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FOREWORD: ARAB REVOLTS IN
POST-ISLAMIST TIMES

Asef Bayat

How can we characterise the Arab revolts of 20117 It may be ‘too
early to tell’, as events continue to unfold, but views on the dis-
position of these spectacular political upheavals already abound.
Most commentarors described them as ‘youth revolutions’; after
all, the young played a key role in organising the initial street
protests through the social media in Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan,
Syria and Saudi Arabia. Some view them in terms of ‘revolu-
tions of the multitude’ — a kind of post-modern revole, diffused
and leaderless with no fixed ideologies. While some characterise
them as liberal revolutions, others contend that they represent
revolts against neoliberal economies that have adversely affected
Arab societies since the 1990s. Finally, the Arab revolts are also
seen as secular democratic upheavals, a position that challenges
those (including the supporters of the troubled Arab regimes,
the Iranian Islamist leaders and al-Qaeda, as well as some in the
US Republican and pro-Israeli groups) who claim them to be
inspired by Islam or Islamist politics.

In truth, most of these political uprisings have diffuse lead-

erships; enjoyed the widespread participation of young people
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in addition to other subaltern groups, including mostly pious
Muslims; and followed more or less democratic pursuits. But
their ideological make-up and the trajectory of political change
remain more complex. The key question is how have these largely
democratic revolts spread like a wildfire in a region that had
until recently been in the grip of nationalist-nativist and ‘funda-
mentalist’ Islamist politics?

In a 2008 essay on the future of Islamic revolutions (published
in Life as Politics: How Ordinary Pegple Change the Middle East,
2010), T suggested that the Iranian experience ‘may well remain
the first and the last Islamic revolution of our time’ For the
‘erowth of democratic sensibilities and movements [in the Middle
East} is likely to push Islamism into the “post-Islamist™ course,
paving the way for a democratic change in which an inclusive
Islam may play a significant role. The outcome may be termed
“post-Islamist refo-lutions” {a mix of reforms and revolutions}.

This is not to claim that I foresaw the Arab revolutions.
Admittedly, I could not imagine the intensity, speed and spread
of these popular revolts, which may well seal the destiny of the
region for good. Yet, the indications thus far are that they are
‘post-Islamist’ in orientation and ‘refo-lutionary’ (barring Libya
and Syria that involved foreign forces in a revolutionary war) in
political trajectory.

But what is meant by ‘post-Islamism’? Post-Islamism is at once
a critique of ‘Tslamism’ from within and an alternative project to
transcend it. By Islamism, I mean those ideologies and movements
that want (either peacefully or through armed struggle) to estab-
lish some of kind of Islamic order — a religious state, sharia law
and moral codes. Association with state power is a chief feature of
Islamist politics. This is so not only because Islamists’ seizure of
the state would ensure their hold on power, but also because they
consider rthe stare ro be the most powerful institution that is able,
through dawab (preaching) or duress, to spread ‘good’ and eradi-

cate ‘evil’ in Muslim communities. Thus, the Islamists’ primary
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concern has been to forge an ideological community from which
secular concerns such as establishing social justice or improving
the lives of the poor may (or may not) follow. Consequently, in
the Islamist ideological universe people’s obligations are strongly
emphasised, while their rights ger lictle artenrion; people then
are perceived more as dutiful subjects (who are to follow the path
of salvarion defined by Islamist rulers) than rightful citizens (who
may determine their own ways to happiness).

Post-Islamism stands opposed to this kind of religious politics.
Neither anti-Islamic nor secular, post-Islamism strongly upholds
religion but also highlights people’s rights. It envisions a society
in which religiosity is merged with rights, faith with freedom
(to varying degrees), Islam with democracy. It aspires to a pious
sociery within a civil (secular) democratic state. Early examples
include Iran’s reform movement of the late 1990s, as well as
the current Green movement, the Prosperous Justuce Party in
Indonesia, the Justice and Development Party in Morocco and its
ruling namesake in Turkey. The extent to which post-Islamists
envision and commit in practice to democratic values varies.

The Arab revolutions seemed to espouse a largely post-Islamist
orientation. In fact religious language was remarkably absent from
these revoles, even though participants remained overwhelmingly
people of faich; as they already enjoyed their faith, they strived to
gain freedom. In Tunisia, the key objective of the revolution was
to dismantle Zin al-Abidin Bin Ali’s dicratorship and to estab-
lish a democratic government in which smouldering problems of
social exclusion were to be addressed. While the outlawed Islamic
movement, al-Nahda, did exist in Tunisia, almost no religious slo-
gan was raised in the revolution. Rashid al-Ghannoushi’s Islamic
al-Nahda party publicly rejected a Khomeini-type revolution
and state, and Ghannoushi refrained from running for president
in future elections. He sees a civil democratic state as compatible
with the spirit of Islam. The al-Nahda party has formally commit-
ted to maintaining Tunisia’s personal starus provisions — arguably



XVIIL PoOPULAR PROTEST IN THE NEW MIDDLE EAST

the most progressive in the Arab world — in an agreement with
the secular parties. In Egype, the revolution was broadly popular
and civil, with religious language, nationalism and anti-Western
sentiments taking a back seat. In fact the major religious groups
— Salafists, al-Azhar and the Coptic Church — initially opposed the
revolution. And the Muslim Brothers’ old guard joined in reluc-
tantly only after being pushed by the group’s youth, who defied
their leaders to cooperate closely with the liberals and leftists in
the Coalition of the Yourth of the Revolution 25 January. In Egypt,
the principal demand was ‘change, freedom and social justice’
The leadership of the Libyan ‘rebel group’ in Benghazi,
the National Transitional Council (NTC), was composed not
of Islamists or al-Qaeda but of doctors, lawyers, teachers and
human rights activists, who found themselves leading a revo-
lution. They were then joined by defectors from Ghaddati’s
regime. According to a spokesperson for the ‘rebels’, Abdel-
Hadidh Ghoga, Islamist extremists remained minimal, as most
had been crushed by Ghaddafi. ‘Libyans as a whole want a civil-
ian democracy’, he confirmed, ‘not dictatorship, not tribalism,
and not one based on violence or terrorism’. In Yemen, similarly,
the major opposition groups wished to end the dictatorship of
Ali Abdullah Saleh and to establish a civil, accountable govern-
ment. Beyond the religiously oriented Islah parey, there was no
evidence of Islamists presence in the uprising, nor any religious
chanting. The same could be said abour Syria, where the key
religious group, the Muslim Brotherhood, had been crushed by
Hafez al-Assad a long time ago, and where the major conserva-
tive ulama seemed to side with the regime. In the later stages,
Salafists and other extremists became visible in the opposition.
Bahrain’s political rift (the Sunni minority ruling a Shia major-
ity) overlaps and might thus take the form of religious strife.
However, there too the mainstream opposition wanted to turn
the country into a constitutional monarchy. They also wanted an
clected government, a free press, free civil society organisations
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and an end to discriminatory practices (such as in employment
and the discribution of wealth) against the Shia majority. In a
sign of their independence, the revolutionaries rejected Iran’s
attempr to manipulate the Shia opposition.

Of course one still needs to wait and see what forms of polity
and state emerge from these revolts once the old regimes collapse
and the new governments are consolidated. Some revolutionary
leaders are likely to invoke the idea of shariz as the main source of
legislation. But we need to know exactly what sharia means for such
leaders and what it entails. Others may favour laws with ‘Islamic
references. But it is crucial to realise that these overwhelmingly
civil and non-religious revolts represent a sharp departure from
the Arab politics of the mid-1980s and 1990s, when the political
class was consumed by nationalist, anti-Zionist and moral politics
framed overwhelmingly in an Islamist paradigm. It was to rake
a decade or so for a turnaround to occur. Early signs in Egypt of
a turnaround (a new polirical discourse and new ways of doing
politics) seemed to appear in the early 2000s. They manifested
themselves in the activiries around the Popular Commitree for
Solidariry with the Palestinian and Iraqi People, but later and
more notably in the episode of the Kifaya movement, which her-
alded the coming of a post-national (focusing more on democracy
and human rights at home than on external domination), post-
ideological (overriding ideological lines, especially religious and
secular divisions, lefrists and narionalists) and post-Islamist poli-
rics that culminated in the revolution of 25 January.

Why and how did this happen? This new political vision
emerged from a constellation of new actors, a new political envi-
ronment, and novel means and manners of mobilisation — all
of which came to fruition in turn through a series of structural
changes that Arab societies have undertaken in the past two dec-
ades or so. In a sense the authoritarian Arab states, affected by
the forces of globalisation, unintentionally created environments

and actors that came to challenge the very essence of these stares.
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To begin with, in the past two decades Middle Eastern socieries
have become more urban and globalised, with over 65 per cent
currently living in cities. In the meantime, certain urban fea-
tures (institutions, means of communication, and literacy) have
permeated the countryside. Urban life, in turn, has generated
desires, demands and rights, chiefly the ‘right to the city’ (such as
paid jobs, decent shelter, optimum amenities, and respect) that
the regimes in power had failed to fulfil for a large proporcion
of urban inhabitants. Cities, then, inculcate in urban dwellers a
sense of entitlement and citizenship. Secondly, a dramatic demo-
graphic shift has made these societies predominantly young,
with an estimated 70 per cent of the population under the age
of 35. Here, in these overcrowded habitats, the young encounter
tremendous constraints (economic deprivation, social control and
moral pressure) in fulfilling their youthful claims. And yet these
very ciries also offer them great opportunities to forge collective
identities and to demand social inclusion — in street corner gath-
erings, tea shops, schools and colleges, and recently in the virtual
world and the social media. It is in these cities that individual
young persons become yoxzh, and thus collective agents.

In the meantime, these urbanising and youthful societies have
become increasingly literate (over 90 per cent of 14-24 year olds).
With the explosion of higher education institutions in recent years
(there are currently over 280 universities), thousands of gradu-
ates pour each year into the highly segmented labour markets,
which have been aggressively liberalised by the policy of struc-
tural adjustment pushed by the World Bank and International
Monetary Fund (IMF) since the early 1990s. In this new eco-
nomic restructuring, smart and well-connected groups in such
globalised secrors as the high-tech, entertainment, real estate
development, communications and the import-export trade have
thrived, while disproportionate numbers have been pushed away
from the developmental outcomes that they expect to enjoy. It
is no surprise that the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
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region has for some time been suffering from the highest rate of
unemployment in the world, in parricular among youth (over 25
per cent). The diminishing subsidies, job insecurity and dete-
riorating social provision had caused massive urban riots in the
Arab major cities in the 1980s and early 1990s. To offset the
destabilising effects of social exclusion, most Arab states have
assigned since the 1990s a good portion of development and wel-
fare assistance to the rapidly growing NGOs, religious charities
and microcredir projects. But these arrangements, often framed
in neoliberal logic, failed to address welfare needs, not to men-
tion a deep inequality that the termination of the social contract
and the diminishing role of the state had caused. Thus, the sub-
altern groups resorted either to the subsistence economy, self-help
and ‘quiet encroachment’ or instead waited for an opportunity to
explode. When food prices increased in the late 2000s, a new
series of urban riots broke out, while labour strikes overtook
industries subject to ‘rationalisation’ and restrucruring.

One outcome of such uneven development has been the growth
of ‘middle class poor’, a class that has played a key role in the Arab
revolts of 2011. This paradoxical class enjoys college degrees,
knows about the world, uses new media and expects a middle-
class lifestyle. But it is pushed by economic deprivation to live
the life of the traditional urban dispossessed in the shanty towns
and slums, and to undertake jobs in the largely precarious and
low-status parallel economy — as taxi drivers, fruit sellers, street
vendors or busboys. The middle-class poor constitute a segment
of the 36 per cent of Arabs who currently live in slums and of the
40-50 per cent who subsist in the insecure informal economy.

The ‘middle class poor’ are not a new formarion. It has lin-
gered since the 1980s but seems to have expanded as the Arab
economies were excessively liberalised from the 1990s onwards.
No wonder it is estimated thar unemployment among Middle
Eastern youth, in particular among the highly educated, remains
roughly twice the world average. In Egypt, college graduares are
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ten times more likely to remain without jobs than those with
primary education. In Tunisia just before the revolution, some
40 per cent of college graduares remained jobless. In the 1980s
and 1990s, much of this stratum had merged into a political class
absorbed by nationalist and Islamist sentiments, even though
in their quotidian existence, many members of the middle class
poor, just like the other discontented clusters, were involved in
everyday struggles to advance their claims in an often individu-
alised and quiet fashion. The urban poor made sure to secure a
shelter, consolidate their communities and earn a living by devis-
ing work in the vast subsistence and street economy. Muslim
women strove to assert their presence in public, go to college and
ensure justice in courts. And youths took every opportunity to
affirm their auronomy, challenge social control and plan for their
future, even though many remained atomised and dreamed of
migrating to the West. These quiet struggles, non-movements
immersed often in the ordinary practices of everyday life, carved
off pieces of power and opportunity in favour of ordinary people
who under repressive regimes were prevented from forging open
and organised mobilisation. When the political opportuniry
arrived ar the end of the 2000s, these subaltern groups merged
into political struggles that assumed a new life by transcending
nationalist and Islamist polirics.

Three things had happened since the early 2000s to gener-
ate a new post-national, post-ideological and post-Islamist vision
and a new public receptive to such a vision. First, the political
class realised that their nationalist, anti-imperialist, and pro-
Palestinian stands would not deliver so long as they were fused
with the demagogic rhetoric of their authoritarian regimes. It
was time to centre the liberation struggles on the key internal
issue — democracy. Secondly, Islamist politics had begun to lose
its hegemony in the post-9/11 Middle East. The [ranian model
had already faced a deep crisis for its repression, misogyny,
exclusionary attitudes and unfulfilled promises, and al-Qaeda’s
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severe violence and extremism had caused a widespread islamo-
phobia from which largely ordinary Muslims suffered. Islamism
encountered serious challenges from without and within — from
secularists and the faichful alike, who felt the deep scars left on
the body politic and religious life by the Islamists™ disregards
for human rights, tolerance and pluralism. The faithful could no
longer accept Islamists’ exploitation of Islam as a tool for procur-
ing power and privilege. It was time to rescue Islam and the state
by abandoning the idea of an Islamic state.

Such ways of thinking permeated into the inner circles of
Islamism, compelling many activists and ideologues to rechink
their exclusivist, nativisc and non-democratic political project.
Some Islamists, for instance in Iran and Indonesia, came out
explicitly denouncing their exclusivist and harmful vision, while
others, such as the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, took piecemeal,
pragmaric, and often contradictory steps each time they were
pushed by events. Post-Islamism reflected a frame within which
Muslim citizens could imagine an alternative inclusive vision
of religious politics. Muslims could now confidently remain
Muslim while imagining a democratic state. Turkey at the time
appeared as a workable model.

