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Foolish Ideas and Necessary Critique: Freedom of Expression in the 
Muslim World 

1.  Introduction: Schadenfreude und Fremdschämen 

Ladies and Gentlemen: 

In the old days, Americans would open a presentation usually with a joke, Germans 

with an apology, and Middle Easterners often with a conspiracy theory – on top of 

being late.  

Now that Americans no longer make jokes but have become one, let me as a good 

German get this out of the way first: I am sorry that I will be speaking in English and 

not in the beautifully intricate idiom of my adoptive country. But the topic we will 

be speaking about tonight is so vexed, so poisoned by ill-feelings on all sides, that 

precision and nuance of language is required, and I will be struggling enough with 

that even without having to navigate Danish pronunciation.  

As a good Middle Easterner, I should now regale you with a good conspiracy theory, 

but there is already enough of that coming out of Washington these days. These are 

no longer the olden days, and these are no ordinary times. So, let me put on my 

Catholic hat and share a confession with you:  

As a public international lawyer, a Western academic hailing from Iran, the election 

of Mr. Trump and the self-inflicted wound of Brexit have been a source of furtive, 

stealthy joy for me. My German mother-tongue has a word for this, Schadenfreude, 

which probably is more relatable to a Danish audience than the unwieldy Latinate 

English word epicaricacy, but they both express the same sentiment: the joy of seeing 

someone, especially someone powerful or self-righteous, go through a misfortune.  

Now, we all know that this isn’t a very proud sentiment; in fact, my Catholic mother 

and my Jesuit teachers would have explicitly disapproved of such a base sentiment. 

Furthermore, not only isn’t it very nice to glee at the misfortune of others, anyone 
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following the news these days will be aware that the new occupant of the White 

House might actually make things a lot worse for friends and family in the Middle 

East, not least in my native Iran. And because at any rate we should all strive to make 

our mothers proud, let me explain my sentiment. In so doing, permit me to introduce 

you to yet another incisive German word, Fremdschämen, which, again, is much more 

evocative than the somewhat sterile secondary embarrassment that our Anglo-Saxon 

friends use to describe the same sentiment.  

Even if you have never heard the expression before, you will know the feeling. Just 

remember the last Julefrokost when Jørgen and Stine on the dancefloor … This 

sentiment of deep unease when seeing somebody making a complete fool of himself 

is compounded when that someone is somehow related to oneself, thus imposing a 

shared responsibility for the shameful act and opening oneself to vicarious ridicule.  

Scandinavians only rarely encounter this sentiment; too perfect, too beautiful, too 

well-organised are your societies with your happiness rankings, your designer 

furniture and eight weeks of paid vacation. The little boredom, emotional 

detachment and mild xenophobia for which you are known do not lend themselves 

too easily to feelings of fremdschämen.  

But ask any Middle Easterner and he or she will know this sting of shared shame, 

when President Erdogan of Turkey claims in all seriousness that it wasn’t Columbus 

but an unknown Muslim seafarer who discovered America, only to have his deed 

being kept out of the history books by some determined Western conspiracy. Or 

when then President Ahmadinejad wanted to teach the Germans about the 

holocaust. And we will not speak here of the questionable sartorial choices of 

countless moustachioed dictators in my part of the world. 

The problem is, of course, that the Islamic world has been beset by more than, 

admittedly crass, ‘fashion crimes.’ If Ghaddafi’s or Saddam’s worst offense had been 

their problematic sense of style in the choice of their phantasy uniforms, we could 

all have a laugh and the Middle Easterners in the room would experience some sense 
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of fremdschämen, but nothing too embarrassing or painful. The problem is, of course, 

that the Islamic world has for the past two hundred years experienced a sustained 

downward spiral, of which the current paroxysm of violence and state failure is but 

the most recent nadir.  

For happy go lucky Scandinavians, whose worst cultural association is a mildly 

annoying habit of Besserwissertum at your self-proclaimed but grudgingly accepted spot 

at the top of  socio-cultural evolution, it will be difficult to comprehend, much less 

commiserate with the vicarious shame that follows a Western-trained admirer of 

Weber and Voltaire throughout his academic and social journey, during which he is 

constantly confronted and associated with the terrible, terrible practices so prevalent 

in his native region.  

We all know that ‘fashion crimes’ are the least of our worries in the Middle East, 

where crimes of the utmost brutality are not only committed but openly defended 

on religious and other grounds. It is not a vague sense of vicarious unease but deep, 

personal shame and anger that besets someone like me at the news of human rights 

violations of the utmost gravity and depravity. Perhaps more painful than the act as 

such is the possibility of its justification on some twisted theological or ideological 

reasoning, often relying on impeccable classical interpretations of god’s law.  

When the sexual enslavement of young women is not only occurring, but justified 

with reference to classical Islamic law and when such mendacity is met with the 

mildest of retorts by thinking Muslims, the association with that cultural space 

becomes shameful. Especially when one remembers that the publication of a few 

cartoons by a provincial newspaper in a peripheral country on the edge of Europe is 

capable of eliciting decades of extremely violent operettas of orchestrated rage by 

the adherents of this self-proclaimed ‘religion of peace.’ 

For us who have roots in that culture are these manifestations of difference deeply 

embarrassing. But perhaps more importantly, they are for us – as probably for you – 

deeply perplexing. What drives this visceral defence of religious, ethnic and 
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ideological ‘certainties’? What is the source of this extreme inferiority complex, of 

this evident psychological “unease with modernity,” as the recently deceased Syrian 

philosopher Sadiq al-Azm put it in the title of one of his books?  

But before I venture to offer an attempt at a partial answer, let me briefly return to 

Mr. Trump, why he has made life in some respects easier for an Eastern academic 

living in the West and what all this has to do with freedom of expression.  

Some of you might have participated in the conference I organised some weeks ago 

in this very room on the implementation of the Iran Nuclear Agreement, the so-

called Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. Concluded in the summer of 2015, the 

agreement has been rightfully described as a “masterpiece of (nuclear) diplomacy.” 

While deliberately not structured as a legal agreement, it embodies the promise of 

international law in resolving conflicts peacefully. President Trump and large parts 

of the Republican Party had been and continue to be viscerally opposed to the 

agreement, yet they have so far not walked away from it despite highly vocal promises 

before the election to do precisely that. That this has not happened has a lot to do 

with the importance of rational thinking, meeting domestic criticism and doing the 

hard homework of preparing for complex multilateral negotiations. 

