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Introduction

The Historical Background of the Civil Society Concept

from a Theoretical Perspective

The concept of civil “society” as the realm of voluntary self-organi-
zation and association by citizens has largely been defined in contrast to
the state. This understanding of civil society originates from late 18" cen-
tury and early 19" century Europe, during which time the rising bourgeois
classes were in the process of emancipating themselves from the strictures
of absolute monarchy, church and feudal estates as well as traditional bonds
of kinship. This process was championed by philosophers such as Ferguson,
Hegel and DeTocqueville who, each in his own way, envisioned a society of
autonomous individuals who on a voluntary basis would group together in
order to defend and promote their common interests, vis-a-vis the state’s
authorities. This civil society was expected to hold the state’s authorities
accountable to the public will.

For much of the 20" century, however, the concept of civil society
disappeared from usage. It resurfaced again in the 1980s. Once again, the
theme of defending or promoting citizens’ interests and rights vis-a-vis
(potential or actual) tyrannical or oppressive state institutions was central to
its definition. The concept was brought to the fore by dissident movements
in the former Communist bloc countries of Eastern and Central Europe, and
powerfully embodied by the regime-defiant heroism of figures like Lech
Walesa from Poland and Vaclav Havel from Czecho-Slovakia.

The revival of the concept also resulted from criticism of the idea of
state-led modernization of the so-called “Third World” countries that had
dominated development thinking since the 1950s. During the 1980s and
early 1990s, development experts and policy makers in the Western world
came to see the role of the state in economic and social development in
developing countries in an increasingly negative light. Accordingly, the
state was criticized for its lack of accountability and representativeness,
authoritarianism, corruption, wasteful expenditures and distortion of mar-
ket forces.

During the 1990's, however, it became apparent that neo-liberal poli-
cies imposed by international financial institutions in the so-called “devel-
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oping” countries resulted in the dismantling of state-run programs in the
realms of education, health and social welfare. This, in turn, had negative con-
sequences for the socio-economic position of the poor and the vulnerable
in those societies which often led, ultimately, to general social and political
instability. This prompted several development organizations, Western gov-
ernments and eventually the World Bank to embrace the idea of strength-
ening non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in developing countries as
the most realistic vehicles for social development. Voluntary associations as
expressions of authentic desires of citizens in favor of social and economic
justice, democratization and human rights were at least potentially regard-
ed as the proper antidote to unaccountable state bureaucracies as well as
to the threats of social disintegration and the instability that resulted from
profit-oriented market economies. The new ideal among established West-
ern development institutions became that of partnership between market,
state and civil society for the sake of development for the common good.
Civil society came to be seen as the natural haven for positive human values
in the realm of democracy, equality, freedom and human rights.'

Such normative expectations of civil society have been criticized by
scholars from as diverse backgrounds as Britain’s John Keane, Jude How-
ell and Jenny Pearce, Neera Chandoke from India and Maha Abdulrahman
from Egypt. Such scholars emphasise that actually existing civil societies are
marred by tendencies that, in many ways, represent the opposite of these
values. First, organizations established by citizens on a voluntary basis are
not, by definition, democracy-friendly in their structure, values and goals.
Adolf Hitler's Nazi party started as a voluntary organization, for instance,
and the same applies at present to mafia organizations, Al-Qa‘ida, and the
Ku Klux Klan. Second, civil society institutions are not always as autonomous
from the dynamics of state and market as some idealistic voices like to hold.
Third, civil societies invariably reflect existing socio-economic inequalities.
Civil society organizations representing wealthier and more powerful groups
in society usually have a greater economic, social and political clout then
those representing relatively underprivileged sections of society.” In this
regard, Howell and Pearce distinguish between two different approaches
toward civil society ideals: the dominant one underlines harmonious part-
nership between state, civil society and market economy, while the alterna-
tive approach underlines conflicting interests between grassroots associa-
tions that, on the one hand, represent underprivileged groups of society
and, on the other, represent the state, profit-oriented companies and more
privileged civil society forces.?
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Dominant approaches to civil society have also been criticized for the
euro-centric nature of their underlying assumption that the existence of any
civil society requires “equal, autonomous and self-determining individuals
free from the bonds of kinship, ethnicity and faith.” As a critical response to
such approaches, Robert Fatton responded that in the case of Sub-Saharan
Africa, civil society “has to be conceptualized as the realm of collective soli-
darities generated by processes of class-formation, ethnic “inventions” and
religious “revelation,” and not so much by individual autonomy and self-
determination.’

This dissertation focuses primarily on the dimension of religious “rev-
elation”, faith and discourse as this is reflected in the discourse of Jordanian
Muslim voluntary welfare associations as well as translated into practice.
The aim is to analyze the degree to which discourses and practices reflect
and uphold patterns of patronage and/or empowerment. When the former
is true, relationships of dependency are reinforced through practices of aid,
cultural activity and education; when the latter describes the nature of these
discourses and practices, the beneficiaries may hope to become relatively
autonomous and self-reliant citizens. Related to this issue is the question of
the impact of traditional socio-cultural patterns on the one hand and mod-
ernization processes on the other. The same goes for the issue of individual
autonomy versus collective identity.

Determining the “Muslim” nature of NGOs

In a country like Jordan, it is no easy matter to identify the degree to
which a voluntary organization may be described as “Islamic” or “Muslim.”
After all, legally speaking, an official category of “Islamic” voluntary wel-
fare associations does not exist. And Jordanian government officials as well
as the leadership of Jordan’s General Union of Voluntary Societies (GUVS)
emphasise that, according to Jordanian legislation, NGOs are prohibited
from making any distinction between people on the basis of religion or ori-
gin, whether it concerns applicants to their services or candidates for mem-
bership.The same officials and GUVS leaders do acknowledge, however, that
religious beliefs and a common religious discourse can be an important fac-
tor when people associate together and carry out social work within their
community.’ It is obvious, then, that Islamic NGOs in Jordan are a sociologi-
cal and anthropological phenomenon; but not a formal and legal category.
However, given the wide diffusion of Islamic beliefs, discourse and practice
in Jordanian society, especially with regard to social well-being and family
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issues, it is also difficult to delineate Islamic NGOs from non-Islamic ones on
a purely sociological or anthropological basis.

In terms of overlapping membership and religious ideology, some
NGOs are affiliated with The Muslim Brotherhood Islamist movement.
Indeed, these were often initiated by one, or more, of The Muslim Brother-
hood’s leaders and, in terms of their motivation as well as their efforts of
Islamization toward their clients and/or the wider public, are clearly derived
from Islamic beliefs and discourse. There are also, however, NGOs who spring
from similarly formulated Islamic beliefs and promote similar Islamic socio-
cultural messages to their clients without having any (obvious) connections
with Islamist movements. In this regard, it should be noted that there is not
always a clear-cut boundary between Islamists and non-Islamist observant
Muslims in Jordan. The Islamist movement spreads its influence in Jorda-
nian society by creating, expanding and fostering social networks through
da'wa, or missionary, activities in as many arenas of Jordanian social life as
possible. Personal relationships, familial and tribal structures, mosques as
well as institutionalized NGO work are used as vehicles by members of The
Muslim Brotherhood as part of this process.® As is typical of social formations
based on social networks that, to a considerable degree, transcend the for-
mal memberships of organizations, it is impossible to determine with preci-
sion the limits of The Muslim Brotherhood’s influence in Jordanian society.
Moreover, in determining the extent to which someone is socially included
or excluded from membership in and/or activities of Islamist voluntary wel-
fare associations, formal affiliation to a particular religious organization,
such as The Muslim Brotherhood, is not usually considered relevant by those
involved within these associations. Instead, the correct ideological outlook,
normative orientation and lifestyle are typically deemed more important.

There are also local NGOs who combine secular with religious dis-
courses in their work for social development. Toward the international
donor community, they present themselves as secular development orga-
nizations; while, internally, they may disseminate a religious discourse to
get their developmental messages across to the local public. Associations
headed or established by members of the Jordanian royal family often pro-
vide us with examples of this type of NGOs. For, it is certainly true that the
Jordanian monarchy propagates the reform and modernization of Jorda-
nian society in accordance with the developmental values espoused by the
global community and enshrined in the UN Millennium Development Goals
and various other UN treaties on human, women'’s, children’s and disabled
person’s rights. Yet, at the same time, this push for modernization is publicly
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anchored in the (Arab and Islamic) values and habits that are part and parcel
of local society. Thus, towards the end of the 1970s, The Hashemite Fund for
Human Development (JOHUD) headed by Princess Basma issued a fatwah
(religious edict) from the chief Mufti of the Kingdom that permitted Muslim
citizens to pay their zakah (Islamic wealth or poll tax) to this development
institution.®* Moreover, JOHUD also runs a Goodwill Campaign in the name
of the Islamic concept of ‘ihsan (goodwill and charity) that is expressly based
on Islamic values of solidarity and support for the underprivileged. The cam-
paigns’ activities are concentrated during the holy month of Ramadan.’ The
Fund also accommodates religious objections to charging interest prevalent
in local communities when it introduces micro-credit schemes there with
the aim of setting up micro-businesses among poor families.” Islamic schol-
ars are involved in giving religious lectures to convey the Fund’s message
on developmental issues like family planning and women'’s rights across.
Ghusoon Diab al-Kareh, director of the educational program of the Young
Women’s Muslim Association (YWMA), another “royal NGO” patronized by
Princess Sarvath, is not entirely happy with the label “Muslim”in her associa-
tion’s name. In her experience, it does not help if one wishes to garner sup-
port in the Western world. In Jordan itself, it raises the expectation of a “cor-
rect”religious association that meticulously observes the shari‘ah. In reality,
the association functions largely as a secular association. Muslims as well
as Christians work there and many of the women employees are dressed in
Western style clothes without headscarves."

Even foreign development organizations operating in Jordan that
have no Muslim background whatsoever have to take local religious sen-
sitivities into account. For, instance, the British development association
Questscope - which specializes in working with children at risk (usually
school drop-outs from poor families with severe social problems, and at risk
of ending up involved with crime and/or addiction problems - has chosen a
local Islamic women'’s association to implement its program of empowering
“girls at risk.” Indeed, from the point of view of a traditional Arab community,
nothing provides a safer place for girls than a charitable women’s associa-
tion with a strong reputation of piety and chastity.”

In other words, precise distinctions between “Islamic”and “non-Islam-
ic” NGOs cannot be made in a Muslim society, such as Jordan’s. Al-‘Afaf Wel-
fare Society is an NGO that promotes the “right Islamic approach” to marital
life. Abdullatif Arabiyyat, also one of the leading personalities of The Muslim
Brotherhood-based Islamic Action Front Party (IAF), is Al-‘Afaf’s founder and
president. The Society’s general manager (not Arabiyyat) insists, however,
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that it cannot be labeled as “Islamic,” since “there is no such a thing as an
Islamic association in Jordan.” Rather, he argues that, as the overwhelming
majority of Jordanian society is Muslim, it is only “natural” for an association
like his to give expression to Islamic values. By this argument, the general
manager emphasizes his group’s appeal to all people in Jordanian society
while avowedly dissociating it from political Islamic movements.” While per-
haps a certain interest in marketing flavours his approach, this should not
distract us from Arabiyyat’s main point: attaching labels to NGOS on the
basis of their Islamicness should only be done with extreme caution.

Categorizing Jordanian Muslim NGOs

1. Islamist associations.
These are voluntary welfare associations established by representatives
of political Islam, most often The Muslim Brotherhood Movement. Their
discourse, in combination with their social activities, is clearly aimed at
the Islamization of society and at countering those “alien” social phe-
nomena deemed so harmful to an Islamic way of life.

2. Politically unaffiliated conservative associations.
These associations engage in activities and espouse a socio-cultural
discourse similar to that of the Islamist associations, though they dif-
fer from the Islamists on the grounds that their founders and present
members have no, or only marginal links to political Islam.

3. Progressive Muslim associations.

Rather than defending and bolstering an Islamic identity in the face of
political, social and cultural threats posed by external forces deemed
“hostile” to Islam (as holds true for the previous categories), these asso-
ciations prefer to advocate modern reinterpretations of the Islamic
message and, in so doing, may counter those of the traditional voices,
in order to enable Muslims to engage fully in the modern and devel-
oped world.

4. Secular organizations engaging in Islamic discourse.
These are not expressly based on a certain Islamic model, but still
engage in modernist forms of Islamic discourse in order to reach cer-
tain target groups.
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5. Associations not engaging in any kind of Islamic discourse (in a
Jordanian context, this applies solely to Western or Christian ones).

Here there follows a brief explanation of background and the types of
social activities in which each association is engaged. For reasons of space,
it will be given in note form. Concerning social background, it will be indi-
cated whether, ant to what extent, an association may be characterized as
tribal, urban, rural, Palestinian and so on." If the data concerns a women’s
NGO, this will be indicated as well. All other NGOs than those established or
run are either exclusively or overwhemingly male in membership. In terms
of the association’ s activities, another kind of categorization will be used:
whether they are of a multi-purpose, or of a specialized nature.

1. Islamic Center Charity Society

- Relationship to Islamic Discourse: Islamist. Established by leading
figures of the Islamist trend, first and foremost the leadership of The
Muslim Brotherhood, this is widely regarded as The Brotherhood’s
social wing. Working out of an Islamist motivation to promote the
“Islamic way of life” as understood by The Muslim Brotherhood,
toward their own clients as well as toward the wider public

- Social background: mixed. Palestinians as well as East Bank Jordanians
are represented. Generally, these are significantly more urban than
rural

- Type of activities: multi-purpose

- Engagingin financial and in-kind aid to orphans and poor, and
mediation and reconciliation in the case of social conflicts in families
or the local community

- Educational activities on: a) religion; b) childhood development; c)
marital relationships; d) social behavior in public space; e) health
issues; f) vocational training

- Mediation in employment seeking and income-generating projects
for needy clients

- Health institutions (clinics, hospitals)

- Educational institutions (kindergartens, schools, community college
and university)
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. Al-‘Afaf Welfare Association

Relationship to Islamic discourse: Islamist. Established by prominent
Islamist politician, former IAF secretary general and Muslim
Brotherhood member Abdul Latif Arabiyyat. Tries to Islamize society
by disseminating Islamist discourse on marriage and family issues
Social background: mixed in terms of ethnic background. More urban
than rural

Types of activity: specialized in marriage issues

Yearly mass weddings

Educational activities on a) religion in conjunction with; b) childhood
development; c) marital life; d) social behavior in public space (to a
limited extend); e) health issues

Islamic Anwar Al-Huda Welfare Association

Relationship to Islamic discourse: Conservative. Established by Mrs.
Madiha Kokh, former head of secondary girls’ school. Active in social
and charitable work, strongly religiously motivated in a traditional
sense associated with and promoted through notions of da'wa, but
with no explicit involvement in political Islam

Social background: women, ethnically mixed, urban

Type of Activity: multi-purpose

Financial aid and aid in kind to the poor

Reconciliation and mediation of conflicts within families
Educational activities on a) religion; b) childhood development; c)
marital relationships; d) health issues; e) vocational training
Limited mediation in seeking employment for clients

Islamic Samma Welfare Association

Relationship to Islamic discourse: Conservative. Links with political
Islam seemingly absent

Social background: tribal and rural

Type of activities: multi-purpose

Financial and in kind aid to the needy

Educational activities on a) religion; b) health issues; c) vocational
training

Income-generating projects for needy families

Health institutions (dental clinic)

Educational institutions (kindergarten)
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. Al-Farug Welfare Association for Orphans

Relationship to Islamic discourse: Progressive Muslim. No binding
relationship with a particular Islamic doctrine, but generally in
favor of a humanistic and liberal approach toward Islam that does
not distinguish between Muslims and non-Muslims, religious or
secular in social relationships or public life. It disseminates religious
discourse to clients and local public in order to promote such liberal
and modernist understandings of religion. Not in favor of the Islamist
movement.

Social background: mostly Palestinian (refugee-camp based), to a
limited extent East Bank Jordanian (village based)

Activities: multi-purpose

Financial and in-kind aid to orphan families (i.e. families lacking a
regular income-provider)

Mediation of conflicts in families and local community

Educational activities on a) religion; b) childhood development; c)
marital relationship; d) social behavior in public space; e) health
issues; f) vocational training

Health institutions (poly-clinic)

Educational institutions (kindergarten and primary school)
Income-generating projects for needy families

Welfare Association for the Care of Orphans

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Conservative

Social background: Ethnic composition unknown. East Bank Jordanian
presence seemingly dominant. Urban

Type of activities: specialized (orphanage institution)

Educational activities for orphan children on: a) religion; b) childhood
development; c) (future) marital life; d) social behavior in public life; e)
health issues

Plans for vocational training and for income generating projects for
orphans

Young Women'’s Muslim Association

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Secular (very little Islamic
discourse at the level of the organization, aside from fund-raising
during Ramadan)

Social background: mixed in all respects, including the religious
Type of activities: specialized
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School and vocational training institute for mentally handicapped
children, adolescents and young adults, institute for training young
women to teach the mentally handicapped and home training for
families with mentally handicapped children

Islamic Bani Hassan Welfare Association

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Islamist. Established by ex-IAF
parliamentarian and ex-ambassador to Iran, Bassam Umoush.
Personal links with the Islamic Center Charity Society as well
Social background: tribal (of the Bani Hassan tribe), and mostly urban
Type of activities: multi-purpose

Financial and in-kind aid

Mediation in tribal and familial conflicts and feuds

Educational activities on: a) religious education; b) childhood
development; ¢) marital relationships; d) social behavior in public
space; e) health issues; f) vocational training; g) literacy course
Income generating projects for the needy through micro-credits
(planned)

Islamic Educational Association

Relationship with Islamic Discourse: Islamist. Established and headed
by Abdul Baky Gammo, one of the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood
founders. More Islamist figures, including an IAF politician, involved
Social background: mixed, but with a significant proportion of
Chechens, including Gammo himself

Activities: specialized. Kindergarten and primary school

Financial aid: school enrollment against fees according to income of
parents. The poorest enroll on a free of charge basis

Special educational activities on: a) religious education; b) social
behavior in public space; c) literacy course for adults, as well as all the
regular school subjects

Umar Ibn al-Khattab Welfare Association

Relationship with Islamic Discourse: Conservative.

Social background: mainly Palestinian, and urban-based.
Activities: specialized. Orphanage

Educational Activities on: a) religious education; b) childhood
development; c) social behavior in public space; d) health issues
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Jordan Hashemite Fund for Human Development

Relationship with Islamic discourse: predominantly secular. It is

also engaged, however, in the dissemination of a modernist Islamic
discourse on issues like social development, women'’s rights and
family planning

Social background: mixed. Headed by Princess Basma

Type of activities: multi-purpose

Financial and in-kind aid

Educational activities on: a) religious education in conjunction with;
b) women’s issues and rights; c) childhood development; d) health
issues, including reproductive health and care for the handicapped; e)
vocational training

Income-generating projects (micro-credits)

Educational institutions (kindergartens)

Questscope

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Secular (Islamic discourse absent
at organizational level). However, it does cooperate with local Islamic
NGOs and religious individuals, including Islamists

Social background: UK-based international NGO with local staff in
Jordan

Type of activities: specialized. Target group: “Children at Risk” (children
from broken and/or socially weak families dropping out from school
and in danger of getting involved with crime)

Educational activities (for children) on: a) childhood development,
including counseling; b) vocational training; c) income-generating
projects

Islamic Al-Urwa Al-Wuthqa Welfare Association

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Islamist. Established and
dominated by Muslim Brotherhood members and others involved in
the mainstream Islamist current

Social background: mixed. Several East Bank Jordanian founders.
However, urban-based Palestinians dominate active membership
Type of activities: multi-purpose

Financial and in-kind aid

Mediation and reconciliation in conflicts in family and neighborhood
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Educational activities on: a) religion (including political topics such as
Palestine and Jerusalem); b) social behavior in public space; c) health
issues; d) vocational training

Islamic Welfare Association of Salt

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Conservative. Main founders
state-employed ‘ulama’ (Islamic religious scholars)

Social background: East Bank Tribes (from the city of Salt and
surroundings)

Type of Activities: multi-purpose, though educational ones dominate
Financial and in-kind aid (in particular during Ramadan)

Mediation and reconciliation in conflicts within family and
neighborhood

Educational activities on: a) religion; b) childhood- and youth
development; ¢) marital relationship and gender; d) social behavior in
public space; e) health issues; f) vocational training
Income-generating projects

Educational institutions (kindergartens)

Al-'lhsan Welfare Association

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Islamist. Founder and head
ex-employee of the Islamic Center Charity Society

Social background: women, mainly urban and Palestinian

Type of Activities: multi-purpose

Mediation and reconciliation within family and neighborhood
Educational activities on: a) religion; b) childhood development;
¢) marital relationships - both b) and c) on the basis of informal
counseling; d) vocational training

Limited income-generating project

Khawla’ Bint Al-Azwar Association

Relationship with Islamic discourse: Conservative as well as
progressive elements. Founded by wa'izah, or female mosque teacher,
with the support of Questscope (see no. 12)

Social background: women, urban and overwhelmingly Palestinian
Type of Activities: Specialized. Focused on “Children at Risk” (cf. no. 12)
Mediation and reconciliation in familial conflicts, through working
with girls and their mothers
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Educational activities on: a) religion, mostly in conjunction with; b)
childhood development; c) marital relationships; d) social behavior in
public space; e) (mental) health issues; f) vocational training
Income-generating handicraft project

Southern Society for Special Education

Relationship with Islamic discourse: uncertain. Founded by prominent
figure of tribal society in Ma‘an.