Finally, in the Arab world the expanding electronic media
since the mid-2000s (satellite dishes, Aljazeera, internet, web-
sites, weblogs, and then Facebook and Twitter) supplied an
unprecedented public arena for communicating and debating
ideas. With the disconrented actors, new political thinking, and
novel channels of communication and exchange, Arab coun-
tries produced a new public — one marked by a post-national,
post-ideological, and post-Islamist orientation, Arab revolutions
seemed to embody this new chinking.

Can the post-Islamist vision be sustained when the revolution-
ary fervour subsides and the post-revolutionary regimes take shape?
Is there a danger of a renewed repressive ‘fundamentalism’ riding

on the back of a democratic environment? Things are not going
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to be easy. Already, indications are, in Egypt for instance, that the
Salafists who opposed the revolution are now regrouping to influ-
ence the political course through their presence in mosques, the
media and streets; the message of some groups includes ‘democ-
racy is haram’ On the other hand, the Muslim Brothers, are yet
to come out of old-fashioned religious politics and the authoritar-
ian polity that they seem to espouse. In Libya, the leader of the
National Transitional Council (NTC) spoke of the sharia as the
main source of law in the future Libyan state. We have yet to
see what precisely sharia means for the NTC and how the future
elected government will approach the matter. The truth is thar
in democratic environments all sorts of ideas and organisations
may appear, including those that disparage democracy. So far,
the new political horizon largely favours a post-Islamist crajec-
tory — as reflected in the views of the Islamic-oriented al-Nahda
party, which scored the most votes in the constituent assernbly
elections in Tunisia in October 2011. After all, Islamists in Libya
and Algeria lost the general elections to rhe coalitions of liberal
and secular parties. In Egypt, where the Muslim Brothers’ can-
didate, Muhammad Morsi, barely won the presidential elections,
the Brotherhood has experienced a dramatic decline in popularity
just in the course of the one year following their ascendance to
power because of their exclusionary and authoritarian policies. In
fact there seems to be a shift in popular views on the role of Islam
in politics. An opinion poll conducted in Egypt in November 2011
showed that 75 per cent of Egyprians favoured a ‘civil srate’ as
opposed to a ‘religious state’. Yet we still need to wait and see the
extent of pluralism, individual rights and tolerance in the prac-
tices of those who advocate a civil and democratic state. But one
thing is clear — democratic values cannot flourish if they remain
merely in rulebooks and institutional arrangements. The future
of the democratic trajectory in Arab societies will depend on the
efforts and strengths of those who, through laborious work, can

bring inclusive values into popular sensibiliries.



INTRODUCTION

Are Knnlsen

The Arab Spring represents a tectonic shift in the Middle East
from austere authoritarianism to opening the space for long
repressed Islamist movements to seek elected office and legici-
mate political power. Examining this shift, the topic of this
book, is a key to understanding the new Middle East and assess-
ing where the region is heading. The purpose of this introduc-
tory chaprer is to provide a bird’s eye perspective, seeking among
other aspects to pose definitional questions concerning Islamic
movements and polirical participation and to give an overview
of the diversity of relevant experiences in this regard. To this
end, this introductory chapter examines the trajectory of Middle
Eastern Islamism, which in its various forms has emerged as the
primary ideology of opposition in the Arab world, displacing
nationalist and lefrist movements in authoritarian republics and
conservarive monarchies alike. The question of political partici-
pation, and by implication integration into existing political sys-
tems, has been a significant issue for Islamist movements. Some,
opting for the role of a revolutionary vanguard, have rejected the
concept of participation outright. Others, particularly cthose thac
have developed a broad popular base and operate in states where
local or national elections are conducted, have invested heavily in
participation, either as a method of achieving political power and

integrating into the existing system, or as a means of influencing
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public policy. The examples of I1izballah in Lebanon and more
recently Hamas in Palestine furthermore demonstrate that the
dichotomy between the ballot and buller is not always clear-cut.
This book examines Islamist approaches to political participa-
tion and integration in the Arab world and asks whether regional
trends can be discerned with respect to either the strategy of dis-
parate movements or the challenges they confront in the various
states in which they operate. By focusing on experiences in Egypr,
Iran, Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey and Yemen, it
also examines the effect thar various experiences of participation
and integration have had on the individual movements concerned
and the broader Islamist trend in the Arab world.

From the early 1980s, Islamist movements emerged as the
main opposition force in much of the Muslim world and particu-
larly in the Arab world. Various strategies have been employed
by such movements to capture political power. These include
mass insurrection; coups d’état; local and/or transnational insur-
gency (sometimes against the state, sometimes directed against
foreign powers and sometimes in collusion with them); champi-
oning regional, local and/or ethnic/tribal grievances; parliamen-
tary participation; socio-economic mobilisation; and alliances
with the dominant regime. This multiplicity reflects the broad
diversity of Islamist movements as well as the peculiarities of the
local conditions.

This book examines a particular form of Islamist movement,
a particular approach to political power and at a particular time,
the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring has caused political upheaval
in the Middle East that has brought about regime change in
countries such as Tunis, Egypt, Libya and Yemen and could end
minority rule in Bahrain and Syria. Although not all Middle
East countries have been equally affected by the Arab Spring,
all are, or will be, influenced by it in diverse ways. It is too early
to tell how the mass protest will impact on the countries in the
region, and especially, for the future role of Islamist movements,
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which have in many cases been the only form of organised pro-
test or political opposition. This will be important in particular
to Islamist movements that comprise a popular and institu-
tional base and either participate in electoral politics or promote
democratisation in order to do so. While such movements only
rarely grab international headlines and until recently mostly did
so on account of their participation in other activities, they have
emerged as the most influential in terms of setting the Islamist
agenda within the region as well as in influencing the characrer
and policies of the state.

The Arab Spring has predominantly been a popular uprising
against repressive authoritarianism (Filiu 2011). Will this serve
to sideline Islamist parties or movements? Or will they instead
join hands with other civil society actors? Could this, in turn,
strengthen the drive towards a democratic ‘post-Islamism’? Or
could pro-democracy, civil society activism overtake Islamism as
the main political force? Collecting the observations and analysis
of a number of specialists in the field, this book explores these
questions, ranging from countries where Islamists are either in
control of the state as in an Islamic theocracy (Iran), the ruling
party (Turkey), part of a ruling coalition (Lebanon), key opposi-
tion movements assuming power following parliamentary and
presidential elections (Egypt, Tunisia), to those where they thus
far have been parliamentary minorities (Yemen), banned (Syria)
or subject to an international boycott (Palestine). Taken together,
this regional variation represents the full range of political insti-
rurionalisation of Islamism in a Middle East region now at a
crossroads, both politically and ideologically. This book is a
novel attempt at mapping out the regional implications and
polirical oprions for postrevolution Islamist parties, ranging
from full instirutionalisation as a political party (the “Turkish
model’) to partial inclusion as party and resistance movement
(the Lebanese model”). As such, the book builds on recent schol-
arly work on Islamic political parties and partisans (Salih 2009;



4 POPULAR PROTEST IN THE NFw MIDDLE EAST

Hale and Ozbudun 2011; Zollner 2011; Tamimi 2010), electoral
politics and political participation (Lust-Okar and Zerhoun
2008; Schwedler 2006) and democracy and revivalism in the
Middle East (Brown and Shahin 2010; Volpi and Cavatorta 2007,
Khatib 2011).

Democracy in the Arab world?

Since 1990, there has been a rapid growth of democracies in all
regions of the world except one: the Arab world (Diamond 2010).
The Arab region also has the world’s lowest female parliamentary
representation, a dismal ten per cent (Dahlerup 2009). By 1995,
three in five countries in the world were democratic but the Arab
world continued to defy Lipset’s correlation between prosperity
and democracy; the higher a country’s income levels, the greater
the likelihood that it will be democratic and stay democratic
(Diamond 2010: 97). The exceptions to this rule are the wealthy,
resource-rich, mostly oil-producing countries, such as the Gulf
monarchies, where the state uses vast oil revenues to buy popular
support rather than earn it (rentier states). In a dramartic reversal
of Lipset's finding, the ‘first law of petro-politics’ states that ‘the
higher the oil revenues in a given country, the more authoritar-
jan the government (Friedman, in Perthes 2008: 154). Poorer
countries, by comparison, cannot afford to buy off the elector-
ate; hence, the regimes must use other and cruder strategies for
holding on to power. These involve harsher but no less effective
means such as the use of state intelligence agencies (mukhabarat),
which are an inregral feature of all the authoritarian states in
the Middle East and are used to coerce, control and co-oprt the
citizenry. Indeed, Syria is believed to have at least 20 different
intelligence agencies. However, this can also be a feature of dem-
ocratic states such as Israel, which has invested massively in its

intelligence agencies in order to bolster national security, keep
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watch on its Palestinian Arab citizens and deter atracks from its
Arab neighbours (Pappé 2008).

However, non-oil-rich states such as Egypt, Jordan and Morocco
can bank on their strategic importance to attract massive foreign
aid, principally from the USA (Diamond 2010: 101). Overall,
aurhoritarian states have relied on other forms of statecraft such
as co-opration, sham economic and political reforms, and rigged
elections, only to embrace more coercive measures (arrests,
clamp-downs and detentions) when the opposition forces grow
too powerful. This strategy of co-optation is found in a number
of long-standing autocratic states and has been labelled ‘authori-
tarian upgrading’ (Heydeman 2007). It involves appropriating
civil society, its organisations and its watchdog functions, con-
rrolling polirical opposition by closely managing elections, selec-
rive economic reform and liberalisation benefiting the regime’s
supporters and business elites, controlling access to and revenues
from new telecommunication services and finally, diversifying
internarional trade and developing linkages with non-Western
countries such as China and India. Taken together, ‘authoritar-
ian upgrading’ has stifled policical opposition, silenced regime
cricics and placated Western countries preferring regional stabil-
ity over democracy, so that the regimes come to appear quasi-
modern, democraric and liberal. Yer, authoritarian upgrading is
not & guarantee for regime survival and incurs considerable costs.
Syria is a case in point, which despite completing economic and
social liberalisation was unable to undertake political reforms,
making the country vulnerable to a popular revolt (Hinnebusch
2012).

Not all Middle East countries need to engage in this type
of autocraric statecraft. Gulf monarchies such as Saudi Arabia
weathered the Arab Spring, in part by purchasing support. In
early 2011, the Saudi rulers pledged USD 130 billion in increased
government spending on public housing and other social
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programmes. This was widely seen as a precautionary meas-
ure to buy loyalty and diffuse dissent (Gause 2011). Less well-
endowed countries such as Tunisia, Bahrain and Yemen imposed
emergency laws to clamp down on the protestors, while coun-
tries such as Syria and Egypt repealed their decades-old emer-
gency laws in order to appease protestors, only to find that the
promised reforms emboldened protestors and energised revolts.
Suddenly, modernising or upgrading authorirarianism was no
longer enough, as the fall of the Mubarak regime and the bloody
Syrian crisis demonstrate. Nationwide protests forced the Syrian
regime to appease the protestors and initiate reforms, grant priv-
ileges and repeal emergency laws. When this failed, the regime
fell back on massive repression, human rights abuses and bomb-
ing of civilian targets, aiming to silence the protestors’ call for
the president to step down — 'Yalla erhal ya Bashar’ — 'Come on
Bashar, leave!. The only thing standing between the ‘sulcanis-
tic’ Syrian regime and a military defeat is the armed forces,
especially the elite Republican Guard, which, despite between
10,000—20,000 defectors from the regular army (as of mid-2013),
has nor yet split ranks (Hinnebusch 2012: 110).

The army is the crucial variable for uprisings to succeed. In
order to emerge victorious, the protestors must, at the least, be
supported by a majority of the army (Barany 2011 24fF). In two
Arab Spring countries the army sided with the people (Tunisia
and Egypo), in another two it was divided (Libya and Yemen)
and in the final two stuck with the regime (Bahrain and Syria).
Only in the latter two cases have the regimes managed to sur-
vive through massive military repression and violence, stripping
both regimes of credibility and with slim chances of long-term
survival. This could also mark the end to the minority rule of
the Alawite elite in Syria and the Sunni monarchy in Bahrain,
a situation bearing some semblance to the Lebanese civil war
(1975-90) which ended the Christian minority’s political hegem-
ony (Baroudi and Tabar 2009).
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The New Arab Street

Larry Diamond’s (2010: 102) prediction ahead of the Arab Spring
now sounds almost prophetic:

Is the Arab world simply condemned to an indefinite future
of authorirarian rule? I do not think so. ... Opinion surveys
suggest that they clearly want more, and new social-media
tools such as Facebook, Twitter, the blogosphere, and the
mobile-phone revolurtion are giving Arabs new opportuni-

ties to express themselves and to mobilise.

Still, most polirical scientists missed the Arab Spring and pre-
dicted a continuation of authoritarian regimes (Gause 2011).
To varying degrees, all of the Middle East authoritarian states
seemned impervious to change even though the internal contradic-
tions were glaring, their longevity gave the impression of regime
stability (Selvik and Stenslie 2011). This is one reason why even
seasoned analysts missed the Arab Spring and the power of con-
certed civic protests. The power of political dissent in the Arab
world, pejoratively referred to as the ‘Arab Street’, has often been
equated with irrational rage rather than as legitimate protests
(Regier and Khalidi 2009). The Arab Spring elevated street pro-
tests above this conjectural stereotype to become a legitimate
tool of contention for people whose other forms of dissent are
blocked by the coercive mechanisms described above. Indeed,
street protests, which have a long history in the Middle East, were
now propelled by changing demographics (the youth bulge), new
social media (rwitter, facebook), rapid urbanisation and a new
stracum of middle-class poor hungry for change (Bayar 2011).
Many of these educated young men worked as self-employed
street vendors, like the late Muhammad Bouazizi, subsisting on
the margins of the neoliberal economy where they suffered daily
humiliation, frustration and despair, leading them to rebel (Gurr
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1970). The new generation of Arab youth that flooded the boul-
evards, squares and kasbahs are the core of what Asef Bayat has
termed the ‘New Arab Street’ (Bayar 2011).

Still, it might be expected that popular protests would be
doomed when faced with authoritarian regimes supported by
powerful armies (Gause 2011). Yert, recent research suggests oth-
erwise. Non-violent campaigns are twice as likely to succeed as
violent ones (Stephan and Chenoweth 2008: 8). The success of
massive popular revolts seem to hinge on their ‘modular effect’,
which leads to spontaneous collective action spreading across
international borders, as demonstrated by the wave of demo-
craric ‘colour revolutions’ that shook the former Soviet states
— Georgia’s Rose revolution (2003), Ukraine’s Orange revolu-
tion (2004—05) and Kyrgyzstans Tulip revolution (2005) — and
gained strength from cumulative successes (Beissinger 2007).
The Arab Spring revolutions followed a similar trajectory as the
revolt spread across the Middle East from Tunisia to Bahrain.
The Arab Spring revolts, like the post-Soviet ones, took ana-
lysts by surprise because the countries in which it occurred were
believed to lack the preconditions necessary for revolutions to
take place (Pace and Cavarorta 2012).

