
If ever there were a country so devastated and forlorn that

d e m o c racy could be considered a luxury—to be pursued only

after more rudimentary human needs were met—I expected

that Afghanistan after the Taliban would be the place. After

all, few countries have experienced comparable devastation

from civil war, foreign invasion, natural disasters, and mis-

rule over a twenty-five year stretch. None seemed more

inhospitable to our notions of a modern liberal society, con-

sidering the gender apartheid that banned education for

girls and work by women; medieval punishments for re l i-

gious dissenters and common criminals alike; the destruc-

tion of the giant Buddha statues at Bamian as part of a

b i z a r re campaign to erase from the country every last artistic

rendition of the human face; and of course the hospitality

shown to Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda h e n c h m e n .

S u rely there was more afoot here than a few Taliban zealots

run amok. There could well be a broader cultural disincli-

nation for democracy as we know it. 

Eminent scholars, of course, have long explicated the ways

in which Islamic culture generally is not conducive to democ-

ratic practice, though some others have disputed this claim.1

The experts had said that democracy ought not to be a high
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priority of the international community

in Afghanistan. In a widely read paper

early in the year, two leading thinkers on

d e m o c ratization strategies at the

Carnegie Endowment for International

Peace had argued instead that a m o d u s

v i v e n d i had to be established with the war-

l o rds who had made common cause with

U.S. forces to rout the Taliban. Any

effort to mold the country into a democ-

racy, wrote Marina Ottaway and Anatol

Lieven, would be not only “quite impos-

sible in Afghanistan today, but fits only

the wishes of a small minority of We s t-

ernized urban individuals … very out of

touch with their own society.”2

So I went to Kabul last April fully pre-

p a red to disappoint my friends at the

National Democratic Institute for Inter-

national Affairs, a non-governmental

organization devoted to the promotion of

d e m o c ratic institutions and ideas world-

wide (After more than a dozen years at

NDI, I departed in early 2001 to join

G reenberg Quinlan Rosner Researc h ,

Inc., an international opinion re s e a rc h

firm). Decisions about the country’s

f u t u re were being made in Wa s h i n g t o n ,

Bonn, Brussels, Tokyo, and other world

capitals—but ordinary Afghans were not

getting much of a chance to weigh in. Now

NDI had asked me to help bring that per-

spective to light on the eve of the “emer-

gency Loya Jirga.” This was a version of

the traditional Afghan gathering of elders

being convened in June 2002 with Unit-

ed Nations assistance to chart the coun-

try’s future and legitimize the interim

government of Hamid Karzai. While I was

confident I could do part of what NDI

w a n t e d — re c o rd and amplify the views of

Afghans about Karzai, the king, the Ta l-

iban, and reconstruction priorities—I was

also pre p a red to report back that democ-

racy was neither well understood nor in

g reat demand. My findings could have

ended up supporting the unappealing

conclusion that accommodation with

w a r l o rds was the only smart way to move

the country forward .

T he Research. The absence of re l i-

able demographic data after so many

years of dislocation, death, and destruc-

tion makes it difficult to conduct sys-

tematic opinion re s e a rch in

Afghanistan. At least a million people

a re believed to have been killed since

1979 and several million more have been

uprooted. In addition, hundreds of

thousands of refugees were re t u r n i n g

from abroad last spring, which not only

affected the composition of the popula-

tion but also prompted massive internal

movement as returnees reclaimed their

former homes and dispersed squatters.

Mainly for these reasons, we had alre a d y

decided to conduct focus groups ra t h e r

than to attempt a national survey. Fo c u s

groups are qualitative, rather than quan-

titative; they produce results in word s

rather than numbers, and they do not

re q u i re a scientific demographic fra m e-

work. Conducted and analyzed proper-

ly, focus groups yield vital insights into

the attitudes of a population. 