Social background: members of southern Jordanian tribes.

Type of activities: specialized (care for the physically and mentally
handicapped).

Financial aid and in kind aid for the needy on occasional basis
Educational activities on: a) childhood development (of handicapped
children), religious discourse used in order to break the shame
among families for having such children; b) marital relationships of
the handicapped; c) health issues pertaining to handicaps; d) limited
vocational training and income-generating project for deaf girls.
Health institutions: polyclinic for the handicapped, including labs,
diagnosis, medical treatment, physio- and speech therapy and
outreach to families with handicapped members, including home
training. Financial rates are according to income, and the poorest are
diagnosed and treated free of charge

Educational institutions: primary school for the deaf

Al-’Agsa Welfare Association

Relation to Islamic discourse: Islamist, with outspoken progressive
tendencies. Founded and headed by Nawal al-Fa‘uri, ex-IAF and
ex-Muslim Brotherhood member who used to be the first woman
representative in the IAF Shurah Council and who is at present
member of the Islamic Center Party (Hizb al-Wasat al-Islami). Promotes
interpretation of Islam in favor of women'’s and children’s rights

Social background: women, and mainly East Bank Jordanians from the
provincial town of Madaba and surroundings

Type of Activities: multi-purpose

Financial and in kind aid

Educational activities on: a) religion, especially in conjunction with;

b) childhood development; c) marital relationships and gender; d)
health issues; e) vocational training; f) literacy course

Income generating projects (through micro-credits for needy families)

31



19.

22.

ISLAM, CIVIL SOCIETY AND SOCIAL WORK

Educational institutions (primary school for the deaf, plans for
secondary school and vocational training for the deaf)

Orthodox Association in Fuheis

Relationship to Islamic discourse: no such discourse, since it is
Christian. Represents the Orthodox Christian community in a social/
communal, and not so much in a religious sense

Social background: East Bank Orthodox Christians from Fuheis

Type of activities: multipurpose.

Financial and in-kind aid to the needy

Cultural activities (theatre, music, singing)

Educational institutions (nursery)

. Society of the Blessed

Relationship to Islamic Discourse: uncertain

Social background: urban, ethnic composition unknown

Type of activities: specialized, focused on kindergarten

Financial aid and in-kind (mainly during the two major Islamic feasts
‘Id al-Adha and ‘Id al-Fitr)

Educational activities on: religion (Qur’anic course for adults)
Educational institution (kindergarten)

. Society for the Memorization of the Qur'an

Relationship to Islamic discourse: Islamist (established and run by
Muslim Brotherhood figures)

Social background: ethnically mixed, more urban then rural, centres
segregated according to gender.

Type of activities: specialized (in religious learning)

Financial and in-kind aid (during ‘Id al-Adha and ‘Id al-Fitr)
Educational activities on: a) religion (Qur’an, Hadith, Islamic ethics),
also in conjunction with; b) family relations; c) social behavior in
public space

Red Crescent Society in Salt

Relationship to Islamic discourse: conservative

Social background: East Bank tribes from Salt

Type of activities: specialized (orphanage for girls from families that
rejected them)
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The Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation takes the concept of civil society as its main theoreti-
cal focus. In Part One, we deal with the relationship between Islam and civil
society. In Chapter One, a closer analytical look is taken at the civil society
concept as such. It will be discussed primarily as a realm that consciously
organizes the socio-cultural lifeworld of citizens. In Chapter Two, we discuss
how this concept can be applied to Muslim societies and to mainstream
Islamist currents within the modern Middle East. In Chapter Three, we move
on to the role of Islamist NGOs in the Arab world. Here we probe the degree
to which these organizations exist as modern institutions reflecting hori-
zontal civic (middle class-based) networks; concomitantly, we also explore
the degree to which the same organizations promote traditional hierarchies
and patronage.

Part Two situates empowerment and patronage within the general
context of power relations between state and (civil) society in Jordan. Chap-
ter One describes these relations from the perspective of state hegemony
and patronage. In Chapter Two, the perspective of four prominent types
of non-state sociopolitical actors in Jordan - political parties, professional
associations, organizations representing employers and laborers, and the
Islamist movement - is highlighted. Chapter Three describes and analyzes
the Jordanian NGO sector.

Part Three focuses more closely on the religious discourses of Jor-
danian Muslim voluntary welfare associations. We explore how these dis-
courses reflect patterns of empowerment and/or patronage. Chapter One
puts Islamic socio-economic ethics in a historical perspective. Chapter Two
describes and analyzes religious motivations and social ideals in the dis-
course of associations affiliated to The Muslim Brotherhood. It also describes
the views of non-Islamist outsiders regarding these associations, given the
controversial nature of the Islamist movement and its social and political
clout in Jordanian society among liberals, secularists and non-Muslims.
Chapters Three, Four, and Five describe and analyze the role of Islam in the
discourse of associations not affiliated to The Muslim Brotherhood.

Part Four deals with the socio-economic aspects of the Muslim asso-
ciations’ social activities and the ways in which they relate to patterns of
empowerment and patronage. Chapter One deals with the provision of
financial and in kind aid; while Chapter Two discusses those activities ori-
ented toward employment.

Part Five endeavours to establish the extent to which the associa-
tions’ cultural and educational activities reinforce notions of empowerment
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or dependency. Chapter One describes several cultural activities. The fol-
lowing chapter presents the educational discourse of one Jordanian Muslim
association that specializes in religious education as an example. Chapter
Three provides a theoretical background regarding two rather different edu-
cational approaches within specific Arab and Islamic contexts. It illustrates
these approaches with Muslim associations’ discourses and activities related
to child development. Chapter Four deals with a variety of discourses and
activities within the realm of gender relations.

In the Conclusion, we address the significance of Muslim NGOs’ vari-
ous discourses and practices as these relate to their role as institutions of
Jordanian civil society. In particular, the relationships between these NGOs
and the more general political and social realities of patronage and empow-
erment in Jordan will be discussed.
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ISLAM AND CIVIL SOCIETY






1. The Concept of
Civil Society

This chapter analyzes the concept of civil society from the perspec-
tives of various theoretical approaches. From the outset, we adopt a flexible
and dynamic understanding of civil society as a realm of voluntary activity
involving the commitment of citizens in an associational framework. From
this basis, the present chapter begins by describing civil society as a distinct
domain between state and economy. Then it discusses the issue of the nor-
mative basis of civil society. The chapter ends with an exploration of how
individualistic and community-based approaches relate to the concept of
civil society.

Civil Society as a Distinct Domain

Various interests, ideas and beliefs present in, and emanating from,
a society are served and promoted by a selection of ways through the civil
society framework. Human solidarity on a voluntary basis is a basic principle
of any civil society. Primordial relations, by contrast, such as those of family,
tribe, region, nation or religion do not necessarily form a part of civil soci-
ety. This is because, to a significant extent, membership in such groupings
is simply of an ascribed nature (i.e. acquired by birth and/or blood-ties) and
not based on voluntary choice. That does not mean, however, that tribal or
religious life is by definition excluded from the realm of civil society. Within
such spheres, people may very well engage in common voluntary activities
to serve their aims, interests and convictions. Such voluntary engagement
presupposes a kind of reflexive consciousness regarding values, ideals and
preferences on the part of individual participants. However, the idea of indi-
vidual consciousness may not be lauded above all factors, as some liberals
are inclined to do. No individual develops his or her values, ideals or prefer-
ences entirely detached from relations with other individuals and from the
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general social, cultural, political and economic environment in which he or
she lives. Reflexivity always has a strongly social and contextual dimension.

In order to be defined clearly, civil society must also stand in con-
tradistinction to other spheres of political being. Since the end of the 18"
century, it has been defined mainly in contradistinction to the state. In this
reading, civil society is the institutional and associational expression of soci-
ety vis-a-vis the state.' By organizing themselves voluntarily, citizens create
a realm in which their interests, ideas, beliefs and preferences are served
and promoted in accordance with their own desires and choices. In other
words, a kind of counterbalance against the domination of bureaucratic
state institutions, who are inclined to impose their own points of view, laws
and regulations on the social domain, is provided for. Such voluntary orga-
nizations may directly oppose state institutions and/or their policies, but do
not necessarily have to do so. What all of them do achieve, however, is to
contribute to an institutionalized societal and cultural domain that is, to a
greater or lesser extent, autonomous from the state.

According to certain political and social scientists, civil society should
be distinguished from the realm of the economy as well. Cohen and Arato,
for instance, regard civil society as the whole set of conscious, institutional-
ized and organized expressions of the “lifeworld.”” By this term, they mean
the socio-cultural realm of everyday human relationships, cooperation and
solidarity guided by norms, values and cultural traditions in which individ-
ual identities are formed. Interpersonal communication is the rule in this
sphere. This definition of lifeworld is borrowed from the German philoso-
pher Jirgen Habermas, who distinguishes it from what he considers as the
two subsystems of state and economy. Both of these subsystems, Cohen
and Arato argue (after Habermas), function in ways that are fundamentally
different from the lifeworld. Neither is oriented toward social life with its cul-
tural norms, but rather is oriented toward empirical interests to be served as
effectively and systematically as possible. In the case of the state, this inter-
est is power, which is served through a hierarchical system of sub and super-
ordination linked ultimately to negative sanctions exercised by the higher
ranks in this system. In the case of the economy, the interest is financial
gain —an interest that is served through systems of exchange and economic
efficiency. In the sub-systems of state and economy, we find communicative
patterns that are characterized by a “certain automatism,” and that share a
more impersonal and formal nature than occurs in communication within
the lifeworld.?
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Modern civil societies, according to Cohen and Arato, emerge when
processes of differentiation within the lifeworld take place. Such processes of
mutual distinction occur between factions that used to exist within one and
the same institutional sphere. This applies to the realm of socialization, in
which differentiation has taken place between family, on the one hand, and
school education on the other. It applies equally to the realm of social inte-
gration, which is divided into various groups, collectives and associations. In
the sphere of cultural reproduction, differentiation has taken place between
the religious, the artistic and the scientific. Even the basic constituents of the
spheres of personality, society and culture stand as differentiated from one
another. In this process, personal identities and interpersonal relations are
freed from the unquestionable acceptance of traditional values and institu-
tions. The production of culture is freed from the dominance of external
social institutions. Not surprisingly, such a process results in the emergence
of a more critical and reflexive relationship to tradition. Reflexive forms of
association, publicity, solidarity and identity come into being. On the level
of communication, norms, established patterns and definitions of situations
are questioned and reinterpreted by the members of the society. Such a pro-
cess results also in a new type of voluntary association, with equal rights of
membership, freed from kinship, patriarchal and other ascriptive restrictions
on belonging and holding office. This type of association renews its forms of
solidarity primarily in the free interaction of its present members.*

Such a modern civil society needs to be secured by rights that are
legally codified.’ It also implies that, unlike in traditional settings, the tasks
of administration of the society is separated from the lifeworld and left to
specialized state institutions, and that the economic tasks are left to the
enterprises and companies of the market. In this way, the lifeworld will be
freed from the burden of the patterns of communication essential to the
two subsystems. The latter, in turn, need also to be institutionally anchored
within the lifeworld if they are to be responsive to its needs and demands.®

Another renowned civil society theoretician, John Keane, disagrees
with the exclusion of the realm of the economy from that of civil society. He
argues that the aspect of satisfaction of the material conditions of life can-
not be separated from the realm of civil society. Furthermore, he criticizes
the proponents of a conceptual differentiation between economy and civil
society for wrongly presuming that, in economic life, interpersonal solidar-
ity, cultural norms and social values play no role. To refute this, he points to
phenomena of human solidarity within economic life, such as workers’ trade
unions, the involvement of businessmen in charities or other social endeav-
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ors and the importance of social norms like trust, reliability, punctuality,
honesty, friendship, group commitment and non-violent mutual recogni-
tion for any well-functioning market economy. On the other hand, Keane
also acknowledges that market forces are, of themselves, blind to the social
consequences of their own economic logic. Such consequences may be
adverse for many individuals, social groups or even entire regions, leading
to their marginalization and exclusion, he affirms. Furthermore, Keane con-
tinues: “market forces tend to spread into every nook and cranny of social
life, thereby violating its plurality of voices and identities.” He concludes by
saying that, in the final event, markets and civil societies depend on one
another for the existence of each.’

While his conclusion may be valid, Keane’s argument overlooks the
fact that a similar interdependence also exists between civil society and
state, or at least a state that displays at least a minimum of accountabil-
ity and responsiveness toward the needs, interests and opinions within the
society of which it forms a part. It is generally presumed that civil society
cannot be anarchic, butrather needs the administrative and legal framework
of the state in order to exist. In turn, state institutions that are supposed to
be accountable and effective in administering and serving the needs of the
society are, like the market itself, in need of socio-cultural norms of trust, reli-
ability, group commitment and non-violent mutual recognition. This applies
to their internal functioning as well as to their relationships with (different
sectors of) the (civil) society and the economy. Basing his observations on
the workings of regional governments in Italy, the American political scien-
tist Robert Putnam observes that, in settings where people are more pre-
pared to act collectively to achieve their shared goals (i.e. where there is a
great measure of social capital and dense civic networks), state institutions
as well as markets operate more effectively.® For sure, modernity also knows
the phenomenon of unaccountable states. The totalitarian state, in its pure,
ideal-typical form, does not know anything like an autonomous civil soci-
ety or public sphere. Unresponsive states without any connection to a civil
society and devoid of civic norms may assume a monstrous and tyrannical
character in relation to their citizens, but so do unrestrained and socially
dis-embedded markets in relation to, in particular, the more vulnerable sec-
tions of society.

In my view, the system/lifeworld dichotomy is most useful for the sake
of analytical distinction. That is to say it allows us to distinguish between dif-
ferent kinds of communication and practice, which spring from the basic
mechanisms of the (respective) realms of lifeworld, state, and economy. Such
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an analytical distinction, however, should not lead us mistakenly to posit that
there exists an actual separation between these three realms. Socio-cultural
norms derived from the lifeworld are necessary for the effective, account-
able and socially responsible way of functioning of the institutions of state
and market alike. And indeed, the persons working in both subsystems are
rooted in the lifeworld and have lifeworld-related orientations, norms and
interests. Not surprisingly, therefore, we have the intermediary institutions
of political parties, on the one hand, and trade unions, chambers of indus-
try and commerce and employers’ organizations on the other. These institu-
tions can be regarded, in my view, as civil society institutions, since they are
bodies of voluntary activity in which human solidarity for common interests
and purposes is organized. Their activities and purposes, at the same time,
reside within the subsystems of the state and economy respectively. How-
ever, these considerations do not alter the fact that such subsystems have
their own operational logic, distinct from the lifeworld. This logic represents
mechanisms - bureaucracy, hierarchic domination and economic efficiency
for the sake of profit-making- that threaten the independence and integ-
rity of the civil society and lifeworld, if such mechanisms are not rendered
responsive to the latter. As a matter of fact, the mechanisms of bureaucratic
administration and profit-oriented efficiency do penetrate the institutions
of modern civil society to varying degrees.

The Normative Dimension of Civil Society

Besides the institutional aspects of civil society, there is the norma-
tive dimension of civility — by which | mean a spirit of non-violence, mutual
tolerance and respect. Civil society institutions are supposed to deal with
one another and with citizens in general in such a spirit, regardless of differ-
ences in belief, political conviction, lifestyle and organizational affiliation.’
There are scholars who prefer not to include this criterion of civility in the
definition of a civil society institution. Political scientist Berthold Kuhn, for
instance, is of the opinion that confining the concept of civil society to those
actors proven to be democracy-friendly and non-violent is problematic,
because such criteria cannot be accurately measured. To illustrate this point,
he points to an organization like Greenpeace, often considered an example
of a transnationally operating civil society force, yet capable of considerable
violence in some of their more spectacular acts.” Dropping the criterion of
civility implies that organizations such as Neo-Nazi-groups, the Italian Red
Brigades, the Ku Klux Klan, Mafia organizations and Al-Qa‘ida are all to be
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counted among the forces of civil society, as long as their membership and
their activities, including violent ones, have a voluntary basis and emanate
from the grassroots of society.

The inclusion of civility among the criteria for membership in civil
society certainly carries complications. Yet, at the very least, we might state
that the prevalence of a spirit of civility is essential for the maintenance of
a stable, inclusive and pluralist civil society and is, thus, a necessary ingre-
dient of it. It is important to realize, however, that (collective) actors may
emerge in the realm of civil society that are not so civil in terms of their final
objectives and even some of their current activities. Keane has elaborated
on this issue. As far as final objectives are concerned, he points to 19" and
20" century European history during which the “energies of groups, such as
missionary movements and religious and trade union associations... fought
for their right to survive and thrive as civil associations by using univer-
salist language that threatened the principle of plurality upon which civil
societies thrive!”" He emphasizes that any civil society is beset by tension,
conflicts and contradictions between interests. In this vein, he asserts, civil
society tends to paralyze and undermine its own pluralism.” These tensions
and conflicts constitute also civil society’s endogenous sources of incivility.
Violence, according to Keane, is not simply “the anti-thesis of civil society;”
rather, he claims that every known form of civil society tends to produce
this same violent antithesis, thereby preventing it from becoming a haven
of non-violent harmony.""

The case of Islamist currents in the Middle East shows us as well that
the same ideology or even the same movement can give rise to peaceful and
civil as well as to violent and uncivil trends. My own judgment is that, since
the concept of civility does provide an important normative framework for
a modern, democratic and pluralist civil society, the activities of civil society
actors must conform to a minimum of civility in order to be classified within
the realm of civil society. A certain tolerance and respect for the rights of
others is basic in this regard. Groups whose main objectives and types of
action contradict this distance themselves from the realm of civil society.
However, as is the case with the system/lifeworld divide, while a distinction
between civility and incivility can be drawn, there is no clear dividing line
between the two phenomena. Civility may disintegrate or degenerate into
incivility, and incivility may evolve into civility under certain circumstances.
Yet, consensus on where the boundaries between civility and incivility lie
is non-existent. Whether Greenpeace crosses the line of civility by taking
physical action against objects and devices that pollute the maritime envi-
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ronment is a question that will always give rise to disagreement. To put it
in more general terms: criteria for inclusion in the realm of civil society will
never be precise and universally accepted, and there will always be a mea-
sure of doubt in this regard.

Civil Society: Individualistic or Communitarian?

The concept of civility relates primarily to peaceful relations among
the individual members as well as the organizations of (civil) society them-
selves, rather than to the institutional relationship with the state as well
as with the economy.” This dimension touches upon another kind of con-
tradistinction: that which exists between civil society and the individual.
Civil society is supposed to transcend the naked self-interest and egoism
of individuals by providing for solidarity within associational frameworks.
Virtually all classical political and social theoreticians — Saint-Simon, Comte,
Tocqueville and Durkheim, etc. - tried to discern an associational realm for
citizens situated between, on the one hand, “unbridled individualism” and
the “atomization of the competitive market society,” and, on the other, a
“state-dominated existence.”” Hegel elaborated on this theme in particular.
He adopted Immanuel Kant's notion of the individual as a bearer of rights
as well as the singular agent of moral conscience, an ethos that transcends
individuality.”” The latter ethos should, according to Hegel, be cultivated
through social integration of individuals in what he called “corporations:”
voluntary associations where egoistic motivations of individuals would give
way to collective concerns and identifications, and where individuals would
be educated to internalize the common good and develop civic virtue."”