Behavioural dynamics played a key role too. Typically, severe
state repression makes citizens hide their opposition to the
regime, a trait known as ‘preference falsification’ (Beissinger
2007: 273). Once political change seems to be wichin reach,
however, a large number of seemingly apolitical actors mobilise
against the regime, a dynamic referred to as a ‘behavioural cas-
cade’. Adding to this, there is evidence that Middle East opposi-
tion groups, often considered small, weak and divided, have been
able to cooperate and that ‘opposition cooperation’ is a major
reason for the forceful protests that have toppled a number of
Arab regimes (Lust 2011: 425). This is neither to say that the
Arab Spring dynamics were the same in all countries, nor that

they will all have similar, democratic outcomes (Anderson 2011).
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Indeed, the modular change research indicates that popular pro-
test can spread by diffusion to countries lacking the structural
requirements for democracy to take hold, hence regime change
is brought abour by the power of ‘example’ (Beissinger 2007:
273). Overall, this means that the prospects for modular tran-
sitions leading to stable democracies are small and susceptible
to being ‘rolled back’ by counter-revolutions (Teti and Gervasio
2011: 325). In fact, over the twenty-five year period 1974-99,
only one in three democraric transitions led to stable democra-
cies (Beissinger 2007: 274). The post-Cold War ‘colour revolu-
tions’ were hastened by the prior dissolution of the USSR, but
the Arab Spring took place without any such scructural change
to its regional hegemon, the USA (Way 2011: 18). This means
that the larter wok place in an environment where the US and
others remain wary that Islamist takeovers could jeopardise their
strategic interests. Another regional actor, the Arab League, does
not even mention the term democracy in its founding charter
(Diamond 2010: 102). The EU, on the other hand, has been a
major guarantor of democracy in the new post-Cold War states
(e.g. Serbia, Romania) as well as investing in the promotion of
democracy in the southern Mediterranean through its European
Neighbourhood Policy (Seeberg 2007). Nonetheless, the EU
has scrayed from its normative goal of promoting democracy to
a realist stance when dealing with countries such as Lebanon,
with irs ‘dual power situation involving rhe state and Hizballah
(Seeberg 2009), and Algeria, where the state and the Islamists
have been locked in a bloody battle (Celenk 2009).

What abourt Islamists and democracy?

The Islamists were neither the most vocal nor the most promi-
nent in the Arab Spring revolts but being better organised cthan
the new civil society groups, stand to benefir from democratic
transition and free elections. Yet recent research questions the
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many popular assumptions about Islamists in politics as well as
the politics of Islamists. A frequent charge against Islamist par-
ties is that if they win power by the ballot, they will never risk
being voted out of power at a later date — what has been termed
‘one person, one vote, one time’ (Langohr 2001). Islamist parties
are miscast as inherently undemocratic and unwilling to cede
power once in charge of the executive. Recent research literature
questions these assumptions, indeed presents us with a series of
surprising and even counterincuitive findings about their strate-
gies and electoral goals.

In most parts of the Middle Eastern world, Islamic politics
is oppositional. It is generally believed that state repression and
political exclusion leads to radicalisation. But the evidence 1s not
conclusive. Some studies suggest that, in Turkey art least, exclu-
sion has led to moderation (Schwedler 2011: 369). In any case,
Turkey is an exception, because this country, unlike the Arab
states, developed an inclusive ‘polyarchy’ that defies the neat
aurhoritarian-democratic dichotomy (Hinnebush 2010). Still, the
question remains as to whether the political inclusion of Islamist
groups leads to moderation, known as the ‘inclusion—moderation
hypothesis’.

According to this hypothesis, moderation follows a complex
trajectory along three dimensions: behavioural, making formerly
excluded parties play by the rules; ideological, making political
actors moderate their stances; and beliefs, making groups and
individuals moderate their views (Schwedler 2011). Moderation
is not a linear process, but follows a complex ‘sequencing’ trajec-
tory that either simultaneously or consecutively engages these
dimensions. Yet, there is neither agreement on their primacy nor
whether the behavioural-ideology dichotomy holds. Moderation
can also be illusory, as some of the Islamist groups raking part
in the elections were never truly radical, while other groups, such
as those in Yemen and Jordan, have been allied with the ruling
regime (Schwedler 2007: 60). While inclusion spurs moderation,
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it does not guarantee moderation. A further moderation para-
dox is thar if Islamist groups do moderate, they could inadvert-
ently bolster the adversary (authoritarian) state (Schwedler 2011:
364, 372).

Not only is the route to democratisation complex, so is the
behaviour of Islamist voters and parties alike. A pertinent ques-
tion, and one that is typically overlooked, concerns whether
Islamist parties do, in fact, seek electoral vicrory. Do they really
want to maximise their electoral success under authoritarian rule?
Recent research suggests that Islamist movements-cum-parties
do not seek an outright win, indeed take steps to ensure that they
do not sweep elections. But why? The main reason is that they
seek protection from regime reprisals. Not winning, hence, is an
act of self-preservation. Disciplined and well-organised Islamist
parties are capable of winning elections, in fact often the only
groups with such capability, but they do not pursue electoral
strategies that would maximise the popular vote, even losing
elections on purpose. Islamist parties can win, indeed do win,
burt often they do not want to, opting to stay below a regime-
defined threshold (Hamid 2011: 69).

Islamist movements

Islamist movements can, somewhar simplified, be divided into
three: the ‘militant, the ‘nationalist and the ‘quietist, which
eschew violence (Wittes 2009: 8-9). Of the three, only the latter
two take part in elections. Islamist parties taking part in parlia-
mentary elections for the first time typically win 20-40 per cent
of the seats in the assemblies, but do worse in subsequent elec-
tions (Schwedler 2007: 57). What could be the reasons and under
whar conditions do ‘Muslims vore Islamic’? When voters can cast
their ballots in free and fair elections, they tend not to vote for
Islamists (Kurzman and Naqgvi 2010). Under authoritarian rule,

however, where regimes seek to prevent Islamist groups from
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assuming power or to limit their influence, regime repression
increases their popularity. Under these conditions, voting for
the Islamists is the ultmate ‘protest vote’ (Wittes 2008: 11).
Along similar lines, support for implementing sharia is highest
in countries with the least political freedom. At the same time,
panel data from four Middle Eastern countries show that there
is also general support for democracy among those who take a
positive view of Islam in their personal and political life (Tessler
2002).

A surprising finding of recent research on election behav-
iour under aurhoritarian rule deals with the virtual absence of
an opposition in parliament. One would expect voters to cast
their ballot for candidates that ecither challenge the regimes or
seek to reform the system from within. Recent research on ‘com-
petitive clientelism’ in Jordan, however, suggests otherwise (Lust
2009). Voters typically cast their ballots for candidates approved
by members of the regime, elite or ruling party, because they
are the ones who can deliver the ‘goods, ‘work the system’ and
ensure sectarian and/or clientelist benefits. This partially explains
the longevity of authoritarian regimes. Ballots are cast for candi-
dates working within the system, not those seeking to challenge
or overthrow it, The latter will be isolated in parliament and
unable to extract resources that can benefit their clients (tribal
members, co-religionists, locals etc). The clientelist voting struc-
ture has been one reason for regime stability and the inability to
sustain an opposition through elections.

Not only are voter preferences an issue, but also che electoral
systems in place in Middle East countries. The Arab Spring
has caused several countries to review their election systems:
Egypt, Tunisia, Jordan and Yemen, as well as the Palestinian
Authority, are planning changes to their elecroral systems (Carey
and Reynolds 2011). Yemen’s last parliamentary election was in
2003 and the election system (single member districts) strongly
favoured the ruling General People’s Congress (GPC) party of
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the former President Ali Abdullah Saleh. The old electoral sys-
tem could be changed prior to the upcoming parliamentary
and presidential elections slated for 2014. In multi-confessional
countries such as Lebanon, the electoral system is devised so as
to constrain any party from sweeping the elections. Lebanon’s
consociational power-sharing system divides the parliament into
two equally large blocs (Muslim and non-Muslim) and wichin
each bloc awards recognised sects a fixed number of seats in the
assembly, reflecting outdated population figures. This limits the
seats that can be won by any sect or party, including Hizballah,
which since 1992 has contested municipal and parliamentary
elections (Hamzeh 2000; El-Khazen 2003). There is agreement
that Lebanon’s electoral system suffers from widespread vote buy-
ing and gerrymandering and badly needs revision, bur there has
not yer been agreement on whar system should replace ic.

As shown, elecroral systems strongly influence election out-
comes. In the first elections to the Palestinian Legislative
Council (PLC) in 1996, the block-vote system strongly favoured
Fatah, which scored a major victory. In the 2006 elections to
the PLC, the revised electoral system divided the assembly seats
between block votes (66 seats) and proportional votes (66 seats).
The block votes favoured parties who fielded a limited number
of candidates, thereby avoiding splitting the vote. This was the
main reason Hamas' candidates trumped Fatah’s candidares,
who split the block vote berween them. Retrospectively, it is
clear that Hamas neither expected to win the PLC elections nor
had planned to take home an electoral victory and thar assuming
executive power was a tactical mistake leading to an interna-
tional boycotr (Knudsen and Ezbidi 2007). What system to use
in future legislative elections is disputed between Hamas and
Fatah (Carey and Reynolds 2011: 43).

In Jordan the electoral laws are tailored to prevent Islamists
from winning seats. This is done by instituting a single, non-
transterable vote to be cast in gerrymandered electoral districts,
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whose boundaries are defined by the government so that they
disadvantage Islamist parties but benefit pro-government ones
(Hamid 2011: 76). Despite such limitations, on a few occasions
Islamists have won an outright election victory. In the first round
of the Algerian elections to the national assembly in 1991, the
Front Islamique de Salut (FIS) took a stunning lead, almost wip-
ing out the more than 49 other parties contesting the election.
Under growing pressure to suspend the second round of elec-
tions, the government imposed a state of emergency in February
1992 and arrested the FIS leadership. In the following years this
gave rise to an Islamist insurgency, which escalated into a civil
war (1992-98) that claimed more than 100,000 lives.

Post-Arab Spring elections

During 2011-12, several of the Arab Spring countries moved
towards holding (mostly) free and fair elections to new parlia-
ments and civilian governments. They are instructive of the
challenges ahead for post-revolutionary countries and sugges-
tive of the many pitfalls of a transition to democracy (Pace and
Cavatorta 2012). They are also instructive correctives to the goals
and strategies of Islamist parties under authoricarian rule.
Tunisia’s near bloodless revolution, Sunni-majority population
and strong opposition parties gave the country a unique starting
point for completing a peaceful democratic transition. In late
October 2011, Tunisia held its first free parliamentary elections
since 1965, which brought the Islamist al-Nahda movement to
power, winning 89 of 217 seats and later forming a coalition
government. Two months later the former dissident Munsif al-
Marzouki was elected interim president. Al-Nahda’s founder and
leader, Rashid al-Ghannoushi did not run in the elections and has
continued to espouse a liberal version of Islam. He has defended
civil liberties for Muslims and non-Muslims alike and con-

demned the attack on the American embassy in Tunis following
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region-wide protests over an amateur film denigrating the
Prophet Mohammad.

In neighbouring Libya, che late president Muammar Ghaddafi
and his Revolutionary Guard were defeated in October 2011
afrer a lengthy battle with opposition groups supported by NATO
air scrikes. Since Ghaddafi’s demise, clans and tribes have held
sway amidst the power vacuum following the regime’s collapse.
The Libyan National Council (LNC) chaired by Mustafa Abdel
Jalil, functioned as an interim government unril July 2012, when
elections were held to the new parliament assembly, the General
Nartional Congress. The elections gave the majority votes to the
liberal National Forces Alliance (39 of 200 seats), followed by
the Justice and Development Party (17 seats), an offshoot of the
Libyan Muslim Brotherhood. In mid-September, the new parlia-
ment elected the independent candidare Mustafa Abushagur as
Prime Minister but unable to form a government, he was later
dismissed by the Congress and replaced by Ali Zeidan. The
deadly atrack on the US consulate in Benghazi in September,
underlines the country’s volarile political situation.

The Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak was deposed on 11
February 2011, following massive public protests centred on
Cairo’s Tahrir Square. In the first period after Mubarak’s depar-
cure the councry was run by the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces (SCAF). The Army council has yet to repeal the contested
‘emergency laws’ instituted under Mubarak, but as promised, did
oversee the country’s first free and fair elections. The two-stage
presidential elections confirmed Muhammad Morsi as the new
president with 51.7 per cent of the votes. Morsi, who is chairman
of the Freedom and Justice Party (EJP), a political wing of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, narrowly beat the incumbent,
Ahmad Muhammad Shafik Zaki, who was considered a mem-
ber of the ancien regime. In the elections to the lower house of
Egypt's bicameral parliament (People’s Assembly of Egypr), the
Democraric Alliance for Egypt, an Islamist bloc lead by the EJP,
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won a total of 58 per cent of the votes, securing 105 of the 180
seats. The Islamist Bloc, an electoral alliance of Salafist parties
headed by the al-Nour party, came second, securing 25 per cent
of the votes. The liberal secular parties only gor seven per cent
of the votes, making this a huge victory for Islamist parties. In
mid-2012, SCAF handed over power to President Morsi but the
president was accused of usurping power, leading to new public
protests across the country. The new constitution also stirred wide-
spread controversy, but was approved by the elected Constituent
Assembly and signed into law following a referendum in late 2012.
In mid-2013, Morsi was deposed by the Army following the mas-
sive grassroots rebellion (“Tamarod’). The military takeover has
divided the country between those who see it as safeguarding the
democracy (‘democratic coup’) and those believing it endangers
it (‘military coup’). The country now runs the risk of prolonged
military rule amidst a looming sectarian contlict.

Despite Bashar al-Assad’s assurances that Syria would weather
the Arab Spring, popular protests erupted from March 2011,
followed by defecrions from the army and brutal government
crackdowns on border towns and cities. Unable to quell peace-
ful demonstrations and a growing armed opposition (the Free
Syrian Army), the regime pounded rebel areas, and tortured and
massacred civilians. In February 2012, the ailing Assad regime
held a referendum on a new constitution, followed by parlia-
mentary elections to the 250 seats in the Syrian People’s Council
in early May 2012. The election for the first time included a
small number of opposition parties but not the outlawed Syrian
Muslim Brotherhood. The sham elections and hollow reforms
did nothing to dent the popular revolt against the regime and
the conflict has since escalated into a bloody sectarian civil war
with jihadist overtones.