We can ignore here the specifics of this most complex of agreements, but there is 

one of the many critical phases of its negotiations that is indicative of a wider 

phenomenon. As you might remember, President Obama’s willingness to achieve a 

negotiated outcome of the dispute has been extremely controversial among his 

Republican political opponents. At one point in early 2015 almost all Republican 

Senators (47, while 7 refused to sign) led by the freshman Senator Tom Cotton, an 

Iraq- and Afghanistan War veteran and graduate of Harvard Law School, wrote an 

open letter to the Iranian leadership in which they pretended to offer the Iranians a 

much-needed remedial class in American constitutional law. According to them, 

President Obama was not authorised to conclude the agreement and they would tear 

it apart should their party return to power.  
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The letter has been described by American law professors as a treasonable act, apart 

from being quite simply wrong in its interpretation of domestic law. One of my 

American colleagues used a term that comes quite close to fremdschämen, he described 

it as a ‘face palm.’ 

For the purposes of our conversation tonight much more important is the reaction 

shown by the Iranian delegation. Unlike his predecessors, who had been well-versed 

in revolutionary rhetoric but not necessarily effective legal communication, Foreign 

Minister Zarif answered himself with a remedial class in law. Ignoring their faulty 

interpretations of American constitutional law, he remarked that the Senators were 

entirely mistaken about the legal basis of an agreement concluded between seven 

sovereign states and two international organisations. In his open reply letter, he curtly 

remarked that like any other domestic law, American constitutional law, whatever its 

provisions, would be irrelevant, as the agreement would be governed by international 

law.  

Accordingly, the Iranians did not rely on political commitments made by the 

American delegation, but instead on skilfully using the available instruments and 

institutions of international law to insulate the agreement from domestic challenges 

by any one actor. Their aim, both domestically and internationally, has been to link 

the revocation of the agreement to very high political costs and thereby make it 

unlikely. The success of that strategy is shown by Mr. Trumps inability so far to 

destroy the agreement. 

Zarif’s letter, as the entire performance of the Iranian negotiation team, came as 

surprise to Iranians used to the secondary embarrassment of seeing their leaders 

making a fool out of themselves in public. It was a new experience for once to see 

that it was their representatives who were using sound legal argument, calmly 

delivered with great force, while wacky ideas and clownish posturing were much in 

evidence among Western opponents. What had happened? 
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I do not intent to speak about the specifics of the actual agreement, but would like 

you to see the episode as an illustration of a slowly changing attitude in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran towards the existing international legal order. Iran despite its many 

negative experiences relied on the law to achieve its national interests, perhaps for 

the first time since 1946, when a skilful Iranian prime-minister outmanoeuvred the 

Soviet Union in the very first session of the United Nations Security Council to 

secure the withdrawal of Soviet occupation troops. It did so despite evident 

ideological hostility to numerous powerful actors, and despite her normative 

opposition to a legal order derived from and dominated by Western concepts.  

Foreign minister Zarif’s lecturing of the American Senators must therefore be 

understood also in the context of the inner-Iranian controversy about the wisdom 

for a revolutionary, anti-status quo power to seek salvation in a legal order created 

and tailored to the needs of its erstwhile colonial masters. We need to acknowledge 

here the deliberate ideological opposition of the Islamic Republic of Iran as a 

revolutionary state committed to Third-World solidarity and a principled rejection 

of the existing international legal order.  

The identity of the contemporary Iranian state could thus be described with a 

metaphor of three concentric circles. In the centre are national interests that would 

be applicable for any other political community as well: territorial security, economic 

and political independence, and a certain a certain demand for dignity and respect. 

Next comes a circle of revolutionary values and forms of identification that are 

shared by the Islamic Republic with many other, explicitly also non-Islamic socialist 

movements. It is only in the last, outermost layer that we find the specifically Islamic 

identity of the state and large parts of its people.  

It is this last, important but partial aspect that I have been asked to elucidate tonight. 

I would like to address this Islamic, by no means specifically Iranian, view of the 

international order and the place of one’s own state in it, from two distinct angles: 

first, the discrepancy between a glorious history and a miserable present; and, second, 

the lessons to be drawn for the nature of the modern Muslim state. In a third aspect, 
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I will address the role of critical thinking and the need for freedom of expression in 

such a state.  

Here it might be useful to remember that modern international law as it developed 

in the wake of the Westphalian peace was created to permit coexistence in the absence 

of normative agreement. Contemporary talk about an ‘international community’ and 

‘universal values’ tends to obscure that modern international law, as opposed to pre-

modern systems of inter-group normativity, rests on the acceptance of the physical 

inability of enforcing a common ideological vision. This requires a regulatory system 

that permits different, often mutually antagonistic units to remain different while living 

alongside each other. Among the areas where strong normative difference continues 

to exists is international human rights law, not least with respect to freedom of 

expression and blasphemy. 

Most international law textbooks open with some variation of this exhortation.  The 

student is asked to engage with the inherent complexity and normative plurality of 

modern international law. Unlike pre-modern ‘universal states,’ like the Roman, 

Chinese or Islamic empires, modern international law developed from the collapse 

of the Catholic church as a the ‘universal church’ for the European state system after 

the reformation. The inconclusive Thirty-Year-War cemented the acceptance that 

one’s neighbour would remain different and committed to deeply offensive ideas and 

that there was simply nothing one could, or should, be doing about it.  

We do well to remember this basic idea, fundamental to the present international 

order created after 1945 and laid down in Article 2(4) of the United Nations Charter, 

which protects the internal composition of a state from violent change from the 

outside: 

All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use 
of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state, 
or in any other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations. 

This deliberate normative agnosticism of international law needs to be acknowledges. 

It has been easy to forget amidst the euphoria that greeted the nuclear deal, just how 
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bellicose American, Israeli and Saudi rhetoric towards Iran had been in the years 

2002-13 (and in some instances, continues to be). The success of the deal can be 

linked to three important factors, whose persistence allows cautious optimism about 

the longevity of the agreement, but, more importantly, about the role of international 

law: 

First, Iran finally possessed in FM Zarif and his staff skilled diplomatic personnel 

who understood and spoke the symbolic idiom of the enemy, while remaining 

steadfastly committed to the Islamic Republic. He dispensed with the stale and 

counter-productive rhetoric of the third circle and conveyed effectively to his 

Western peers and their publics that Iran, like any other nation, had legitimate 

interests located in the first circle, and psychological demands of being treated equally 

and with dignity and respect, demands that are located in both the first and second 

circle. The overwhelming support these demands enjoy among Iranians, whether 

supporters or detractors of the Islamic Republic, was highlighted in the tremendous 

popular response Mr. Zarif’s angry retort to attempts at intimidation received during 

the negotiations: Never threaten an Iranian! 