The experts had said that democracy ought

not to be a high priority of the international

community in Afghanistan.
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Another constraint on our re s e a rc h

soon became clear: five months after the

Taliban had been driven from power, the

shooting had still not stopped. Even in

Kabul, where the British-led Interna-

tional Security Assistance Fo rce (ISAF)

tried to keep the peace, a military curfew

remained in effect. Two days after my

arrival at Kabul International Airport,

an overnight mortar attack there obliged

the mightiest military in the world to

divert Defense Secretary Donald Rums-

feld’s airplane to Bagram Military Air

Base, 50 kilometers north of the city. In

the week I arrived, substantial cash

re w a rds were on offer for “a live fore i g n-

e r ”–p resumably by remnants of al Qaeda

or the Taliban. While it was possible to

t ravel outside Kabul, Westerners were

advised to do so only with proper safe-

g u a rds, which were time-consuming and

expensive. Security considera t i o n s ,

t h e re f o re, as well as limits on time and

money, obliged us to conduct our

re s e a rch in the greater Kabul area. 

Then came the more pedestrian chal-

lenges of organizing the project in an

environment where virtually no public

opinion re s e a rch had ever been done

and where people were still re a c q u a i n t-

ing themselves with free speech.3 We

coached several university professors in

proper techniques for recruiting par-

ticipants, and re q u i red that they tra v e l

well beyond the outskirts of Kabul in

o rder to find rural residents as well as

city folk. Working through translators, I

next trained schoolteachers to be mod-

e rators for the groups and familiarized

them with the guidelines that had been

developed in consultation with NDI.

Each two-hour discussion would be

conducted in the mother tongue of the

p a r t i c i p a n t s — Pashtun, Dari (or the

H a z a ra dialect), Uzbek, or Tajik. Then,

as twelve groups were conducted over six

days, my translator and I observed dis-

c reetly from an adjoining room. More

than one hundred men and women,

t h ree-fourths of them illiterate (as are

most Afghans) took part. I was pre p a re d

for some participants to be suspicious

about who sponsored the re s e a rch, but

it turned out that none of them were

concerned. They were simply delighted

to be asked their opinions, something

no one in authority had yet done in lib-

e rated Afghanistan. 

Findings. So what did we learn? In

addition to noting the unre a l i s t i c a l l y

high expectations about the Loya Jirga’s
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Focus Groups a re structured small group discussions conducted by a trained moderator to elicit

opinions in a deliberately open-ended manner, so the re s e a rcher can measure intensity and con-

viction (or uncertainty) as well as listen to the choice of words used unprompted by participants

to express their views. Focus groups do not constitute a re p resentative—or even a ra n d o m — s a m-

ple of people whose views reflect the opinions of the larger society. Indeed, participants are often

recruited selectively, in order to create homogenous groups, as was the case in this project. 

Focus groups are homogeneous for two reasons. One is to be able to compare the views of

particular segments of the population to others. Depending on the purpose of the re s e a rch, this

could be men versus women, young versus old, employed versus unemployed, or members of dif-

f e rent geographic, political, religious or ethnic communities. The other reason is to enhance the

comfort level of participants by creating a group that is, to the extent practicable, composed of

peers. Each person is thus more likely to feel everyone’s opinion matters equally and that there is

no need to defer to others in the group. This encourages frankness and participation. 
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capacity to resolve the country’s prob-

lems, we gathered a great deal of texture d

information about popular attitudes

t o w a rd Karzai’s government, the inter-

national community, and pre v i o u s

rulers—and re c o rded the intense fear and

loathing most people shared for the Ta l-

i b a n .4 Some of what we learned was not

surprising. Pashtuns, for instance, are

much fonder of the old king, Zahir Shah

(a fellow Pashtun), than are Tajiks and

others. Women believe the most urgent

problem facing the country is the dearth

of housing, especially acute with so many

refugees returning. People were gra t e f u l

to the U.S. and the UN for driving the

Taliban from power, though they were

disappointed that promised aid to

rebuild the devastated country had been

slow to arrive. However, on two major

t h e m e s — d e m o c racy and warlord s — w h a t

we heard was not consistent with what the

experts had led us to anticipate. 