In Syria’s neighbour Lebanon, the Syrian revolt raised inter-
nal tensions, but did not unseat the Hizballah-controlled multi-
party government headed by Prime Minister Najib Mikati. In
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2005 the Beirur Spring, a precursor to the Arab Spring, ousred
the remaining Syrian troops but entrenched polirical divisions
between pro-Syrian and pro-Western blocs. The country has
since strained under these divisions, leading to cabiner dead-
locks, governance crises, public protests and repeated security
breaches. The parliamentary elections have been postponed, but
are expected neither to solve the country’s internal divisions nor
to be preceded by an agreement among the parties on a new
electoral law ahead of the elections.

InFebruary 2012, Yemen's long-serving president Ali Abdullah
Saleh was deposed after a year-long uprising in which women
such as Nobel Laureate and human rights activist Tawwakul
Karman played a key role. The presidential elections to elect
Saleh’s successor gave voters only one choice: to cast their ballot
tfor Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, a former general, vice-president
and close aide to Saleh. This was one reason for the low voter
turnouc (less than 65 per cent), especially in the north of the
country, considering that Hadi hails from the south. Factional
conflict and a divided parliament (elected in 2003) do not bode
well for the future of a united and democratic Yemen, until 1990
divided into a communist South Yemen and a republican North
Yemen, and with new legislative elections delayed until 2014,

The post-Arab Spring elections present a complex picture and
illustrate the problem of ‘leaderless revolutions’ steering former
autocratic regimes towards multi-party democracy. Nonetheless,
the elections held so far show that unlike elecrions under author-
itarian rule, Islamist parties are contesting parliamentary elec-
tions with a view to winning them and to forming a government.
They are ushered into office by their strong organisational skills,
a groundswell of public support and a political programme of
accountability, justice and social welfare, But the stakes are high
as underlined by the return to military rule (Egypr), authori-
tarian rule (Yemen), political chaos (Libya) and prolonged civil
war (Syria). In any case, it can be expected that it will take time
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before the unstable political situation has settled and established
a new political order (Khashan 2012). Nonetheless, a preliminary
outcome of the post-Arab Spring elections is the very strong elec-
toral showing of the Islamists and, in Egypr especially, austerc
Salafist parties. Does this indicate sweeping support for Islamist
parties across the region or is it a new trend towards what has

been termed ‘post-Islamism’?

An end to ideologies? Post-Islamism and beyond

The Arab Spring revolts were energised by the slogans ‘dignity,
justice and freedom’, followed by the poignant battle cry of the
revolution, “The people want the downfall of the regime’, which
reverberated throughout the region (Teti and Gervasio 2011: 324).
In chis sense, the uprisings defied the secular-Islamist divide so
common in the Middle East. In Egypt, especially, it signalled a
new public sphere that was neither [slamic nor secular, which
was exactly what the Mubarak-regime feared and hence sought
to prevent. Yet it was this ‘post-secular’ moment that in the end
brought the regime down (Hirschkind 2012). Do the Egyprian
uprisings indicate an end to the ideologies that have shaped the
trajectory of the modern Middle East: socialism, nationalism and
Islamism? Have the ‘old” ideologies been replaced by a new breed
of ‘post-ideologies that supersedes the old ideological divide
between 1970s secularism followed by the Islamic revival that
grew to become the region’s dominant, even hegemonic political
and public discourse? (Haugbolle 2012). As Haugbolle nortes, it
is too early to write off che old ideologies; indeed, they may still
exist but in a fuzzier ‘cultural’ and hybrid ‘seculareligious’ form
(Bayat 2007: 192). Still, there is no doubt that the Arab Spring
has highlighted the power of everyday discourses and practices,
whose intellectual home is not the seminary but the street.

The first scholar to identify this new post-Islamist discourse
was Asef Bayat whose books Making Islam Democratic (2007)
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and Life as Politics (2010) highlighted the transformative power
of street politics in forging change ‘once the opportunity arises’
(2010: 9). The protestors are bound by a common purpose, yet
they are not social movements but whar Bayat has termed ‘social
non-movements (ibid.: 14ff), which caprures this new phenom-
enon of spontancous cascades of people not only ‘raking to the
streets’ but, in large part, living their life on the street as an
enlarged public sphere. This is an example of the ‘post-Islam-
ist turn’, which, as Ase¢f Bayat's foreword (this book) indicates,
can be traced ro Iran in the early 1990s. It was followed by the
‘reformist project’ of the late 1990s and eatly 2000s and the sub-
sequent ‘Green Movement, which emerged in the 2009 election
and post-election episodes. Iran’s hard-line agenda under presi-
dent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad spurred a counter-revolution chat
in the 2009 presidential elections rocked the country. Currently,
several key opposition figures, dissidents and protesters are await-
ing trial, being derained or prevented from travelling abroad.
The new discourses reflect rhe political facet of broader societal
trends rowards ‘post-Islamism’, a movement and project that aims
to fuse religiosity with rights and faith with personal freedoms.
Post-Islamism is not, however, an exclusively Iranian phenome-
non but has led to an ideological, pluralist shift among a number
of Islamist movemenrs. Views on the character of these spectacu-
lar political upheavals abound. The events are described variably
as ‘youth revolutions, ‘revolutions of the Multitude’, ‘facebook
revolutions” and even a prelude to a new wave of Islamic revolu-
tions. Bayat’s foreword suggests that in their ideological make-
up, the Arab revolts may best be characterised as ‘post-Islamist
revolurions’ which spread like wildfire in a region that had until
recently been in the grip of nationalist-nativist and fundamental-
ist Islamist politics.

The popular uprisings that swept across the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) in late 2010 and early 2011, took both

scholars and policy-makers by surprise. Even more surprising 1s
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it thar the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ began in Tunisia, long held to
be the most stable and modern country in the Arab world, with
a growing economy and significant tourist industry. Contrary to
popular views in the West and to the Bin Ali regime’s assump-
tion, Islamism did not play a significant role in the uprising.
In their chaprer, Ribke Haugholle and Francesco Cavatorta argue
that the Tunisian demonstrations were not driven by formal
political parties or civil society organisations. Instead it was indi-
viduals interconnected by loose horizontal networks who were
the main protagonists. This does not mean that Islamism does
not and will not play an important role in Tunisia, in particular
the al-Nahda (Renaissance) party led by Rashid al-Ghannoushi.
However, as their chaprer illustrates, attention should not be
paid exclusively to al-Nahda. The dramatic economic, social and
demographic transformarions that Tunisia experienced, coupled
with international events of enormous significance for the Arab
world, have given rise to expressions of Tslamism’ thar cannot be
easily reconciled with the practices of an Islamist party such as
al-Nahda. Social groups and individuals have to a large extent
appropriated Islam as a core part of their identity and as a basis
for their values, despite the Bin Ali regime’s repression. In line
with Asef Bayat's recent work, this ‘new’ Islam(ism) is better
understood in terms of ‘social movement’ or ‘social network” and
is in many ways opposed to al-Nahda, which represents political,
institutionalised Islam.

The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, effectively the parent
organisation of similar movements in Palestine, Jordan, Syria
and elsewhere, constitutes a shadow government of sorts despite
being a proscribed organisation and, until recently, banned from
participating in the formal politics of the country. How has it
managed to exert such influence domestically and regionally?
What do the ourcomes of its accempts to shape state and soci-
ety tell us about Islamist movements and political participation
more generally, bearing in mind the vanguard role often played
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by Egypt for the rest of the region? Lsandr E/ Amrani’'s chap-
ter argues that with the fall of Hosni Mubarak on 11 February
2011, Egyprt is undergoing a radical transformation of its politi-
cal landscape. The security services and their micro-management
of domestic politics have been discredited. New political parties
are sprouting and old ones thatr amounted to a loyal opposition
are disappearing or reinventing themselves. The outcome of
the transformation taking place in Egypr is still uncertain, but
there already appears to be one immediate winner: the Society
of Muslim Brothers, which for the first time since being banned
in 1949 can have a legitimate existence both as a social move-
ment and as a political party representing Egypt's Islamist main-
scream. At first appearance, this would seem to be 2 moment of
triumph for the Brotherhood. Yet, much as Egypt 1s undergoing
a political and social transformation after years of stasis and stag-
nation under the Mubarak regime, the Muslim Brocherhood is
confronted with serious challenges. A passing of the torch is now
being carried out between the ageing leadership, which rebuilt
the Brotherthood after the Nasser-era crackdown that almost
destroyed it, and a new leadership thar must conrend wich plu-
ralicy wichin the Islamist ‘current’, and wich the old debarte about
how to separate political activism and the core mission of dawah
(preaching) still unresolved. That a major transformation is com-
ing to the Arab world’s oldest Islamist movement is therefore
certain. Its ability to adapt will be an important indicator of
Egypts direction post-Mubarak, as well as the viabilicy of its
own future.

In November 2011, Ali Abdullah Saleh signed a deal, spon-
sored by the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which effec-
tively brought his dominance of Yemeni political life to an end.
Under the terms of the deal, Saleh, who has been president of
the country since it came into existence in its modern form in
1990, handed over power to his vice-president as a prelude to the
formation of a government of national unity and the holding of
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presidential elections in February 2012. As Vincens Durac shows
in his chapter, this paved the way for a coalition of opposition
parties, the Joint Meeting Parties (JMP), to enter government
in tandem with the ruling General People’s Congress (GPC).
Amongst these opposition parties, the most influential is the
Islamist Islah party, which had previously served in government
in coalition with Saleh’'s GPC during 1994-97. Indeed, through-
out its history, the party has occupied an ambiguous space in
Yemeni political life, maintaining close links with the regime
while serving as the major opposition force. The apparent transi-
tion to a post-Saleh order was the culmination of almost a year
of popular protests in the main cities of Yemen. As has been
the case elsewhere in the Arab world, the Yemen: protest move-
ment emerged from outside of the established political actors and
institutions. However, very early on the Islah party threw in its
lot with the protesters to the point that many in Yemen's youth
movement have expressed concern that their movement was
being hijacked. When the GCC deal was negotiated and signed
without reference to the demands of the young protesters, such
fears seemed to have been substantiated. The chapter explores the
background to Yemen's political system —a multiparty system
unique in the Arabian Peninsula— and examines the origins of the
Islah party and its relationship with other political actors in the
country, including the opposition JMP alliance and the GPC.
Finally, the chaprer explores the relationship between the parcy
and the yourth movement in order to establish whether the GCC
deal does indeed represent the triumph of Yemen's protest move-
ment or its marginalisation by established political actors.

Syria is currently reeling under a bloody civil war that, at the
time of writing, has killed an estimated 150,000 people, mainly
civilians. The Assad regime’s brutal crackdown on protesters is
reminiscent of the 1982 Hama massacre thar all but wiped out
the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. In their chapter Line Khatib
and Robert Stewart argue thar while the forces behind the Syrian
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uprising are overwhelmingly secular, the forces that might
grab the reins of power once the authoritarian regime is ousted
may very well be Islamic. This is due to an extensive strategy
of aurhoritarian upgrading undertaken by the Syrian regime, as
well as its accommodaring of the powerful religious class at the
expense of the country’s once-powertul secular movement. Bur
what sort of Islamic power might emerge on the political scene?
If Islamism means the Islamisation of the state and post-Islam-
ism refers to the compatibility of Islam and pluralism, chen one
mighrt label Syrias political environment and more particularly
its [slamic movement as ‘post-Islamic’. This is because the move-
ment’s acrors advance a socio-political position that highlights
pluralism and co-habitation in the public sphere, predicared on a
separarion berween the political and the religious. Islam is thus
said to be compatible with democracy and Syrian Islamists have
expressed their readiness to work with, and are indeed already
working with and under the auspices of, secular parties.

In post-civil war Lebanon, Hizballah managed to become a
leading national (and indeed regional) player by combining resist-
ance to foreign occupation with electoral politics within Lebanon’s
confessional political system. A minority opposition movement
with effective veto power over the state, it has managed to rise to
the apex of national politics while eluding crippling internarional
isolation. Indeed, Hizballah's embrace of parliamentary politics
can be interpreted as an act of self-preservarion. The movement's
political wing, Loyalty to the Resistance, represents an important
foothold in the state and is crucial for protecting the movement’s
interest within Lebanon’s confessional political system and, in
particular, the arms of the Resistance. Hizballah's latest political
communiqué, unveiled by General Secretary Hassan Nasrallah
in late 2009, 1s seen by many as a step towards moderation and
further ‘Lebanonisation’ of the movement. Yer, Hizballah encom-
passes parliamenrtary polirics, social work and armed resistance to

form a stare of its own. Karim Knio's chaprer analyses the role and
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nature of Hizballah's involvement in Lebanese politics, which
has been an omnipresent topic in Middle Eastern studies. The
Arab Spring revoles highlighted the party’s contradictions: sup-
porting all the popular resistance movements in the Arab World
with the exception of those in Syria, its major political ally in the
region. This contradiction highlights whether Hizballah should
be perceived as a proxy client of Iran and Syria or as an intrinsic
and genuine domestic resistance movement. Knio argues that
the scholarly treatment of Hizballah's nature, which has oscil-
lated between dualistic ‘structure-led’ and ‘agency-led’ analyses,
is problemartic. The chapter proposes a historically situated dia-
lectical analysis of the party’s structure and agency that can bet-
ter explain how a legitimate domestic actor can be understood
within the premises of proxy client polirics.

The case of Hamas is both unique and representative of many
of the trends observed in other states in the Middle East region.
Hamas emerged from relative obscurity in the late 1980s to
electoral victory in 2006 on the basis of an extensive charitable
network and by assuming the mantle of resistance to Israeli occu-
pation in the period after the 1993 Oslo Agreement. At present,
Hamas is the only Arab Islamist party to have won parliamentary
elections and formed a government, although it was subsequently
brought down by a combination of domestic opposition, regional
isolation and international boycott. Basem Ezbids's chapter argues
that democracy approximation is not a useful tool for assessing
the standing and performance of Hamas. The Israeli occupa-
rion makes national liberarion the main political goal for most
Palestinians, an issue that carries considerably more urgency than
democratic transformation, unless democracy is to be understood
as a means for the realisation of national independence. Given the
complex internal and international conditions of the Palestinian
case, true democracy cannot be instituted under Israeli occupa-
tion (although internationally largely condoned, even supported).

The occupation has rendered Palestinians unable to govern their



INTRODUCTION 25

land and resources, making it impossible to develop effective
institutions, sound laws and a viable economy. The key issue for
Palestinians is ending the occupation and not how to manage
an occupation-generated condition. Consequently, two opposing
liberarion agendas were formed: negotiation (Fatah) and resist-
ance (Hamas). The profound political differences and the ruinous
split berween the West Bank and Gaza were in fact by-products
of the disagreement over which strategy is more effective for end-
ing the Israeli occupation. Even the outcome of the rapproche-
ment berween Farah and Hamas brokered in Cairo and the
celebrated Arab Spring will be appraised according to their con-
tribution towards narional independence and nor their contribu-
tion to democracy in Palestine. These developments are therefore
perceived by Israel as serious threats, because they challenge the
status quo of fruitless negotiations and crippled democracy over
actual serclement of the conflict. Hence, for a movement such as
Hamas, which gained its nationalist credentials from the ideology
of resistance, democracy becomes a secondary issue in the narra-
tive of ending the occupation.