This approach to good and peaceful relations between the members
of (civil) society implies a much more active understanding of the idea of a
civilized society than a mere cool indifference to people who are “different”
in political conviction, religion, lifestyle, ethnic origin, and so forth. Such
an understanding seems also to fit better with the societal visions of Isla-
mist movements, Islamic intellectuals and Muslim NGOs, who start from the
principle of al-amr bil-ma'ruf wal-nahy ‘an al-munkar (to order the good and
to forbid the evil). As an illustration, the following statement by Ali Kettani,
Secretary General of the Islamic Academy of Sciences in Rabat, Morocco,
may serve:

I would like to differentiate between the Western concept of civil society, based
on liberty and freedom, and that of the East, based on social justice, equality,
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between people of different religious and ethnic backgrounds, and responsi-
bility for righting wrongs. Responsibility is an Islamic obligation. According to
the Hadith, a person should change whatever is wrong with his hand (i.e. by his
deeds), with his tongue (i.e. by words), or, if these prove to be impossible, at
least with his heart.”

Apart from the question of how such religious ideals relate to social
practice, which is invariably problematic, Kettani touches upon two differ-
ent normative approaches toward the civil society concept. A civil society
defined by individual freedom and liberties (often negatively formulated
in terms of a rejection of interference by state and community) is contrast-
ed with a communitaristic one based upon religious injunctions regarding
social responsibilities and justice. This raises the question of how a liberal
civil society, based primarily on “individual liberty” relates to a religiously
inspired civil society, based on “moral and social responsibility:” a “rights”-
based approach versus a “duty”-based approach. A political scientist like
Christopher Bryant perceives a clear difference between the two types of
(civil) society in terms of civility. According to him, civility “demands that
in all of life outside the home, we afford each other certain decencies and
comforts as fellow citizens, regardless of other differences between us.”

Bryant continues to observe, however, that “it [civility] is...a cool con-
cept. It does not require us to like those we deal with civilly, and as such
it contrasts strongly with the warmth of communal, religious or national
enthusiasms.”” It may seem that, with their emphasis on social and moral
duties for all individual members of society, such enthusiasm is at odds with
a liberal pluralist approach in which the freedom, independence and pri-
vacy of the individual are central values. However, the search for a balance
between individual liberties and collective duties has long been conducted
by Muslims, Christians, Jews and secular people in Western and Muslim soci-
eties alike. There is no reason to think that the two approaches - one focus-
ing on individual liberties and the other on collective duties — are mutually
incompatible.
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2. Islam/Islamism and
Civil Society

The relationship between Islam, including Islamist movements,
and civil society has been the subject of extensive academic debate, with
some scholars under the impression that Islam and civil society remain fun-
damentally incompatible. At the opposite end of the spectrum are those
who claim that, if properly implemented, Islam inherently leads to strong,
effective and flourishing civil societies. In between the two poles, there are
those who acknowledge the possibility as well as actual existence of “Islamic
civil societies,” but posit no single and unequivocal relationship between
Islam and civil society. Instead, they see positive as well as negative Islam-
ic phenomena and tendencies in terms of civil society principles. Roughly
speaking, since | am not in favor of essentialist observations regarding the
relationship between Islam and civil society (wholly positive or definitively
negative approaches simplify the matter equally), this thesis identifies with
the middle path. In this chapter, an overview of (some of) these different
approaches is given. This will be followed by my own analytical observations
on the subject.

Islam as an Obstacle to Civil Society

Certain Western orientalists and Arab secularist thinkers join forces to
argue that the Islamic religious establishment has always constituted a seri-
ous hindrance to the development of a truly civil society in the Middle East.
Established orientalist scholars like Bernard Lewis and Eli Kedouri suggest,
for instance, that Islamic law is inherently totalitarian and, thus, prevents
the emergence of strong societal institutions able to check the tyranny of
rulers.

Differently, though also pessimistic, scholars like Ernest Gellner and
John Hall argue that Islamic law reflects the view of a tribal society that
is, by definition, hostile towards established state authority. This hostility
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prevents the emergence of stable states in the region and thereby also pre-
cludes the development of stable democracies and civil societies." Accord-
ing to Gellner, the traditional secular Muslim rulers were often weak since
they lacked legitimacy in terms of the shari‘ah, the sacred law that was the
domain of the ‘ulama’ (Muslim religious scholars), who constituted the reli-
gious leadership of the Muslim community. Due to this lack of legitimacy,
he maintains, Muslim societies were always strong vis-a-vis the state, but
that did not make them civil societies. The urban associations in those soci-
eties were of a “segmentary” nature, implying that their membership was
ascribed by birth and therefore involuntary. Moreover, economic security
and autonomy of citizens is, according to Gellner, a basic condition for the
existence of any civil society. This has been lacking in non-Western, specifi-
cally Muslim societies, however, where rulers extort or confiscate the wealth
of their subjects at whim.” In the views of scholars like Gellner, the notion
and reality of civil society originate in certain politico-social developments
embedded in Western history and, therefore, cannot be applied to the Mus-
lim World.

Scholars in the Arab world are also skeptical of a Muslim civil society
ever being realised. Indeed, in blaming Islam and its religious institutions for
the prevalence of the despotic states in Middle Eastern history, the views of
a selection of prominent Arab scholars, like al-Tahir Labib and Aziz al-Azmeh,
resemble those of Lewis and Kedouri. Both sets of scholars draw attention to
the historical legitimization of authoritarian rule in the name of Islam by reli-
giously sanctioned paradigms like the duty of obedience. Such paradigms
were employed by religious establishments in order to promote reactionary
religious ideologies that have generally served the interests of the rulers.

These scholars usually exclude modern Islamist movements from their
definitions of civil society, since they regard them as present manifestations
of an authoritarian Islamic tradition. Al-Azmeh is vocal in criticizing Islam-
ist movements for having a populist totalitarian discourse that contradicts,
according to him, true liberal democracy. He maintains that this discourse is
based upon essentialist premises, defined solely in Islamic religious terms,
regarding the “true character and identity” of “the people.” Their unitary con-
ception of society and the popular will, according to al-Azmeh, dismisses all
contradictory interests as running counter to their understanding of soci-
ety’s essential character.*

Moreover, al-Azmeh argues, the approach of Islamists toward women
demonstrates that their vision of an essentially Islamic society is bound up
with notions of a traditional and patriarchal order. This order is character-
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ized by personal ties and loyalties based upon principles of allegiance and
obedience.’

Islam as the Benefactor of Civil Society

Vehemently opposing the theories of the Western orientalists and
aforementioned Arab secularists, we find other Arab figures who point to
a long history of civil society in the more urbanized parts of the Arab and
Muslim worlds. Basing their arguments on the cultural importance of turath
(heritage), these scholars postulate that, despite — or perhaps because of
- many occasions in which medieval and early modern Muslim authorities
abused their religion for selfish purposes, such authorities were, in places
like Egypt, the fertile crescent and North Africa, also opposed traditionally by
a strong Islamic civil society under the guardianship of religious institutions
and figures. This civil society, termed by them as mujtama’ahli (“popular” or
“peoples” society), was composed of institutions like guilds that organized
craftsmen, awgaf (endowments) aimed to serve the public good, cultural
associations and religious groupings. These institutions used to integrate
individuals, families and social groups in their networks. The latter protected
the members of the community and constituted a sphere that was relatively
autonomous vis-a-vis state-power. Through this medieval/early modern
mujtama’ ahli, Islam preserved its emancipatory essence. Real suppres-
sion of the Islamic umma (community of believers) with its civil institutions
came only with the establishment of non-religious political authorities in
the Arab-Islamic world, in particular the 20" century modern nation-state.
Democracy and civil society in the Arab world can, according to this school
of thought, only be (re-) established through a revival of this Islamic citizens’
society.® Arab academic thinkers who follow this line of thought are often
sympathetic to the moderate Islamist movement with its voluntary associa-
tions and institutions, which they see as a revival of the old mujtama’ ahli.

Differences can be noted, though, in such thinkers’ views on the role
of contemporary Islamic civil society and Islamist movements. Saif al-Din
Abd al-Fattah Ismail, a political scientist at Cairo University, regards a revival
of the mujtama’ ahli in modern form as the only possible means to over-
come “the crisis of politics in the Arab world.”” In regard to traditional forms
of association, like tribal and familial groups, Ismail would like to preserve
their positive elements (mutual support and security for the individual),
while rejecting the negative elements of factionalism and nepotism.® Here,
the preservation of Arab and Islamic authenticity requires the “democrat-
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ic” implementation of the shari‘ah and the reduction of foreign influence
among the “interests of the 'ummah” (community of believers), in addi-
tion to the struggle against the authoritarian state.” For Ismail, the role of
contemporary Islamist movements, as prominent participants in voluntary
associations and institutions, is vital if the mujtama’ ahli is to be revived."”
On the other hand, his desire for an ‘ummah that remains unified against
threats from state power as well as from the forces of foreign domination
ensures he seeks cooperation with non-Islamist political and civil forces. As a
result, he advocates a“new social contract”to overcome the divisive intellec-
tual and political dichotomy of secular versus religious.” Only such an alli-
ance, from Ismail’s perspective, will generate a civil society strong enough
to resist the intervention and corruption of state authority both from within
and without.”

Unlike Ismail, Hebba Rauf Izzat, a political science researcher at Cairo
University and outspoken Islamist dismisses secular forces, like the leftists
or the liberals, as politically and socially insignificant representatives of Arab
and Muslim society. For Izzat, the Islamists represent the authentic commu-
nal spirit by virtue of their ideas. Accordingly, she points to the Islamists’suc-
cess at developing economic, political and cultural services for Arab-Islamic
populations as proof of their cultural authenticity. The prevailing division
between secular nation-state and religious societies, by contrast, Izzat views
as a deviation from the historical Arab-Islamic world. The role of a contem-
porary mujtama’ ahli or Islamic civil society she describes as a temporary and
transitional one: to preserve the continuity of the 'ummah and put political
pressure on the secular state. In the end, however, when state and society
are completely Islamized, the mujtama’ ahli will lose its relevance and an
organic unity between state and society will prevail.”

Historian Khalid Ziyada from Beirut University, however, envisions a
permanent role for a modern version of an indigenous mujtama’ ahli in a
more democratic and just Arab world. According to him, there needs to be
a conscious revival of the historically rooted division between, on the one
hand, the state (as protector of order) and, on the other, the intermediary
civil sphere (as the liberal arena in Arab and Muslim societies).”

Not only academics, but prominent Islamist political figures, like the
exiled leader of the Tunisian Islamic Al-Nahda (Renaissance) party, Rashid al-
Ghanuchi, passionately uphold the affinity between Islam and civil society.
To summarize, al-Ghanuchi argues that it was Islam alone that elevated peo-
ple from a state of involuntary and instinctive belonging to tribes to a state
of voluntary allegiance to an Islamic society. For al-Ghanuchi, this society is
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solely based on a faith that individuals embrace freely. It is administered by
a state whose relationship with its citizens is based on bay‘ah, or a contract
by which citizens entrust a ruler with the task to order and to forbid.” This
authority is, in turn, bound by Islamic law.

The Islamic faith has, according to al-Ghanuchi, a profound civilizing
influence on believers. Therefore, it consolidates civil society. Islam declares
all humans to be equal creations of the one and only Lord. It judges them
according to their deeds and encourages them all to make the best use
of God’s creation. This creation is God's bounty from which no human is
excluded. The authority of religion in the Islamic society is founded on the
free exercise of ijtihad (individual interpretation) of the Islamic sources by
the religious scholars. It is, however, the people who, on an individual basis
as well as collectively through a freely elected parliament, decide which
religious interpretation is to be adopted. Furthermore, Islam endows the
believers with a conscience and a sense of responsibility to enjoin good and
forbid evil. According to al-Ghanuchi, religious values — and, in particular,
those relating to the concept of tagwah (fear and deference of God) - form
the best guarantor of a civil and compassionate spirit in society. In contrast,
secularized Western societies have, to a great extent, lost this spirit. This has
led to the prevalence of undesirable phenomena like materialism, selfish-
ness, racism and senseless violence that invariably threaten the functioning
of civil society. Only religion and piety, according to al-Ghanuchi, may bring
the necessary balance, justice and peace to society. Interestingly, however,
al-Ghanuchi avowedly prefers a secular democratic system to any kind of
despotism, even if the latter claims to be Islamic. But his ideal remains the
Islamic democratic system of shurah (consultation).” In that system, the free
and flexible exercise of ijtihad regarding the interpretation of Quran and
Hadith provides the religious basis of political pluralism, freedom of expres-
sion and a representative multi-party state. A powerful belief in religiously
sanctioned freedom even prompts al-Ghanuchi to accept parties upholding
atheist doctrines, notably the Communists.” His socio-political thought is
extremely influential among moderate Islamist circles in the Arab world, as
well as in Arab migrant communities in the West.

The Middle of the Roaders

As we have seen, when pondering the relationship between civil soci-
ety and Islam, scholars often adopt diametrically opposing positions: Islam
either is, or is not, fundamentally compatible with the notion of civil society.
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As in any debate, however, there exists a middle party consisting of those
who prefer not to identify with either extreme. Yet, here too, among these
“middle of the roaders,” there is to be found a wide diversity of views.

Civil Society as a Means rather than an End

Some scholars view Islamist movements as actual phenomena of civil
societies in the Arab and Muslim world that play a powerful role there, but
find it hard to see a correspondence between these movements’ ultimate
aims and the principles that underlie pluralist civil societies.

Emmanuel Sivan mentions several methods and strategies applied
by Islamist movements in civil society. Among these he includes the estab-
lishment of voluntary associations that provide services to the needy, the
creation of autonomous spaces in the realms of education, economy and
banking where the shari‘ah is to be applied, and the ubiquity of public insti-
tutions like mosques and the legal system. However, Sivan also points to
methods applied by Islamists that are questionable, to say the least, from
a liberal point of view of civility. He mentions, for instance, vigilante-style
actions to enforce “proper” Islamic behavior in terms of ritual life, dress and
abstinence from “sinful” forms of entertainment, such as drinking alcohol.
According to Sivans, Islamists use a mixture of persuasion and intimida-
tion in this endeavor; at times, they indulge in acts of outright violence.
As regards the final political aims of the Islamists, Sivan observes that they
wish to seize state power in order to use all means and modalities at the dis-
posal of the modern state (i.e. media, education and all other kinds of public
institutions) to Islamize society completely. In Sivan’s view, the Islamists will
liquidate democratic liberties in the name of the shari‘ah. Clearly, this entails
arestriction of the sphere of civil society, even as compared with the present
situation, and especially with regard to formal institutions.™

Distinguishing Moderates from Radicals

Other scholars tend to distinguish between different categories of
Islamists as regards the civil society concept. Usually, “moderate” Islamists
are distinguished from “radical” ones. Roughly speaking, the moderates
correspond in discourse and practice to civil society norms and principles,
while the radicals contradict these. The scholar who best represents this line
of thoughtis perhaps Ahmed S. Mousalli, a political scientist at the American
University of Beirut.

Mousalli reproaches the West at large for its one-sided approach
towards the so-called Islamic fundamentalist danger. He points out that
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Islamic fundamentalism is an “umbrella term for a wide range of activist
discourses that tends to move from a high level of moderate pluralism,
and thus inclusive democracy, to extreme radicalism, intolerant unitarian-
ism, and thus exclusive majority rule.” Indeed, according to Mousalli, most
mainstream Islamist groups in the Arab world are pluralistic, democratic and
inclusive. While only a minority of the fundamentalists are “truly exclusivist
and adhere to the notion of change through radical programs and uncom-
promising revolutions.””

Moderate fundamentalist trends demand to participte in the existing
political system and societal institutions. According to Mousalli, the mod-
erate trend genuinely sees its involvement in civil society and its calls for
pluralism as the road to salvation of the community and of individuals. In his
view, the moderates are also generally willing to engage in a dialogue with
the Western world.” This implies that moderate Islamist involvement in civil
society is not merely a matter of tactics, but a strategic and normative choice
that also determines their ultimate political aims.

Another example of a scholar who distinguishes radical, intolerant
and violent versions of Islamic fundamentalism (or Islamism as he prefers
to call it) from more moderate and civil ones is Mustafa Kamil al-Sayyid, a
political scientist based at the University of Cairo. However, his approach
toward traditional Islamic institutions as well as modern Islamist movements
in Egypt, including the moderate among them, seems to be more critical
than that of Mousalli. Pointing to authoritarian and intolerant tendencies
among certain Islamist movements, al-Sayyid lists instances and incidents
of censorship, intimidation and assassination by Islamist groups (including
the more moderate voices), against all opponents - in particular, he singles
out writers, intellectuals and artists. Egyptian society, according to him, is
presently ruled over by an arbitrary and oppressive government, while her
civil society is increasingly dominated by Islamists with tenuous claims to
pluralist democracy.”

This does not lead al-Sayyid to exclude a priori religious institutions
and actors from the arena of civil society, however. For him, associations of
religious scholars, mosque communities and parishes belong to civil society
in much the same was as political parties, trade unions and women’s move-
ments do. In this vein, he argues for a more pragmatic and rational response
to Islamist movements. The integration of moderate forces among the latter
in civil and political society should not be prohibited, since al-Sayyid regards
the disunity between secular and religious civil society forces as one of the
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major obstacles to political liberalization. This disunity allows the existing
authoritarian regimes to retain their hegemonic position.”

Norms of Civil Behavior

Scholars like the Egyptian political scientist Hassanain Taufiqg, Ameri-
can political scientist Mahmood Monshipouri and Egyptian sociologist Saad
Eddin Ibrahim see possibilities for including Islamist movements in the realm
of civil society, provided that they conduct themselves according to civil
norms. Thus, Islamists must tolerate multiple understandings of Islam and
society, abstain from the use of violence and respect human rights. Accord-
ing to Taufiq, the realms of civil society and the public sphere must be broad
enough to entertain free debate on questions of state structure, religion in
politics and the Islamist response to the crisis of democracy.” Monshipouri
notes progress in the Islamist camp and optimistically observes that:“Islam-
ists’ views on the relationship among state, economy and society have been
seriously rethought. Islamists treat democracy as a standard and universal
good. They advocate a free market economy and, in Augustus Richard Nor-
ton’s words, “certainly have at least a foothold in civil society.”*

Saad Eddin Ibrahim believes that, under the right democratic condi-
tions, the Islamists may evolve into something akin to the Christian Demo-
crats in Europe or the religious parties in Israel. In his analysis, the 1980s
and 1990s witnessed a revitalization and growth of the realm of civil society
in the Arab world. This was due to certain factors: the growth of a better-
educated middle class; the Arab states’ inability to manage conflicts in the
region successfully; the latter’s failure to meet the socio-economic needs of
their populations; and the global wave of democratization. Ibrahim notes
that while such conditions of crisis spurred civil society organizations in the
Arab world to pressure states for greater liberalization, they also led to the
rise of Islamic militancy. He speaks of a “three way race” between autocratic
regimes, Islamic activists and civil society organizations. “One variant of the
race,” according to Ibrahim, “has been the squeezing of civil society out of
the public arena by autocratic regimes on the one hand and by Islamic activ-
ists on the other. In another variant,” he continues, “[bloth the autocratic
regimes and Islamic activists have attempted to win over or appropriate civil
society organizations.”” At the same time, he acknowledges that Islamist
movements like the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood have opted for peaceful
means in pursuing their objectives. They created in fact new organizations
of civil society through their activities of teaching, preaching and grass-
roots work in service provision.”
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Islamic Activism and the Modernization of Society

Having surveyed a range of views on the relationship between Islam,
Islamist movements, and the notion of civil society, we now turn to the
impact of modernization on the role of Islamist movements in civil socie-
ties. American scholar John L. Esposito and his French colleague Gilles Kepel
hold widely cited views on the matter. While holding certain reservations
concerning their optimistic assessments of these movements’ prospects, the
present thesis is to a significant extent inspired by their approaches.