Support for a democratic form of

government is very strong across

A f g h a n i s t a n’s four principal ethnic

communities—the Pashtuns, Ta j i k s ,

H a z a ras, and Uzbeks. Some people,

especially illiterate women, hesitate to

e m b race the term “democracy” (m a r d u m

s a l a r y) saying they are not learned enough

to discuss such things. Yet, by and large,

Afghans want their country to enjoy

much of what one normally associates

with democracy. They want to have an

elected government that is responsive to

people’s interests. They believe everyone

should be equal under the law, and that

even high government officials should

be held accountable. Afghans are also

very keen about their right to fre e

e x p ression, particularly the right to crit-

icize the government without fear of re t-

ribution when it fails to deliver.

We have not studied at school, but I think

democracy means freedom. (Young, illiter-

ate Pashtun woman)

It means having the right to criticize and to

not have fear. (Middle-aged, high-school

educated Tajik woman)

Practically, of course, democracy means free

elections and freedom of expression. It means

respecting everyone’s rights. (Young Hazara

man with a primary school education)

Afghans also do not believe that there is

any incompatibility between Islam and

d e m o c racy; they believe they can and

should have both. Indeed, the Koran was

cited as authority for the notion that peo-

ple should choose their rulers and every-

one should be treated equally, re g a rd l e s s

of their status or religion. Some even note

that in a democracy the right to worship

in one’s own way can be protected—and

that this is a good thing. This appears to

be at least in part a response to the rule of

the Taliban, whose cruelty and zealotry in

upholding even the most minor tenets

convinced many people that not every-

thing done in the name of Islam is just or

constructive. Whether or not they

thought so before the Taliban governed,

o rdinary Afghans today evince an appre-

ciation for at least a modicum of person-
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Support for a d e m o c ratic form of

government is very strong across Afghanistan' s

four principal ethnic communities.
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al space in the practice of one’s Islamic

faith. While it is not surprising that this

would be the case among the beleaguere d

H a z a ra minority, who belong to the Shi’ia

t radition in this mainly Sunni society, the

sentiment is also shared amongst other

ethnic groups as well.

The Taliban had a very poor understanding

of Islam. Instead of doing those things that

are obligations in Islam, they were obsessing

on a few minor aspects of Islam, and treat-

ing them as supreme. (Young, high-school

educated Hazara man)

Some people think that to be in a democra-

cy is to abandon Islam. But that is not true.

It just means you have a choice. If you want

to pray five times a day, you can. (Illiterate,

middle-aged Uzbek man)

Democracy means that a person can be

Islamic. When it is time to say your prayers,

do that. And when it is time for relaxing, do

that. Your faith is your own to live. (Illiter-

ate, middle-aged Pashtun Man) 

At least as often as women, men cite

the recent re-opening of schools to girls

and of the workplace to women as signal

accomplishments of Karzai’s adminis-

t ration. At the same time, however,

men and women both distinguish

between a democracy consistent with

their Islamic faith and the array of civil

liberties that go with it—all of which they

want for themselves—and what they

understand to be the “excesses” of We s t-

ern democracy, which are consistently

described in terms of licentiousness

among and with re g a rd to women. 

I do not like the Western democracy because

it is an extremism and it has abandoned the

middle road. We do not want our sisters to

go outside with bare bodies. (Young, high-

school educated Hazara man) 

In the West, a woman can divorce from her

husband in one minute. Here we stay with

our husband until the end of life. We do not

want to be like Western women. (Yo u n g ,

illiterate Uzbek woman)

Democracy more or less means Islam. They are

not opposite of each other. But not the extreme

democracy of the Western countries ... in the

West a woman can do anything she wants, go

anywhere. But Islam doesn’t allow women to

do so. (Middle-aged, illiterate Tajik man) 

As for the other thing the experts had

led me to expect—an appreciation for

the order established by warlords who

had been the West’s allies of conve-

nience in the final assault against the

Ta l i b a n — o rdinary Afghans again

e x p ressed a different view. Men of all

stations are very concerned about the

international community’s failure to

disarm the militias, as many believed

was promised in the Bonn Agre e m e n t .