The Turkish case is of signal importance for two reasons:
Turkey has often been a regional trend-setter in matters concern-
ing the role of the state and it is the only Middle East country
where an Islamist party has participated in the electoral proc-
ess, won democratic elections and subsequently been permitted
to govern, Pertinent questions therefore arise: does the Turkish
example constitute a model for the region? Can the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) be considered an Islamist model for
Turkish society at large? In order to answer these questions,
Yildiz Atasoy's chapter examines whether there can be a ‘meld-
ing’ of secularism and Islam. She examines this question by con-
sidering the concept of /laiklik, which can broadly be defined as
‘secularism’ and refers to state regulation of religious beliefs and
practices. Laiklik has long been a key conceptual component of
the state’s management of a social-change trajectory. Although
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l4iklik continues to cultivate a general ethos of arrachment to
the primacy of the state in social relations, Turkey is currently
experiencing a shift in its social-change model from one centred
on state primacy to another centred on a citizenship ethics based
on individual rights and freedoms. In reorienting a social-change
model, Islamic groups’ response to the headscarf ban in partic-
ular plays a significant and constructive role. It is within the
context of this process of change that there is a rethinking of a
relationship berween secularism and Islam beyond the symbolic
boundaries of /azklik.

In his postscript to this book, Basem Ezbidi highlights the
challenges before Islamist movements now about to assume
executive political power. He cautions us to the great variety
of movements, doctrines and national trajectories and the fact
that many of them were created by repressive Arab regimes to
the degree that they can be considered by-products of authori-
tarianism and their adherents the regimes’ most wronged vic-
tims. The Arab Spring revoles have challenged the Orientalist
stercotypes of Arabs as powerless and Islamists as undemocratic,
as well as dispelled the radical secularism of the Mubarak and
Bin Ali regimes that portrayed Islamism as a threat to democ-
racy. Employing Habermas' notion of ‘communities of interpre-
tation’, Ezbidi argues that the Middle East region has entered
a postreligious stage, where secular and religious discourses
can co-exist. Drawing on Asef Bayars notion of post-Islamism,
Ezbidi highlights Islam’s liberal and pluralisc potential that
encompasses issues such as gender equality and human rights.
In order to champion such rights, he argues chat Islamists can
no longer remain on the margins of politics, as parliamentary
opposition parties, but must aspire to political power. Yet, gov-
ernance remains a formidable challenge to Islamist parties as
the recent ousting of Egypt's president Morsi shows. Although
the Islamists are better organised and ideologically more coher-

ent than the new civil society groups, they have neither a clear
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political platform nor experience in governing. In closing, Ezbidi
highlights the need for the incumbent Islamist parties to ham-
mer out an independent political agenda that finds support with
the region’s youth, the true instigators of the Arab Spring.
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ISLAMISM IN TUNISIA BEFORE AND
AFTER THE ARAB SPRING

Rikke Hostrup Hangbolle and Francesco Cavatorta

Introduction

The Arab Spring caught the vast majority of analysts and pol-
icy-makers by surprise (Gause 2011; Murphy 2011) as for over
a decade the licerature on political developments in the Arab
world evolved around the concepts of ‘authoritarian persistence’
(Ghalioun 2004) and ‘upgraded authoritarianism’ (Heydemann
2007). By chese terms scholars identified the way in which Arab
ruling elites were able to introduce a number of seemingly lib-
eralising political and economic reforms while strengthening
their grip on power through informal channels and networks
that largely bypassed formal institutions such as parliaments or
independent authoricies. While there is certainly more than a
degree of validity in the analyses of authoritarian resilience in
the region, there has also been a tendency to obscure important
socio-cconomic changes and activities taking place ‘below the
radar’ of high politics. As Hibou (2006: 186) emphasises, ‘repres-
sive systems function well beyond the mechanics of the politi-

cal appararus, working through economic, political and social
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mechanisms’. In some respects, while authoritarian rule was
being upgraded it also created new responses from society that
kepr challenging the nature of political power in the Arab world.
In Tunisia, for instance, protest movements emerged in response
to the regime’s economic policy and the corrupt clientelist net-
works that informed employment policy (Allal 2010).

With hindsight, it is easy to discern that rthe way in which
Arab countries were governed could not be sustained, but very
few scholars dared to imagine the scale of the changes that have
taken place since early 2011, A further surprise is that the wave
of change across the region began in Tunisia, which, together
with Syria and possibly Saudi Arabia, was considered the most
authorirarian country in the Middle East and North Africa and
one in which the strategy of authoritarian upgrading seemed to
have triumphed (Schlumberger 2007). As Schraeder and Redisst
(2011: 5) observe, ‘to say that Bin Ali's sudden fall caught spe-
cialists by surprise would be an understatement. The mukbabarat
police-state had turned back an outbreak of popular unrest as
recently as 2008, and, at age seventy-four he remained, if not
youthful, at least aware and seemingly in charge. As it rurned
out it took less than a month of popular protests and demon-
strations for the regime to collapse and for Bin Ali to flee the
country.

The third surprise of the onset of the Arab Spring was the
very noticeable absence of Islamist parties and movements at the
helm of the anti-regime protests at the least wich their organisa-
tional and formal structures. In fact, the early mobilisation, the
slogans and the organising of demonstrations were the product of
emerging social actors that had gone unnoriced by both academ-
ics and policy-makers. The traditional opposition actors, includ-
ing Islamists, were caught off guard as much as the regimes
by the extent of popular mobilisation, although some scholars
had begun to point out that the regime’s strategy of upgrad-

ing authoritarian rule was creating unintended consequences in
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the form of new loci of protest and new means of expressing
dissent (Allal 2010; Haugbglle and Cavatorta 2011a; Chomiak
and Entelis 2011). The slogans chanted in Tunisia and Egyprt did
not have any religious resonance, indicating chat rhe uprisings
had no partisan connoration. Describing the uprising in Tunisia,
Béchir Ben Yahmed (2011: 4) convincingly writes that ‘no parrty,
no union, no politician gave the impetus for this popular upris-
ing nor were they in any way involved’ Following from this,
some argued chat the transition to a ditferent political regime
would no longer see Islamism at its centre, contrary to what
had been expected in the past when it was believed that only
Islamists would be able ro drive political change in the region.
Post-Bin Ali Tunisia, however, demonstrates that political acrors
who find inspiration in Islam are still crucial both ar the political
and the social level and include not only the mainstream Muslim
Brotherhood-inspired al-Nahda, but also the different compo-
nents of a very acrive Salafist movement.

This chapter examines the paradox of Tumisian Islamism
benefiting from an uprising where Islamism, with ics actors and
slogans, was absent. The study focuses primarily on al-Nahda
and explains the reasons for its success in the elections for the
constitutional assembly in October 2011. It is argued that, para-
doxically, such success owes much to the fact that its srances
and political programmes do not seem very ‘Islamist’, as they do
not prioritise religion as the central element of policy-making
and are rooted in an Islamic associational life that existed before
the uprising. By focusing on this particular topic we move away
from the debate on the authoritarianism of the regime and the
reasons for its fall, opring to examine instead how Islam, which
had been absent from public life in Tunisia for a long time, went
through considerable changes as a means of promoting social
mobilisation precisely through its individualisation and, almost,
privatisation. The chapter explores the connections and linkages

between al-Nahda the political party and Islamic associarional
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life and personal piety to explain the party’s success in adopt-
ing what might be termed ‘post-Islamism’. The chapter 1s based
on interviews carried out in Tunis in 2010 and 2012 and in che
governorates of Jerba and Medenine in the south of the country
in May, October and November 2011.

From Islamism to personal piety

The phenomenon of Islamism ‘refers to the rise of movements
and ideologies drawing on Islamic referents — terms, symbols
and events taken from the Islamic tradition — in order to articu-
late a distinctly political agenda’ (Denoeux 2002: 61). However,
the family of Islamism is a broad one, with movements and
associations across the region displaying significant differences
in terms of ideological references, methods of action and goals.
At the general level some scholars (Cavatorta 2007a; Wittes
2008 have delineated three distinct types of Islamist group:
a) groups that combine elements of political participation,
national liberation struggle and social activism; b) groups of a
violent Salafi orientation that operate nationally and interna-
tionally; and ¢) Muslim Brotherhood-inspired groups that on
the whole reject violence to achieve political ends and subscribe
instead to a mix of political participation — whenever permit-
ted — and social activism. At a more specific level, other scholars
have outlined the ideological, organisational and policy changes
of individual Islamisc movements (Mishal and Sela 2000; Palmer
Harik 2004; El-Ghobashy 20035; Cavarorta 2007b). Following
from these studies, numerous works have analysed the political
strategies of these movements, with a particular focus on those
that attempted to play an institutional role in their respective
countries. From Yemen (Schwedler 2006) to Jordan (Clark 2010)
and from Syria (Lawson 2010) to Algeria (Boubekeur 2007) and
Egypt, they were all preoccupied with the ways in which Islamist
parties participated in politics and interacted with the ruling
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regimes and other opposition movements. All of these studies are
useful in so far as chey point to the complexity of Islamism and
to the changing nature of their engagement over time. However,
given their very narrow focus they fail to caprure the significance
of a much broader shift in Islamism that has occurred over the
last two decades and that Asef Bayat has aptly identified as “post-
Islamism.

Until the mid-1990s, the main focus of Islamist movements
and parties was on the state — how to seize power in order to
rebuild it, create an Islamic state and run it according to sharia
law (Bayar 2007: 9). Whatever differences existed among Islamist
movements regarding the institutions of the Islamic state, the
interpretation of sharia law and how to attain power, there was a
shared objective of radically transforming the stare inherited at
independence and placing religious precepts at the very centre
of both state-making and policy-making, with little regard for
minority views. In his 1994 book The Failure of Political Istam,
Roy suggested that this state-centric Islamism and its ideology
had failed because they proved unable to attain srate power any-
where in the Arab world. In other words, the ideological force of
Islamism had run out of steam. However, this has not meant the
end of Islamism per se. Rather it has led to a profound transfor-
mation. This has occurred first and foremost at the popular and,
crucially, individual level.

In many ways, Islamism in the 1980s and 1990s was a reaction
to the ideological and practical failures of the post-independence
Arab state and its authoritarian nature, which marginalised large
sectors of the educated middle-class, who took refuge in a state-
centric Islamist project. From the mid-1990s, Islamism began
its transformartion away from the obsession with state power and
towards operating increasingly in the social sphere, but not nec-
essarily with a view to take immediate political power (Clark
2004). The shift towards the social sphere and social activism was

a response to the failure of the state-centric ideology promoted in
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earlier decades, but — more importantly — was also the result of
wider socio-economic and generational changes in Arab societies.

The progressive inclusion of the Arab world in the global
economy changed patterns of social interaction, created new
social classes and brought new ideas and modes of behaviour to
the region. The authoritarian Arab state, through its upgrading
strategies (Heydemann 2007), managed these changes by 1solat-
ing itself from the wider population and withdrawing from many
socio-economic activities it had performed in the past, such as pro-
viding universal health care or subsidising primary commodities
and, crucially, hiring graduates in the public sector. Islamism,
while remaining opposed to the state, found new expression out-
side formal political movements and parties. In fact, as Bayat's
recent work (2007; 2009) explains, countless social movements
and ordinary citizens have progressively become agents of change
through their daily life. They do not require religious sanction-
ing or legitimisarion to carry out specific pracrices of religious
behaviour, thus making social processes extremely complex and
detached from authoritarian control, as well as from institutional-
ised organisations such as political parties, including Islamists. It
is in this ‘daily practice’ that forms of religiosity as personal piety
and moral behaviour have been recast away from a politicised
meaning. This does not mean that they are detached from politi-
cal processes and institutions, at least when they become open
and ‘democratic’, as in the case of Tunisia since January 2011.
It means, however, that when one attempts to explain the suc-
cess of al-Nahda in the October 2011 elections, the focus should
not only be on the party’s structure, programme, candidates
and campaign. Rather, it is necessary to take into account the
groups and individuals whose daily practice of Islam were meant
to counter the distance felt rowards authoritarian regimes and
the corrupt values of mindless consumerism they displayed and
encouraged, going as far as radically modifying the urban land-
scape with enormous US-style shopping centres (Bayat 2007: 56).
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The individual adoption of those practices before the uprising
influenced the way in which al-Nahda was re-established, acted
and, to an extent, changed, as its come-back in Tunisia after
January 2011 highlights. The contention here is that al-Nahda,
despite 1ts accachment to a political project that remains anchored
in the central role religion should have in public life and politics,
was able to incorporate these articudinal shifts into its discourse
and practices, bringing a conservative but anti-authoritarian
middle class to power. Part of the reason for this is to be found
in the inclusion of ‘post-Islamists’ among its cadres, candidates

and supporrters.

From state-centric Islamism to personal piety:
al-Nahda’s pathway

Al-Nahda was established in 1981 under the name of Harzkbat
al-1ttijak al-Islami (the Islamic Tendency Movement) by Rashid
al-Ghannoushi and Abdulfartah Mourou, changing its name to
al-Nahda (Renaissance) in 1991. Its creation followed the same
logic that had inspired other Islamist movements linked to the
Egyprian Muslim Brotherhood to become active in politics.
The history of the party has been examined in detail elsewhere
(Tamimi 2001; Allani 2009), with a particular focus on the
party’s periodic confrontation with the regime. The arrival of
al-Nahda on the Tunisian polirical scene coincides with many of
the issues that had led to the emergence of Islamist parties across
the region, namely the desire to challenge the authoritarianism
of the ruling elites; give a voice and power to a generation of edu-
cated middle-class professionals that the system was unable and
unwilling to accommodate; and, crucially, a widespread resent-
ment against the import of foreign values and morals perceived
to be detrimental to the cohesion of society and indigenous val-
ues. This last factor was particularly significant in the Tunisian
case in so far as the very essence of the srate since independence
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was its forced commitment to the concept of laitiré (French-style
secularism).

