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Founded in 1921, the Council on Foreign Relations is an independent, national membership
organization and a nonpartisan center for scholars dedicated to producing and disseminating
ideas so that individual and corporate members, as well as policymakers, journalists, students,
and interested citizens in the United States and other countries, can better understand the
world and the foreign policy choices facing the United States and other governments. The
Council does this by convening meetings; conducting a wide-ranging Studies program; publish-
ing Foreign Affairs, the preeminent journal covering international affairs and U.S. foreign policy;
maintaining a diverse membership; sponsoring Independent Task Forces; and providing up-
to-date information about the world and U.S. foreign policy on the Council’s website,
www.cfr.org.

THE COUNCIL TAKES NO INSTITUTIONAL POSITION ON POLICY ISSUES
AND HASNO AFFILIATION WITH THE U.S. GOVERNMENT. ALLSTATEMENTS
OF FACT AND EXPRESSIONS OF OPINION CONTAINED IN ITS PUBLICA-
TIONS ARE THE SOLE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE AUTHOR OR AUTHORS.

The Council will sponsor an Independent Task Force when (1) an issue of current and critical
importance to U.S. foreign policy arises, and (2) it seems that a group diverse in backgrounds
and perspectives may, nonetheless, be able to reach a meaningful consensus on a policy through
private and nonpartisan deliberations. Typically, a Task Force meets between two and five
times over a brief period to ensure the relevance of its work.

Upon reaching a conclusion, a Task Force issues a report, and the Council publishes its text
and posts it on the Council website. Task Force reports reflect a strong and meaningful policy
consensus, with Task Force members endorsing the general policy thrust and judgments
reached by the group, though not necessarily every finding and recommendation. Task Force
members who join the consensus may submit additional or dissenting views, which are included
in the final report. “Chairman’s Reports” are signed by Task Force chairs only and are usually
preceded or followed by full Task Force reports. Upon reaching a conclusion, a Task Force
may also ask individuals who were not members of the Task Force to associate themselves
with the Task Force report to enhance its impact. All Task Force reports “benchmark’ their
findings against current administration policy in order to make explicit areas of agreement and
disagreement. The Task Force is solely responsible for its report. The Council takes no
institutional position.

For further information about the Council or this Task Force, please write to the Council
on Foreign Relations, 58 East 68th Street, New York, NY 10021, or call the Director of
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Foreword

Over the past five decades, U.S. policy in the Arab world has been
predicated largely on the notion that the political status quo in the
region best served Washington’s interests. With the assistance of Arab
partners such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Bahrain, Kuwait, and
Morocco, the United States built a remarkably good record of achieving
its objectives—notably, protecting the free flow of oil from the Persian
Gulf, ensuring Israel’s security, confronting rogue states, battling terror-
ism, and during the Cold War, containing Soviet influence in the
region. Yet the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, DC,
on September 11, 2001, challenged the underlying assumption of U.S.
Middle East policy. Within a short time after the attacks, policymakers
began to question whether authoritarian political systems in the Middle
East were sources of stability or the primary causes of the political
alienation and extremism that fueled organizations like al-Qaeda. The
Bush administration clearly believes the best way to ““drain the swamp”
that produces terrorists is to promote democracy and reform more
broadly in the Middle East.

The Council on Foreign Relations established this Independent
Task Force to consider whether promoting democracy in the Middle
Eastisin the best interests of the United States and, if so, how Washington
should implementsuch a policy. The Task Force reached the conclusion
that, notwithstanding short-term risks, democracy in the Middle East
is a desirable goal. In its report, the Task Force asserts that over the
long run, the development of democratic institutions in Arab countries
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“will diminish the appeal of extremism and terrorism, the risks of
revolutionary upheaval, and the emergence of regimes openly hostile
to the United States.” From these important findings this Task Force
report offers a comprehensive set of policy recommendations for the
Bush administration to promote an “environment in the Middle East
that is conducive to peaceful democratic change.”

The Council is deeply appreciative of two eminent public servants,
former Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright and former R epresen-
tative Vin Weber (R-MN), for chairing this effort. Their intellectual
leadership steered the Task Force toward consensus on an issue of
significant importance to the United States and the Arab world. My
thanks also go to Steven A. Cook, a next generation fellow at the
Council who specializes in Arab politics, who skillfully directed this
project from its beginning. Finally, I wish to thank the Task Force
members for this important contribution to the national debate.

Richard N. Haass

President

Council on Foreign Relations
June 2005
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Executive Summary

The Middle East will be a central focus of U.S. foreign policy for the
next generation and beyond. While the list of challenges in the region
is long, the Arab world also presents opportunities. In a region marked
by a “democracy deficit” and limited economic prospects, there is also
ferment. From Marrakesh to Cairo and Ramallah to Riyadh, Arabs
are engaged in intense debate, self-reflection, and reassessment of their
societies. Washington has a chance to help shape a more democratic
Middle East. Whereas emphasis on stability was once the hallmark of
U.S. Middle East policy, democracy and freedom have become a
priority. Indeed, U.S. policymakers concluded shortly after the Septem-
ber 11 attacks that the prevailing domestic political, economic, and
social conditions within Arab countries were a serious national secu-
rity concern.

Through a critical examination of regional developments and an
assessment of U.S. options, the Task Force sought to answer two
primary questions: First, does a policy of promoting democracy in the
Middle East serve U.S. interests and foreign policy goals? Second, if
so, how should the United States implement such a policy, taking into
account the full range of its interests?

The Task Force’s answer to the first question is “yes.” The United
States should support democracy consistently and in all regions of the
world. Although democracy entails certain inherent risks, the denial of
freedom carries much more significant long-term dangers. If Arab
citizens are able to express grievances freely and peacefully, they will
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be less likely to turn to more extreme measures. They will also be
more likely to build open and prosperous societies with respect for
human nights and the rule of law.

In answer to the second question, the United States should promote
the development of democratic institutions and practices over the long
term, mindful that democracy cannot be imposed from the outside
and that sudden, traumatic change is neither necessary nor desirable.
America’s goal in the Middle East should be to encourage democratic
evolution, not revolution. Policymakers should take into account the
region’s political and economic diversity, its lack of a strong democratic
tradition, and the challenge of moving beyond the relatively simple
process of holding elections to the construction of independent and
sustainable democracies. America’s goal should be to support the devel-
opment of democratic systems that are open to participation across the
ideological spectrum, excluding only those who refuse to commit to
peaceful procedures.

Findings and Recommendations

* Promoting political, economic, and social change in the Arab world
requires a country-by-country strategy. Nevertheless, a number of
basic principles should be emphasized across the region, including
human rights, political representation, constitutional checks and bal-
ances, tolerance, rule of law, women’s rights, and transparency of
decision-making. Despite its recent emphasis on democracy in the
Middle East, Washington has yet to speak in a consistent manner
to various Arab countries on these important issues.

* The Bush administration should encourage Arab leaders to develop
public, detailed “pathways to reform” that respond to the specific
demands for change made by citizens within their countries. The
public nature of these plans would help Arab citizens hold their leaders
accountable to specific political, economic, and social benchmarks.

* This report is not about the Arab-Israeli conflict, but U.S. policy
on that subject is relevant to America’s credibility in the region. The
Task Force believes the United States should continue its renewed