Occasional announcements that arms

w e re being decommissioned were not

reassuring. Particularly striking is how

many people used phases like “gun-

o c racy” (tufang salary) or “rule of the

commanders” (qumandan salary) as every-

day terms that needed no explanation. 

Karzai has begun to rebuild a destroyed coun-

try. But … there are a lot of warlords domi-

nating in various places. (Illiterate Pa s h t u n

farmer from Logar province)

The most disappointing thing is the dominance

of the warlords and the fact the Mujahaddin

are actually running the country. (Yo u n g ,

high-school educated Hazara man)

The warlords and the ‘gun-ocracy’ are why we
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need to have the Loya Jirga and that is why we

are trying in the Loya Jirga to make the gov-

ernment a people’s government. (Middle-

aged, illiterate Uzbek man)

Yet it turned out not to matter all that

much what the people of Afghanistan

want, or believe about democracy. More

than a year after the Taliban were driven

from power, and six months after the

Loya Jirga ratified Karzai’s government,

little attention, and virtually no funding,

has been devoted by major donors to the

establishment of an accountable Afghan

government. Some warlords have been

brought into the Cabinet; others contin-

ue to control major cities. Their fief-

doms remain generally intact. Despite

repeated pleas from President Karzai,

ISAF still patrols only in Kabul, and the

U.S. troops in the country focus only on

the search for al Qaeda. While the U.S.

has allocated almost $850 million to

reconstruction and humanitarian re l i e f

efforts in Afghanistan, little attention has

been paid to the building blocks of

d e m o c ratic government.5 In a lengthy

review of the Bush Administra t i o n’ s

accomplishments in the rehabilitation of

Afghanistan in mid-October, the

A d m i n i s t rator of the U.S. Agency for

International Development (USAID),

A n d rew Natsios, summed up their

d e m o c ratization work: “In the democ-

racy and governance area, we were

instrumental in providing the logistics

systems to transport people who were

chosen for the Loya Jirga… we also had

the radio station put in place so that …

almost the entire proceedings could be

broadcast to the whole country.”6 T h a t ’ s

it. Insiders joke the new Kabul-Kanda-

har highway i s the “road to democra c y ”

because $5 million allocated for democ-

racy work was diverted to this project.

Even when the Bush Administra t i o n

finally overcame its aversion to “nation-

building” in November 2002, and

Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill

promised that the President would sign

legislation authorizing $2.3 billion for

A f g h a n i s t a n ,7 d e m o c racy did not

become a priority.8

T he Wider Deb ate. M e a n w h i l e ,

s e v e ral studies appeared about the atti-

t udes of Muslims in other countries that

seemed to echo my findings from

Afghanistan. New re s e a rch examined

Muslim attitudes from the Gulf, the Lev-

ant, North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa,

and the former republics of Central Asia.

The underlying field re s e a rch was con-

ducted according to different methodolo-

gies. Nevertheless, the congruence of the

findings is compelling: across the world,

Muslims are as likely as people of other

faiths to believe in the virtues of democra-

cy as a political system. They want systems

that respect individual rights and liberties

in their own countries, even while they are

often averse to aspects of Western culture

(at least as perceived at a popular level in

Islamic societies). T h e re are many obsta-

cles to democracy in the Islamic world,

but ordinary Muslim men and women

want it as much as people anywhere else.

For instance, national surveys in late

2001 in the Central Asian neighbors of

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, places yet to

experience much democracy, seem to

confirm the apt observation by Richard

Rose that “(e)ven if a country is ruled

a u t o c ratically, those ruled may neverthe-

less hold democratic values.”9 In both

countries, where substantial Slavic

Orthodox communities cohabitate with

large Islamic populations, 61 percent of

adults agree with the statement: D e m o c r a c y

may have its faults, but it’s better than any other form

M E L I A
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of government. These figures do not vary

