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Letter from the President of the 
United States Institute of Peace

In the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks, the Institute 
launched the Muslim World Initiative to address the vital foreign pol-
icy and national security challenges associated with the many and  

diverse Islamic societies around the globe.  Over the years we have focused 
on three cross-cutting themes:  how to mobilize moderate leaders and pub-
lics, how to marginalize militants and extremist elements, and how to 
bridge the divide between the United States and the Muslim world.  
Through our education, training, and centers of innovation, which include 
programs on religion and peacemaking and promotion of the rule of law, 
we are building networks of moderate leaders and countering extremism 
by creating programs that foster civil society. One of the fruits of this initia-
tive is this volume, Conflict, Identity, and Reform in the Muslim World: Chal-
lenges for U.S. Engagement. 

I want to recognize the editors of this book, Daniel Brumberg and Dina 
Shehata, for their efforts in compiling the writings of a talented international 
group of authors, for the astute judgment they have brought to this project, 
and for their work in framing the analysis presented here. The events of 
recent years underscore the need for sound scholarship and analysis to 
inform policymakers and identify best practices in the field. I also want to 
express my appreciation to Abiodun Williams, vice president for our Center 
for Conflict Analysis and Prevention, for overseeing this project. 

The United States needs to muster all of its natural talent as we seek a 
deeper appreciation of the diverse countries, cultures, and peoples that 
make up the Muslim world. We need detailed comprehension of the roles 
of media, religion, justice systems, and education in advancing tolerance 
and nonviolent approaches to dealing with sources of conflict. The United 
States Institute of Peace is committed to playing an active role in diminish-
ing the sources of mistrust and misunderstanding that lead to political 
violence.  I believe this volume will enhance understanding and inform 
better policymaking.

Richard H. Solomon
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Preface

This volume, Conflict, Identity, and Reform in the Muslim World:  
Challenges for U.S. Engagement, echoes all of the Muslim World Initia-
tive’s themes but approaches them in a unique manner. It evaluates 

the evolution of U.S.-Muslim relations in the context of conflicts within the 
Muslim world over identity, society, ideology, and politics. These conflicts 
escalated after the attacks of September 11, 2001, and especially after the 
invasion of Iraq. U.S.-Muslim relations became entangled in them, as did 
efforts to promote political reform and democracy. 

Although this volume was not specifically designed as a policy blue-
print, it offers important lessons and insights for the U.S. administration, 
elucidating the complex interplay of U.S.-Muslim relations and conflicts 
within the Muslim world. These insights apply not only to Iraq, but more 
broadly to the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

First, the West in general and the United States in particular seek engage-
ment with the Muslim world to enhance peacemaking within states and to 
advance regional peacemaking between states. But one cannot engage a 
single country’s peoples, movements, parties, or governments without af-
fecting its neighbors. As the Obama administration pledges new resources 
to enhance security and peacemaking in the Middle East and South Asia, 
it will have to grapple with overlapping domestic and regional conflicts.

Second, the United States’ plans to advance reform, human rights, and 
governance in three countries of particular interest—Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
Pakistan—will affect the broader region for years to come.

Third, it is not the case, as the conventional wisdom would have it, that 
the key issue in the U.S.-Muslim world relationship is Islam, or the Islamic 
faith. The book focuses on a multitude of identities—Islamic, secular,  
ethnic, ideological—that frame political action and conflict in the “Muslim 
world.” This elucidation of the multiplicity and elasticity of identities offers 
an important cautionary tale for the current administration as it tries to 
chart a new course.

Conflict, Identity, and Reform in the Muslim World: Challenges for U.S.  
Engagement is the most recent title in a growing list of important and influ-
ential publications on peace and conflict in the Muslim world produced by 
the U.S. Institute of Peace.  The Institute’s experts, grantees, and fellows 
have published more than ninety books, reports, and articles on this  
important subject, and a small percentage of these reports are included in 
this volume. Among recent books are three in the Pivotal States series—
Iran’s Long Reach by Suzanne Maloney, Faith and Politics in Nigeria by  
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John N. Paden, and The New Turkish Republic by Graham E. Fuller—as well 
as Negotiating with Iran: Wrestling the Ghosts of History by John W. Limbert 
and The Future of Afghanistan, edited by J Alexander Thier.

Abiodun Williams

© Copyright by the Endowment of 
 the United States Institute of Peace




