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There is currently a struggle going on among Arabs who desire - and are ready for - basic change. One group believes that no change can happen unless it comes from outside. A second group believes that outside change is an imported commodity that aims to force Arab countries into submission. A third group believes that there should be a merging of both internal and external forces for change. But the third group is in conflict about how to carry this out. Dialogue over issues like these is healthy, and everyone should join in.

 To begin, those who want change should shift from being observers to participants. As long as the majority remains aloof or subservient, change is likely to be imposed from the outside, and this is not necessarily compatible with Arab aspirations. Consequently, if this group remains passive, it will lose its right to complain. Indeed, it will be worthy of blame. 

Change is undoubtedly coming to the region through a "road map" - or subjugation or dismemberment - even through wars or chaos. There is now an opportunity to examine how, why, and whether to play a role in this change process.

Politically active Islamists are clear what they want, and they have every right to work for their goals. However, it is important that the public understands the long-run implications of what Islamists advocate. This, in turn, will require honesty from the Islamists. Unfortunately, it is more likely that the Islamists will try to deceive the public and that the public will accept fundamentalism, not as a matter of choice, but in response to oppressive Arab regimes. 

The difference between maintaining an Islamic identity and governing as an Islamist is vast.

Recently in Amman, there was a three -day meeting, called "Partners in Humanity," organized by Prince El Hassan Bin Talal and Search for Common Ground, an American-Belgian NGO. Discussions focused on how to promote dialogue between Muslims and the West, especially the United States, in order to promote mutual respect and understanding. The very idea of Muslims and Americans being "partners in humanity" contradicts the basic approach of 

Islamic extremists.

Participants came primarily from the United States and across the Islamic world - from Mauritania to Indonesia. They included representatives of civil society, clergy, academics, human rights activists, development agency officials, and media leaders. Participants recommended a series of specific work programs to promote better relationships between Muslims and Americans and to improve the image of Muslims in the US. There was particular focus on strengthening cross-cultural education and establishing working relationships between Christian and Muslim development aid organizations. The basic theme was "promoting moderation in an era of extremism and intolerance."

Muslim participants spoke proudly about their religious and cultural belonging, even as they protested against the Islamist agenda, which they viewed as detrimental. This is their right, just as it is the right of Islamists to disagree.

Participants stated that reform needs to be discussed on the basis of Islamic values, which stress knowledge, flexibility, and problem solving - and not on the basis of ignorance and conservatism. Christianity undertook reform over five hundred years ago. Muslims need it today.

US neo-conservatives and fundamentalists are currently promoting the "clash of civilizations." Fortunately, their intolerance is not supported by most Americans.

Reform that comes from inside the Islamic world is much better for Muslims than reform coming to the area through wars and chaos. 

Nevertheless, reformists automatically face resistance when they bring up women's rights. They are told that addressing women's issues hinders or halts progress in other areas. This is nonsense. A major factor in the degeneration of Islamic societies is the predominance of men who use religion to maintain their authority. They exclude women from societal development.

If Islamic countries do not want change imposed on them from outside, they must halt the pattern of restricting freedoms and rights. This requires an intellectual awakening. The problem is that, to date, there is little evidence of such an awakening - or of a readiness to challenge the status quo. 

Even before the Iraq War, many Arabs in civil society began expressing their desire for change. They were frustrated with how governments were violating basic rights. In the aftermath of the war, governmental voices also began calling for change - particularly as it became clear that the United States was serious about reform. 

This brings us back to the question of whether reform should come from inside or be imported. Realistically, there is no way to avoid a blend of the two. Those who call for foreign intervention believe that Arab societies are not ready for internally generated change. Such people welcome American intervention and see "regime change" as deliverance of oppressed Arab nations. They do not mind if change originates with intolerant neo-conservatives. 

People who reject all foreign intervention take a patriotic approach and question the pro-Israel agenda of neo-conservatives. This group believes that democracy should be a purely local product and that importation represents an imposition. This group, intentionally or otherwise, allies itself with regimes that resist reform - from inside or outside. 

There is yet another group, frustrated with the debate over whether change should be internal or external, who would welcome reform. Unfortunately, most of these people do not become involved and wait for the deliverance brought about by others.

There is nothing wrong with using foreign momentum to effect internal change, just as there is nothing wrong in welcoming an internal-external partnership. But if the present lack of change persists, external forces will take the opportunity to impose an agenda that those who talk - and do not act - will deeply regret.
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