already evident in Afghanistan and Iraq, Bush declared, “The third pillar of security is our commitment to the global expansion of democracy, and the hope and progress it brings, as the alternative to instability and to hatred and terror.  We cannot rely exclusively on military power to assure our long-term security.  Lasting peace is gained as justice and democracy advance.”
  Supporters of the policy suggest that initial difficulties do not undermine the worth or wisdom of the policy.  After all, democracy took years to develop in Japan and Germany.  

On the other hand, critics offer important questions that need answers.  Is Bush correct that democratization represents a path to lasting peace?  Should the U.S. seek to expand democracy throughout the world?  Is the U.S. capable of promoting democracy around the world, and can the U.S. sustain this sort of policy economically, militarily, or politically?  In order to address these foundational questions one might approach democratization from the perspective of U.S. fundamental interests and threats
--assessing the impact of democratization on America's interests as well as the effect on accompanying threats to those interests. 
U.S. Interests


As with any nation, fundamental U.S. interests include peace, security, and economic prosperity.  However, it has long been an aim of U.S. foreign policy to attain these interests, in part, by promoting a world of constitutional democracies.  As G. John Ikenberry writes: 
"The American promotion of democracy abroad...particularly as it has been pursued after World War II, reflects a pragmatic, evolving, and sophisticated understanding of how to create a stable international political order and a congenial security environment: what might be called an American 'liberal' grand strategy.  This orientation sees the character of the domestic regimes of other states as hugely important for the attainment of American security and material interests.  Put simply, the United States is better able to pursue its interests, reduce security threats in its environment, and foster a stable political order when other states--particularly the major great powers--are democracies rather than non-democracies" (Ikenberry 103).    

Further, at the U.N. General Assembly in September of 2004, President Bush portrayed a stark contrast between democratic and authoritarian governments.  Bush asserted that liberal democracies are peaceful and hopeful, while authoritarian governments are less peaceful, less stable, and more readily choose aggression and support terrorism.  Based on these assumptions and the belief that "the United States must defend liberty and justice because these principles are right and true for all people everywhere" (NSS), the U.S. regards the promotion of democracy as one of America’s most preeminent interests.  Asserting that “freedom is the non-negotiable demand of human dignity; the birthright of every person—in every civilization,” America seeks to create peaceful and stable democracies throughout the world—most recently in Iraq and Afghanistan.
  

However, some critics suggest that these assumptions are misguided and dangerous, serving as the intellectual catalyst for arrogant and counterproductive interventions:  
"We Americans deeply believe that our role in the world is virtuous--that our actions are almost invariably for the good of others as well as ourselves.  Even when our country's actions have led to disaster, we assume that the motives behind them were honorable.  But the evidence is building up that in the decade following the end of the Cold War, the United States largely abandoned a reliance on diplomacy, economic aid, international law, and multilateral institutions in carrying out its foreign policies and resorted much of the time to bluster, military force, and financial manipulation.  The world is not a safer place as a result"  (Johnson 216).


Are democracies necessarily more peaceful than other forms of government?  Is liberal constitutional democracy a value system and form of government that is exclusively “Western” or is it the ideal for all people?  Does the U.S. have a moral or legal right or duty to intervene in other countries to transform authoritarian regimes into democratic regimes?  The answers to these central and important questions will likely determine the success or failure of U.S. foreign policy in the future.  
Democratization and Threats to the U.S.

As the U.S. National Security Strategy states, “The gravest danger our Nation faces lies at the crossroads of radicalism and technology.”
  In other words, the possibility that international terrorists may gain access to weapons of mass destruction represents the most serious threat to U.S. security.  While democracy provides no short-term answer to these security threats, some suggest that a new wave of democratization can eventually transform failed states and rogue states into nations that will oppose terrorism and promote peace.  Failed states such as pre-invasion Afghanistan or African states such as Somalia can serve as fertile ground for international terrorist training and recruitment.  Similarly, rogue states such as North Korea and Iran represent the possibility that nation-states may share weapons of mass destruction with terrorist organizations.  While the threats posed by failed and rogue states demand an assertive and proactive short-term U.S. response, a long-term solution is decidedly more complex.  Consistent with democratic peace theory, the Bush Administration believes that the promotion of democracy in these situations provides the best strategy to counter these threats.  Democratic peace theory suggests that democracies are (as Charles Lipson states) more "reliable partners" internationally because 1) their politics are more open to outside scrutiny and thus facilitate long-term commitments; 2) they cannot easily bluff, deceive other nations, or launch surprise military attacks; 3) their leaders are constrained by constitutional rules and the commitments associated with elected, representative government; and 4) bargains and promises between democracies are open to public debate and thus more durable.  As Lipson continues, "democracies are uniquely adapted to seal enduring bargains with each other and thus avoid the blight of war" (Reliable Partners).  However, some thinkers such as Fareed Zakaria suggest that the U.S. should first seek to establish constitutional liberalism before promoting democracy and elections.
  Hence, democratic peace, though desirable, is an unlikely outcome if not properly pursued.  Is democracy viable in countries such as Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, and North Korea?  if so, what is the best path to democratization in these countries?  

