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A THOUSAND AND ONE BLOGS

THE NEW LION OF DAMASCUS

The start of the second Iraq war
coincided with the advent of web
logs, or blogging. Iraqi blogs such
as Baghdad Burning and Iraq the
Model gave Western readers di-
rect access to unedited informa-
tion about events on the ground in
Iraq. Many now read Iraqi blogs
as a supplement to traditional
news sources. Blogging is begin-
ning to take off in the Middle
East, but like much of the
Internet, the problem is separat-
ing the wheat from a dizzying
amount of chaff. Enter Toot and
D’wwen, two Internet start-ups
that index and highlight Arab
blogs—in Arabic and English—
that they deem to be the most in-
teresting.

Despite Toot’s punny name (toot
is Arabic for a tart fruit as well as
a rude noise), its Jordanian cre-
ators take a serious and hands-on
approach to highlighting blogs.
They only list blogs that share
their progressive and non-violent
ethos. D’wwen lets users vote for
their favorite entries, often high-
lighting discussions of obscure
news items. One morning, Toot
featured an Iraqi blogger reflect-
ing on the third anniversary of the
Iraq war, while a Saudi sympa-
thized with an Egyptian expelled
from Al-Azhar University for pro-
testing the treatment of Coptic
Christians.

Blogging is still relatively new in
both the Arab world and the West,
and its effects are not yet clear. It
holds the possibility of creating
new transnational communities of
ideas, and it could circumvent
censorship.�-RAS

On March 9, the Middle East Program hosted David Lesch, professor of history at
Trinity University, to discuss his new book, The New Lion of Damascus: Bashar al-Asad
and Modern Syria. According to Lesch, the U.S. and Syria missed several opportunities
for cooperation immediately after 9/11, and recent developments in the Middle East,
including the Iraq War and the Hariri assassination, have actually strengthened his re-
gime.  In the near-term, he suggested, Bashar will have to make a choice between
consolidating his power further and pursuing an economic and political opening.
Lesch researched the book by conducting a series of extensive interviews with Bashar
and his entourage.  A summary of Lesch’s lecture is available online at http://
www.csis.org/media/csis/events/060309_leschsummary.pdf.�
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Imagine a rapidly growing city filled with young people from the countryside, looking for work
and shirking the strict codes of their rural communities.  Imagine them crowding into uniformly
poor urban quarters, as the wealthy decamp downtown for newly created suburbs.

Imagine as well, a growing piety taking root. Religious charities spring up, and religious networks
provide economic capital to the young strivers. Alcohol stocks are destroyed as liquor emerges as
a symbol of moral decay. Pious men and women rise to leadership positions in their communities.
Most dramatically, there is a surge in personal proselytization, especially among women, as one-
by-one family members become more engaged in a life of faith and observance. Religious poli-
tics do not follow far behind, as the newly faithful seek to make their votes align with their faith,
and politicians embrace religious language, imagery, and outward piety.

While the city described here could be Riyadh, Cairo or Casablanca. It could be Damascus, or
Zarqa or Fes. Instead, it is Rochester, NY in 1831, during a period of massive evangelization and
religious revivalism called “The Second Great Awakening.” What happened then in Rochester
sheds insight into what we are seeing in Muslim communities around the world today.

The common view of the rise of Islamic politics sees it driven by as crisis: armies of deeply alien-
ated, unemployed young people turn their backs on a society that failed them and instead turn
toward God. Many—including many in the Middle East—see it as a revolutionary threat to exist-
ing systems.

Yet, the more important part of this phenomenon may not be a revolt from below. Instead, like
the Second Great Awakening, it should be seen as an effort from the “middle” to establish order
and meaning in a rapidly changing society.

The most obvious flaw in the theory that political Islam is a reaction to bad governance is just how
common political Islam is. Were the idea true, one would expect to see relatively well-governed
Muslim-majority countries more immune to it, and more poorly governed countries more suscep-
tible. We do not. Instead, political Islam appears to be a virtual constant throughout the Middle
East and South and Southeast Asia.
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Links of Interest

On March 13, the Middle East Program sponsored a lecture by Roy
Mottahedeh, Gruney Professor of History at Harvard, on the
religious and political development of the Iraqi Shia:
http://www.csis.org/media/csis/events/03132006_aramcoislam.pdf

The Middle East Program led a delegation of American and European
researchers to Morocco to examine its reform process. CSIS recently
published a summary of the group’s findings:
http://www.csis.org/mideast/northafrica

Link to the blog-filtering website, Toot:
http://www.itoot.net

Link to the blog-filtering website, D’wwen:
http://www.dwwen.com

Yet, the political Islam that we see is not uniform around the world. To understand the phenomenon, it is important to keep two things in
mind. First, Islam is neither static nor inert. In the wise words of American University Professor Mustafa Kemal Pasha, “‘Islamic’ is not a
self-evident category.” Syrian-born anthropologist Aziz al-Azmeh observes further, “There are as many Islams as there are situations that
sustain it.” Islam responds, it is vested with meaning, and it is a living force.

Second, Islamic movements are fundamentally modern in the way that they organize people and speak to them. Their outwardly tradi-
tional style makes them appear to be comfortable, authentic, and non-threatening. In many places, it is the secular nationalists who ap-
pear tired and inert, and it is the Islamists who are modern and active.

Islamic political movements capitalize on these two principles. They aggressively use new media—from CD’s and DVD’s to streaming video and
chat rooms on the Internet—to spread their message. Islamic institutions are often attractive and new, and they sport the latest technology. There
is also a dynamism in Islamic intellectual life, driven in part by a force of homogenization as a modern, “orthodox Islam” drives out localized
traditions and superstitions (and in many places, traditional Sufi movements). In the opposite direction, it is driven by a crisis of authority that makes
everyone a potential expert and puts both digitized, searchable religious texts and broadcasting power in the hands of previously marginal figures.
All of this happens in an environment in which literacy is increasingly common, and satellite television is often even more so.

Successful Islamic parties tend to share certain traits: They tout their modernity and their competence. They are often strongly nationalistic.
In many cases, their pan-Islamic credentials are built on resistance to the West and support for the Palestinian cause. They do not run on
platforms that advocate violence.

In 19th century Rochester, the newly converted flocked to the Whig Party, which stood in opposition to the Democrats. Like modern U.S.
political parties, the Whigs had a base that was partly ideological and partly class-driven. In the one-party states or no-party states that
prevail in much of the Muslim-majority world, Islamist voices lack a partisan alternative. Consequently, rather than representing an Islam-
ist constituency within a broader party, Islamist movements most often exist independently, and often represent the strongest and most
viable opposition to the status quo.

None of this is to deny that radicalism exists in Muslim communities. Instead, it is to suggest that concentrating on the radical fringes systematically
misses the growing Islamic revival in the “center” of many Muslim societies, which is what gives those movements their mass appeal.

Rather than seeing Islamist movements as a revolutionary force, it is better to see them as an evolutionary force seeking to impose order
and meaning on a changing society. After secular and revolutionary republican movements in Egypt, Iraq, Palestine and elsewhere
seemed to turn their backs on the idea of middle class empowerment, many see Islam as a way to nurture it.

The Islamic revival described here is being stoked by large forces—technology, demographics, and education—that are difficult to either
shape or direct. While many Americans are most comfortable with our own brand of secular liberalism, we will likely have to accommo-
date ourselves to an Islamic religious revival. Two ideas should be of comfort: the political consequences of that revival are neither self-
evident nor inevitable, and like most revivals, it is far more likely to be part of a cycle rather than an end state.�02/24/06