substantially by religion and, as Rose

notes, are “much the same as in Latin

America, Africa, Taiwan, and Korea, and

higher than in the Russian Fe d e ra t i o n . ”1 0

The surveys also suggest that the more

observant one is in e i t h e r the Orthodox or

Muslim faiths, the slightly lower like l i-

hood there is that one would agre e

d e m o c racy is better than any other form

of government. Rose concludes that not

only is there a clear preference for

d e m o c racy, but that “the evidence sug-

gests that religion and ethnicity make less

d i f f e rence to political values than do …

education and economic well-being.”1 1

Similar findings emerge in sub-Saha-

ran Africa, in places with very differe n t

c u l t u ral, economic, and political histo-

ries (including varying degrees of demo-

c ratic governance). In surveys that com-

p a red Muslim and non-Muslim popula-

tions living alongside one another in

polyglot countries—Mali, Nigeria, Ta n-

zania, and Uganda—Afrobarometer

re s e a rchers asked if democracy is preferable to

any other form of government. Overall, 71 per-

cent of Muslims, and 76 percent of non-

Muslims, concurred. This led to the

conclusion that while “adherents of Islam

in Africa occasionally display distinctive

political attitudes, they do not differ

much from non-Muslims on the subject

of democracy, and their differences do

not always run in an anti-democra t i c

d i re c t i o n . ”1 2 When the Africans were

probed about what they most associate

with democracy, Muslims cited civil lib-

erties, especially free speech, twice as

often as they mentioned elections.13 

A Saudi Arabian-American collabora-

tive effort that surveyed Arabs in eight

countries (Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait,

Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and

the United Arab Emirates) in Spring

2002 also found that the achievement of

“civil and personal rights” is consistently

the most important political issue over-

a l l .1 4 While this re s e a rch did not explore

attitudes toward political democracy per

se, it established that Muslims’ views on

important political issues vary consider-

ably, even as they consistently desire to

enjoy universally understood civil liber-

ties—liberties that are best safeguarded in

a democratic system. 

The most far-ranging and in-depth

study looked at data from 75 nations

over six years (1995-2001), including

nine predominantly Muslim societies

and 22 predominantly Christian We s t-

ern nations. After a rigorous re - e x a m i-

nation of the accumulated data, Pi p p a

Norris and Ronald Inglehart concluded

that “compared with Western societies,

support for democracy was marginally

slightly stronger (not weaker) among those

living in Islamic societies. This pattern

was evident on three indicators: approval

of the way democracy works in pra c t i c e ,

support for democratic ideals, as well as

disapproval for the idea of strong gov-

ernment leaders.”1 5 The only gap that

emerged, re g a rding support for re l i-

gious authorities playing a role in poli-

tics, turned out to be “less a cultura l

division between the West and Islam than

it is a gap between the West and many

other types of less secular societies

around the globe, especially in sub-

S a h a ran Africa and, to a lesser extent, in

Latin America.”16 Samuel P. Hunting-

t o n’s “clash of civilizations” does in fact

exist, they wrote—but not on matters

relating to political systems. Consistent

with my findings from Afghanistan,

Norris and Inglehart conclude that

“ t h e re i s a substantial cultural cleavage …

in social beliefs about gender equity and

sexual libera t i o n . ”1 7
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Conclusion. Emerging amidst news

accounts declaring anti-American hos-

tility was rising in many parts of the

Islamic world, these studies seem to sug-

gest a nuanced approach to America’s

engagement with the Islamic world,

especially on matters of political

re f o r m .1 8 The clear desire of Muslims to

live in democracy should thus be viewed

s e p a rately from their concerns about

supposedly lax morals in the West. It

should also be distinguished from oppo-

sition to U.S. policies (on Iraq or the

Pa l e s t i n i a n - I s raeli conflict)—issues on

which there is more division of opinion

than on the more fundamental consen-

sus on the desirability of democracy. It

will be difficult to enlarge democracy in

Islamic countries, but ordinary men and

women there hope it will happen.

Notwithstanding the wide gulf that exists

with re g a rd to international policy and

c u l t u ral pre f e rences, there f o re, it may

be possible to identify common ground

between the Islamic world and the We s t

on the saliency of democracy as a politi-

cal system—if differences on other planes

can be put aside.
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