The Tunisian independence movement, Neo-Destour, was
split internally between the Bourguiba faction that aspired to
replicate the French governance model in Tunisia and the Salah
Bin Youssef faction that wanted Arab-Muslim values to be much
more central. Ultimarely, Bourguiba emerged as the winner of
this internal power struggle. In order to secure his position
within the Neo-Destour ruling party, he sentenced Salah Bin
Youssef to death. Bin Youssef fled ro Tripoli and then to Ziirich,
where he was assassinated in 1961 (Khlifi 2003). The elimina-
tion of Youssef was part of Bourguiba's strategy of delimiting
Islam’s role in Tunisia. To Bourguiba, Islam was the main reason
for the country’s backwardness; if the country were to modern-
ise and develop like France, it would have to become secular.
In order to make the laiité of the country a reality, Bourguiba
pushed through a number of far-reaching reforms aimed at
undermining the role and status of Islam and thar of the wlama
(clergy). For instance, Islamic education at the Zeitouna Mosque
in Tunis, one of the most traditional and prestigious institutions
for Tslamic studies in the Arab world, was moved to the depart-
ment of theology in a new state university. The closure of this
centre of learning was indicative of the attitude of the new ruling
clites towards religion and its place in society. Also, sharia courts
were abolished and the judicial system became based on secular
legislation, with the consequence that the #lama lost much of
their importance and prestige. Even the festivity of Ramadan
itself came under artack from Bourguiba because, he argued, it
lowered productivity and therefore working hours in the public
administration remained unchanged through Ramadan (Salem
1984). Finally, and equally importantly, Bourguiba utilised the
Tunisian woman in his actempt to transform Tunisia into a sec-
ular country and unified nation. In particular, women’s tradi-

tional dress code, which crucially included the veil, was used by
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Bourguiba as a symbol of the struggle against Islamic backward-
ness and in favour of modernisation. In his speeches, Bourguiba
called the veil an ‘odious rag’ (Moore 1965: 55) which had noth-
ing to do with Tunisian culture, tradition or history. The modern
woman should wear neither the Islamic veil nor the traditional
Bedouin veil. Rather, Tunisian women were an important part
of the workforce and should participate in the jibad for develop-
ment on an equal footing with Tunisian men (Pratc 2007). Thus,
a number of changes to the Code of Personal Status concerning
women’s status in the sociery were carried through in the first
year of independence. In 1981, Bourguiba further announced a
decree which prohibited the use of the veil in public buildings.
This meant that modern, educated women employed in the pub-
lic administrarion and in schools as teachers could no longer wear
the veil at work, and girls in schools and at universities had to
take off the veil before entering the premises. As a consequence,
the veil, as well as other public markers of Islam, slowly disap-
peared from Tunisian public life from 1956 onwards (Charrad
2001). At the time, similar comprehensive reforms took place
in other Arab countries and did not meer with strong opposi-
tion from their citizens, who were preoccupied with social and
economic development. Still, the far-reaching reforms to enforce
the concept and practice of /Jziz#¢ in the mid-1970s triggered a
reaction from educated middle-class professionals, who began to
argue that aping the West was not going to deliver the develop-
ment that Bourguiba aspired to. The economic difficulties of the
late 1970s and early 1980s seemed to confirm their views.
Rashid al-Ghannoushi, al-Nahda’s leader, became a popular
opposition figure in the late 1970s when he travelled throughout
the country to speak in mosques about the necessity to return
to the Islamic way. More specifically, he condemned the manner
in which Tunisia was assimilating an identity that was not truly
Muslim and Arab. ‘T remember we used to feel like strangers in
our own country. We had been educated as Muslims and Arabs,
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while we could see that the country had been torally moulded
in the French culrural identity’ (quoted in Esposito 1993: 155).
In 1978, when a general strike was called to prorest the wors-
ening economic and political situation, al-Ghannoushi declared
that al-Nahda believed that Islam was in danger and that leftisc
forces would seize power and do away with Islam all together.
Thus, in the 1970s Tunisia saw the emergence of Islamism
as an opposition movement to both the regime and lefe-wing
forces. Throughout the 1980s, al-Nahda grew in popularity as
it spearheaded the widespread dissatisfaction with the regime’s
failed socio-economic policies, but, at the same time, it began to
engage theoretically with issues related to compatibility berween
democracy and Islam.

When Zin al-Abidin Bin Ali seized power in 1987, it seemed
that al-Nahda might be finally allowed to enter the political
game, but the party was never legalised and by 1991 its lead-
ers were either imprisoned or exiled. Bin Ali then embarked on
a ‘zero tolerance’ policy vis-#-vis the Islamists, legitimised by
the need for national stability and security. The “war on terror’
allowed the regime to stamp out all activities that were deemed
to be ‘Islamist’ and rhe crackdown soon extended to all opposi-
tion groups (Durac and Cavatorta 2009). Thus, Islam in Tunisia
became synonymous with Islamic militancy, something that
continued to hold true well into the early 2000s. The repression
of al-Nahda had an important consequence for the movements
development. Al-Nahda abandoned its former strategy of con-
fronting the regime on its own and, from the mid-2000s, the party
collaborated with other opposition movements challenging the
regime (Haugbglle and Cavatorta 2011b). This change of strategy
towards cross-ideological cooperation reaffirmed the movement’s
commitment to democraric politics, respect for individual rights
and support for women’s rights as established under Bourguiba
and Bin Ali. While the party had already subscribed to all of
that in the late 1980s, the commitment, taken in conjunction
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with other opposition movements after years of negotiation, was a
genuinely significant step in terms of political credibilicy.

The regime’s repression of all Islamist movements, including
al-Nahda, forced many supporters to abandon political activism
in favour of the private and individual sphere. Following Bayat's
lead, it can be claimed that the gradual disappearance of al-Nahda
from both the public and insticutional scene for over two decades
created the conditions for a change of Tunisian Islamism, which
began to move away from a state-centric approach and became
more involved in daily practices of religiosity, which individuals
chose to improve their lives rather than see as an openly political
project. During the years when al-Nahda was silenced, Tunisia
underwent profound economic and social change and while
development was indeed very uneven, the country did progress
economically and was integrated into the global economy.
Increasing exposure to foreign cultural and social values and
models of behaviour, such as rolerance for diversity, social and
political pluralism and multi-layered identities had at least two
effects in Tunisia. First, they undermined the idea that Tunisia
was a unified ‘nation state’, when in facr the country was a plural
mix of idenrities that at times overlapped and at other times
were at odds with each other. Yet, the Bin Ali regime negated
such difference and propagated an image of the nation as unired
behind the regime’s quest for modernity (Sadiki 2002). This was
a self-serving exercise to stave off democratic reforms that rec-
ognised the pluralism of Tunisian society. One of the idenriries
that re-emerged in the public sphere was the Arab-Muslim one.
This most commonly took the form of the desire to reaffirm it
personally through prayer, dress and more ethical behaviour in
order to deal with the practical challenges that socio-economic
change had brought to Tunisia, which was experiencing a rapid
process of economic globalisation (Sfeir 2000).

The values of Islamic morality represented by public ‘reli-
gious behaviour’ contrasted sharply with the flauncing and
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amoral behaviour of the ruling elites, as described by Beau and
Graciet (2009). There is therefore a two-fold confrontation: fru-
gality versus consumerism and religion versus secularism. The
possibility of adhering to Islam’ through private expressions of
faith, and renewed social engagement based on them, profoundly
challenged the regime because it provided ordinary citizens with
a potential alternative model of governance and behaviour that
conrrasted with the corrupt authoritarianism of Bin Ali and his
clan (Beau and Gracier 2009). The Bin Ali regime’s response
alternated between repression and tolerance of this rise in religi-
osity, with arrempts to accommodate it through, for instance, the
opening of Radio Zeitouna, a religious radio station owned by
the son-in-law of Bin Ali and led by people close to the regime.

Second, the US ‘war on terror’ after September 2001 made
Islam to a large extent a scapegoat and Islamism both nationally
and internarionally was branded as ‘evil’ and a security threat
that had to be dealt with through harsh repression. In Tunisia,
the repressive turn against what was perceived as ‘organised
Islamism’ led a number of Tunisians to reaffirm their Muslim
identity through personal piety and engagement in the social
sphere with a small sector of the religious youth instead turn-
ing to internarional jihadism. The reaffirmation of Arab-Muslim
identity for those who had remained 1in the country was done
apolitically. Wearing the veil became the most visible outlet
for this newfound personal piety, but the new appropriation of
Islam in Tunisia also contained other important aspects, includ-
ing charitable work and, crucially, behaving as a good Muslim
in everyday life.

In this respect, Quranic associations which began to appear
in the mid-2000s and grew during the second part of the decade
are a powerful example of how personal piety and social engage-
ment had transformed the perception and practice of Islamism by
those who were actually engaged in it. This Islamic activism, dis-
connected from the state-centric ideology that had characterised
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Islamist parties and movements in the past, then informed the
way in which al-Nahda, once revived after the overchrow of the
Bin Ali regime in 2011, was restructured, how it campaigned and
what kind of political discourse it promoted. Associations with
overtly religious undertones emerged in Tunisia from the mid-
2000s and despite being closely monitored by Bin Ali's repres-
sive apparatus, their apolitical activities allowed them to operate
somewhat freely. One specific instance is worth describing in more
detail. In Cité al-Nasr, a new middle-class suburb north of Tunis,
the Quranic association Riadh al-Nasr has existed since 2007. It
was founded originally by a group of six pious middle-class men
aged under 40 who lived in the suburb but were alicnated by
the hollow, consumerist armosphere of the area and were looking
to instil more profound Islamic values in their community. One
of the six founders of the association explained that the initial
spur to create it came from the realisation that the neighbour-
hood ‘lacked values and warmch in the new area’ (interview with
authors, 2010). These pious men also felt thar Tunisians in gen-
eral lacked an identity of their own which could combine the best
from the West, which rhey saw as a crucial part of their identity,
and the best from Islam, which was, for them, the guide to pri-
vate ethical behaviour that should inform how they related to the
wider community in order to improve it.

On the one hand, the integration into the global market, as
mentioned earlier, created economic opportunities for a range of
middle-class and upper middle-class Tunisians who benefited
from exposure to some Western values and ways of doing busi-
ness, possibly because many of them were employed by multi-
national firms or conducted business in the West. In doing so,
they began to appreciate how a degree of liberalism and social
pluralism could benefit Tunisian society, where both were absent
due to the authoritarianism and corrupt practices of the Bin
Ali regime. On the other hand, the integration into the global

marketplace very quickly created a hyper-consumerist culture
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and the perception of a deterioration in moral values, which was
also exposed in the morally suspect behaviour of members of
the ruling elites. It is difficult to distinguish neatly between
authoritarian repression and hyper-consumerism as explanations
for the return to Islamic values, particularly in Tunisia where
the two phenomena are inextricably linked given that hyper-
consumerism was a trait of those who also had the political power
to repress (Hibou 2006). In any case, this dual influence led ro an
understanding that society needed pluralism and openness but,
at the same time, new moral codes that Islam, as a truly indig-
enous guide to morality, could provide. Thus, the founders of
the Riadh al-Nasr association developed the idea that a Quranic
associarion could help elevate the ‘morality’” of society and pro-
vide ‘stability for the soul” (interview with authors, 2010). It was
with this in mind that they created Riadh al-Nasr: the main aim
was to teach the proper recitation of the Quran in private classes
and over time the number of ‘students’ increased exponentially.
By April 2010, 1,800 individuals had signed up for classes and
1,200 of these were women (interview with authors, 2010).
Initially the association established contacts with the reli-
gious Radio Zeitouna, or rather with irs main preacher-anchor,
Shaykh Muhammad Mashfar. He was invited to give classes in
the recitation of the Quran art the association and over time, as it
grew in popularity, other shzykbs and female Islamic theologians,
who were also hosting programmes on Radio Zeitouna, were
employed as teachers at the association. The classes for women
in particular have experienced a remarkable level of attendance.
The women explain that reciting the Quran properly gives them
satisfaction and a sense of peace (interview with authors, 2010).
Ar the association in Cité al-Nasr, a majority of the women are
aged between 30 and 45 years. Many of them are well-educated
and work as university professors, lawyers and business man-
agers. The majority of them indicate that sometime during
the years 2003—05 they began to look for a meaning in their
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existence and role in society. This period coincides with the harsh
repression of any form of Islamism and religiosiry in Tunisia due
to the war on terror and due to the increasingly predarory eco-
nomic measures adopted by the ruling circles. Having become
aware of Islam, these women chose to wear the veil for the first
time in their life. Their choices were not politically motivated,
but reveal a personal development and a quest for life’s meaning
and balance. Their activism within the association, rogether with
the activism of the founders, has meant a constant expansion of
social activities. These now include a nursery and the creation
of official cooperative links to a private full-time school, where
the children can continue their Quranic education as an extra-
curricular activity and where other children who do not actend
the associations nursery are exposed to the teaching methods
that the association’s sponsors can provide. The combination of
personal commitment to improving society according to the ten-
ets of Islam with the realisation thar individual behaviour cannot
be legislated for led members to conclude that social engagement
is the best way to bear witness to the validity of leading a reli-

gious life. In the words of one of the founders of the association:

Our commitment to Islam does not mean that we want
to impose what we do on others. In that sense you could
say that we are anti-Sa/afis7 because we do not approve of
imposing behaviour. If you want to wear a mini-skirt it
is not my problem, if you do not want to wear the veil it
is also not my problem. Choices have to be left to indi-
viduals; the state cannot impose behaviour either. From the
state authorities we only ask that they let us do our work in
peace. (interview with authors, 2011)

During the dicrarorship, this kind of comment might have sig-
nalled a wish to appease the regime and stave off any accusations
of extremism. Since the uprising in 2010—11, such rescraint has
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no longer been needed, indicating a genuine belief chat one can
lead a spiricual religious and modern life withour falling into
the trap of forcing values and behaviours on other Muslims who
might be making different choices.

The January 2011 uprising liberated this new religious energy
further and the Jerba Association for Solidarity and Development
is a case in point. It was established after the revolution by a
group of people in their forties with no experience of associa-
tional life, but who were moved to set up an organisation that
would promote solidarity with the less fortunate and economic
development of the area. A number of professionals were involved
in its creation and wich an initial budget of only 24,000 Tunisian
Dinars (EUR 13,000), they decided that one third would be
used to aid Libyans suffering in the war of liberation against the
Ghaddafi regime in 2011; one third would target the poor dur-
ing Ramadan; and the final one third would be used to support
entrepreneurial projects in Jerba. The founders explain that they
had always ralked about the idea of helping others as a duty.
This duty is for them a core part of their faith: it is the proper
moral and religious thing to do, but it was only after the regime
change in January 2011 that they felt ready and had the legal
cover needed to create an association that targeted social engage-
ment (interview with authors, 2011).