Second, the new personnel that came to office with President Rouhani brought with 

them the realisation that the international system, skewed, power-based and unfair 

as it inherently is, offers opportunities to those skilled in the techniques and 

instruments of international law. This is a major departure from previous Iranian 

scepticism, acquired through more than a century of being at the receiving end of 

international legal arrangements. FM Zarif’s adept response to the remarkably 

infantile letter sent by Senate Republicans is indicative of this newfound belief in the 

utility of international legal discourse. 

Third, without denigrating the personal commitment and courage exhibited by 

President Obama and Secretaries Kelly and Moniz in persevering towards a 

negotiated outcome despite unprecedented domestic and allied opposition, it is easy 

to overstate the personal element here. American willingness to accept a negotiated 
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outcome was in no small part a result of the realisation that good military options 

were simply unavailable.  

Having myself served for ten years in Afghanistan, including a year as a direct 

contractor for the US government, I am sure that Iranian officials and military 

analysts could likewise not fail but observe the limits of Western capability in that 

country and in Iraq. Iranian leaders know that their security and the survival of their 

form of government depends on raising the cost of military engagement for their 

enemies. Normatively distressing at it certainly has been, the strategy pursued in Syria 

since 2012 has been highly successful in imposing heavy costs onto Western, 

especially European nations now struggling with refugee flows. These material costs 

clearly affected American and European calculations going into and staying in the 

nuclear negotiations. As these strategic factors remain unchanged, some cautious 

optimism about the persistence of the nuclear agreement is due. 

You will realise that in the previous account I have deliberately refrained from using 

morally pleasing, but analytically misleading language indicating a community of 

interests and values. Perhaps old-fashioned, my approach to international and public 

law more generally is informed by the existence of competing material and strategic 

interests, not the assumption of commonality. This approach is guided by the 

expectation that failing to respond to material conditions will be costly. Legal 

regulations that remain out of sync with material conditions will impose costs in 

terms of efficiency and capability of the political community.  

To be sure, a political community can make normative choices and often does so in 

deliberate counter-distinction to other communities. Human rights commitments, 

including norms regulating freedom of expression, are often understood to be such 

purely normative choices, valuable primarily as markers of distinction. But as will 

become apparent in due course, such norms also serve a functional purpose, which 

actually supports their universality, irrespective of the inherently conflictual nature 

of the international system. 
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2. Dogmatic No and Historical Yes 

In the framework of this short lecture, I can offer only the most cursory of overviews 

of the rich tapestry of Muslim history. Those of you who would like to hear more, 

not least with respect to the conflicted entrance of Muslim societies into the modern 

era are warmly invited to look at my online course on the Coursera platform entitled 

Constitutional Struggles in the Muslim World. I will not attempt here to produce a 

comprehensive account of the political and ideational development of law in the 

Islamic world, but focus on three elements in that development necessary for a better 

comprehension of contemporary discourses. 

By far the most important insight is, first, that the state founded by the Prophet was 

initially extremely successful, both militarily, economically, culturally and politically. 

It expanded and subdued in a very short span both the Byzantine and Persian 

empires, while incorporating much of their respective legal and administrative 

traditions. The ensuring military and cultural strength of that early Muslim state come 

to determine into our present day and age the self-perception of Islamic civilisation. 

Secondly, the Prophetic practice of a unity between religion, law and political 

community has remained ever since the dogmatic ideal. The German legal scholar 

Baber Johansen described this as a “theonome Situation” during the lifetime of the 

Prophet, where this dogmatic ideal was a reality. The Messenger of God governs, 

enacts law, applies it, judges; no contradiction between these different roles is 

thinkable because he remained connected to divine revelation and the law derives 

from god’s will.  

It is along this model that the enduring ideal of the inner unity of all Muslims, as well 

as the indistinguishability of liturgical, political, economic and penal law and between 

private and public life come to dominate Muslim conceptions of the communal good 

life. The problem is, of course, that only in the “theonome situation” during the 

lifetime of the Prophet but “never before and never afterwards are religion, politics, 
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law and revelation truly one in Sunni Islam.”1 This remains to the present day the 

key substantial and methodological problem of Islamic law.  

Third, and somewhat surprising in light of the just outlined unity of state, religion 

and community, the law is primarily the creation of private scholars, who develop, 

systematise and apply it. These scholars, the faqih, recognise that a state is needed to 

enforce the law, but they do not explicitly recognise a legislative or adjudicative role 

for the state. Governmental acts properly speaking and the obviously occurring 

legislative and adjudicative function of the state remain dogmatically 

underdeveloped: “the law is created according to its methodology without the state, 

but exists in the world as applied law only through the state.”2 

This discrepancy between dogmatic claim and historical-political reality, this strange 

absence of public law, this insistence on the prophetic ideal without any serious 

attempt to create an organic law for the state (Staatsorganisationsrecht) is perplexing 

and leads in the modern era to the various forms of political Islam. The true strength 

of Islamic law thus lies in private law, while public law remains curiously absent, 

irrespective of dogmatic claims about its comprehensiveness. Inevitably, a 

compromise between a rigid dogma and a contradictory reality is found, and not 

surprisingly this compromise invariably leads to the retreat of dogma in the face of 

reality, as described by Sadiq al-Azm: 

“each time in history that the idealist “no” came into collision with the 
historical “yes”, the general tendency of this history has always been towards a 
victory of the historical “yes” over the idealist “no” to such a degree that it 
condemns the idealist point of view in an irrevocable manner, marginalizing it 
particularly to other times.” (Borrmans, 1999, 69)  

To sum up the outcome of a complex and highly conflictual history, Muslim self-

image and the reality he finds himself in are totally at odds. Heirs to a successful, 

                                                

1 {Johansen, 1999, #85810@266}  
2 „das Recht wird anhand seiner Rechtsquellenlehre ohne den Staat geschaffen, existiert aber in der Welt als angewandtes 
Recht nur durch den Staat.“ (Johansen, 1999, 269, 345) 
  



VERY PRELIMINARY DRAFT! NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION OR ATTRIBUTION! 

