
SUMMIT WORKSHOP:  DEMOCRACY ABROAD
        
Democracy Matters’ commitment to political equality and democracy does not end at the borders of the United States. We identify with and hope to support all who work to achieve political decision-making systems that allow and encourage equality in political influence. 


This commitment means that we are not indifferent to the intense struggle that is underway in one of the great religions of the world, Islam.  We side with the proponents of those who seek to reconcile their faith with the rights of women as well as men to shape their own lives. We endorse those who, within the religion, seek to establish a political system that respects Islamic institutions but does not accord those institutions or the people who run them disproportionate influence.


It is precisely because of these commitments that we think American policy in Afghanistan is wrong. Of course we oppose the Taliban’s misogyny and its according disproportionate power to religious leaders.  But the United States‘ military intervention in that country has had a perverse impact. Religious fundamentalism has gained at the expense of liberal political values. 


In this increasingly interdependent world, all societies interact with each other and so it is not credible to maintain that people in poor countries will be or can be left alone to determine their own political fate. Inevitably traditionalists and liberals will be assisted by external supporters. What is important is to determine how the outside proponents of liberal values can best be of assistance to their allies inside of these countries.


One such ally now working Afghanistan and eight other nations in which poor people are struggling is BRAC, a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) that was first established in Bangladesh and is now the largest such organization with its roots in a less developed nation. BRAC sets up village organizations in rural areas, through which it provides legal assistance and microfinance to women, medical care to the poor, and educational programs to children.  In these activities it provides services that help (to quote from a BRAC brochure) “strengthen the voice of poor women and poor communities” so that “they become active citizens and leaders in setting the agenda for change.”


To the extent that BRAC is successful, the cause of liberal values is strengthened.


Democracy Matters can partner with BRAC in two basic ways. We can stand in opposition to the use of military force, doing so because BRAC’s goals and that of other NGOs are made more, not less difficult to achieve counter Islamic fundamentalists.
In addition, Democracy Matters chapters can become advocates and defenders of international efforts to empower women and the poor. This we should do since those are the interventions that provide the best offset to traditionalism.


Such a partnership therefore will require Democracy Matters members to organize against the war in Afghanistan while at the same time defending programs of democratic empowerment by NGOs. 


Democracy Matters chapters can become campus centers for an alternative to the trap that is enveloping the United States in which in the name of opposing Islamic fundamentalism the government deploys large numbers of troops whose presence strengthens the attractiveness of the fundamentalism. Instead of this self-defeating strategy Democracy Matters can offer as an alternative with a greater promise of success the kind of social reconstruction that  BRAC advocates. 


Adopting this dual approach will require that Democracy Matters students become well informed concerning both the weakness of the use of the military and the specific content of BRAC activities. The latter in should involve at least some Democracy Matters students spending time with the organization (probably at the BRAC headquarters in Bangladesh) or by inviting BRAC representatives to lecture on campus.