This type of activism has been on the rise for a decade in
Tunisia and while the number of active associations has increased
since the revolurion, it is important to emphasise that 1t did exist
before the fall of the regime. The existence of these associations
indicates the transformation of Islamism from a stare-centric
political project to a practice of Islam that is deeply personal,
centred on social activism rather than politics and dependent
on local social nerworks for support and expansion. The glue
holding these networks together is a specific understanding and
practice of Islam where the religious precepts apply to those who
choose them rather than being imposed on the whole of the

comimunity.
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The question is how this individualistic and at the same time
social Islamic activism translates into political activism once the
aurhoritarian constraints are no longer in place. The contention
here is thar explanations of the electoral victory of al-Nahda in
Tunisia tend to concentrate too strongly on the party leadership
and its abilities and credibilicy. Much is made of how the party
leaders, many of whom had been imprisoned or in exile in Europe
and Africa, quickly reorganised party structures and offered
a new political discourse based on pluralism and multi-parcy
democracy. These explanations are partially valid, bur when one
looks at the transformation and the rediscovery of Islam that has
occurred in Tunisia, it can be argued that al-Nahda is successtul
because a significant part of its activities and discourse are the
product of religious individuals who brought their beliefs, prac-
tices and networks to the party through a bortom-up approach

to politics.

Al-Nahda and the Arab Spring:
the October 2011 elections

The October 2011 elections for the constitutional assembly
marked the beginning of the setting up of a new political system.
The first free and fair elections in the country’s history were a suc-
cess and ‘domestic and international election observers were unan-
imous in commending the transparent, peaceable and generally
well-organized conduct of the election’ (El-Amrani and Lindsey
2011: 2). Opinion polls held before the election had already
indicated chat al-Nahda was poised to do well and the election
results confirmed the opinion polls with the party winning 89
seats out of 217, and 37 per cent of the popular vote.! The magni-
tude of al-Nahda’s victory is particularly impressive if one takes
into account the fact that the party had virtually disappeared
from the country for over two decades and was only licensed on
1 March 2011. How was such a success possible in such a short

period of time? A number of answers have been given.
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First, some scholars argued thar al-Nahda cadres and leaders
were very quick and skilled in reorganising the structures of the
movement across the country. Lynch (2011: 1) points out that
‘the core leadership immediately reached out to tens of thou-
sands of former activists now out of prison. They established
offices in every Tunisian province, quickly setting up sections for
youth, women, social services, and politics and holding internal
elections to select a new leadership.” As Abdulhamid Jelassi, a
member of the al-Nahda executive committee, also pur it:

Given that we are an old party we have been able to revive
our structures immediately after the revolution in January
2011. Some militants who have been in prison for a long
time started working again for the party together with
those who operated underground. (interview with authors,
2011.

The importance of this organisational effort should not be under-
estimated in so far as presence on the ground in all areas of the
country demonstrated to voters that the party intended to be
active everywhere and to represent the interests of all Tunisian
regions. This is a major change in Tunisian politics because dur-
ing the Bin Ali dictatorship, numerous regions were ‘abandoned’
and left behind by the regime. An efficient organisation active
on the ground across the country was certainly an important fac-
tor in leading the party to success.

Second, the ability to attract numerous new members and
appeal so strongly to voters 1s the product of the party’s credibil-
ity as an unwavering opposition movement during the Bin Ali
era. While some parties played the role of ‘loyal opposition’ dur-
ing the dictatorship and derived benefits from it, al-Nahda was a
more genuine opposition, or at least it was considered so because
it refused to play within the rules set by the Bin Ali regime,
and instead sought a complete overhaul of the political system
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(Haugbelle and Cavatorta 2011b). For this reason, its leaders and
cadres paid the price of prison and exile, When the regime fell
and al-Nahda began to reorganise, its members enjoyed great
credibility among the general public because of their uncompro-
mising stance and their personal suffering. Ir is not a coincidence
thar many of the al-Nahda candidates had spent years behind
bars; they were the living proof that the party had suftfered for
its political positions, letting voters know that they were genuine
opponents of the regime from the very start. The credibility of
the party was further enhanced when its leader’s name was not on
the ballot paper, as he had promised upon his return to Tunisia.
Rashid al-Ghannoushi returned to Tunisia from a rwo-decade-
long exile and immediately declared that he would not seek an
elected position (Usher 2011). Some doubted that this was going
to be the case, but unlike leaders of parties of his generation he
stuck to his promise not to be a candidate. This decision has not
gone unnoticed among voters who distrust politicians.

A rthird element thar some see as having contributed to
al-Nahda’s appeal and success is the lack of unity among the
other parties, even when they share a similar ideological plat-
form, and their inability to reach our to constiruencies ourside
Tunis and the other main urban centres. For instance, Churchill
(2011) argues that ‘the large secular parties’ reliance on advertis-
ing and reluctance to meet voters outside of the major cities made
it difficult for undecided, rural voters to put their confidence
in them. The majority of Tunisians showed that {al-Nahda} not
only understood their preferences, but also that Tunisian vot-
ers cannot be taken for granted and should be reached out to
directly. In this view, the secular parties’ campaign mistakes are
an important reason for al-Nahda's success.

Finally, part of the appeal of al-Nahda 1s the quest for national
‘consensus’ over the most important institutional matters (Lynch
2011). The party’s democratic principles and credentials reas-

sured large swathes of the popularion of their commitment to
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democracy. From an insider point of view Ali Laaridh (interview
with author, 2011), member of the al-Nahda executive commit-

tee and currently prime minister, states:

In terms of organisation, the party’s philosophy is about
democratic principles, which are enshrined 1n our statute
and the way in which the party is structured. A party con-
gress rakes place every four years and the delegates at this
congress elect both a national assembly and a party presi-
dent. The national assembly appoints an executive bureau
and a secretary general. At the regional level the same thing
takes place. The whole structure of the party is very much
the product of the wishes of the fee-paying members.

The emphasis on internal democracy has demonstrated the par-
ty’s commitment to democratic principles in institutional life
and a key message of the party during the campaign was one of
‘reassurance (ElLAmrani and Lindsey 2011) to the other politi-
cal parties in the electoral competition and to voters in general.
Allani (2009) argued that the party had condemned the use of
violence to take political power since the 1980s, had already
committed to maintaining the progressive family code and had
declared its support for political pluralism. After its legalisation,
the party re-emphasised its commitment to building a demo-
cratic Tunisia in cooperation with other political forces. Hajez
Bin Aoun Hajjem, member of al-Nahda's burean culturel, argued
before the elections:

I think ordinary Tunisians want a degree of consensus and
apaisement in this transitional moment and we have to be
clear, and I think we are, that 23 October will not be the
end of the world [if al-Nahda wins} and after the elections
all of our doors have to remain open because we believe 1n

consensus. (interview with authors, 2011)
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All rthese explanations carry a degree of validity. The organi-
sational skills and the capacity to mobilise put on display by
al-Nahda since its legalisation are very obvious and were even
more so during the electoral campaign. The credibility of its can-
didates and acrivists is also in lictle doubt, as ordinary Tunisians
know all too well the sufferings that party members endured
in jail and/or exile for decades. The weakness of secular par-
ties is also quite obvious in the sense that they are divided and
seemingly unable to mount a challenge outside the main cities.
Finally, the al-Nahda discourse based on political pluralism and
recognition of the necessity for the new Tunisia to protect indi-
vidual freedoms has been crucial to attracting voters who might
otherwise have been suspicious of the party. In particular, the
references made to the Turkish model seemed to play well with
the electorate, given that such a model is based on susrained
economic growth and development. As Ali Laaridh, declared,
‘we certainly have similarities with the Turkish AKP in what we
would like to do and achieve’ (interview with authors, 2011).
That said, these explanations also have shorrcomings in
explaining the wide-ranging popularity of al-Nahda. In terms
of organisational skills, there is no doubr that reviving old net-
works and structures has been important, burt it does not take
into account the fact thar a significant number of younger people,
with no previous affiliation with al-Nahda, joined the party and
helped create new structures across the entire country. Tassinari
and Boserup (2011) focus their attention on three sociological
groups that consticute al-Nahda: the returnees from exile, the
former political prisoners and those who remained silent dur-
ing the repressive era. However, they fail to take into account
a whole new generation of Tunisians under the age of 35, who
have swelled the ranks of the party since legalisation and helped
it succeed. As outlined in the previous section, it is precisely this
generation that sought out a life based on personal piety and

social engagement within a religious framework. The credibility
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factor in terms of the personalities involved in the party is also
not a sufficient explanation, because all genuine opposition par-
ties and politicians can make the same claim of having stood
up against the regime. It is, for instance, no coincidence that
the parries doing well in the elections were the Congress for
the Republic and al-Takarrul parties, both harshly repressed
by the Bin Ali regime. In addition, the years of imprisonment
and exile that al-Nahda members suffered find a parallel among
some of the leftist parties. Al-Nahda members themselves rec-
ognise, for instance, the credibility of figures such as Hamma
Hammami, leader of the Tunisian Workers Communist Party.
As Abdulhamid Jelassi put it, ‘T have a lot of respect for instance
for Hamma Hammami’ (interview with authors, 2011). The
weakness of secular parties and their unwillingness or inability
to run a better campaign does not necessarily stand up to closer
scrutiny. After all, when one considers the overall results, secu-
lar parties did just as well as al-Nahda in seats and percentage
points when counted together. The problem, if anything, might
be their inability to create coalitions rather than running a suc-
cessful campaign, and even this is doubtful in the sense that
all the main political parties needed to measure their individual
support at a time when electoral volatility was at its peak due to
the uncertain nature of the transition. Finally, al-Nahda’s mes-
sage, as outlined, was not that different from the one they had
been promoting for at least two decades, and their collabora-
tive efforts with other parties in exile from 2005 indicate that
they had already fully subscribed to political pluralism and indi-
vidual freedoms. In short, the reassuring message they had was
neither innovarive nor surprising. The most significant evidence
thar today's al-Nahda differs from the old one, despite the pres-
ence in the party of many original members, is the paradox that
the political programme does not sound very Islamic.

When one analyses the political programme of al-Nahda,
there is very little that is Islamic about it. There are no calls to
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create an Islamic state in any shape or form. In fact, al-Nahda’s
point of departure on the maccer is that article 1 of the Tunisian
constitution should remain as it is with the simple mention that
Tunisia is a Muslim country. In this respect, ‘Muslim’ does not
necessarily have to be equated wich pracrising believer and gives
no indication that the institutions of the srate should be Islamic.
The focus is instead on the creation of a civil stare. As Riadh

Shaibi, member of the al-Nahda national assembly, argued:

We are not a dogmatic party, we are a pragmatic party.
We realise that Tunisia is a plural country and Europe is
very close to us not only geographically. Tunisian society
is similar in many ways to European societies and this is a
given and we do not want to change that (interview with
authors, 2011).

There are no calls either to implement sharia law in so far as
the term is indicative of very specific and strict legal disposi-
tions. Abdulhamid Jelassi stated that ‘on the issue of shariz law,
one can put anything he wants in there. I think we have to stay
away from words and terminology thar are divisive.” (interview
with authors, 2011) By this he suggested thar legislation to be
adopred with respect to certain policy areas would be the prod-
uct of negortiation with other political and social actors racher
than of rigorously sticking to controversial religious precepts.
In terms of women’s rights there is the recognition that ‘it is
not Islam that placed women in the home at a certain point in
time, but historical circumstances, as Jelassi explained, and that
therefore the legislation in place will not be changed. There are
no calls to reject or adopt policies and legislation that have to do
with individual choices and behaviour: al-Nahda ‘cannot impose
the will of one party over others. We are not the spokespeople of
Islam’ (Hajez Bin Aoun Hajjem, interview with auchors, 2011).
While these cerrainly stem in part from a political elaboration
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at the level of the leadership and are also meant to assuage the
fears of other parties abour al-Nahda, they are also a response
to the behaviour and beliefs of those who have joined the party
in recent times and who have had no previous experience of al-
Nahda or any connection with it. Once again, the crucial role of a
new generation of middle-class Islamic activists who only joined
al-Nahda after its legalisation should be underscored.

In the 2011 election campaign it is very difficulc to find
‘Islamism’ in al-Nahda if one is looking for the inescapable and
non-negotiable central role that religion should play as exclusive
guide to policy-making in all realms. This is because the coherent
state-centric ideology that it had is now in the past. The Islamism
one should be looking for, and one that al-Nahda does indeed
espouse, is a social and deeply personal one that equates largely
with morality and moral behaviour in managing public affairs,
which is an attitude that the previous ruling elite did not dem-
onstrate. It is not an Islamism that has a preconceived set of poli-
cies from which no deviation is allowed. In Jelassi’s words, ‘what
is Islamic about us is that we use the points of reference of the
religion to arrive at certain preferred policies that however should
not be imposed’. It is almost word for word what members of the
Quranic associations have to say about how they envisage their
role in wider society, as demonstrated above. Thus, al-Nahda’s
pronouncements are very much in line with the way in which
religious associarions active in the social sphere have operated and
see themselves. It is these young middle-class religious activists
across the country who have swelled the ranks of al-Nahda and
have contributed to its success by activating the same nerworks
and proposing the same beliefs that they had previously employed
solely in the social sphere through their associations. Their rally-
ing to al-Nahda is not necessarily based on policies, past record
or previous connections with the party, but on the assumption
that it is the political actor closest to their personal beliefs and
one that they can influence by joining because they perceive that
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there is a coming togerher of ideas on the role of Islam in society

and politics. One al-Nahda activist in Jerba said:

Our slogan in the elections is our three principles: freedom,
justice and development. These three are closely related.
If there is not liberty, the country cannot develop. Liberty
is also economic liberty, because if there is not economic
liberty then there cannot be development with an element
of social justice. ..[Thus, al-Nahda} is not a religious party
which is preoccupied with the practice of Islam.. . {it is} a
political parry which is engaged in economic and social
issues, but whose values come from Islam (interview with
aurhors, 2011).

This statement is echoed in the way in which activists, as dem-
onstrated above, believe Islam can play a role in building a mod-
ern Muslim society in which the state refrains from imposing
itself on the citizens and simply safeguards individual rights to
live as either a practising or a non-practising Muslim.

What is also interesting to note is that post-Islamism has not
only been beneficial to al-Nahda but has found an insrirutional
and political linkage wich other candidates and formations that
have a supposedly Islamic character. These expressions of post-
Islamism range from backing former Bin Ali supporters who
have some sort of religious legitimacy and have maintained ties
with local communities through their social networks, to sup-
porting more militant and openly anti-democratic parties, such
as Hizb al-Tahrir, which did not obtain a license to run in the
constitutional elections in 2011, and the Salafist Front of Reform
legalised in early 2012. This indicates the complexity of the way
in which Islam is individually practised and in what sense it
gives direction and meaning to individual lives. All of this then
has repercussions for the choices individuals make when it comes

to electoral and political support.
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Conclusion

Challenges and opportunities that have increased integration
into the world economy and world culture, however loosely inter-
preted they might be, have radically changed the Arab world
over the last two decades and have led to a rechinking of the
meaning of social engagement and personal piety. On the one
hand, there has been a significant rise in popular appreciation of
the political liberties and social pluralism that liberal democra-
cies have to offer (Fattah 2006). On the other hand there has
been deep scepticism abour the consumerism, individualism and
perceived moral corruption that interaction and progressive inte-
grarion with a Western-dominated world entailed.