 12 

empire-building, world-conquering tradition, the Muslim world finds itself suddenly 

at the end of the 18th century in a position of inferiority to a Europe that had 

surpassed it in science, military and economic prowess, in social cohesion, 

organisational capability, in short in everything that matters. Like most historical 

phenomena, this decline was structural and as such long in the making. The 1798 

invasion of Egypt by French forces can serve, however, as a convenient and highly 

symbolic marker of that reversal of fortune between the Islamic and the Western 

world.  

Napoleon invaded Egypt for reasons entirely unconnected to Egyptians – he merely 

wanted to forestall a British action in a war fought in Europe, by Europeans over 

European ideological differences. The Egyptians had become the objects of a history 

made by others in the pursuit of ideas thought by others. While this is a situation 

representative of the entire colonial experience, the Muslim world found this 

situation perhaps even more difficult to deal with than others. Islamic dogma and 

Islamic history has always been proudly assertive, supremely self-confident narrative, 

which now sharply clashes with an altered reality.  

Social psychology uses the term cognitive dissonance to describe the mental discomfort 

experienced by a person who simultaneously holds two or more contradictory 

beliefs, values or ideas. Cognitive dissonance occurs when a person performs an act 

contradicting such beliefs, values or ideas, but also when confronted with new 

information challenging said beliefs, values or ideas. Faced with the irreconcilable 

duality of an elevated self-image and the incontrovertible reality of material 

inferiority, the Muslim world as a whole has found the ensuing process of imposed 

modernisation to be deeply unsettling. Sadiq al-Azm describes this sentiment fittingly 

in an essay entitled “Time Out of Joint: Western Dominance, Islamist Terror, and 

the Arab Imagination” as follows: 

“A cultural form of schizophrenia is also attendant on the Arab (and Muslim) 
world’s tortured, protracted and reluctant adaptation to European modernity. 
... 
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In the marrow of our bones, we still perceive ourselves as the subjects of 
history, not its objects, as its agents and not its victims. We have never 
acknowledged, let alone reconciled ourselves to, the marginality and passivity 
of our position in modern times. In fact, deep in our collective soul, we find it 
intolerable that our supposedly great nation must stand helplessly on the 
margins not only of modern history in general but even of our local and 
particular histories. 

We find no less intolerable the condition of being the object of a history made, 
led, manipulated, and arbitrated by others, especially when we remember that 
those others were (and by right ought to be) the objects of a history made, led, 
manipulated, and arbitrated by ourselves. Add to that a no less deeply seated 
belief that this position of world-historical leadership and its glories was 
somehow usurped from us by modern Europe fi ghaflaten min al-tarikh – while 
history took a nap, as we say in Arabic.”3 

And while Muslim history took a nap so to speak, European colonialism subdued 

most of the world and imposed also on the Muslim populations its domination, and 

in the process its culture, its laws, its state organisation. Much of the enduring appeal 

of Islamic law derived on the hand from its historical role as a ‘language of justice’ 

to be used against governmental autocracy, but ultimately as a marker of 

differentiation to the coloniser.  

Islam became a social and political idea, as a legal system based on ‘sacred law’, as a 

reactionary theology, and especially as an intellectual refuge for those yearning for 

‘authenticity’ amidst the turbulence of a modernity forced upon ancient societies 

from outside. Fouad Ajami described Islam in this vein in his important book The 

Arab Predicament: Arab Political Thought and Practice since 1967,4 as “a language of 

refusal.” Islam permitted the colonised Arab to differentiate his identity from that of 

the, in virtually every other respect superior, identity of the coloniser.5 Ajami relies 

here on the anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who had described the colonial 

                                                

3 Source: Sadiq Jalal Al-Azm, “Time Out of  Joint: Western Dominance, Islamist Terror, and the Arab Imagination”, Boston 
Review, Vol. October/November (2004); a revised and more substantial version has appeared as Sadiq Jalal al-Azm, “Islam, 
Terrorism, and the West Today”, Die Welt des Islams, Vol. 44, No. 1 (2004): 114-128; Sadiq Jalal al-Azm, Unbehagen in der 
Moderne – Aufklärung im Islam (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1993).  
4 {Ajami, 2007, #7482@68}  
Show book cover and author’s photo. 
5 Show image of  French colonial officers in North Africa.  
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encounter as a “clash of selves,” in which religion became a refuge, an escape from 

a hostile, incomprehensible world, a means to defend one’s authentic identity amidst 

the all too evident, overwhelming experience of failure and inferiority. Because, as 

Geertz noted, “the only thing the colonial elite was not and, a few ambiguous cases 

aside, could not become was Muslim.”6  

There is a tendency – by both Western critics and Islamists themselves – to treat 

Islam as a ‘total’ civilisation, not just a religion but a political and social system with 

divinely revealed law at its core. Insisting on the totality and indivisibility of Islam, it 

is held that it constitutes the ‘essence’ of every Muslim’s being, ultimately 

determining every facet of a Muslim’s actions, and thoughts. So, yes, Islam is certainly 

part of the problem, primarily because it has prevented an honest, critically rational 

examination of social ills and a pragmatic, solution-oriented approach to resolve 

them. These issues are discussed at length and with much persuasive force by Sadiq 

al-Azm in his important book Self-Criticism after the Defeat, and his piercing Critique of 

Religious Thought.7  

But much more prevalent than theological impediments have been deliberately 

destructive policies pursued by authoritarian rulers trying to prevent the emergence 

of alternative power centres undermining their rule. Muslim nations without 

exception relied on an ‘authoritarian social contract’ that is based on a peculiar 

paternalistic vision of the state, personified in the ruler, centrally dispensing welfare, 

jobs, social services, with normal political divisions over competing interests 

denounced as unnatural and divisive.8 These strategies created societies largely 

devoid of public life, without any of the institutions necessary for the formulation, 

contestation and implementation of political ideas. The resulting states looked stable 

                                                

6 {Geertz, 1968, #27328@64}  
7  {al-Azm, 2015, #34544} 
8 {Amin et al., 2012, #77051@32}  
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and strong, but were ill-equipped to deal effectively with recurring problems, let 

alone external shocks.  