According to Esposito, the political, military and socio-economic
failures of modern secular states in the Muslim world have generated the
resurgence of Islam as a significant socio-political alternative. Islamic move-
ments thus offer an Islamic solution as a third alternative to capitalism and
communism. Such movements are convinced “that a modern Western bias
or orientation, secularism and dependence on Western models of develop-
ment have proven politically inadequate and socially corrosive, undermin-
ing the identity and moral fabric of Muslim societies.”

Islamic movements, Esposito suggests, have their main membership
base among the modern educated younger generation of professionals and
students and among the lower middle class. These groups feel deprived of
their social, economic and political rights by the state. They are Islamically-
oriented members of a modernizing society and committed to social and
political activism to create a more Islamic society or governmental system.
A small, but significant minority among them have become militant, turn-
ing to violence to overthrow existing governments, seize power and impose
their vision of an Islamic order upon society. The majority of them, however,
are committed to peaceful activity within civil society.

This peace-keeping majority has pursued its strategy of Islamiza-
tion of society from the bottom up through participating in, and eventually
dominating existing civil society institutions such as the professional asso-
ciations, as well as establishing their own civil institutions and associations,
such as charitable associations as well as whole networks of hospitals, clinics,
mosques, day-care centers, youth clubs, legal aid societies, foreign language
schools, banks, drug rehabilitation programs and publishing houses. These
initiatives have become part and parcel of the mainstream of civil society in
Muslim countries. The Islamic private voluntary associations that carry them
have filled a void left by the state. They are an implicit critique on the inabil-
ity of the state to provide adequate services, in particular to the non-elite
sectors of society, and an alternative to expensive private institutions as well
as to low-quality, overcrowded public facilities. They also provide a sense of
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community identity as well as spiritual and religious renewal. Islamic social
activism has won many political supporters and votes in election time for
the Islamist political parties in many Muslim countries, among the poor and
unemployed as well as among the middle classes.”

Esposito points to the fact that in the relatively closed political sys-
tems of the Muslim world, Islamist forces have often constituted the only
viable voice and vehicle for opposition. This being the case, they attract
votes not only from ideologically motivated sympathizers but also from
those who simply want to protest against the existing corrupt and authori-
tarian establishment. In a truly open political system, where strong civil soci-
ety institutions can foster the growth of competing opposition parties, the
Islamists will lose their monopoly on opposition. As he states, “promotion of
the values and institutions of civil society is the hedge against the perpetu-
ation of a culture of authoritarianism, secular or religious.” In this regard,
he mentions actual phenomena of Islamist parties who have adapted their
ideology and programs to prevalent and basically secular notions of democ-
racy, human rights and citizenship. They do so in order to compete for votes
in relatively free elections in countries like Jordan, Kuwait, Egypt, Turkey,
Malaysia and Indonesia. The underlying reason is that these parties have to
take diverse interests and constituencies into account in a relatively open
political climate.

Not only at the level of party politics, but also in intellectual life,
debates are taking place in the Muslim world in which the Islamic tradition
is rethought in respect to the issue of pluralism. They are conducted against
the backdrop of modern global discourses on human rights, democracy and
citizenship in the Muslim world itself, as well as the permanent presence
of Muslim migrant communities in the Western world. Esposito mentions
names like Rashid al-Ghanuchi, Muhammad Selim al-‘Awa, Yusuf Qaradawi,
Anwar lbrahim, Abdulrahman Wahid and Nurcholish Madjid. They have pro-
duced a growing body of literature in which they reinterpret Islamic princi-
ples to reconcile Islam with democracy and political multi-party systems.”
As Esposito shows, these thinkers also come up with more liberal and egali-
tarian interpretations of the Islamic sources regarding the status of non-
Muslims in Muslim society.

Regarding gender relations, Esposito points to some reactionary
Islamic thinkers and activists, who propagate a return to past practices
regarding the status and social activities of women. Many others, including
those belonging to mainstream Islamist movements like The Muslim Broth-
erhood in Egypt and Jordan and the Tunisian Renaissance Party, emphasize
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greater gender equality, not only in piety and worship but also in education
and employment. In these countries, women are becoming more visible in
the councils of Islamic parties and other organizations. Islamist women are
also increasingly found in the professions, and as administrators and staff in
schools, clinics and voluntary welfare associations.”

Esposito acknowledges the existence in the Muslim world of forces
that oppose democracy in the name of Islam, like the conservative Saudi
monarchy or certain militant Islamist groups. He stresses, however, the belief
of many others that traditional Islamic concepts, such as shurah (consulta-
tion), ijma’ (consensus), maslahah (general welfare) and ijtihad (individual
interpretation), provide the bases for modern Muslim notions of an indig-
enously rooted version of democracy. *

According to Gilles Kepel, self criticism and an orientation toward
pluralism and cooperation with other political currents have increasingly
become the trend among, in particular, the younger intellectuals and mid-
dle class Islamists. The violence of militant Islamism, which has led to acts
of large-scale terrorism like the attacks on Washington and New York on 11
September 2001, is increasingly perceived by him as having reached a stale-
mate.” Such acts, as well as the bloody cycle of Islamist terror and state
repression in places like Algeria and Egypt during the 1990s, have made the
more clear-sighted Islamist intellectuals, in the Muslim countries themselves
as well as in communities of migrants and exiles in cities like London, realize
that a rigid application of the politico-religious dogmas of their movement
will lead to disastrous results.” The same goes for the political, economic
and moral debacles of Islamist regimes in countries like Afghanistan, Sudan
and Iran.”

The disillusionment of many Islamists has caused the latter to seek
cooperation with the secular forces of civil society, in the name of the values
of democracy and human rights. In Kepel's words: “they have put aside the
radical ideology of Qutb, Mawdudi and Khomeini; they consider the jihadist-
Salafist doctrines developed in the camps of Afghanistan a source of horror,
and they celebrate the ‘democratic essence’ of Islam.” Islamists defending
the rights of the individual stand “shoulder to shoulder with secular demo-
crats in confronting repressive and authoritarian governments.”*

As a sociological explanation for this trend, Kepel points out that sev-
eral decades ago, the Islamist movements recruited much of their follow-
ing in the Muslim world among people born in the countryside who had
migrated to the cities and lived through the trauma of rural exodus. This
generation was taught en masse to read and write. They had thus been sepa-
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rated from their own rural, illiterate progenitors by a cultural gulf that radical
Islamist ideology could exploit. Their children, however, knew nothing other
then city life and modern educated culture. They were more likely to call
into question the utopian dreams of their parents. The present generation
of young Muslims growing up in the Muslim world’s cities is, by contrast, less
enthusiastic about the traditional Islamists’ ideological advocacy of a high
birthrate among Muslims. They want to improve their life circumstances by
limiting the number of their children.” Furthermore, these young Muslims are
making use of media unknown to their parents, such as telephone, Internet
and satellite TV-programs. Moreover, they often have relatives living abroad.
Their horizons are usually much broader then those of their parents.*

Kepel states that Islamists who have been more successful in edu-
cational and economic life are often most interested in finding a common
ground with secular groups and democratic ideologues. Because they view
“opening up to the world” as the only way to survive and advance both
politically and economically, they may gain a lot from forging links with
their secular and Western-oriented - or even Western — counterparts in the
middle class. However, Islamists who are economically marginalized and/
or radicalized tell a different story. They have nothing to gain from such an
Islamist-secular middle class alliance, face many frustrations and often har-
bor volatile feelings. Many of them are to be found in jihadist-Salafist circles
that organize themselves in secret organizations and terrorist cells, in the
Muslim world itself as well as in Western countries.”

Islam and Civil Society: an Evaluation

As | began this chapter by stating, | believe that unequivocal answers
regarding the relationship between religion/Islam and civil society (wheth-
er positive or negative) are mistaken either because they attribute a basi-
cally unalterable character to Arab and Muslim societies or because they
are too particularistic and Euro-centric in their definitions of the concept
of civil society. This assessment applies to Western orientalists as well as to
certain Arab secularists. Both of whom postulate that Islam and its public
institutions inherently have always precluded the emergence of a “true” civil
society, democracy and pluralism, and that they will continue to do so in
the future. By contrast, | agree with the proponents of the mujtama’ ahli
school that the idea of a “secular” civil society that excludes any form of
religious expression from its realm is, historically speaking, too narrow an
approach to this concept. After all, the connection between civil society and
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laicité (the idea of a public realm free from religious interference, wherein all
expressions of religious life are confined to the private sphere) is not even
the product of Western history in general. Rather, it is the product of coun-
tries in which a revolutionary movement inspired enlightenment ideals has
attempted to break the dominance of the Roman Catholic Church - the best
known example of which is France. Other examples include countries like
Spain, Italy, Portugal, Mexico and Brazil.*®

By contrast, in countries with more diverse populations in terms of
religion - e.g. Britain, the United States, the Netherlands and Germany - the
relationship between church, state and society has emerged significantly
differently. In these countries, religious communities have played a powerful
role in the development of civil societies, which have translated themselves
on occasion into confessional involvement in political life.” There is no rea-
son, therefore, to exclude a priori Islamic institutions and movements from
the realm of civil society. Rather, | favor a more flexible approach toward the
civil society concept, as a realm of voluntary association and activity that
is not coerced from above. According to this vision of civil society, human
solidarity is organized or in the process of being organized for the sake of
various interests, norms, values and ideals all emanating from the socio-
cultural lifeworld, with its cultural (including religious), socio-economic as
well as political dimensions.

What is troubling about some of the mujtama’ ahli advocates is that
they tend also to fall into the trap of essentializing the character of their
own Muslim societies. The concept of mujtama’ ahli is formulated so as to be
distinct from, or even so as to oppose the Western concept of civil society,
which carries the Arabic translation of mujtama’ madani. Its advocates often
attribute to religion, and more in particular to Islam and its institutions, a
central and dominant role in this indigenous civil society, since it is pre-
sumed to be in accordance with the “essential nature” of Arab and Muslim
peoples. Such an approach may marginalize or even exclude those members
of Arab or Muslim society who have little affinity with religious life, engage
in religious interpretations that are different from the dominant view or are
even outright atheists. It might be that the latter are inspired by Western
philosophies or discourses. However, in a globalized world, the West cannot
be excluded anymore from a Muslim civil society, as much as Islam cannot
be excluded from contemporary Western civil society. Even the various cur-
rents within Islamism itself are strongly affected by various exogenous ide-
ologies, ranging from Leninism (as expressed in the notion of a “vanguard”
of the Islamic revolution and state) to Fascism (as expressed in the idea
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of the Islamic 'ummah as a “body” with its authentic “soul”) to democracy,
human rights and pluralism (which are supposed to correspond to “authen-
tic” Islamic notions and practices). The point to be made here is that, by
definition, civil societies are in a state of flux and are invariably affected by
exogenous forces. Any attempt to essentialize “authenticity” always brings
with it the danger of marginalizing and excluding those who do not con-
form to more or less fixed notions of this concept.

In this regard, it is not surprising that many secular and liberal-mind-
ed citizens of Arab states feel uncomfortable with the rise of Islamist move-
ments, even if the latter currently behave in a relatively civil manner in social
and political life. The following expressions of secular political activists in
Jordan about their Islamist counterparts provide an example. In response to
a question about the Islamists’attitude regarding civil rights and democratic
freedoms, a human rights’ activist in Amman with leftist leanings replied
as follows: “in the current situation, where the Islamists are an opposition
force, we can work very well with them. But | don’t know how things would
be if they ever reached power”* An activist for press freedom in Amman
who politically defines himself as a liberal has a similar judgment: “The
Islamic movement promotes itself now as defender of democratic rights
and freedoms, because these enhance their own political chances. But a
doctrine that advocates a religious state and society, you cannot really call
that democratic. What will their attitude be if they ever come to power? We
would be quite worried about how they themselves would deal with these
democratic rights and freedoms.""

According to several Jordanian political observers, thereis little debate
on the religious or secular nature of Jordanian state and society going on in
the Kingdom at present, because it is the regime, and not a free and pluralist
public sphere, which ensures the necessary “balance” between religion and
secularity. In the past, the government allowed the Islamists to be politically,
socially and culturally active in public life and organize themselves. This had
a pacifying impact on them. At present, the state is much more restrictive
toward new Islamist initiatives in civil society and limits their opportunities
for expression in the public sphere. In turn, this gives a reassuring sense of
protection to liberal, secular and Christian citizens.”

The exclusionary tendencies and mutual suspicions between Arab
secularists and Islamists notwithstanding, in the previous two sections, we
also found people - on the one hand, intellectuals and activists of a secu-
lar orientation, Islamist advocates, on the other — who are willing to mend
fences: among the liberals, there are figures such as Mustafa Kamil al-Sayyid
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and Saad Eddin Ibrahim; among the Islamists, we counted Saif al-Din Abdul
Fattah Isma‘il and Rashid al-Ghanuchi.

The Islamist Movement as a Manifestation of the Lifeworld

In terms of the system/lifeworld divide, | regard Islamic ideologies and
activisms basically as phenomena focused on changing the societal order,
including the political and the economic system, on the basis of values that
are formed in the socio-cultural realm of the lifeworld. Enlightenment-orig-
inated secular ideologies like liberalism, Marxism and social democracy are
system-focused. Generally speaking, their views on human nature are opti-
mistic. They often presume that once the right political and economic sys-
tem is put in place by humans, the best will come out of any human being.
Religious or spiritual movements, on the other hand, are usually inclined to
believe that improvement of the society as a whole starts with, and results
from, changing the beliefs, mentality and attitudes of each and every indi-
vidual and of the wider community. In particular among religious funda-
mentalists, this idea is based on the premise that the human beings’ own
rational capability to create a better societal order is limited, and that divine
moral injunctions are needed for the believers to create such an order.

In the case of Islam, political scientist Nazih Ayubi emphasizes that the
original Islamic sources (of Qur'an and Hadith) have very little to say on mat-
ters of governance and state.” Consequently, a specifically Islamic political
order in the sense of an institutionalized state system does not really exist.
Islam is first and foremost a message that calls upon all humans to surrender
to the belief in the one God, which also implies following a code of moral
behavior. However, Ayubi points out that Islamic morality is not simply a
private morality but a public one that is collectively enforced.* The manner
in which this collective enforcement is to occur is a much debated topic
within Islamist circles. While mainstream Muslim Brothers take the lifeworld
as their starting point by stating that an Islamic state can only emerge in a
context of personal piety and a moral community that should be developed
from below, Islamist radicals seem to suggest that such an Islamic lifeworld
can only be brought into being from the top down by an Islamic state.* As
Ayubi notes, however, Islamist contributions to the debate on the State in
the Arab world have been very limited.*

The French scholar Oliver Roy concurs with Ayubi. Roy stresses that
Islamist discourse on the state rarely ventures beyond emphasizing the
moral principles, virtues and values like honesty, selflessness and fidelity
(all derived from shari‘ah), which all members of Islamic society, and first and
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foremost the leaders and functionaries of its state institutions, ought to pos-
sess. No matter how Islamists believe that the Islamic state should be real-
ized, its only specifically Islamic function is pedagogic: to teach its citizens
virtue. It is not institutional form that most counts, but the moral quality of
each and every individual within the given institutional framework of an
Islamic society. In Roy’s words: “[t]he goal is not the state, but [rather] devo-
tion, which is both an individual and a social practice.””

The same goes for Islamists’ attitudes toward economic life. Shari‘ah
has its moral prescriptions and injunctions relating to economic life, such as
Zakah as a tax that redistributes wealth from the wealthier to the needy, the
prohibition of gharar, meaning any element of uncertainty in a contract and
of riba’ (usury) and inheritance rules. But these are isolated prescriptions.
Something like a coherent, all-encompassing and institutional Islamic eco-
nomic order does not exist. Some Islamists are inclined to embrace socialist
or social democratic economic models, while others espouse a more capi-
talist reading of “Islamic economics” that emphasizes the right to private
property and a market economy. As is the case with political life, Islamists
consider respect for Islamic morals and values as the true basis for a suc-
cessful economic life. Virtuous behavior of every individual in conformity
with the norms of the shari‘ah comes first. This implies self-limitation in the
pursuit of material gain and redistribution of goods so that everyone’s needs
are met.* Ayubi describes Islamists’ contribution to thought on socio-eco-
nomic issues as even more limited than that regarding the state.” According
to Abu Ruman, political analyst at the Al-Urdun Al-Jadid Research Center
in Amman, the Islamist parliamentarians in Jordan have nothing to offer in
terms of structural solutions to Jordanian society’s socio-economic woes.
Their contribution in parliamentary debates is largely limited to stressing
(their interpretation of) Islamic socio-cultural values.”

The conclusion seems to be that in spite of the Islamists’ claims of
Islam as a comprehensive system of life offering solutions and answers to
all kind of problems (including those related to the state and the economy)
all solutions they offer are supposed to emanate from an Islamic ideology
that focuses on the socio-cultural lifeworld. Such solutions invariably aim
to subject the logics of state and economy to the Islamists’ own divinely
ordained moral logic.
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Tradition and Modernity in the Muslim Arab Lifeworld

As explained in the previous chapter, Cohen and Arato make a dis-
tinction between a traditional and a modern lifeworld and civil society. The
former unquestionably accepts existing patterns of authority, social organi-
zation and practice and cultural discourse, and is undifferentiated in terms
of various social and cultural domains. The latter differentiates between
social, cultural, economic and political institutions, each of them with its
own mode of operation, and allows for critical and reflexive attitudes toward
the above-mentioned existing patterns in all domains of life. In this con-
nection, the issue of the consequences of modernization processes in the
Middle East on the traditional Muslim lifeworld and its mujtama’ ahli may be
raised. Subsequently, we should enquire as to how the discourses of present
day actors of political and social Islam in the Arab world in general, and in
Jordan in particular, relate to “civil modernity” in Cohen and Arato’s sense.
Likewise, we shall ask to what degree the moral discourses accompanying
the social activities of Muslim welfare NGOs in Jordan may be considered
traditional or modern. While it is outside the scope of this chapter to provide
a fully comprehensive analysis, some indicative answers may nevertheless
be reached.

First of all, it is important to note that societal modernization proc-
esses in the Muslim world have not taken place in an entirely homegrown
and indigenous fashion, as was the case in the Western world. They were to a
large extent externally imposed, first by European imperial powers, then by
the two superpowers of the cold war and finally by a Western — in particular
US - dominated global economy. If we look at the impact of the imposition
of artificially constructed nation-states on the Middle East, as well as at the
penetration of a Western-dominated world economy on Muslim lifeworlds,
the term “disintegration” might be more apt than “differentiation.” Even
before the advent of direct colonial rule, modern administrative reforms
in Middle Eastern states diminished the independence of the traditional
scholarly religious institutions and Sufi orders, took away their economic
base by measures like nationalizing their awqgaf (endowed socio-economic
projects)’ and other properties and turned them into state-dependent and
government-legitimizing vehicles. Expanding state power as well as a pen-
etrating capitalist world market destroyed the relatively autonomous socio-
economic base of the traditional Muslim lifeworld. It did so by rendering
the associations for craftsmen, professionals and merchants, in which reli-
gious scholars often played a prominent role, obsolete and superfluous. For
sure, processes of differentiation took place in Muslim societies under the
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impact of colonial and post-colonial modernity. This differentiation, how-
ever, seemed roughly to have taken the character of a cleavage between a
Western-oriented, secularized and state-centered elite on the one hand and
the traditional middle and lower classes of the society on the other. The lat-
ter were still largely rooted in their traditional lifeworld. For them, religion
often constituted an essential basis for giving meaning to a life which suf-
fered traumatic shocks resulting from modernization processes over which
they had no control and from which they insufficiently gained.

Such a mode of modernization, characterized by dependency and
disempowerment, did give rise to a kind of critical reflexivity. This reflexivity,
however, developed in a way that is somewhat different from what Cohen
and Arato describe. The latter speak about a reflexive and critical relation-
ship of members of modern civil society toward all kinds of traditional pat-
terns. They do concede that, in the process of the emergence and develop-
ment of a modern civil society, tradition itself is not abolished altogether.
Rather, they state that a new, reflexive, non-traditional relation to tradition
comes into being.”” Cohen and Arato apparently base their analyses mainly
on 19th and 20th century Western history. Middle Eastern history, however,
must be viewed in its own right, as | endeavour to demonstrate below.

