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Book Review: Thomas Carothers and Marina Ottaway, eds., Uncharted
Journey: Promoting Democracy in the Middle East (Washington, DC:
Carnegie Endowment, 2005), 302 pages.

Democratization in the Middle East

James A. Bill

For forty years, political scientists have struggled to understand the process
of democratization. The preoccupation with this issue has deepened in recent
years due to the tragic events of September 11, 2001, and the gathering
power of globalization.

Uncharted Journey represents a valiant attempt to identify and explain
the major factors that lie at the heart of the developmental dialectic in the
Middle East. Sponsored by the Carnegie Endowment, the new book succeeds
in raising all the key questions. The study consists of an introduction, eleven
substantive chapters, and a conclusion. In general, the book is well
researched and well presented.

The confused and confusing nature of democracy promotion has led
scholars to take many wrong turns as they seek to navigate the developmen-
tal labyrinth. These fruitless side trips include the belief in the primacy of
economics, the tendency to equate democratization with Western liberal
democracy, the panacea of civil society, and the emphasis upon external fac-
tors at the expense of internal forces.

Among the most frustrating tasks that confront the researcher, is the gen-
eral failure to agree upon the meanings of crucial words. In this case of
democratization, a lengthy list of terms is used to analyze the process. These
terms are sprinkled liberally throughout the book and include terms such as
political development, modernization, participation, liberalization, civil soci-
ety, electoral politics, and rule of law. The failure to provide rigorous defini-
tions of these concepts, while relating them one to the other, is one of the
problems of the study.

However, by avoiding the trap of limitless conceptualization, the authors
are able to move quickly and agilely into the important business of explana-
tion. Here, they provide a number of creative and innovative ideas about the
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developmental process in the Middle East. For purposes of this review, I
shall single out a half dozen of the key insights that appear in the book.

In their useful introduction, editors Carothers and Ottoway warn the
reader of the severity of the challenge that we face. In three places, they use
the adjective "daunting" to describe the task at hand. They are also sensitive
to the radical nature of the politics of change when they refer to a "profound
political transformation."

The drive to democratize has had only limited success in the Middle
East. In the words of Carothers and Ottoway, "yet despite all the talk, this
region remains politically stuck." In an especially significant argument, the
authors postulate that the process of liberalization races out ahead of democ-
ratization. Liberalization often impedes rather than promotes democracy.

Daniel Brumberg successfully pulls together the important dialectical
theme of liberalization versus democratization. He compares what he terms
"full autocracies" to "liberal autocracies." In discussing liberal autocra
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