Fouad Ajami sees this as the key weakness and catastrophic legacy of Arab autocrats. 

In a perceptive article from 2005, The Autumn of the Autocrats, written after the forceful 

removal of Saddam Hussain and discussing Syria’s worsening internal and regional 

situation, he writes: 

“Hafiz al-Assad, who established the regime, may have lacked Saddam’s 
megalomania, but at the heart of his government was the cult of the ruler and his 
iron fist. In Syria as in Iraq, a generation of peasant soldiers and merciless 
ideologues took the society apart and trumpeted their pursuit of a new social 
order, only to create a system of political sterility and economic plunder. … It has the 
strengths and weaknesses of sectarian control: the secretiveness, the devotion 
to the clan, the subordination to the leader, and the brittleness at the center of 
it all.”9 

Whatever therefore the peculiarities of Islamic theology and Islamist ideology, we 

can identify the difficulties the Muslim world has had with the establishment of 

democratic politics as primarily a result of the toxic institutional structure created by 

successive autocratic regimes. This lack of functioning institutions largely explains 

why the “promise of political empowerment, the return of politics, and the 

restoration of human dignity”10 that had been associated with the Arab Spring 

remains unfulfilled.   

All Arab states, without exceptions, relied on terror and intimidation to impose 

order. As Roger Owen summarises it: “The bottom line as far as state control was 

concerned was the presence of the army and the police, backed up by the many 

intelligence services, the secret courts, the torture chambers and the prisons.”11 This 

is not to say that some regimes did not start out with genuine popular support, the 

Front de la Libération Nationale  in Algeria or Nasser in Egypt stand out in this respect.12 

                                                

9 {Ajami, 2005, #49819}  
10 {Melhem, 2014, #24692}  
11 {Owen, 2004, #17612@30}  
12 Show image of  FLN and Nasser.  
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Furthermore, the enforced retreat of foreign businessmen and traders, coupled with 

import-substitution policies fuelled by large oil incomes, the massive expansion of 

education and the public sector, as well as land reform offered great opportunities to 

large sections of the population. Nevertheless, as Owen makes clear: “no regime was 

prepared to share power with more than a limited number of chosen collaborators; 

organized opposition was ferociously crushed; and all rulers were careful to cultivate 

an atmosphere of arbitrariness and fear.”13 

As noted by the Hungarian writer Georg Konrad in the context of Communist 

authoritarianism, violence, caprice and persecution were not accidental, but the 

system itself required political prisoners. Some regimes, like those in Egypt, Tunisia, 

Jordan or Algeria, managed to “create great order with little terror,”14 as Konrad 

would have it, but others, especially the Ba’ath regimes in Syria and Iraq, relied on 

fear as a fundamental basis of their power.  

The Iraqi scholar Kanan Makiya’s influential book Republic of Fear: The Politics of 

Modern Iraq describes the peculiar pathologies that arise when a state relies almost 

exclusively on brute force and terror to carry out its orders.15 Because fear is most 

pervasive and effective when terror can strike unpredictably at any moment, 

arbitrariness is a deliberate element characteristic of the state’s exercise of its power.  

Imagine this legacy of authoritarian rule, the deliberate destruction of any semblance 

of legal certainty, procedural stability, let alone toleration or civility, the ruthless 

suppression of any rudiment of alternative organised public life in civic or 

professional associations, trade unions, sports clubs, educational institutions, etc. 

The excellent film by Leyla Bouzid, As I Open My Eyes (À peine je ouvre les yeux), shows 

the pervasively suffocating atmosphere of social and patriarchal convention, political 

repression and pervasive, often sexual, violence by the state.16 The film gives you a 
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decent impression of life under even the relatively benevolent Tunisian dictatorship 

prior to the uprising. 

It is this suspension of public and political life, the almost complete absence of any 

channels for organised communal or artistic expression of dissatisfaction, that made 

the aftermath of the Arab Spring so predictably disappointing.  

Now try to think what this pervasive absence of functioning political institutions 

amidst a distorted, paranoid political culture means for the likelihood that elections 

can yield stable, constructive polities.  

Given the global normative consensus around the democratic principle, virtually all 

international efforts today stress the importance of elections as a means of 

establishing legitimate governance. But elections rarely ensure the necessary 

stabilization of a fractioned society. In fact, elections can easily contribute to further 

polarization if they are held in an environment of intense competition over power 

and resources, and amidst an immature institutional framework. The reason elections 

have become the instrument of choice of many international efforts is the relative 

ease with which they can be implemented, as well as the high normative premium 

attached to the idea of popular sovereignty. This sentiment has somewhat flippantly 

if accurately been summarised by an American academic:  

“you must hold elections. It does not matter a great deal who wins. Hold 
elections and proclaim it a democracy, even if it is flawed. We must call it a 
democracy because that is what we stand for and that is what will enable the 
administration in power to claim success. It may be only an electoral or limited 
democracy, not liberal or pluralist democracy, but some democracy is better 
than none. Then what you do is you hope.” 

Unfortunately, that hope has largely not been borne out in the Arab world, with the 

notable exception of Tunisia. Elections in the absence of the necessary institutional 

                                                

https://www.trigon-film.org/de/movies/A_peine_les_yeux 
http://www.allocine.fr/video/player_gen_cmedia=19559050&cfilm=235875.html 
Use the clip where the girl is being interrogated by the secret police: https://youtu.be/YOtdwRhBeO4 
Starts at 1:20:24, select a minute or two that are illustrative. 



VERY PRELIMINARY DRAFT! NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION OR ATTRIBUTION! 

 18 

and cultural framework have from Algeria in the 1990s to Iraq after 2003 to Egypt 

after 2011 led to highly polarised outcomes and considerably contributed to societies 

fracturing along ethnic, religious and political lines. It is thus obvious that elections 

in themselves cannot deliver a society that, at a minimum, is committed to establish 

what the German-American political scientist Karl Deutsch half a century ago in a 

different context called a ‘security community,’ “in which there is real assurance that 

the members of that community will not fight each other physically but will settle 

their disputes in some other way.”17  

I have encountered this willingness when speaking to Tunisian Islamist politicians, 

whose own experience of torture under the ancient regime has inoculated them against 

absolute truths, absolute means and the desire for revenge. Elsewhere in the Arab 

world, however, this willingness to construct a ‘security community’ remains largely 

absent.  

a.  The Persistence of Foolish Ideas 

Let me draw your attention to a rather unwelcome anniversary in the Muslim world. 