Patterns of modernization taking place during the 19th century in
Muslim societies like those of the Ottoman Empire and the Egyptian state
of Muhammad Ali (1805-1849) and his successors involved areas like state
administration, law, economy and infrastructure. However, the top-down
pattern of this modernization was mainly based on practical and utilitarian
considerations pertaining to the effectiveness of state power and its eco-
nomic base. On the socio-cultural level of the lifeworld, it mainly led to the
marginalization of the traditional ideational and normative dimensions of
life, rather than to a reflexive and critical transformation of the latter. Mod-
ernization and traditional religious orthodoxy increasingly appeared to be
incompatible with one another.

This incompatibility led to a crisis to which the intellectual trend of
Islamic modernism tried to provide answers. It did so by searching for a
synthesis between modern reason and traditional faith. Muhammad Abdu
(1849-1905), a trained religious scholar, was the most prominent exponent
of this emerging trend of critical reflexivity toward religious tradition and of
the systemic modernization processes. Abdu looked to find in the message
of the Islamic revelation a moral framework for the modern developments
and scientific and technical progress taking place in his society. To this end,
he reinterpreted the Islamic message and Islamic concepts to make them
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compatible with modern and Western ideas; thus he appropriated John Stu-
art Mill’s notion of utility; democratic ideas relating to public opinion and
parliamentary life; and scientific laws of causality determining nature as well
as human society.”

Abdu’s thought gave rise to two, intellectually opposing trends. Some
of his followers, like Mustafa al-Kamil and Lutfi al-Sayyid, pursued a greater
reflexive distance from Islamic tradition by demanding a complete liberation
of creative rationality from its weight. The other trend, represented force-
fully by Rashid Rida (1865-1935), was alarmed by this approach. Rida put
greater emphasis on Abdu'’s idea of the Islamic revelation as the all-encom-
passing moral framework for any human progress by emphasizing the need
to return to a pristine, untainted form of Islam. This newly perfected social
reality was to be based solely on the principles of Qur'an and sunnah.** His
approach represented a return to dogmatism and away from critical reflexiv-
ity. It was based on the premise that that the Islamic literary sources contain
nothing but the absolute truth and, therefore, must be followed by believers
in all walks of life Concomitantly, the same sources also function as bases
from which to critique the existing political as well as religious authorities.
It is this kind of “dogmatic reflexivity” that became the ideological basis for
modern Islamist political and social movements.

Reflexivity and The Muslim Brotherhood Movement

The original Islamist movement in the Arab world was The Muslim
Brotherhood, established by Hassan al-Banna in Egypt in 1929. It emerged
as a religion-based populist mass movement in an Egyptian society that
was suffering the full impact of a top-down modernization process that had
been largely dependent on the West, and, in particular, on colonial Britain.

At the political level, Egypt was nominally already independent at
that time but remained under British tutelage, especially in the field of for-
eign and defense policy and external economic relations. Egyptian politics
was hostage to the paralyzing power games between the British colonial
authorities, the monarchy and the nationalist Wafd Party, and therefore
unable to resolve the main political and socio-economic issues facing wider
society. Political measures adopted by the royal palace, like the dismissing
of any government or elected parliament pursuing policies deemed unde-
sirable so as to rule by decree - measures supported by many aristocratic
landowners - reduced Egyptian parliamentary democracy to a mockery. Not
surprisingly, ordinary Egyptians had little faith in democratic politics.

63



ISLAM, CIVIL SOCIETY AND SOCIAL WORK

At the socio-economic level, a massive migration from the country-
side to the cities started to develop in Egypt, due mainly to the decreasing
availability of cultivable land and the decline of the price of cotton, Egypt’s
main export-oriented crop, during the economic recession at the end of the
1920s. This development, increasing in strength in the second half of the
20th century, brought to the rural migrants psychological uprooting, social
alienation and the dissolution of traditional patterns of social cohesion
and control. The migrants were cut-off from their traditional settings and
exposed to modern city life without adequate social and cultural capital;
likewise, they were left vulnerable to the vagaries of the market in terms of
jobs and wages. Economic recession led to a massive rise of unemployment
and increasingly exposed the gap between the wealthy and the poor.

Thus, Egyptian society grew increasingly polarized. On the one hand,
there was a Western-oriented and secular urban elite. On the other hand, a
wide swathe of the population was constituted by economically impover-
ished and socially frustrated middle and lower classes, virtually all of whom
upheld a more traditional cultural outlook. Many from the latter group had
grown to despise the adoption of Western cultural symbols, materialist-
consumerist attitudes and the apparent moral laxity of the elite. In response
to this, the traditionalists emphasized notions of cultural authenticity and
“true” religious morality.

It was against this backdrop that The Muslim Brotherhood easily won
a following. For The Brotherhood promised a better, more moral and fairer
political, social and economic order; this was to be based on the compre-
hensive implementation of the moral values and laws derived from Qur’an
and Hadith and enshrined in Islamic Law. Such fundamental changes were
to be accompanied by a collective program for social welfare. The Muslim
Brotherhood held instant appeal; it gained a mass following among the
lower and lower middle classes as well as members of the professionally
educated strata, intellectuals and students.” The distinctive aspect of this
movement’s ideology was that it did not diagnose Egyptian society’s prob-
lems merely in terms of foreign political and economic domination, as the
leftists and nationalists had done. Rather in the policies of Western imperial-
ism and its “agents”among Egypt’s political, intellectual and religious estab-
lishments, The Brotherhood perceived a wholesale onslaught against the
religious, moral and cultural identity of all Egyptians, and of the worldwide
Islamic 'ummah (community of believers).”® In other words, the message of
the Islamist revolt represented by The Muslim Brotherhood was based upon
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the kind of “dogmatic reflexivity” developed by thinkers like Rashid Rida, and
phrased in socio-cultural terms.

The Brotherhood'’s reflexivity was critical toward many of the existing
political, economic and cultural patterns in Egyptian society. In this regard,
it did not spare Egypt’s long standing religious authorities based at Al-Azhar
University. According to the leaders and thinkers of The Muslim Brotherhood,
Azharite scholars were engaged in theoretical theological exercises that
were irrelevant in terms of solving the problems and ills of Muslim society. In
the words of Muslim Brotherhood ideologue Muhammad al-Ghazali, these
scholars “had gone to sleep, and the Muslim society has followed them.””
As an alternative to the perceived dangers of “alien” secular discourses and
influences as well as to the passivity of the prevailing religious establish-
ment, The Muslim Brotherhood offered a return to a blemish free form of
Islam as it was/is reflected in the “eternal truth” of Muslim scripture and law.
In other words, it looked to these original Islamic sources to provide for a
solid, absolute and unquestionable “fundament” that could offer religiously
viable answers to the problems of contemporary Muslim life. In this sense,
The Muslim Brotherhood and similar movements in other Arab and Muslim
countries can be described as “fundamentalist” They share this basic atti-
tude with their counterparts in the Christian world and elsewhere.

Such fundamentalist attitudes, which reify supposedly “authentic”
traditions in the face of real or perceived threats emanating from “alien
powers,” do not fully accord with Cohen and Arato’s vision of modern civil
society trends that are ready to question all traditional patterns and author-
ity in society. In the vision of Cohen and Arato, and that of their teacher
Habermas, civil society is of a particularistic nature and highly determined
by the Western context in which it was born - a context in which youth
and student movements during the 1960s and 1970s rebelled against all
existing traditional patterns, including the institutions of family, marriage
and religion. The kind of fundamentalism espoused by movements such as
The Muslim Brotherhood is perhaps more in line with what theoreticians,
such as John Keane (among others) have said about civil society move-
ments with universalist pretenses. Such movements have dogmatic views
on what would be best for all members of society, or even for humankind.
Such views invariably clash with those of people of different interests and
ideologies. They seem to thrive especially in political, economic, social and
cultural conditions of crisis, fear and uncertainty. Of course, there is nothing
specifically Middle Eastern or Muslim about these movements. Certain left-
ist and fundamentalist Christian currents in the West have displayed similar
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tendencies, and still do so. Even liberalism, with its emphasis on individual
freedom, and secularism, with its insistence of relegating religion to private
life, may become dogmatic by presenting their worldviews as fixed, essen-
tial, absolute and as universally valid “truths.” Currently, we see in several
Western countries the emergence of a kind of “enlightenment fundamental-
ism” as a reflection of anxieties and fears about the multicultural society, the
presence of Muslims and the phenomena of Islamically inspired “fundamen-
talism”and “terrorism.”

Like the above-mentioned Western ideologies, Islamism’s dogmas
may become more rigid under certain circumstances, and more flexible in
others. The views of Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) provide an example of extreme
rigidity. For Qutb, humankind is divided, in Manichean fashion, between
the forces of good and evil. Qutb’s views are clearly represented in his most
famous work, Ma’lim Fil-Tarig (Milestone along the Way), written while in
prison. In this, the reader finds no room for compromise or rapprochement
between those upholding the truth of “pure” Islam and those who would
deviate from that vision. Indeed, Qutb indiscriminately brandishes those
who disagree with him as kuffar (non-believers) and jahilin (ignorant) -
among which he included the vast majority of Muslim society itself. Simi-
lar ideological and discursive patterns are to be found among the current
jihadist-Salafist trends.

Flexibility and willingness to compromise and find a common ground
with secular trends and non-Muslims are displayed by those Islamists who,
as Muslim democrats, develop more open and inclusivist approaches. They
stress the commonness of their values, ideals and aspirations with those
of others. In the words of the leader of Jordan’s Islamic Action Front Party,
which is affiliated to The Muslim Brotherhood: “at issue now is not whether
people are religious or secular, whether they promote the shari‘ah or not.
The real issue is whether they are willing to promote democracy, pluralism
and human rights.”® It must be noted, however, that even such inclusivist
versions of Islamist discourse may be presented in a dogmatic fashion, in the
framework of a scripturalist vision of Islam that has “an answer to all ques-
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tions of life”” As Kepel remarks, these Islamists celebrate the “democratic
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essence of Islam!
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3. Islamist Voluntary
Welfare Associations:
Patronage or Middle Class-
Based Civic Networks?

Islamist movements translate their vision of the Islamic message
as the solid fundament offering answers to all problems of life into vari-
ous activities: religious preaching, ethically correcting one’s own as well as
another’s behavior, political activity and, last but not least, organized social
work. This social work has given rise to the establishment of numerous vol-
untary welfare associations. In this chapter, a closer look is taken at the way
in which these Islamist NGOs function at present in the Muslim Arab world.
First, cultural and political trends of Islamic revival during the last three
decennia with the concomitant social networks will be highlighted as basic
to the existence of such associations. Subsequently, the assessments of some
scholars regarding the nature of these associations — as either patronage-
based institutions or the embodiments of relatively horizontal middle class
networks — will be presented. Thereafter, the actual political functioning of
these associations will be analyzed by looking at their relationship with the
state. To finish, some observations on the political significance of these asso-
ciations as civil society institutions will be made.

Religious Revival as a New Source of Social Capital

Muslim - including Islamist — voluntary welfare associations are the
product of a society that traditionally cherishes and cultivates religious val-
ues.' Their role has been reinforced, however, by relatively recent trends of
religious revival in the Arab world. These trends took place against the back-
drop of modernizing developments over the last fifty years. They include
the development of state structures that, while modern in a bureaucratic

67



ISLAM, CIVIL SOCIETY AND SOCIAL WORK

sense, are authoritarian and oppressive in a political sense, urbanization,
the spread of mass education and mass media, globalization, and, lastly, the
near ubiquity of the world market. The combination of these factors in many
Muslim territories has led to serious socio-economic dislocations, a decline
in traditional forms of social cohesion, cultural alienation and concomitant
feelings of deprivation.?

As the French scholar of Islam Francois Burgat claims, these alienation
processes were aggravated by the introduction of a secular culture from the
top down: first by the European colonial powers; and later by the cultur-
ally secularist and/or politically Western-oriented elites of the newly “inde-
pendent” Arab states. This culture strongly marginalized the societal role of
the traditional religious values. Such values continued to prevail, however,
in the culture of the Arab societies’ middle and lower classes. Once demo-
graphic pressure and economic recession exposed the failure of these elites’
modernization programs to bring the bulk of the population meaningful
prospects and prosperity, the road was paved for the ascendancy of cultural
and political trends that drew upon traditional Islamic values, albeit in a
form that had been profoundly adapted to modern society.’ Burgat’s coun-
trymen Roy and Kepel have pointed out that frustrated and modernly edu-
cated young (Arab) Muslims, on the one hand products of their modernizing
and globalizing societies while, on the other, excluded from opportunities
of social mobility and advancement felt most attracted to these trends.*

Such forms of dislocations, exclusions and (relative) deprivations
largely emanating from the dominant systems of state and (global) market
must have heightened the attraction of a religious discourse that emphasiz-
es the lifeworld values of community relations and the cultivation of moral-
ity in the context of daily life in a modern and urban environment. Through
such a discourse, religious movements such as The Muslim Brotherhood
manage to restore a sense of self-worth and social, moral and even politi-
cal orientation to various groups of people living in an often uncertain and
frustrating (secular) modern society.

Such religious discourse also fosters, in turn, the creation, reinforce-
ment and expansion of (new forms of) social cohesion and networks. As a
matter of fact, Islamic discourse can be very explicit about values of social
cohesion, such as care, compassion, honesty, trust and mutual solidarity.
Canadian political scientist Janine Clark and others have noted such proc-
esses of creation of social cohesion and networks among the middle classes
in countries like Egypt, Jordan and Yemen. Religious discourse is fostering
such processes because of its appealing frame resonance in Middle East-
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ern societies. Wiktorowicz gives the following description of the concept of
frame-resonance, which is derived from social movement theory:

Frames represent interpretive schemata that offer a language and cognitive
tools for making sense of experiences and events in the ‘world out there! For
social movements, these schemata are important in the production and dis-
semination of interpretations and are designed to mobilize participants and
support. As signifying agents engaged in the social construction of meaning,
movements must articulate and disseminate frameworks of understanding
that resonate with potential participants and broader publics to elicit collec-
tive action.’

One of the forms this collective action takes is represented by the
social work of Islamic voluntary welfare associations.

The Nature of Islamist Voluntary Welfare Associations

Do the voluntary welfare associations established by Islamists rep-
resent modern civil society institutions, or are they rather continuations of
traditional forms of association derived from the pre-modern mujtama’ ahli?
Sami Zubaida counts religious associations as well as associations with a
tribal or regional basis among the so-called “Neo-Traditional” social forma-
tions. The latter are forms of association rooted in the pre-modern societal
formations, but are at the same time adjusted to modern conditions in their
way of functioning. Zubaida states that the suppression of the modern types
of political and civil associations in Middle Eastern states continues to moti-
vate individuals to seek security and prosperity through cultivating their
primary affiliations of kin, tribe, region and, possibly transcending them,
religion.®

Zubaida sees in the Islamic associational tradition much that is at
odds with liberal notions of civil society as these exist in the West. Indeed,
the traditional societal formations in the Muslim world that, for other schol-
ars, prove the existence of a relatively autonomous civil space throughout
Muslim history were, according to Zubaida “almost uniformly patriarchal
and authoritarian, often coercive.” Positions of authority within, as well as
general membership of these formations were usually based upon family-
ties and inheritance from father to son. All of them stressed values of author-
ity, loyalty and obedience. He also emphasizes that patriarchal associations
and attitudes have persisted, even if they have been reconstituted under
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modern conditions. As examples, he mentions tribal and village associations
in cities, formal and informal religious associations around neighborhoods,
mosques and charities and the more invisible web of familial bonds and
authorities. “New Islamic and Islamist social and political forces have a spe-
cial affinity with these social formations,” Zubaida writes, “and have sought
in many places to control and colonize them.”

Zubaida also points out that many businessmen and enterprises in
Arab countries are related to movements like The Muslim Brotherhood. They
contribute to social projects and charities of Islamist organizations and feed
into Islamic social networks of patronage, conversion and mobilization. Their
role as major employers is instrumental in this regard. Through the provision
of social services, the Islamists engage in a moral and social colonization of
the community at large, since the objective is to Islamize the population in
terms of religious observance and ethical conduct. In the framework of these
social services, the Islamists place a strong emphasis on family morality and
the decency of women and young people. The government is content with
these activities since they ameliorate social discontent, and the associations
that carry them function as agents of social control. The sole governmental
condition is that they do not venture into opposition and militancy.®

Zubaida asserts that most Islamic social projects and institutions
are dominated by a Salafi orientation. This orientation is, in his own words,
“much more conservative and “fundamentalist” (when compared with other,
more democratic Islamist tendencies), more insistent on the literal reading
of scriptures and the teaching of the historical authorities of shari‘ah. To this
current, the ideas of democracy and civil society are either totally rejected,
or superficially adapted to their traditionalist and organicist conceptions.”

At least two other scholars emphasise the nature of Islamist NGOs as
the embodiment of relatively horizontal middle class-networks, rather than
as patronage-based institutions. The first of these is the sociologist Asef
Bayat,"” who stresses that Islamic NGOs do not aim to mobilize their clients
in order to wage collective struggles to improve their lot. The way in which
they approach the urban poor is basically as deserving, but passive recipi-
ents of their services. Islamist initiatives in the domain of welfare for the
poor are basically part of a broader endeavor aimed at the establishment of
an all-encompassing Islamic legal, political, social and moral order. Accord-
ingly, he emphasizes that Islamism in the Middle East is primarily a move-
ment representing the relatively marginalized middle classes, rather then
the lower classes. Islamist middle class agitators tend to activate marginal-
ized but more educated strata in the society, such as students, professionals,
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the educated unemployed as well as groups that are socio-economically rel-
atively strong, but politically excluded. Many of the Islamist NGOs’ services,
like those in the realms of education and health care, are financially afford-
able to those middle class groups but not to the poor. Political activation of
the poor rarely transcends the gathering of their votes at election time."
Bayat clearly regards the relationship of Islamist NGOs toward their
needy clients as vertical and paternalistic. Islamists’ attitudes toward their
fellow members of the educated but socio-politically marginalized sections
of the middle class, however, are more egalitarian. This observation is lent
added support by the second scholar in question, Janine Clark, a Canadian
political scientist. Her findings show that Islamic NGOs “are embedded in a
complex web of social networks through which they find participants - vol-
unteers, donors and employees — and secure important contacts and dona-
tions."These social networks, she argues, are to be found in the modern edu-
cated middle class. The Islamic NGOs “cater to the middle class” she asserts.
“It is within these horizontal networks of clients, doctors, teachers and
directors that ties of solidarity, trust, teamwork and a sense of mission are
developed”, she continues. “And it is within these middle-class ties that the

"2

potential lies for the introduction and expansion of Islamist networks:

Clark explains the importance of these middle class-based social ties
for the Islamic NGOs as follows:

The day-to-day needs of ISls (Islamic Social Institutions, i.e. Islamic voluntary
welfare associations) dictate that they are composed of people with the time,
skills and/or means to devote — whether on a regular or ad hoc basis - to ISI
activities. Their operational demands thus require a predominance of networks
able or willing to fulfill these needs. In the case of ISls, this social category is the
middle classes, primarily the new middle class — doctors, teachers and other
professionals whose needs are not being met, or are being met poorly else-
where.”

These relatively marginalized educated middle class members par-
ticipate in the activities of Islamic NGOs — whether as formal members,
employees, volunteers or donors — because it involves them in networks
of gratifying social relations and mutual solidarity. These NGOs also offer
many of these middle class participants - and especially those employed
by the former (e.g. medical doctors, teachers or social workers) — material
incentives: e.g. salaries that are often higher then those paid by the public
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sector, or the usage of modern equipment. In particular, hospitals, clinics
and educational institutions at various levels that are run by Islamic NGOs
are important sources of employment.™

The poor recipients of Islamic NGOs, however, are excluded from
these social networks that lie at the heart of the Islamist movement. In this
regard, Clark points to the phenomenon that these recipients also seek the
aid of numerous other NGOs as well as of other sources. They are not exclu-
sively bound to their Islamist “patronizers and colonizers,” to put matters
in Zubaida’s terms. Some Islamist social projects, in particular those in the
realm of education and health care, are commercial in nature and impor-
tant in generating income for these NGOs. They are designed for the mid-
dle classes. Islamists have, out of a strong sense of religious obligation, also
established projects for the poor. They do not view the poor as objects of
political mobilization, however.”