While the U.S. has understandably focused on democratization in the Middle East in the wake of September 11th, one must not overlook the state of democracy in countries such as Russia and China.  While the U.S. enjoys the overwhelming preponderance of military and economic power, Russia and China are nuclear-equipped powers with economies growing at roughly twice the rate of the U.S. economy.
  Conceivably, both Russia and China could convert this growing economic clout into increased military power.  Though U.S. relations with these countries remain delicate but fairly stable, if one accepts the tenets of democratic peace theory, the state of democracy in both countries should be a cause for concern.  Following the terrorist attack at Beslan, President Vladimir Putin ordered the rollback of a number of important democratic advances in Russia.  In China, the Communist Party continues to pursue economic liberalization while forestalling any significant democratic liberalization.  Should the U.S. maintain robust trade with China in the hope that a more economically democratic China will become more politically democratic?  Or, should the U.S. reverse its course with China, believing instead that several years from now the U.S. will face a powerful peer competitor that the U.S.'s economic support helped create?  Does international peace and American security even require durable democracies in China and Russia?  Or, will the threat of international terrorism serve as a unifying force between powers as disparate as the U.S., China, and Russia?  

Democratization and Islamism

The National Security Strategy further states that "the great struggles of the twentieth century between liberty and totalitarianism ended with a decisive victory for the forces of freedom--and a single sustainable model for national success: freedom, democracy, and free enterprise...[a] path [that] is not America's alone.  It is open to all."  Similarly, President Bush stated in his commencement address at West Point in 2002, "moral truth is the same in every culture, in every time, and in every place...We are in a conflict between good and evil...When it comes to the common rights and needs of men and women, there is no clash of civilizations."  Whether or not this approach is correct, one must nevertheless consider how U.S. democratization efforts may be perceived (and also manipulated) by other nations, rogue states, or extremist groups.  Do U.S. efforts to promote secular political rule, where power is primarily vested in the people and rulers are chosen through free elections, appear as a threat to other international actors?  More specifically, how does the prospect of democratic government impact the ideologies and political goals of Islamist terror organizations?   

A review of Islamist literature suggests that the fundamentalist Islamic message includes a steady, continual claim of the following:  1) Islam is under attack from the jahiliyyah
, led by the U.S., which seeks to exterminate Islam; 2) Fighting against the jahiliyyah is the duty of every Muslim, those who fight will be rewarded richly, and Allah will ensure that the fight will ultimately end in victory (jahiliyyah and "true" Islam cannot coexist); and 3) The trials, poverty, and hardships common to Muslim lands today is the fault of the West and has occurred (Allah has allowed it) only because Muslims have not been devout enough.  Implicit in these claims is that any and all means of warfare are just, and that the ongoing efforts of the West to democratize (promote its way of life politically, economically, even technologically) is part of a larger scheme to globalize the world into Western beliefs and ways, which is essentially an attack on “true” Islam.  Given this perspective, one might question whether democratization and U.S. efforts at restoring “civic peace” (development of infrastructure, health care, food, subsidies) in Muslim lands can have the traditional “hearts and minds” effect.  Is it accurate to state that insurgents in Iraq see U.S. democratizing efforts as "proof" of the fundamentalist message and are therefore undeterred, even inspired to attack U.S. forces on these grounds?
Conclusion  

The U.S. has long viewed the promotion of liberal democratic ideals (and institutions) as an important part of a foreign policy that seeks to establish greater stability and peace in the world.  However, it is clear that in doing so, the U.S. intends to maintain the balance-of-power status quo (with America as an unbalanced hegemon), which prompts several important questions:  Is democratization a key component of future U.S. security?  Is democracy a universal value--can democracy succeed in all nations?  Can the U.S. sustain such an expensive and cumbersome foreign policy?  What effect does democratization have on other great powers--and also on non-state actors, particularly Islamist groups in the war on terror?  Leadership, vigorous debate and critical analysis can help provide answers to these important questions, and such answers will have an immediate and lasting impact on U.S. affairs in the long term.  
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� For a broader approach to analyzing U.S. security policy, one must address not only U.S. fundamental interests and threats, but also various strategies to counter such threats and the forces required to execute the chosen strategy.  Agreement on interests does not, of course, mean agreement on threats, but even when these two are generally agreed upon, the debate on strategy and forces is deeply divided.      


� The National Security Strategy of the United States of America.


� The National Security Strategy of the United States of America.


� Zakaria, Fareed.  The Future of Freedom:  Illiberal Democracy at Home and Abroad.  W. W. Norton and Co.  New York.  2003.  


� According to the Economist, the Russian economy is growing at 7.4% and the Chinese economy is growing 9.6% per year.


� Jahiliyyah is an Islamist term for “ignorance” that typically refers to the time prior to the 7th century emergence of Islam.  Syed Qutb (1906-1966) used the term (in Milestones) to refer to any nation/government that does not recognize the authority of the Sharia, and is therefore illegitimate and an enemy of true Islam.  This includes secular Muslim governments, but is more forcefully used by Qutb to describe Western influence.   