I have already mentioned Sadiq al-Azm book, Self-Criticism after the Defeat, written after 

Israel’s devastating defeat of the Arab armies in 1967. al-Azm observed three major 

shortcomings in Arab intellectual and cultural life that directly contributed to that 

defeat: 

First, the primary cause of the military defeat had not been any insufficiency in 

materiel, because the Arabs had been supplied with advanced weaponry and mostly 

free of charge by the Soviet Union, matching Israeli material capabilities, which had 

been supplied, equally free of charge, by the United States. The chief difference lay 

in the very different usage made by Arabs and Israelis of these advanced material 
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capabilities. Arab strategic thinking, tactical prowess, organisational routines and 

personnel training were far inferior to that possessed by Israel. 

Second, the chief reason for this discrepancy was that Israeli society had embraced 

the functional logic of modernity, while the Arabs remained attached to pre-modern, 

anti-rational notions, which were defended on traditional and religious grounds even 

if manifestly dysfunctional in their outcome. While the Israelis had embraced science, 

rationality and critical thinking, the Arabs had not and would not, relying instead on 

irrational, often magical beliefs in their superiority and eventual vindication, 

irrespective of countervailing evidence. 

Third, rather than accepting responsibility for this state of affairs, Arabs had chosen 

– and have continued ever since – to rely on exonerating narratives that always place 

the blame for one’s misfortune on some external, insurmountable force, reflected in 

the region’s penchant for conspirational thinking.18  

In an essay entitled “In Front of Your Nose,” the English novelist George Orwell 

wrote, just after World War II, that people obviously can talk, and even believe, 

nonsense for a very long time without paying an obvious price. Eventually, however 

reality will impose a reckoning: 

“The point is that we are all capable of believing things which we know to be 
untrue, and then, when we are finally proved wrong, impudently twisting the 
facts so as to show that we were right. Intellectually, it is possible to carry on 
this process for an indefinite time: the only check on it is that sooner or later a 
false belief bumps up against solid reality, usually on a battlefield. … The 
Germans and the Japanese lost the war quite largely because their rulers were 
unable to see facts which were plain to any dispassionate eye.”19 

One of my teachers, the American professor of political science Stephen Van Evera 

once wrote a short but very insightful article about a deceptively simple but vexed 

question: “why do states and societies believe foolish ideas?”20 An astute student of 

                                                

18 {al-Azm, 2012, #67578; al-Azm, 2011, #55931; al-Azm, 2015, #34544}  
19 {Orwell, 2000, #19011}  
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German strategy before and during both world wars, he was startled by the same 

paradox Orwell observed: how could otherwise accomplished nations and their 

leaders pursue policies so evidently contradicted by reality? He accepts that bad 

decisions or perceptions sometimes occur, whether for self-interested, ideological or 

entirely innocent reasons. Those placed to perform a given job invariably make 

mistakes. It is the critical evaluation of their performance, which promotes 

innovation, necessary change, and holds incumbents accountable. Evaluation thus 

threatens their jobs and status, which explains why those in positions of influence 

often seek to hamper and to punish evaluators.  

Internal self-evaluation is therefore often timid and ineffective. This is true even 

without accounting for the paranoia and persecution so prevalent in states whose 

governments rely predominantly on fear to uphold their rule. The all-pervasive 

penchant for conspiracy theories of the wildest kind is due in no small part the desire 

not to accept responsibility for the unacceptable conditions that prevail throughout 

the Muslim world, but to attribute these to some external, all-powerful force. It is 

this precisely this penchant to deny responsibility that is addressed in al-Azm’s Self-

Criticism after the Defeat, as well in his Festschrift Orientalism and Conspiracy. 

Conspirational thinking is also the result of concrete political conditions, which make 

independent thinking, let alone policy review impossible. If you remember Kanan 

Makiya’s account of Iraq under Saddam, you will realise why a Republic of Fear isn’t a 

very good place to critically challenge the wisdom of state decisions. But the 

pervasive impossibility of rational critique of religious as well as governmental 

institutions leads to a sustained “degradation of thought,” that Makiya scribes in 

haunting words: 

“How do barrages of myths coming from every direction – newspapers, the 
media, workplace, street, and family – affect people after twenty years, 
especially those once illiterate? What does the administration of lies from the 
cradle to the grave do to a people’s judgement, especially when they are afraid? 
No one knows. From the outside one can reach in and scratch at the surface. 
From within the world is black, and having the courage to want to understand 
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is about groping around trying to get a sense of what cannot be seen. This is 
the cold world of analysis in which all stories are forbidden.”21 

It is the absence of such independent spaces for critical thought, not least good legal 

analysis, which cannot be found in the miserable academic institutions that dot the 

Muslim landscape, especially in the crucial disciplines of public, constitutional and 

international law that explain why “states believe foolish ideas.” They do so because 

no-one ever challenged their decision-makers. 

But even without such pervasive fear, critical self-evaluation is hard work, as George 

Orwell acknowledged: “To see what is in front of one’s nose needs a constant 

struggle.”22 And because it is hard, psychologically unpleasant and professionally 

dangerous, individuals and groups resist criticism with obvious negative 

repercussions for the community as a whole. Van Evera puts it as follows:  

“In essence the organization suffers an auto-immune disease of the brain. It 
attacks its own thinking-learning apparatus if that apparatus does its job. As a 
result, the organization thinks poorly and learns slowly.”23 

The devastating lack of intellectual honesty and critical thinking in the Arab world 

that had been lamented by al-Azm in his seminal book half a century ago and put 

into glaring statistics in the UNDP Arab Human Development Reports from 2002-2006 

is the result of precisely the kind of communal “auto-immune disease of the brain” 

that Van Evera described. Because critical voices face persecution, as the institutions 

that contain the necessary expertise to hold the powerful accountable and challenge 

the wisdom of their decisions are unavailable – especially independent research 

centres and universities of high quality – the communities end up “thinking poorly 

and learning slowly.”  