A final observation by Clark is that Islamist NGOs do not confront the
state. They rather function as pillars of the state system vitally important
for the implementation of policies of social welfare. These NGOs reflect the
desires and outlooks of those sections of the middle class who are relatively
excluded in socio-economic as well as political life. The latter do not really
dream of revolution and of replacing the upper classes, but of having a larg-
er “piece of the state pie” and share power with those upper classes. Conse-
quently, Clark notes that, while Islamist social activism “has brought about
significant changes in the civil society,” it has also failed “to alter the political
structure.”® Clark sees in the strengthening of social networks among the
middle classes the real significance of the Islamic NGOs."”

NGOs and the State

As far as the functioning of Islamist NGOs as civil society institutions is
concerned, the aspect of state policies and legislation vis-a-vis the NGO sec-
tor should be taken into account. Arab states are usually repressive in their
dealings with cultural and social welfare NGOs. Strict rules and regulations
prevent the latter from becoming pressure groups capable of opposing gov-
ernment policy. In Jordan, forinstance, such associations are prohibited from
organizing any lecture or discussion with a political content. Moreover, they
are obliged to submit yearly reports on their activities and finances to the
Ministry of Social Development. NGOs may not engage in any new type of
activity without the Ministry’s consent. Officials of this Ministry pay surprise
visits to the premises of NGOs that are under its jurisdiction. The Ministry
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of Social Development also exercises, in coordination with the mukhabarat
(Intelligence Agency), control over the elections to the administrative boards
of NGOs as well as over the admittance of new members. Transgressions of
these regulations and laws by NGOs may result in the arrest and imprison-
ment of NGO members as well as in the dissolution of the NGO in question.
Cultural and welfare associations are thus prevented from playing a lively
role of opposition and protest in the public sphere.™

It is obvious that such a regime of state monitoring and supervi-
sion does not create a climate conducive for openly mobilizing the poor to
engage in political action. Whether, if this legislative and regulative regime
did not exist, Islamic NGOs would engage in such activities is hard to tell.
Clarks’ observation that, due to a lack of resources, the poor is unable to
contribute to the social networks that form the basis of Islamic NGOs and of
the Islamist movement as a whole suggests that this is unlikely. On the other
hand, if organizing struggles or lobbying for the sake of the rights of the
poor in the name of the Islamic message would contribute to the Islamists’
influence in society and their leverage vis-a-vis the state, one might easily
ask why they wouldn’t do so. Belonging to the middle class is, of itself, not an
obstacle to mobilizing and organizing the lower classes. Historically speak-
ing, many social movements mobilizing the lower classes have been led by
figures from a middle class background. There are even some instances of
Islamist movements in other Middle Eastern countries that have engaged in
such struggles. One of them is the Hezbullah movement in Lebanon, which,
during the 1990s, mobilized residents of the Dahiyah slum neighborhoods in
Southern Beirut in strikes and protests. The same movement organized pro-
fessional as well as residential groups in that area to press the government
to improve social services.” However, repressive force by the Lebanese gov-
ernment against these Hezbullah-organized protests, resulting in death for
some protestors, ensured this movement soon quit its activities.” Another
example of a social movement relying on lower and middle class support is
al-Ghanuchi’s Tunisian Mouvement de la Tendence Islamique (MTI). Toward
the end of the 1970s, the movement aligned itself with the General Union
of Tunisian Workers (UGT), winning much support within the latter’s ranks,
until once again state repression made this impossible in 1984.”

Likewise, NGOs in Jordan, including the Islamic ones, cannot engage
in overt political mobilization of the poor due to state repression. If Islamist
NGOs want to mobilize and politically influence the poor, for instance dur-
ing election time, they must do this in ways concealed from public view, in
order to escape the repressive measures by security and intelligence serv-
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ices. Since many members and workers of an NGO like the Islamic Center
Charity Society are also active in the Islamic Action Front Party, in particular
during election time, it may not prove too difficult for them to circumvent
the prohibition stipulating that welfare NGOs may not engage in any kind
of political activity.”

Nevertheless, the fact that these NGOs are barred from expressing a
political discourse in the public sphere clearly dis-empowers them. Here we
see that Cohen and Arato’s observation of a “modernization of civil society”
through a spontaneous process of differentiation between various institu-
tions of a political, social, cultural and economic nature simply does not
apply. In the case of Middle Eastern countries like Jordan, it is the state which
imposes differentiation on the institutions of civil society, not for the sake
of the latter’s “authentic modernity” but for that of state dominance and
control itself. In response, the educated members of this civil society may
try to express their criticism of, and grievances toward, state policies and
the political and socio-economic establishment of their country through all
kinds of civil society institutions, including welfare NGOs. At least, that is
what the state is wary of and what it wishes to prevent.

Ultimately, it seems clear that different historical trajectories of politi-
cal, social and economic development have given rise to different kinds of
modernity; this also explains the abovementioned institutional differentia-
tion. The political environment of Middle Eastern countries, including Jor-
dan, is often characterized by authoritarian rule preventing political parties
and other grassroots movements from playing a meaningful oppositional
role, and imposing serious limitations on press freedom and freedom of
expression. It is also characterized by many forms of economic, political and
cultural dependency and/or marginality of those countries vis-a-vis West-
ern powers. This environment generates many socio-economic and politi-
cal frustrations. These frustrations, which at present are often expressed
through the language of political Islam, seek an outlet through any possible
means, including institutions like NGOs. In this sense, they have the ten-
dency to lead to a spontaneous bottom-up process of de-differentiation,
in the form of a strong politicization of all realms of (civil) society, includ-
ing mosques, professional associations and welfare NGOs, which have the
potential of turning into vehicles of political opposition. The state, in turn,
anticipates and checks such trends by its policies of a repressive differentia-
tion and the de-politicization of civil institutions imposed from above. So
far, Middle Eastern states seem to have been successful in this policy. This
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is certainly the case with the repression of political expressions by welfare
NGOs, who are remain fearful of invoking the wrath of the state authorities.

State control and repression is but one aspect of the NGOs' relation-
ship with the state, however. Another important aspect is the reliance of the
state on welfare NGOs — not least among these the Islamic ones - to provide
services to subaltern as well as middle class communities. These services
guarantee a measure of social peace and take away part of the burden of
social care and development from the government. Both Clark and Zubaida
have rightly pointed to this aspect. Closing down welfare NGOs would also
involve costs for the government: it leaves a vacuum in social services with
clearly adverse implications for the wellbeing of society. Not only is there
the risk of sociopolitical unrest, but also of social disintegration. Orphans
and other needy children, for instance, would receive no aid from the state,
may drop out from school, and turn to drugs, alcohol or crime. Thus it seems
that a kind of modus vivendi has been developed in a country like Jordan
between the relevant governmental apparatuses and (Islamic) NGOs on the
basis of a shared interest in social cohesion, stability and peace. The state
gives space to the (Islamic) NGOs to institutionalize part of the (Islamic)
socio-cultural lifeworld values of their members and workers, like piety, car-
ing, solidarity and charity, through their social welfare activities. The NGOs
commit themselves to obeying the law and observing the official regula-
tions imposed by the state, which implies abstaining from (publicly visible
forms of) political activity.

The Political Significance of Islamist NGOs as Civil Society

Institutions

The need to abstain from visible and direct forms of political activity
that confront or oppose state authorities does not mean that Islamic NGOs
have no political significance. The very establishment of such welfare asso-
ciations is already an expression of dissatisfaction with what the state has to
offer in terms of social services. As political scientist Dennis J. Sullivan writes
on Islamic NGOs in Egypt:

These groups recognize the problems society faces and do something to fix
them. The groups also see that many of society’s problems stem from govern-
ment officials and their policies, for even when government is not responsible
for the problems, the popular view remains that government leaders either do
not care to fix things or just cannot do anything to solve them.”
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Especially in the case of NGOs set up by Islamists, the aim is also to
show that an alternative approach, based upon Islamist interpretations of
Islamic values, offers real solutions to socio-economic problems. This can
be a way to recruit new followers for the Islamist movement. As Zaid Abu
Ghanimeh, Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood leader and administrator at the
Islamic hospital in Amman puts it:

Our success is in building a practical model for how Islam can serve. It has raised
the confidence of the community that Islam can solve people’s problems. That is
why people now support the Islamic movement. Poor people, especially those
served by the hospital, they pay us back in elections and meetings ... They [the
recipients of social services offered by Islamists] voluntarily find themselves
morally indebted to the movement... When the movement is in elections or
needs support, they repay the debt.”

Showing that “Islam can solve problems” implies victory in a socio-
cultural battle against models and systems considered alien to Islam and,
thus, incapable of solving present problems. This battle includes, according
to Quintan Wiktorowicz and Suha Taji Farouki, “struggles over the proper
role of Islam in society and its relative significance vis-a-vis other cultural
codes and values. Islamic voluntary organizations engage in this conflict.”
Wiktorowicz and Taji Farouki regard this as typical of trends that characterize
new social movements. Such movements conduct struggles over: “meaning
and values, reflecting a qualitative shift from direct political contention to
the cultural arena. Struggles over power, ethnicity, values and religion are
often waged through society and cultural discourse rather then state insti-
tutions or government decision-making bodies.” These new social move-
ments, Wiktorowicz and Taji Farouki state, “demonstrate that an alternative
reality and way of life are possible” Islamic NGOs, as an example of such
social movements aim

to address socio-economic issues within an Islamic framework and challenge
Western cultural codes ... By providing goods and services, Islamists hope to
expand networks of shared meaning so that individuals will organize their lives
in accordance with Islamic precepts, rather then Western values and norms. *

Such attempts to persuade individuals to reorganize their lives
often result in what Carrie Rosefsky Wickham calls a “transvaluation of val-

ues,” meaning a reordering of the priorities in someone’s individual life.
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For instance, the Islamist subculture in popular neighborhoods in Cairo
often belittles the value of secular knowledge and official diplomas gained
through formal education. It gives priority to religious knowledge that is
acquired in more informal ways. Likewise, Islamists may downplay the value
of university careers, prestigious jobs and material possessions, things that
generate social status in a society that is dominated by values of economic
success, as less relevant. What really matters, according to the latter, is a reli-
giously and morally clean and honest way of life.* In the words of a young
Jordanian couple who got married in one of the collective mass weddings
organized by the Jordanian Islamist Al-‘Afaf Welfare Association, “We do not
care about the (material) affairs of this world. We just want to live for God."”
According to Wickham, such a transvaluation of values constitutes an Islam-
ist response to socio-economic frustrations like unemployment, denial of
economic opportunities due to practices of nepotism and corruption and
the inability to meet the expectations raised by a consumerist culture. It pro-
vides its adherents with a sense of moral superiority and may even lead to
a decrease in fear of and deference toward the existing authoritarian state,
since a good Muslim “is only afraid of God.”**

Scholars like Sullivan, Wiktorowicz, Taji Farouki and Wickham touch
upon the political importance of religiously inspired NGOs. Put simply, they
offer an alternative to governmental social services, which particularly in
Arab countries are often characterized by bureaucratic inefficiency, a severe
lack of quality and widespread corruption.” In contrast to the formal author-
ities, these NGOs act out of a concern for social solidarity, and a moral sense
of mission to improve the society and the lives of its individual members.
Such religious lifeworld values play a role at the level of motivation, but may
also be expressed and promoted to the beneficiaries of the NGOs' services.
This may take place informally, in daily interactions of NGO workers with the
latter, or through formally organized educational and counseling programs.
These values may also be expressed toward the general public.

As organized representatives and reflections of the lifeworld, such
NGOs function as civil society institutions. At issue is not whether or to what
extent they contribute to the strength and influence of oppositional move-
ments, like those of the Islamists, in order to assess their significance as civil
society institutions. What is at issue is the very fact that the participants of
such voluntary associations translate lifeworld values into tangible activi-
ties within an organized framework. As such, they contribute to an institu-
tionalized realm that, in principle, functions autonomously from the state
apparatus. This realm provides a framework for the expression of a discourse
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of social cultural values emanating from the bottom up. Such a discourse
can be considered as basic to the raison d'étre of such NGOs. Monitoring
and supervision of NGOs by the state may neutralize potentially dangerous
political implications that such discourses might entail. However, they do
not really eliminate the latter at their very core.

The findings of this study suggest that Islamist as well as other Mus-
lim NGOs are indeed based upon relatively horizontal middle class networks
in their way of functioning. That does not take away the fact, however, that
certainly Islamist associations are, at the same time, engaged in activities
of religious, moral and political “colonization” - in Zubaida’s terms — or even
indoctrination, if you will, of their needy recipients. The bulk of my findings
on these matters will be presented in the last four chapters of this study.
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4. State and Society
in Jordan

The aim of this chapter is to describe and analyze the relationship
between state and society in Jordan. Here we look primarily at the ways in
which the discourses and policies of the Jordanian state toward society have
shaped this relationship. The chapter starts by describing the consequences
of the formation of Jordan for the tribal population of the territory in ques-
tion (the Transjordanian Emirate in the early 1920s) - at the time headed by
the Hashemite prince Abdullah. Thereafter, the implications of the incorpo-
ration of so many Palestinians into the Jordanian state are dealt with. In the
subsequent two sections, state practices of patronage towards the various
segments of Jordanian society are depicted: first in terms of state discourse
and then in terms of institutional practices of cooptation. The fifth section
deals with the limits to democracy and pluralism in the kingdom. The sixth
section analyzes this relationship between Jordanian state and society from
a historical perspective. The seventh and final section deals more specifi-
cally with state hegemony over formal civil society institutions, as well as
over public opinion in Jordan.

The Establishment of the State

“In the beginning was the state” is the apposite title of an essay by
Laurie Brand on Jordanian civil society.1 When Abdullah, son of sharif Hus-
sein of Mecca (who belonged to the same Hashemite clan as the prophet
Muhammad more then thirteen centuries earlier), was appointed by the
British government as Emir (prince) of the newly established Emirate of Tran-
sjordan in the area to the east of the River Jordan, the Death Sea and the
Wadi Araba, a sense of a common national identity was still markedly absent
among the area’s 400,000 population. Instead, this population consisted of
multiple communities organized according to tribal affiliations. Such affili-
ations permeated many aspects of life: economy, marriage, maintenance of
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order and discipline, military defence and protection, marriage and sense
of collective identity.2 Roughly half of the population consisted of semi-
nomadic Bedouins; while the other half were made up of rural villagers,
and urban merchant and artisan families.’ The rationale for establishing the
new state of Transjordan was informed by various British imperial interests:
accomodating Arab nationalist aspirations, establishing a military strategic
bridge between Egypt and the Arab Gulf region,* and checking French ambi-
tions in the Middle East.’ Similarly, the Emirate’s foreign and fiscal policy and
its defense were kept under British Control.’

In fact, a dynasty was imposed by a foreign power on an area where
there existed no modern society, in the framework of a nation state, but
rather an amalgam of traditional tribal communities. In the early 1920s, sev-
eral tribes rebelled against the rule of the newly imposed Emir. These insur-
rections were suppressed with brutal force. Transjordan’s tribal population’s
loyalty towards the new state had to be cultivated by means of patronage
and cooptation. The most important method in this regard was the mass
enlistment of tribesmen in the Arab Legion, the Transjordanian Army under
British command. Furthermore, tribal leaders were given posts in the admin-
istrative apparatus of the new regime, received subsidies or were turned
into landowners.” Integration of the population into the political and mili-
tary institutions of the state made them receptive to a new discourse that
provided legitimacy to the new polity and its leadership: that of allegiance
to the Hashemite family in general and to the Emir (later King) as sharif
(descendent of the Prophet Muhammad) in particular. Through such a dis-
course, acommon loyalty to Islam proved helpful in creating a formative and
burgeoning sense of national identity among the tribal population. It did so
by stressing notions of a shared religious identity as a basis of unity and har-
mony between the tribes.* Moreover, the direct personal style of rule of Emir
Abdullah enabled him to function as a kind of sheikh of the tribal sheikhs,
which once again furthered the legitimacy of the new dynasty.’ At the same
time, the construction of a modern centralized state providing security and
stability and enacting laws that protected the private property of merchants
and landowners enhanced the latter’s social, economic and political status."”
The emerging pattern of patronage between the state and the largely tribal
population in the country was characterized by the offering of benefits and
protection by the former to the latter, and loyalty and allegiance of the latter
toward the former. This pattern has remained highly influential in terms of
state-society relationships to the present day.
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Implications of the Palestinian Presence

Jordanian society underwent a profound transformation due to the
arrival of hundreds of thousands of Palestian refugees during the Israeli-
Arab wars of 1948 and 1967, and the annexation of the West Bank to the
Hashemite Kingdom in 1950. With the latter event, a Palestinian population
of some 800,000 was incorporated as citizens into the Kingdom, a number
significantly higher then that of Transjordan’s native population. Many well-
educated and skilled members of the Palestinian middle class were added to
the still modest Transjordanian professional middle class. The average level
of education and professionalization among the Palestinian population was
significantly higher than that of Transjordan’s population, due to the much
greater previous educational opportunities and bureaucratic diversification
in Palestine as compared to Transjordan. Many of those well-educated new-
comers found jobs in the Jordanian public sector or established themselves
in the free professions or the private sector.

At the same time, the regime imposed a Jordanian identity upon the
new citizens of Palestinian descent.”” All public references to Palestine and
Palestinian identity were suppressed or erased by the authorities. Pales-
tinian civil society institutions, including labor, women’s and professional
associations, were required to label themselves Jordanian and to move their
headquarters to the East Bank of the river Jordan. Palestinian symbols, such
as the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and traditional expressions of art, such
as embroidery, were claimed to belong to Jordan'’s heritage. Meanwhile, Pal-
estinians were largely excluded from the army and the upper levels of the
state’s apparatus. This situation caused a great deal of resentment among the
majority of citizens of Palestinian descent, profoundly affecting their sense
of loyalty to, and inclusion within, the Jordanian state.” Equally, it ensured
that the relationship between state and society never fully stabilized; and,
in turn, that the Kingdom'’s security forces were regularly called upon to sup-
press potentially dangerous outbursts of anti-state feeling.

The rise of Palestinian nationalism and the PLO would aggravate the
tense relationship between the state and the Palestinian section of Jorda-
nian society even further. In particular, Palestinian national identity was able
to assert itself in the Kingdom following Jordan’s devastating defeat of 1967
in the June war against Israel. Indeed, the Palestinian guerrilla movements
started to use Jordan as their main basis in the struggle against Israel. At the
end of the 1960s, a nascent Palestinian civil society, in the form of health
care, women'’s, students), teachers’ and labor organizations started to flour-
ish in the country. This trend was aborted brutally by bloody confrontations
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between the Jordanian army and the Palestinian guerrillas in (1970-1971),
during which the latter were forcibly evicted from the Kingdom.

After these events, not only was the policy of suppressing public
expressions of Palestinian identity resumed, but Jordanians of Palestinian
descentwere alsoincreasingly barred from entering the civil service. This was
caused by an (albeit unwritten) policy of preferential recruitment of Trans-
jordanians® in the public sector.” According to Adnan Abu Odeh, himself
a Jordanian citizen of Palestinian descent who has occupied the positions
of Minister and Political Advisor of the King, it was pressure from Jordan'’s
native tribal population, many of whose members had fought for the sur-
vival of the Hashemite Kingdom against the Palestinian guerillas, that made
the state adopt this discriminatory policy. By allowing the state institutions,
which were dominated by native tribe members, to conduct this policy, the
King reinforced the presence of a loyal and strong power base among Jor-
dan’s native tribes.” Obviously, much of Jordan’s native tribal community
came to suspect Palestinians as potential traitors to the Kingdom and sup-
ported repressive and discriminatory policies against them.”® The general
pattern of exclusion from the public sector must have reinforced the incli-
nations among Jordanians of Palestinian descent to focus their economic
activities on the private sector. Consequently, Jordan’s business and bank-
ing sector became increasingly Palestinian-dominated. Due to this, many
members of the Transjordanian community in turn came to feel deprived
and discriminated against economically. Such mutual feelings of disparity
and discrimination between both ethnic communities has complicated the
development of a strong and unified civil society vis-a-vis the state even
further.”

Up to the present day, there exists a general pattern of socio-econom-
ic division between, on the one hand, the native Jordanian tribal popula-
tion and, on the other hand, the Jordanians of Palestinian origin. The former
controls the state apparatus; while the latter dominates the business sec-
tor. This does not imply that regime policy towards both communities is
absolutely straightforward. Official Jordanian state discourse speaks of the
Jordanian nation in terms of a single Hashemite family — a model of Arab
unity that includes all citizens, regardless of ethnic origin or place of birth.
From the beginning of the annexation of the West Bank in 1950, both banks
and their inhabitants were proclaimed by the regime to be two branches of
the same family.” While it is a fact that the state has always been the larg-
est employer in the Kingdom and that the Palestinian-dominated private
sector has largely been subordinate,” the political and societal clout of the
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Palestinian economic elite has been increasing from the 1990s onwards. This
is mainly due to government policies of economic liberalization and privati-
zation.” Developments in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, including the
cutting by King Hussein of Jordan’s legal and administrative ties with the
West Bank in 1988, the political liberalization process from 1989 onwards,
King Hussein’s firm anti-war position during the (1990-1991) Kuwait crisis
and war and a significantly improved relationship between Jordan and the
PLO in the framework of peace negotiations with Israel have, among citizens
of Palestinian origin, and particularly among those of the younger genera-
tion encouraged a greater sense of loyalty to the Hashemite Kingdom and
its supreme ruler.”

At the same time, anxiety and scepticism among Jordan’s native tribal
population regarding the Palestinians’ loyalty and sense of belonging to the
Jordanian homeland persisted. It has manifested itself at times in an aggres-
sive form, described by Abu Odeh as “Transjordanian nationalism.” This cur-
rent is motivated by fears among Transjordanians of the Palestinian demo-
graphic “overweight” in the country. In part, such fears are fueled by claims
of right-wing Israeli politicians (including ministers) that Jordan should
serve as the “substitute Palestinian homeland.”” They are also fueled by the
dominant Palestinian position in the private sector, especially given the fact
that the IMF-dictated economic privatization process and the concomitant
downgrading of the public sector may lead to the economic marginaliza-
tion of large numbers of Transjordanians currently employed by the state.”
Demands by this ethno-nationalist and anti-Palestinian trend include the
withdrawal of citizenship from the whole or a part of the Palestinian Jorda-
nian community and the official adoption of discriminatory measures that
would exclude Palestinians from the public sector and from political life.”*

Tension and rivalry between Transjordanians and citizens of Palestin-
ian descent, although a real and serious phenomenon, should not be gener-
alized and overstated. According to an opinion poll conducted by the Center
for Strategic studies of Jordan University in 1994, 64.9% of Transjordanians
and 72.3% of Palestinian Jordanians believe that the interaction between the
two communities is solid enough for them to be considered as one people.”
Several Palestinian Jordanian informants in my own field research described
the nature of daily interaction between members of both communities as
peaceful and friendly, and regarded discrimination against Palestinians as
a problem relating mainly to state policy.” Also the King, in his proclaimed
role as upholder of the unity of the nation and the equality of all citizens,
has taken outspoken Transjordanian nationalists to task from time to time.

85



ISLAM, CIVIL SOCIETY AND SOCIAL WORK

At one point, King Hussein accused Transjordanian nationalists of harming
national unity, and of upholding a “very ugly chauvinistic view, which is very
different from what is in our hearts and minds.”” Many citizens of Transjor-
danian and of Palestinian origin cooperate together in civil society institu-
tions such as politicial parties, professional associations and voluntary asso-
ciations. Representatives of the Ministry of Social Development and of the
voluntary sector alike emphasise the legal requirement of NGOs to serve
all citizens without discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, religion or sex,
and to accept their members or employees likewise on a non-discriminatory

basis.”

State Discourse

The King as the Final Arbiter of State and Society

No description of state-society relations in Jordan can neglect therole
of the King as the symbol of the nation’s unity, and as the actual manager
and final arbiter of political life in the Kingdom. Speaking about the nature
of the Jordanian state or regime, a distinction should be made between the
role of the various bureaucratic state institutions on the one hand and that
of the Royal Family and the King on the other. The latter always portrays
itself publicly as the ultimate arbiter of the public interest and the common
good in Jordan. This proclaimed role elevates King and Royal family above
all tribal, ethnic, societal and political groups and factions and even above
the state apparatus itself. In spite of its partly illusory nature — the King's rule
relies on a state apparatus dominated by Transjordanian tribes — this image
has been effective in bolstering his legitimacy among the Jordanian pub-
lic in general. The American anthropologist Andrew Shryock has described
how the immense outpouring of grief that the Jordanian public displayed
on the occasion of King Hussein’s death demonstrated the degree to which,
regardless of any misgiving they may have had about some of his domestic
or foreign policies, most Jordanians identified with him and equated him
with the country’s stability.”

On many occasions, King Hussein has played the role of arbiter, pro-
tecting the interests of citizens against abuses or neglect from state insti-
tutions. Possibly the most famous and politically significant occasion was
the riots in response to price hikes caused by an IMF-imposed economic
readjustment program in the towns and villages in the south of Jordan in
April 1989. The backdrop to this outbreak of public anger was the consider-
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able grievance at levels of corruption in government circles and the general
lack of political freedom and participation. King Hussein responded by dis-
missing the government of Zaid al-Rifai and holding general parliamentary
elections for the first time in more then two decades.”” Other examples of
royal intervention — by Hussein as well by the present monarch, Abdullah Il
- include the resolution of corruption cases, the pardoning of political pris-
oners,” the provision of better housing to needy families, and intervention
when hospitals and orphanages have failed to provide adequate services.”

“Authoritarian Pluralism”

The status of the monarchy as the final arbiter in favor of the Jorda-
nian common good is related to the pluralist model of governance practiced
by the Hashemite dynasty. Sociologist and anthropologist Mansoor Moad-
del contrasts the regime type of the “ideological state” with that of the “ideo-
logically neutral state” The former governs virtually all components of and
relationships in the society by a single, uniform and solid ideology; while the
latter rests on certain ideological presuppositions as well, but only insofar
as they pertain to general political matters, such as the selection process
of political leaders and legislature members and the maintenance of order.
Unlike the ideological state, the ideologically neutral state allows for a plural-
ism of discourses and ideologies, in the society and in the state institutions
themselves.” Moaddel defines the nature of the Jordanian political regime
as that of “authoritarian pluralism."The monarchy is unquestionably authori-
tarian in the sense that it possesses the ultimate political decision making
power in all aspects of domestic and foreign policy. However, in exercising
this role, it is forced to take a variety of interests and pressures emanating
from within the society into account. In this manner, different socio-political
tendencies within Jordanian society are reflected in a variety of discourses,
including Arab nationalism, Islamic conservatism, tribal patrimonialism and
Western modernism. All of those are present as components of Hashemite
state discourse itself. According to Andrew Shyrock, by employing such a
broad, pluralist and flexible discourse, the state is able to appear as different
things to different segments of the population.*

Various factors could account for the blend of authoritarian paternal-
ism and open-minded pluralism espoused by the Hashemite regime: the
limited natural resource base of the Kingdom; the historical “artificiality” of
the Jordanian nation state; the presence of two ethnic communities that
coexist in a state of latent tension and rivalry; contradictory pressures and
influences from neighbouring states and areas (Israel, the Palestinian ter-
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ritories, Egypt, Syria, Iraq and the Gulf states); and economic and military
dependency on the West. Such factors underline the precariousness of the
Hashemite Kingdom'’s existence. Together, they have created an imperative
for the Hashemite regime to consider carefully a variety of internal as well as
external interests in devising its policies and shaping its discourse.

This chapter focuses especially on the internal interests, since it deals
with internal state-society relations. Various societal groups are the bearers
of those interests, such as the Transjordanian tribes, the Palestinians, minori-
ties of a religious (mainly Arab Christians) or of an ethnic nature (Circassians
and Chechens),” or of both (Armenians), the Islamist movement, which is
mainly represented by The Muslim Brotherhood, and progressive and con-
servative trends within each of these groups.” In response to all these dif-
ferent interests and subcultures, the Jordanian King is able to assume dif-
ferent identities. To reinforce and strengthen the loyalty of the native tribal
population, he presents himself as a supra-tribal leader with a commitment
to preserve Jordan’s tribal heritage.” Vis-a-vis the Palestinians, he assumes
the mantle of protector and supporter of their interests and national cause.
Likewise, he emphasizes his role as a protector of the Christians and of the
ethnic minorities. To Western-oriented liberals, he emphasizes his Western
education, advocacy of social, cultural and political tolerance and his sup-
port for secularization. To Muslim religious trends, including the Islamists,
he emphasizes his descent from the prophet Muhammad and his role as
custodian of Jerusalem’s holy places.*

State Islamic Discourse

The regime’s Islamic discourse performs an important function in
legitimizing the position of the King as the final and impartial arbiter of
society. Thus, for instance, in response to criticism from the Islamists, who
protested changes in the election law in 1993, King Hussein declared in a
speech to the nation:

| would like to emphasize that my government and |, as a father and a brother
to each citizen, do not support one side over another. | call upon you all to real-
ize that the Arab Hashemite Hussein, who has been honored by Almighty God
to be a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad bin Abdullah, peace be upon
him, is above all worldly titles and positions.”

Comparably, King Hussein appealed to his Hashemite family back-
ground to strengthen his legitimacy among the Palestinian section of Jor-
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danian society. He did so by reminding his listeners that his tribal ancestor
Hashim was buried in Gaza, that the Prophet Muhammad made his nightly
journey to Jerusalem and then to heaven, that his great-grandfather Hussein
bin Ali had “sacrificed all in the defense of the Palestinian people on their
national soil” (in the Arab revolt against the Ottomans) and that his grandfa-
ther Abdullah, the first king of Jordan, had successfully defended Jerusalem
against the Israelis in 1948.

Religion was also used by King Hussein in order to de-legitimize radi-
cal Islamist opponents of the regime or its policies, such as militant Islam-
ist groups perpetrating violent acts or radical preachers in mosques who
criticize, for instance, Jordan'’s peace treaty with Israel. The regime argued on
such occasions that Islam is “exploited for political purposes.” King Hussein
repeatedly underlined that the pulpits in the mosque should not be exploit-
ed “for purposes that have nothing to do with our doctrine and our religion.”
According to him, “Islam shall remain clean and pure,” because “this is what
the moderate nation, the Muslim nation, is all about.”* Especially since the
11th of September 2001, King Hussein’s successor, Abdullah and other gov-
ernment representatives have since emphasized the “moderate, tolerant,
humane and just” nature of Islam that “rejects all forms of extremism and
terror” Conferences organized and speeches made by state representatives
have been devoted to this theme. On the one hand, such discourse is target-
ed at local Islamist militants and their — actual or potential - sympathizers;
on the other, it is also intended to mollify those Islamophobic tendencies in
the West that equate Islam with terrorism and intolerance.”

The status of the royal family as descendants of the Prophet Muham-
mad obviously facilitates the process of shaping a State Islamic discourse. For
the sake of comparison: the Egyptian regime of the ruling National Demo-
cratic Party led by president Hosni Mubarak has made use of the prestigious
and age-old al-Azhar University to bolster its religious legitimacy. In doing
so, it has become dependent on the latter’s religious authority. The Jorda-
nian king, however, can simply invoke his own religious authority as sharif.
Jordan’s religious establishment of ‘ulama’ (Islamic scholars) and mosques
is firmly under the control of the monarchical regime.” The phrase “In the
beginning was the state” certainly applies to the relationship between state
and religious authority in Jordan as well.
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State Democratic Discourse

Since the start of the liberalization process in 1989, the Jordanian
kings Hussein and Abdullah and the consecutive Jordanian cabinets have
used the discourse of democracy, pluralism, rule of law, human rights and
civil society to bolster regime legitimacy. From then on, regime patronage of
Jordanian society has also involved democratic and civil society discourse.
In fact, there exists a link between State Islamic and State Democratic dis-
course: Jordan’s parliamentary life is considered by the monarchy to be an
“emulation of the rule of shurah” (i.e. the Qur’anic concept of consultation in
decision making). According to King Hussein, it constituted a “revival of the
golden ages of Arab Islamic ideals and values which made our nation the
best nation brought to mankind."*

At numerous occasions, for instance in addresses to the parliament
or the general public, King Hussein has emphasized that Jordan has imple-
mented political pluralism and democracy, that Jordan’s political life is based
on the rule of law and that its policy is founded “on the Constitution, on the
National Charter and on respect for human rights, freedom and dignity.” As a
reflection of the regime concept of Jordanian nationhood as “one Hashemite
family consisting of equal members,”King Hussein emphasized that the elec-
tions for parliament held since 1989 took place “with the participation of all
citizens regardless of their roots or origin.” In a reaction to criticism from
the opposition concerning the 1993 amendments of the Election Law, that
were enacted after parliament itself was dissolved, the King stressed that
they were made “only after a thorough dialogue by politicians, intellectuals,
members of the media and representatives of all shades of party and politi-
cal opinion in this beloved country." Thereby he tried to legitimize an appar-
ently undemocratic decision by making use of democratic discourse.*

Serving the National Interest

Typical of the democratic discourse employed by the regime is an
explicit stress on “loyalty to the nation” as a prerequisite for the legitimate
operation of political parties and civil society institutions. Loyalty to the
nation implies, in the Jordanian case, loyalty to the monarchy as the final
arbiter. When the Political Parties Law was enacted in 1992, thereby legal-
izing the establishment and existence of political parties for the first time in
35 years, King Hussein decreed that political parties should place the coun-
try’s interest and the unity and cohesion of the Jordanian people above all
other considerations.”
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During the run-up to the US-invasion of Iraq in March 2003, King
Abdullah and his government launched the so-called “Jordan First” cam-
paign. Its guiding idea was that Jordanian parties, civil society institutions
and citizens in general should put the interests of the Jordanian home coun-
try and its political, social and economic development at the top of their list
of priorities. They should not be distracted from these by issues of a pan-
Arab nature, such as the Palestinian intifada and the upcoming war against
Irag. The Jordanian nation, it was argued, would be in a much better posi-
tion to extend a helping hand to its fellow-Arabs, including Palestinians and
Iraqis, if it first put its own domestic affairs in order and created a strong,
modern and unified Jordanian society. The national Jordan First Committee
comprised, besides the King, ministers and regime-loyalist members of par-
liament, Islamic scholars, business people, academics and professionals. The
“Jordan First” concept was aggressively promoted through the educational
system, the media, public bill-boards and posters to be seen everywhere
in the Jordanian streets. It was not well received, however, by the Islamist,
leftist and pan-Arabist opposition parties who questioned the legitimacy of
such a campaign at a time when, after dissolving parliament in the summer
of 2001, more than 100 temporary laws were unilaterally enacted by the
government. These laws affected, amongst others, the areas of elections and
public freedoms.*

Promoting political, social and economic development of the Jor-
danian homeland and involving civil society organisations in this process
remained a high priority for the regime after the US-British led invasion
of Irag in March 2003. On 23 October 2003, King Abdullah issued a “Letter
of Designation” to the newly formed government of Prime Minister Faisal
Fayez. Therein, principles of development were spelled out that underlined
the need for inclusion and participation of political and civic institutions,
including the parliament, political parties, professional associations, cham-
bers of commerce and industry, trade unions, media institutions, intellectu-
als, artists, women's organizations, the youth and religious leaders.” Prime
Minister Faisal Fayez followed up on those instructions by paying widely
publicized visits to the leading figures of civil society institutions in the fol-
lowing months, thereby trying to convey the image of a civil society-friend-
ly government that sought to prioritize democratic development.” To the
present day, typically during youth forums and meetings with students, the
King and other royal family members as well as ministers place considerable
emphasis on the importance of women and youth participating in the proc-
ess of political development.”
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The same regime representatives, however, also made clear that there
are limits to state tolerance and democratic freedoms. Prime Minister Faisal
Fayez, for instance, stated that the government’s democratic approach does
not mean that anyone should have the chance to “harm the country and
distort its image;” though he did not define the nature of such transgres-
sions.® On another occasion, Fayez lashed out against some of the most
prominent civil society institutions for not participating in the regime-led
political development process. “The sad fact is that we have no Jordanian
public opinion because the silent majority constitutes 90 percent of the
population and the only voices heard are those of the professional associa-
tions, the Islamic Action Front and the leftist parties,” he asserted. “What the
government wants from the political parties, other political and professional
associations and civil society institutions is to do their part in encouraging
political participation in a proactive manner,” he added. According to him,
the civil society institutions have failed in this regard: “the professional asso-
ciations have no other concern but pan-Arab issues. They show no interestin
what is going on at the domestic level. Theirs are private agendas.”'

The top-down character of the process of “political development”and
the patronizing attitude of its promoters towards civil society and public
opinion becomes especially clear when the promoters’ statements on the
role of the media are carefully reviewed. According to Faisal Fayez, modern
media-related laws are going to be drafted “in order to make our media free
and responsible, a media that will not resort to character assassination, slan-
dering symbols of our homeland.” The Kingdom needs responsible media,
according to him, that does not endanger its political and economic inter-
ests.”? According to the King himself, national interests should be a priority
for the media’s coverage. He stressed that the media has a significant role
to play “in educating the public on their civic duties to participate active-
ly in the Kingdom’s development, on solid work ethics and the merit of a
cohesive society working in harmony towards the country’s goals.”” As a
final example of discursive paternalism toward civil society by the regime in
the name of the “national interest,” the circular issued by Fayez’ government
that directs political parties, professional associations and other civil society
institutions to observe the National Banner’s Law by hoisting the flag and
posting the King’s pictures in their offices should also be mentioned.*
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Cooptation of Society

Cooptation of Tribes

Of course, regime patronage over society in Jordan is not a matter of
discourse alone. Itis also a matter of concrete policies of cooptation vis-a-vis
the various societal groups, with tangible consequences for their societal
and political status in the Kingdom. The predominance of Jordan’s native
tribal population in the state apparatus has already been mentioned. Up to
this day, the Hashemite regime has reserved the more powerful positions in
the state bureaucracy, the army and security apparatus for this ethnic com-
munity. Moreover, tribal and rural areas in the kingdom are disproportional-
ly represented in parliament through a distribution of electoral districts that
is decisively in their favor.” The Hashemite monarchy officially recognizes
tribal leadership and respects tribal custom. A nephew of the King func-
tions as the Advisor for Tribal Affairs. He consults and represents the tribes.
Until 1976, tribal law was officially administered in much of the country.
Unofficially, tribal law is still administered by state institutions.*® According
to anthropologist Richard Antoun, the “weak” nature of the Jordanian mon-
archy has led to the cooptation and protection of tribal life by the regime,
since the latter needs to have all the allies it can find. Consequently, socio-
cultural tribal patterns of cooperation and conflict resolution in Jordan do
not have to resist the assault of centralized state power, as happened in
Iraq under the regime of Saddam Hussein and continues to happen in Syria.
Therefore, tribal mechanisms in the field of patron-client relations, wastah”
and peaceful resolution of conflicts continue to be relevant. They have even
penetrated the state apparatus to a high degree.”