Because the powerful never have to defend their positions rationally and to endure 

critical questioning, a fertile ground for eminently idiotic policies is created. And 
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while psychologically and intellectually it might be possible to explain their obvious 

failures away, as George Orwell observed, sooner or later these false beliefs will face 

the countervailing evidence of solid reality. The Palestinian author Faisal Darraj 

acknowledges this truism as follows: 

“the Arab world, like it or not, lives in a universal time, and [] this universal 
time compares the achievements of one people and another, without regard to 
‘ancient glories,’ real or imagined. The critical comparison … depends on a 
demonstrative reason relying on a comparative approach, an approach that 
affirms that the value of a given society is measured against the value of 
another, because human societies are not found in isolation.”24 

This happens most devastatingly on the military battlefield against foes who do not 

subscribe to such illusions. According to Orwell, the very complexity and 

indeterminate nature of political life often permits delusional thinking to persist well 

after its costs have become unbearable:  

“In private life, most people are fairly realistic. When one is making out one’s 
weekly budget, two and two invariably make four. Politics, on the other hand, 
is a sort of sub-atomic or non-Euclidean word where it is quite easy for the 
part to be greater than the whole or for two objects to be in the same place 
simultaneously. Hence the contradictions and absurdities I have chronicled 
above, are all finally traceable to a secret belief that one’s political opinions, 
unlike the weekly budget, will not have to be tested against solid reality.”25 

And as the pressures of this solid reality make themselves painfully felt in the form 

of lost wars, economic decline, unemployment, political instability, social insecurity, 

etc., yet the painful but necessary analysis necessary to adapt to it remains absent, 

communal pathologies of perception develop. This is ultimately due to the absence 

of critical thinking and institutionalised sources for self-evaluation, as Van Evera 

points out: 

“Non-self-evaluation explains national misperception in two ways. First, 
government bureaucracies non-self-evaluate. … Second, the whole society can 
also suffer the non-self-evaluation syndrome: the national process of evaluating 
public policy is damaged by a scaled-up version of the same dynamics that 
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afflict organizations. Academe, the press, and other non-governmental 
evaluative institutions often fail to evaluate because evaluation makes enemies 
that often have the power to defeat or deter it.”26 

One of the chief reasons for such poor thinking and slow learning has been the 

absence of effective self-evaluation as a precondition for social and political 

accountability, especially when it is most painful to do so. The army museum in Cairo 

still claims that the Egyptian army won the 1973 war. Only because these falsehoods 

are never openly challenged, can the reconstituted military regime survive today, 

when it is relying on handouts from the Gulf to avoid economic meltdown and 

unable to impose security even domestically, as Melhem observes: 

“The vaunted Egyptian military is even incapable of imposing its total 
sovereignty over the Sinai Peninsula. It finds itself reliant on the might of the 
Israeli Air Force — the same air force that decimated Egyptian air power on 
June 5, 1967 — in the fight against the so-called Islamic State and other 
extremists.”27 

It is the critical voices of evaluation that force the community and its decision-makers 

to assume responsibility for mistakes in deed or in calculation. The Arab penchant 

for conspiracy thinking is but one of the manifestations of a deep-seated unease with 

accepting responsibility for self-inflicted damage. The chief attraction of 

conspirational thinking is precisely that it absolves one from painful self-inspection 

and relieves the pang of cognitive dissonance. 

One of its other manifestations is what the Arab social scientist Hammed ‘Ammar 

more than half a century ago termed the “clever personality” (al-shaksiat al-fahlawiyya). 

Al-Azm’s saw this widespread attitude as one of the chief impediments to learning, 

critical thinking and social progress because it eschews serious engagement with an 

issue in favour of  

“the constant search for the shortest and fastest route to realize particular goals 
and aims while avoiding the toil and the effort usually required in overcoming 
impediments to reach this goal, and avoiding using the natural means to attain 
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it, because the concern of the clever personality is not the accomplishment of 
the work in the most complete way, but mere success in achieving the goal lest 
he be called incapable or incompetent. For what matters to him most is that he 
performs the task in a way that maintains his personal façade.” 

Al-Azm, himself a lifelong university professor, stressed how entrenched this attitude 

is in Arab educational institutions, where the ‘clever’ student is celebrated, someone 

who manages to achieve apparent success without ever seriously studying. Relying 

on cheating, flattery, even outright bribery, does not carry an obvious social stigma. 

Students are exclusively concerned with the “external appearance that comes with 

this success” in passing their exams, while the serious pursuit of knowledge is 

disparaged. He continues:  

“What is painful in this matter is that most of us approach this type of 
behaviour as if it were a natural matter and without a pang of conscience, self-
examination, or internal resistance saying to ourselves, ‘your success is false, 
hollow, and empty, without validity or authority.’ What scares us is not the 
failure in itself, but the shame and disgrace that we believe descends on us when 
the news of our failure spreads and becomes known.”28 

The infamous ‘science cities’ and imported cultural institutions in the Gulf and 

elsewhere, the Louvre, Guggenheim, NYU and other brand-name institutions that 

are parachuted into a barren cultural landscape precisely meet this desire for the 

“external appearance of success.” While looking nice, they do little to redress the 

underlying structural lack of critical and creative thinking. As one Western scholar 

concludes in her survey of the sector: “We might presume that expensive, private 

American-style universities’ primary role in Gulf states is not to educate Gulf states’ 

students for a knowledge economy, but rather, to bring prestige and international 

acclaim to the Gulf States.”29  

Not only do such institutions do little to train the next generation of creative, 

productive citizens, they also fail to serve as centres for independent, critical research, 
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while creating the appearance of a rigorous academic landscape.30 Perhaps more 

worrisome still, the education and cultural sector, irrespective of the appearance of 

academic freedom and critical thinking symbolised in Western offshoots, is 

increasingly parochial, marked by religious and sectarian bigotry and a high penchant 

for violence. Relying on the Harvard scholar Ishac Diwan the British magazine The 

Economist offers the following bleak assessment of contemporary Arab political 

culture: 

“young Arabs are markedly more patriarchal and less tolerant towards people 
of different cultures or religion than young people in other middle-income 
countries. Worryingly, better education does not breed greater openness, as it 
usually does elsewhere. Mr Diwan thinks it is because schooling is used by 
governments and religious authorities as a form of indoctrination. Rather than 
teach critical thinking, textbooks perpetuate ideas of obedience (the region’s 
repressive governments like it that way) and, often, misunderstanding or even 
hatred of other faiths and sects.”31 

But getting these frustrated young people into peaceful politics will prove to be 

difficult, if not impossible, for as The Economist correctly observes: 

“These days, life for young Arabs is often a miserable choice between a struggle 
against poverty at home, emigration or, in extreme cases, jihad. Indeed, in places 
such as Syria, the best-paid jobs involve picking up a gun.”32 

It may be fitting to end by referring you to a recent article by Hisham Melhem. It is 

a remarkable piece, a eulogy to his friend, the great Sadiq al-Azm, whose writings I 

have briefly presented to you tonight and who died on 11 December 2016 in exile in 

Berlin. But it is simultaneously also a eulogy to Arab intellectualism, if not a eulogy 

to Arab civilisation as such. He draws an arch from the devastating loss against Israel 

in 1967,33 to the seeming vindication of the autocracies in 1973, to note that the 
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harsh encounter with reality did not yield the kind of sustained critical re-examination 

that could have put the Arabs onto a sustainable trajectory to modernity.  