Cooptation by the state of the tribal population actually results in a
high degree of discriminatory practice. Having a native tribal family name,
or having a relative in a prominent position in the state apparatus may
improve opportunities for things like university admission, employment in
the state sector, forgiveness of a traffic violation or the issuance of a pass-
port. Being deprived of such fortunes — true for most citizens of Palestinian
descent, in particular those of a modest socio-economic background - one
may spend hours in line to renew a driving license, have greater trouble
in finding employment and is more likely to be punished or arrested dur-
ing police-checks on the roads or in the streets.”” Even business people of
Palestinian origin often feel obstructed in their economic activities by civil
servants of a Transjordanian tribal background.®
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Obviously, state-coopted tribalism is of a strongly hierarchical nature
and is, therefore, likely to result in patron-client-relationships. However, the
kingdom's political phase of liberalization since 1989 seems also to have
resulted in more democratic and horizontal practices within the political and
social life of the Transjordanian tribes. Lauri Brand has noted, for instance,
primaries taking place within tribes to democratically elect their candidates
for Parliamentary elections.”’ This is part of a wider process of social change
taking place in Jordan’s tribal communities, under the impact of factors like
urbanization, education and increased physical mobility. This process under-
mines the authority of the traditional tribal elders and empowers younger
tribesmen on the basis of the modern education they have acquired as well
as their knowledge of and (work) experience with the workings of modern
state institutions.” As a result, traditional tribal sheikhs have found levels
of obedience among the younger generation increasingly to be waning.”
Antoun has described the emergence of a more lively tribal public sphere,
wherein issues such as traditional tribal cultural practices and bureaucratic
incompetence of state institutions are more freely debated and criticized,
and voluntary associations are established.*

Cooptation of Palestinians

Regime patronage of the Palestinian section of society seems to be
much more limited as compared to that of Jordan’s native tribes. Neverthe-
less, until Jordan’s disengagement from the West Bank in 1988, usually about
half of the ministers in any Jordanian cabinet were of Palestinian origin. This
was meant to symbolize the unity of both banks of the Jordan River under the
Hashemite leadership.” Also, since 1988, there have been several examples
of Palestinians serving as ministers, the most prominent of which remains
Tahir al-Masri. He became Prime Minister in 1991, when Jordan embarked
on the process of peace negotiations with Israel. As a general rule, however,
Palestinians have been excluded from the restricted decision-making group
at the very top of the state apparatus and the military.”

In spite of this state of affairs, since it allows the great majority of them
to become Jordanian citizens, Jordan can claim to have been more hospi-
table than most Arab countries towards its Palestinian community. It has,
after all, provided them with a legal basis to participate and advance in the
Kingdom’s socio-economic life. The result of such participation is that Pales-
tinians predominate not only in Jordan’s business life, but also in its profes-
sional, media, and educational sectors.” In general, economically successful
Palestinians have a greater loyalty toward Jordan and its dynasty than the
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Palestinians who suffer economically. Trends of structural adjustment and
privatization that assign a greater economic role to the market also seem
to strengthen the political clout of the Palestinian business elite vis-a-vis
the regime.® As far as inhabitants of the Palestinian refugee camps are con-
cerned, the United Nations Relief and Work Agency for Palestine Refugees
(UNRWA) is responsible for their education, health care and other social
services. The Jordanian state does, however, play a role in socio-economic
development in the camps. It provides infrastructure like water and sewer-
age services, waste-water treatment, roads and electricity networks, hous-
ing for poor camp inhabitants and loans to poor students from the camps.
The government has a department for Palestinian Affairs that is responsible
for such services and coordinates with UNRWA.” The role of the state in the
refugee camps may ensure at least a minimum of state legitimacy among
this politically most disaffected part of Jordan’s Palestinian community.

Cooptation of Minorities

As far as the minorities of Circassians, Chechens and Christians are
concerned, special seats in parliament are assigned to them, through which
they are, in fact, over-represented in relation to the size of their communi-
ties in Jordan's general population.” Also, in the fields of employment in the
state and security apparatuses, and, in the case of the Christians, policies of
internal security and protection, these minorities enjoy a special relation-
ship with the regime.”

Cooptation of Political and Cultural Islam

While the Jordanian monarchy is in favor of secular and liberal trends
advocated by Jordan’s modernist economic elite, it also offers The Muslim
Brotherhood legal protection.” In the past, the Islamist movements’ reli-
giously motivated opposition against secular pan-Arab, Marxist and Com-
munist trends made it a useful ally of the Hashemite regime. At times, the
regime has felt itself threatened by these currents; in particular this was
the case during the 1950s and 1960s.” At the same time, The Brotherhood
functions as a counterweight against the more militant versions of Islam-
ism, calling for the overthrow of the monarchy, such as Hizb Al-Tahrir (Lib-
eration Party) and violent, often Al-Qa’‘ida-affiliated splinter groups initially
established by Jordanian veterans of the Afghani jihad (holy war) against the
Soviet army during the 1980s.”

To cultivate this alliance with Jordan’s mainstream Islamist move-
ment, Muslim Brotherhood members were frequently co-opted into pres-
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tigious positions by the regime. A former Minister of Awqaf (Holy Places)
and Islamic Affairs was Kamil Ismail al-Sharif, one of the early Brotherhood
leaders in Egypt. Especially during the 1970s and early 1980s, the Broth-
ers enjoyed a strong influence in the Ministry of Education, where many
of them, including a large number of The Brotherhood'’s executive bureau,
were employed. One of the most prominent Brotherhood leaders, Ishaq
Farhan, served as Minister of Education from 1970 until 1974 and as presi-
dent of the University of Jordan from 1976 until 1978.” Given the demise
of secular pan-Arabist and leftist ideologies during the past decades, we
may state that, from the regime’s point of view, the present function of The
Muslim Brotherhood, including its extensive network of political, social and
cultural institutions, is that of providing a non-violent and regime-loyalist
Islamic option to disaffected sections of Jordan's population, in particular
the youth and urban Palestinians. By its cooperation with The Brotherhood,
the state tries to prevent militant and jihadi versions of Islamism from taking
root in the society.

Similar to the regime’s attitude vis-a-vis tribal culture, its position
towards religious culture in the Kingdom has always been characterized by
accommodation and cooptation. It never started explicitly from a secularist
ideal, in the vein of the secular pan-Arab regimes in Syria, Iraq and Egypt, the
Kemalist regime in Turkey or the Pahlavi regime in Iran. Part of its authority is
palpably based upon Islam, as has been mentioned above. Existing seculari-
zation processes in the Kingdom were not forcefully imposed from above,
but rather encouraged by the regime gradually. According to the Kingdom's
constitution of 1952, shari‘ah courts enjoy jurisdiction over personal sta-
tus matters such as marriage, divorce, inheritance and child custody, and
over awqaf (Islamic endowments).” After the Islamic revolution in Iran had
taken placein 1979, Jordanian society experienced a wave of Islamic cultural
revival. This was expressed by phenomena such as the increased wearing of
Islamic dress and of beards, increased mosque attendance and a mosque
construction boom.” The regime participated in this upheaval by policy
measures such as increasing the amount of religious programming on state-
run television and radio, encouraging the payment of zakah through the
Zakah Fund, which is affiliated to the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs,
enforcing bans on smoking and alcohol during Ramadan and facilitating the
creation of the Jordanian Islamic Bank for Finance and Investment.”

It seems, however, that the Kingdom has not known a trend of reli-
gious censorship on public expressions of a degree similar to that in Egyptin
the 1990s. The regime may even intervene at times to protect citizens from
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aggressive manifestations of Islamic cultural revival. In 1989, for instance,
television talk show host and women'’s rights activist Toujan Feisal faced
charges in court for apostasy and ridiculing Qur’an, Hadith and shari‘ah. The
legal proceedings against her were initiated by certain Islamists provoked
by a press article in which Feisal mocked the institution of polygamy. King
Hussein intervened on her behalf and, in January 1990, the court of appeal
exonerated her from all charges.”

Again, the status of the King as the final arbiter above all parties and
sections may at times work to the benefit of citizen’s rights. It could even be
stated that different sections of Jordanian society feel themselves protect-
ed by the monarchy against real or perceived threats emanating from one
another. On the one hand, mainstream Islamists often observe that, due to
the existence of the monarchy, they have been spared the kind of persecu-
tion suffered by Muslim Brothers in Egypt and Syria.*” And they are all-too
aware of the relatively open political climate in the Kingdom as compared
to other Arab countries. They enjoy official recognition by the state and are
permitted publicly to perform religious, social and political activities with-
out fear of legal reprisal (as long as they do not transgress the state imposed
limits discussed in the next section).’’ On the other hand, Jordanian Muslims
of a more secular or liberal orientation, as well as Christians, feel protected
by the state against the perceived threat posed by the Islamist movement
to their individual rights and freedoms in social, cultural and perhaps even
political spheres.” This also means, of course, that the monarchical regime
has succeeded in playing these different forces off against one another in
its policy of managing as well as accommodating them. Moreover, various
profound tensions between these forces and the state do exist. These will be
dealt with in the next chapter.

Limitations to Democracy and Pluralism

Institutions of Parliamentary Democracy

That the sort of pluralism advocated and practiced by the Hashemite
regime is still an authoritarian one, as observed by Mansoor Moaddel, is sup-
ported by the limitations imposed on the exercise of democracy and civil
rights in the Kingdom. To start with the formal institutions of parliamentary
democracy: while it is true that, since 1989, Jordanian citizens have enjoyed
the right to elect their own parliament, the power of this parliament is still
circumscribed by monarchical privileges. The Senate, the Prime Minster and
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the council of Ministers are still appointed by the king, who chooses individ-
uals in accordance with his own preferences and interests. In addition, the
Constitution grants the King the power to dissolve parliament and declare
martial law.” The royally-appointed government may also enact temporary
laws for as long as parliament is absent.

The last time that the King made use of his power to dissolve parlia-
ment was in June 2001.* Parliamentary elections were initially scheduled
for November that year, but they were postponed several times until finally
being held on 17 June 2003.*” In the meantime, many temporary laws, some
of them affecting civil rights, were enacted by the government. One such
law made the holding of public events, marches and rallies conditional upon
official prior approval of the provincial governor.*® Another stipulated the
“permanent or temporary closure” of publications that carry “false or libel-
ous information that can undermine national unity or the country’s reputa-
tion.” Publications carrying articles that incite “crimes, strikes, illegal public
assemblies or the undermining of public order” would be subjected to fines
up to 5000 JD and/or prison-sentences of up to three years, to be imposed
by the State Security court. This court does not know a right to appeal.”

The election law favors pro-regime constituencies, to be found mainly
in tribal and rural areas and in the smaller towns, over the more opposition-
oriented and Palestinian dominated bigger cities in various ways. More on
this will be discussed in the next chapter. Finally, the functioning of politi-
cal parties is severely hampered because of state policies that confine the
former’s activities to the sphere of “political society” in the narrowest sense,
while, at the same time, severely circumscribing their activities in the “civil
society” - i.e. in terms of voluntary associations and public, grassroots activ-
ity.”

Public Protest

Holding demonstrations and public meetings by citizens in general
is subjected to severe restrictions as well. In each case, the provincial gov-
ernor should give prior written permission. If the authorities feel that the
meeting or demonstration implies protest against the government’s own
policies or against that of Jordan’s allies, permission is on the whole denied.
Occasionally, however, permission is granted, for instance in the case of
demonstrations out of solidarity with the Palestinian intifada or against US
intervention in Afghanistan or Iraq. In such cases, the authorities feel that it
is wise to allow people to let off some steam. Sometimes, protest meetings
are only allowed to take place within the premises of the organizing insti-
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tutions, such as political parties or professional associations, which greatly
lessens their public impact. Citizens who defy the ban on a demonstration
or a public meeting risk arrest, interrogation and sometimes physical abuse
or torture by police or mukhabarat.”

The Press

Similar restrictions are suffered by the Jordanian press. While journal-
ists in Jordan are considerably freer than they were before the start of the
liberalization process in 1989,” laws relating to the press stipulate limits to
press freedoms that ensure journalists generally to practice self-censorship.
First of all, there is the prohibition on “disparaging the King and royal family
members.” Second, the Jordanian armed forces and security forces (includ-
ing her police and mukhabarat) may not be harmed by publication of “news
items, cartoons and comments.” Third, information deemed damaging to
Jordan’s national unity is also considered off-limits. Finally, any article or
source of information that might be read as slandering heads of state of
Arab, Muslim or friendly nations, and anything that instigates “illegal” politi-
cal activities — such as sit-ins, strikes or gatherings held without permission
- is also banned.”

Needless to say, such vaguely formulated red lines make Jordanian
journalists think twice before pursuing potentially controversial topics.
When a paper receives a“sensitive” news story through a foreign news agen-
cy, a reporter often contacts a senior official requesting a comment on the
matter. The paper might put the official’s comment as a lead to the original
story. In other instances, “sensitive stories” are published on inside pages or
added to other stories.”” Since the government owns a major interest in the
country’s main daily newspapers,” the latter usually refrain from publishing
material that is critical of government policy. The privately owned weekly
newspapers may be more daring in this regard, depending on their chief-
editors. But they must also take the views of government officials regarding
the publication of certain topics into account. If not, the journalist or (chief)
editor in question risks being arrested, imprisoned and interrogated.” Defy-
ing the wishes of the authorities in these matters can lead to the closure of
the newspaper in question.”

Religious Institutions

In our discussion of the limits to freedom of expression in Jordan, the
religious sphere must not be omitted. The religious establishment in Jordan
is also subject to censorship by the state. In Jordan, the phenomenon of the
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“private mosque,” found in several other Muslim countries, does not exist.
All mosques are controlled by the Ministry of Awgaf and Islamic affairs. This
provides the state with the means to control the flow of discourse in this
institution that plays such an important role in Muslim social and public
life.”

To prevent the airing of views by mosque preachers that are critical of
government policies and to foster a docile state Islam, the Ministry of Awqaf
has increasingly tried to control the content of the Friday sermon (khutbah).
Since the mid-1980s, when The Muslim Brotherhood underwent a wave of
repressive government measures, preaching has been under the supervi-
sion of the Department of Preaching and Guidance. This department resorts
under the Ministry of Awgaf. Since then, the state has employed “balanced
thinkers,” uncritical of the regime and its policies, as qualified preachers and
imams to give the mosque sermons. While the hiring of preachers with a
more oppositional and/or Islamist outlook cannot be entirely avoided, due
to a general shortage of mosque personnel, the latter are closely monitored
and rotated from mosque to mosque to prevent them from building a large
following. A preacher who persists in criticizing government policies will be
banned from the mosque for a couple of months. The Department of Preach-
ing and Guidance has the authority to grant or withhold permission to speak
in the mosque, without specifying a reason. Any preacher who violates a ban
to preach might be referred to the secret police. Some imams and preachers
have found ways to circumvent governmental restrictions by masking their
critical messages towards state policies in quotes from Qur‘an and Hadith
that serve as allusions to current political or social events. However, such
analogies are usually so subtle that they are also lost on much of the audi-
ence and therefore have limited effect within the public sphere.”

Voluntary Associations

As a final example of limitations to democratic rights and freedoms
in the Hashemite Kingdom, we turn to the voluntary associations. Many of
these associations organize courses, lectures and workshops on various
social and cultural issues. State discourse on the “separation” of the realm of
social and cultural life from that of political life places such associations in a
difficult position. This is because many social and cultural topics - concern-
ing, for instance, gender relations or religious/ethnic (particularly Palestin-
ian) identity — have political implications. The law on Voluntary Societies
and Social Organizations (Law no. 33 of 1966) states that voluntary associa-
tions can only be formed “to provide social services without any intention
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of financial gains or other personal gains, including political gains” (empha-
sis added). This limitation prevents such associations from engaging in any
political mobilization and/or public advocacy work that may put pressure
on the state. There are several cases of voluntary associations whose mem-
bers faced harassment, arrest and/or interrogation by the mukhabarat for
conducting cultural activities with political import. Some associations were
actually dissolved by the authorities for such reasons.”

A Historical Pattern of Patronage

In an attempt to describe historically the evolution of the regime’s
attitude to Jordanian society, we must note that a combination of factors
has produced, on the one hand, a pattern marked by authoritarian con-
trol, and, on the other, sensitivity toward various interests and ideological
viewpoints emanating from within society. Internal stability could not be
achieved by exercising repression and coercion alone, though this has often
formed a significant part of the regime’s repertoire. Needs and interests in
wider society have to be satisfied (or at least placated), and the various seg-
ments of Jordanian society co-opted whenever possible.

During the years in which the Kingdom enjoyed an abundance of
economic support from abroad, in particular the 1970s and early 80s, when
it received subsidies and development aid from the West (particularly the
USA) and Arab oil states (as well as remittances from hundreds of thousands
of Jordanian citizens working in the Gulf region), the state could co-opt the
population by simply distributing goods and services. Thus, it granted sub-
sidies on basic commodities and the provision of public sector jobs. Accord-
ingly, popular participation in politics and democratic freedoms could be
“bought off” by satisfying popular desires in the realm of consumption and
economic prosperity.

This pattern could no longer be sustained when, due to the decline
in the oil revenues of the Gulf States during the 1980s, debt and inflation
in Jordan soared to unprecedented heights, expatriate Jordanian workers
returned from the Arab Gulf region and unemployment started to rise. The
Kingdom finally capitulated to an IMF-imposed structural adjustment pack-
age that was highly unpopular among the people. When, due to fuel price
increases that were part of the structural adjustment package, members of
the tribal population of the south of Jordan started to riot in April 1989, the
King decided that it was time to give the wider society a voice in Jordanian
politics. This was prudent because the protestors and rioters belonged to
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a segment of society that formed an essential pillar of the regime.” From
then on, maintaining the pattern of regime patronage and cooptation of the
population has taken a different form: providing political space to vent the
frustrations of disaffected groups and thereby to placate them.

Patronage of Civil Society

The new form of cooptation leaves the basic patron-client relation-
ship between state and society intact or perhaps even reinforces it. For the
regime allows autonomous spaces in the society, such as tribal structures,
professional associations, voluntary associations, political parties and Islam-
ic movements, to continue to exist. As part of the same process, it regu-
larly listens to opinions and complaints emanating from this civil society
and occasionally consults civil forces (such as professional associations,'”
or The Muslim Brotherhood™) in order to defuse socio-political tensions
and unrest. However, the reins of public and political life remain firmly in
the hands of the state. Thus, the regime defines the nature of acceptable
and responsible attitudes and expressions in the public sphere, and it alone
determines their limits. Yet, the laws and regulations defining those limits
are so vague in content that they provide state authorities with consider-
able leeway to step in when they deem it necessary. Hence, if members of a
voluntary association engage “unlawfully”in political activity, if a newspaper
editorial criticizes the regime of a neighbouring Arab country, or if a peace-
ful demonstration is considered politically dangerous, the state can exercise
its right to act punitively. All dealings of the state with the forces of civil
society have the safeguarding of the monarchical regime and its hegemony
over Jordanian society as the ultimate objective. Regime survival requires a
certain measure of communication with forces from (civil) society, so that
the state will not be alienated from what is going on at the grassroots and
thereby lose its ability to control and manage them. This implies that the
regime is open to suggestions or criticism from civic institutions such as
women’s organizations, professional associations or human rights groups
only when this accords with its own power interests and its own top-down
agenda of political, social and economic modernization.'”

At times, state authorities display contradictory attitudes toward local
civil society institutions. This is due to the fact that, in many cases, the state
itself is caught up between conflicting internal as well as external interests.
Take the example of wastah or favoritism, a widespread practice within the
state apparatus. By allowing this practice to continue, the regime co-opts
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Jordan'’s native tribal population, thereby cultivating an important pillar of
regime support. However, the emergence of a globalizing and knowledge-
based economy in Jordan requires an efficient and professionally working
state apparatus that transparently hires persons solely on a meritocratic
basis. Therefore, it is not surprising that the King himself as well as the Prime
Minister and other cabinet members are strong verbal opponents of the
practice of wastah.'” At the same time, the regime relies on a state apparatus
that largely functions on the basis of this phenomenon. Needless to say, this
prevents it from taking effective steps to eradicate wastah. The human and
civil rights NGO Arab Archives Institute, led by journalist Sa‘eda al-Kilani,
gained first hand experience of this paradoxical state of affairs when it made
recommendations to the government, on the basis of its own research and
documentation, to combat the wastah phenomenon: government officials
received these recommendations with open arms and agreed fully with the
NGO'’s criticisms. Little was done to translate them into practice, however."

Another example of inconsistent state attitudes toward voices from
the civil society is the case of the Campaign to Eliminate So-called Crimes of
Honor. This was an NGO that gathered signatures in 1999 and 2000 to repeal
an article in the penal code that grants reduced sentences to men convicted
of committing honor crimes. The regime’s attitude on this issue was a sen-
sitive one, since it had repeatedly brought the country under the interna-
tional spotlight for the wrong reasons. The NGO in question faced strong
opposition from conservative tribal as well as Islamist forces that saw in it a
ploy to undermine the traditional social and moral fabri