The brief moment of cultural, intellectual and political renewal that took place mainly 

in Beirut after 1967 dissipated after 1973 as the forces of reaction reasserted 

themselves and began the ongoing process of accommodation with the victor, Israel 

and its backers, rather than question the basis of their own rule in examining the 

reasons for the defeat. Three cataclysmic events of 1979 cemented the ascendancy 

of atavistic religious thinking in Arab politics – the Iranian Islamic revolution; the 

Soviet invasion and the Islamist resistance in Afghanistan; and the violent occupation 

of the Grand Mosque of Mecca by Saudi Islamists who challenged the religious 

credentials of the monarchy. The Saudi reaction to all three could not have been 

worse and has dragged the entire region and the Muslim community globally into an 

ongoing spiral of ever more radical, ever more violent interpretations of their narrow 

puritan Wahhabi creed.  

The irrational insistence on the relevance of religious prescriptions and governmental 

models from an altogether different age for the solution of contemporary 

governance problems had been largely dismissed until that cataclysmic defeat. It is 

that defeat and the refusal to learn its lessons that prepared the ground for the current 

malaise, which first and foremost is an intellectual disease: 

“Fifty years after Azm and other Arab intellectuals started to mercilessly 
deconstruct their ossified political orders, reactionary and primitive religious 
structures, and stagnant societies, the Arab world has descended further into 
darkness. … Initially, most Arabs sought refuge in denial, refusing to admit 
that their military rout was emblematic of deeper rotten cultural maladies and 
social defects and instead calling the disastrous defeat a temporary “setback.” 
… it was only after the 1967 defeat that the Arab Islamists, who were mocked 
and dismissed by the left in previous decades, began to regroup and reassert 
themselves intellectually and politically as the only “authentic” alternative to 
Arab nationalism. None of us who were politically active in those years would 
have believed that the exclusivist and reactionary Islamists … would dominate 
Arab life and politics in subsequent decades. 
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It is difficult to end this lecture on an optimistic note. The best that can be said about 

the current near total collapse of Arab and Muslim civilisation is a vindication of 

sorts of the relevance of rational, critical thinking. Irrespective of fashionable but 

false post-modern ruminations about the indeterminacy of social science, the past 

fifty years have shown that material reality has a way of extracting a cost for ignoring 

and adjusting to it. As Orwell put it, “sooner or later a false belief bumps up against 

solid reality, usually on a battlefield.”34 The prevalence of myth, magical, 

conspirational or otherwise delusional thinking, and the perpetuation of the 

structural conditions for repression and backwardness that periodically erupted in 

violence, have led today to the near total collapse of Arab states and societies.  

In Melhelm’s words, “the Arab World has never recovered from the loss of 1967,” 

because it didn’t want to learn its lessons. The current situation is the culmination of 

the worst fears of the critical intellectuals like al-Azm, who after 1967 tried to set out 

onto a better trajectory by embracing rationality, scientific inquiry and the liberating 

promise of modernity.35 What the current mess proves, however, is that these critical 

intellectuals and their project of critical self-examination is more necessary than ever. 

I have tonight focussed on Muslim sensibilities and our own internal failures, not 

least because of the pervasive tendency to ascribe blame to others and reject 

responsibilities. But let me before coming to an end make one observation about 

Western attitudes towards this ongoing intellectual struggle in the Muslim world. 

Yesterday was Salman Rushdie’s 70th birthday. That he was able to celebrate it is due 

to the dedication of the police and intelligence services who have protected him, and 

those who have given him intellectual, emotional and economic support during the 

decades under the shadow of the Iranian fatwa asking for his murder.  

During this time, many, many Western liberals have failed to take a clear stance, due 

to a false fear of offending religious sensibilities or engaging in so-called 
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‘Islamophobia.’ I have addressed this cowardice in a recent book review and will thus 

keep my remarks short. Let me put it in simple terms: offending religious sentiments 

is a feature not a bug of the work of the critical intellectual. The kind of cold, purely 

formal defence that many Western liberals offered Rushdie, let alone all those who 

write in the vernacular, has deliberately downplayed the revolutionary, emancipatory 

character of consciously offending religious sentiments in an attempt to alter the 

underlying myths and power relations of contemporary Muslim public life. Our old 

friend Sadiq al-Azm had the following to say about this cowardly attitude in his essay 

“The Importance of Being Earnest about Salman Rushdie“: 

“Rushdie has been defended by the concerned segment of the Western 
intelligentsia, formalistically, legalistically, detachedly and at arm’s length. I did 
not sense in any of their apologies that quality of warmth, commitment and 
genuine concern that usually informs their adoption and defence of the creative 
writers and critical thinkers of the Communist countries. … none of the 
participants in the extended and passionate debates on the Rushdie affair came 
anywhere near dealing with him as a possible Muslim Rabelais, a possible 
Muslim Voltaire and/or a possible Muslim James Joyce settling overdue 
accounts with his church; i.e., with his erstwhile religious conscience and 
consciousness.”36 

 

 

 

 

Erlauben sie mir also zu meiner Eingangsanekdote zurückzukommen. Natürlich ist 

es irgendwo befriedigend zu sehen, wie die ehrwürdigen Kollegen in Harvard oder 

Oxford sich während der Kaffeepause plötzlich winden und wenden, von fremder 

aber unabweisbarer Scham überkommen, wenn man sie auf die neueste Idiotie von 

Herrn Trump oder Boris Johnson anspricht. Man mag es dem leidgeprüften 
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Orientalen dieses Maß an Schadenfreude ob der Selbsterniedrigung der alten 

kolonialen Macht verzeihen.  

 