As a reaction to this, Islam has come to the rescue, particu-
larly as a platform for social activism mortivated by individual
piety and the desire to be a good Muslim. The combination
of both effects has brought about new ways of thinking about
Islamism. Once the authoritarian constraints disappeared, this
new Islamism found its political expression in al-Nahda, which
could be influenced by and was receptive to this innovative man-
ner of talking about and practising Islamism. In many ways,
al-Nahda accracted a lot of new recruits because the leaders had
already moved on, through their personal experiences, from the
way in which they thought about the state and political power
in the 1980s, but also because the new generation of activists
found in the party a vehicle for the type of social values and order
they wished to see in the future Tunisia. Supporting, joining
and/or voting for al-Nahda in today’s Tunisia does not simply
mean blindly following a set of polirical and religious precepts
on how to gain and exercise state power. It is also linked to the
contemporary values and understandings of Islam that individu-
als developed privately and that they now wish to see placed
centre-stage in a new Tunisia. The popular support for al-Nahda

demonstrates that, for many Tunisians, trust in Islamists to run
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state affairs is first and foremost based on sharing the practice
of a non-intrusive Islam and on the idea of morality. Thus, the
removal of the authorirarian constraines has permitred previously
apolitical actors to join and vote for a political party and influ-
ence its stances, not by proposing again a state-centric ideology
but by bringing to the political level the practices and values that
were successful in social activism. However, it should be kept
in mind that al-Nahda does not represent the entire spectrum
of Tunisian Islamism, nor other forms of political and social
engagement through religious references.

Note

1. Por a detailed breakdown of the elections results, see the website of the

Tunisian Elecroral Commission at www.isie.[n.
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THE EGYPTIAN MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD:
READY FOR REVOLUTION?

Issandy El Anyani

Introduction”

On the eve of the uprising that began on 25 January 2011, the
Egyptian Society of Muslim Brothers was in retreat. Its status as
leader of the opposition with control of a fifth of parliament had
been eliminated, in part by fraud but also by the aggressive cam-
paigning of the ruling party to reverse its 20035 electoral success.
Important leaders, including some of its most generous financial
backers, remained incarcerated after three years of imprisonment,
effectively neutralising some of its strategic leadership. The General
Guide heading the group since January 2009, Muhammad Badie,
was nonetheless making conciliatory moves towards the regime
and officially stated thar the Brotherhood would not take part in
the protests that mostly secular youth groups were planning on
the 25th, on the occasion of Police Day.

The Muslim Brothers, like most Egyptians, had not expected
these protests, which had been planned for at least a month, to
morph into a popular uprising as they did. Even so, the example
of Tunisia and the overthrow of Zin al-Abidin Bin Ali was on the
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minds of many and the air was pregnant with possibilities. That
the Brotherhood chose not to show leadership then was indica-
tive of its cautious approach to political change. For Badie and
many of the other senior leaders of the Brotherhood, contestation
could not, for now, be on the agenda: much as his generation of
Brotherhood leaders had focused on rebuilding the society after
it was nearly eliminated by the Gamal Abdel Nasser regime
in the mid-1960s, he now focused on protecting its assets and
securing the release of its imprisoned leaders.

Of course, many questions loomed about Egypts future —
most notably whether President Hosni Mubarak would contest
a presidential election scheduled for September for a sixth term
and if not, whether his son Gamal Mubarak would seek the rul-
ing National Democratic Party’s endorsement. The potential for
unrest, particularly during any transfer of power, was real and
had been envisioned by many Egyptian politicians, include some
Brothers. The Brotherhood had also begun to prepare domestic
and international public opinion for the eventuality of its formal
integration into politics, as had happened with similar move-
ments in many Arab countries in the previous two decades.!
Still, in January 2011 the Brotherhood did not seem to be in a
combarive mood and preferred to see where the unstable house
of cards of the Mubarak regime in its dying days mighe fall. For
many, as it had many times in its past, the Brotherhood preferred
to await developments and negotiate a better position for itself
with the regime, whether under Mubarak or his successor.

The surprising momentum of the 25 January uprising, the
remarkably quick exhaustion of the police state at the hands of
protestors during the mass unrest of 28 January and the sub-
sequent deployment of the military changed these calculations.
From being officially absent from the protests —although of course
many Muslim Brothers, particularly young ones, participated in
an individual capacity — the Brotherhood was thrust in the mid-
dle of the battle for the survival of the Mubarak regime. Within
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days, it became an essential interlocutor of the regime, which
reached out to its old opponent to find a political solution to the
uprising, apparently convinced that nothing of its kind could be
taking place without significant backing from the Brotherhood.
As Mubarak’s long-time chief of intelligence, Omar Suleiman
— who by 29 January had been appointed vice-president and
was thus his heir apparent as well as the regime’s chief political
fixer — rold CNN journalist Christiane Amanpour, there was no
doubt the Muslim Brothers were behind the unrest.?

This may have been hyperbole to scare the West into think-
ing, as Mubarak had argued so many times over the years, that
the only alternative to his rule was that of Islamists who would
be hostile to their interests. But the facc chat, in the few days
berween 25 January and 28 January, several key Brotherhood
leaders in Cairo and the provinces had been rounded up and
jailed by a panicking State Security apparatus showed that the
regime was convinced they must be behind the unrest.” Yer, over
a year after the fall of the Mubarak regime, it is still difficult to
gauge how much of a part the Brotherhood took in the upris-
ing* It was almost certainly not involved in its planning, but
like Egyptians of most political persuasions, Muslim Brothers
took part in the protests. Some Muslim Brotherhood youth even
appeared to have done so at times against the leadership’s orders
and activists of all stripes recognise that the Islamists — Muslim
Brotherhood or Salafi — often brought crucial brawn to the fight
to retain control of Tahrir Square when it was artacked by pro-
Mubarak thugs in early February. But there is no evidence of
a strategic, concerted effort by the Brotherhood to support the
uprising, much less plan for it, before it began.

What 1s certain, however, 1s that the Muslim Brotherhood
was one of the key beneficiaries of the Egyptian uprising, lev-
eraging it to become a privileged interlocutor of the military
junta that took over from Mubarak. This was most probably
in large part because the generals felt they needed the support
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of the Brotherhood to calm the situation and because the junta
felt that the uprisings must have received substantial backing
from the movement. The effort by the regime to reach our to the
Brorherhood and seek its help in dampening the screet’s revolu-
tionary fervour was almost immediate: when Mubarak appointed
Omar Suleiman as his vice-president and tasked him with con-
ducting negotiations with political forces, Brotherhood leaders
(in some cases the very same who had been imprisoned days ear-
lier) were invited. This e facto recognition was the strongest pos-
sible signal that the regime could send to the Brothers that they
were ready to normalise their status in the country’s political
life. After Suleiman and Mubarak were removed by the military,
the Brotherhood continued to be a privileged interlocutor for the
military, with the road cleared to remove any obstacles to for-
malising its role as a political party. This, in turn, allowed it not
only to become the leading party in parliament, bur also gave it
the option to contest the presidential elections for the first time
in Egypts history.

Of course — however unprepared it had been for the 2011 upris-
ing — the Muslim Brotherhood had been preparing for a change
of political regime of some sort. It had done so since the 1970s,
with its strategy alternating between acting as an influence on
the regime (accompanying the growing conservatism of both
state and society in Egypt under Anwar al-Sadat and Mubarak)
and challenging it. While Sadat, who had styled himself as the
‘Believer President’, particularly reached our ro Islamist move-
ments (at least until the year before his assassination, when he
jailed many political leaders, including the General Guide of the
Brotherhood at the time, Omar al-Tilmissani), Mubarak initially
signalled that he would largely tolerate the group even if he
denied it legal recognition. The electoral success of Brocherhood
candidates in elections throughout the 1980s testified to this,
as did their success in making advances in professional syndi-
cate elecrions. While Mubarak reversed this liberalisation in the
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1990s and his regime would conduct periodic crackdowns against
the emerging political leadership of the group from then on, the
Brotherhood continued to make steady progress and setrled into
a predictable parrern of behaviour towards the regime.”

From the 1980s onwards, when it first began to comperte for
parliamenrtary elections, the Brotherhood sought to balance its
interests in competing in elections with ensuring its protection.
The Mubarak regime had successfully managed tensions within
the Brotherhood by persuading leaders to back down after crack-
downs, effecrively limiting the willingness of the Brothers to
challenge the regime directly in the political field. In exchange,
the Brotherhood was allowed considerable leeway 1n operating
both as a religious society and as a charitable organisation. In
politics, even if political activity in some professional syndicates
and during national elections was curtailed, in others the group
was allowed to become a competitive and at times dominant
force. The journalistic shorthand ‘banned but tolerated” hit only
at the surface of the reality of Brotherhood-regime relations: they
amounted to a largely tacitly negotiated rappors de forces. With
certain Brotherhood leaders, the repressive apparatus that man-
aged day-to-day polirics in Egypr, most notably State Securiry,
kept open channels: Brotherhood leaders would, for instance,
agree on red lines they should not cross when staging large ral-
lies (for example, during the funeral of one of its leaders or in
protests for the Palestinian cause).® For some Egyprian activists
— particularly among secularise, leftist critics of both regime and
Brotherhood — the relationship was almost symbiotic. The real-
ity was more nuanced and asymmetric: neither the regime nor
the Brotherhood approached one another with a coherent, single
effort; each seized opportunities to advance its agenda on some
occasions and collaborated more closely on others.

By the mid-2000s, this strategy, focused on making incre-
mental gains while ensuring the survival and strengthening
of the group, had set into a predictable pactern. The shifts in
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Egypt’s political landscape — most notably the looming quesrion
of who would succeed Mubarak — would change that, bringing
to the fore the diversity of the Muslim Brothers and challenging

the cautious political conservatism of the group'’s leadership.

2004-05: cracks in the wall

The deacth of General Guide Maamoun Hodeibi in 2004 and the
subsequent election of a new general guide late that year took
the Brotherhood in a new direction. It was not simply a question
of the beginning of a generational change in the Brotherhood’s
Guidance Council (effectively its politburo), but also how the
Brotherhood would react to changes in Egyptian and regional
politics and the particular dynamics of the late Mubarak era.

Muhammad Mahdi Akef took up the position of general
guide with a different profile than his predecessors. The former
coordinator of the international Muslim Brotherhood based in
Munich in the 1970s,” Akef balanced his generation of lead-
ers’ concern with the survival of the group with a more proac-
tive outlook. His personality was also different from that of the
other old men who had run the Brotherhood in the last 20 years:
short-tempered, easily goaded into gaffes by the media, he was
paradoxically more communicative and accessible than some of
his predecessors. By temperament, he was also more daring and
willing to break with tradition — as his 2008 decision to retire
from what had been, since the Brotherhood's founding in 1928,
a post for life would eventually show.

Those predecessors, austere and revered men like Hodeibi and
before him Mustafa Mashhour, had played a fundamental role
in reviving the Brotherhood in the aftermath of the Nasser-era
crackdown that nearly finished the movement. Their concern
from the early 1970s onwards was twofold: on the one hand,
to rebuild the movement Hassan al-Banna had created, and on
the other, to resolve the ideological crisis caused by the rise of
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Sayyid Qutb as the Brotherhood’s main new ideologue after al-
Banna and distance themselves from Qutb’s more radical 1960s
ideas, norably the concept of fakfir, used by radical Islamists to
declare society, not just government, apostate. That reassertion
of core Brotherhood values, as defined by the work of al-Banna
and the seminal book the Brotherhood leaders who survived
Nasser’s crackdown wrote in 1970, Preachers Not_Judyes, was the
central concern of the generation of Brotherhood leaders born
in the 1920s and 1930s. It was their guiding line through the
negoriations and the alternating periods of acceptance and crack-
down they would experience under Anwar al-Sadar and Hosni
Mubarak (Zollner 2008).

Akef was also close to a small group of reform-minded individ-
uals within the Brotherhood — some conservative-leaning, others
more liberal, but all dedicated to the idea rhar the Brotherhood
should play a political role. Some in the organisation, weary of
the cost incurred from the crackdowns and mass arrests that
would periodically hit the group — particularly at election time
— advocared that the Brotherhood should focus on its core daiwah,
or preaching, role, according to the strategy of tamkin, or gradual
empowerment, that al-Banna had advocated for the group to
achieve its goal of Islamising state and society. This perennial
debare inside the Brotherhood tends to resurface mostly when it
is under siege — as it would come to be between 2007 and 2010,
a period that saw a marked shift towards political caution.

The emergence of the Kifaya movement in late 2004 — its
first protest took place on the steps of the Cairo High Court on
12 December 2004 — had an important impact on the internal
discussions within the Brotherhood on how to tackle the regime
and promorte their vision of change for Egypt. That a group of
largely politically irrelevant leftists and nationalists, 1nclud-
ing only a few figures of national prominence (mostly journal-
ists), dared to tread where the Brotherhood did not particularly
shocked younger Brotherhood activists. How, they asked, could
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they remain silent as other political forces had the courage to
express the increasing dismay at Mubarak's policies and the pros-
pect that his son might replace him? Although some Muslim
Brothers, in their individual capacity, took part in the demon-
strations organised over the course of 20035, the Brotherhood
never endorsed the core message of Kifaya: no to renewal (ie.
the re-election of Mubarak for another term) and no to inherit-
ance (of power by Gamal Mubarak). Indeed, in early 2005 — only
weeks after the launch of Kifaya — Akef had given an interview
to the independent daily z/-Masri al-Youm in which he practi-
cally endorsed the re-election of Mubarak, invoking the Islamic
principle of wilayat al-amr and arguing in effect that Muslims
have a duty to obey their temporal rulers.

As the Kifaya movement and various related groups drove
much of the opposition political agenda for 2005, the Brothers
remained largely on the sidelines of political activiry, cautiously
engaging with other opposition forces but refraining from lending
their full weight to demonstrations and making their reservations
about Kifaya's strategy clear early on. Secular opposition activ-
ists, for their part, exercised similar caution about embracing the
Brothers' tentative overtures and complained of the ambiguity of
their attitude towards the Egyptian regime, ar times appearing to
be negotiating with it and at others taking a more confrontational
stance. A widespread interpretation is that the Muslim Brorhers’
leadership was torn berween its customary caution about engag-
ing in street politics (most of its demonstrations in the previous
five vears had dealt with foreign affairs issues, such as the second
Palestinian 7nfifada and the invasion of Iraq, rather than domestic
1ssues) and the frustration, particularly among its younger mem-
bers, that the anti-Mubarak lefrise-dominated movement Kifaya
had upstaged it on the streets as well as in the national debate.

Some of the Brotherhood’s caution was natural. While the
few thousand protestors, at most, usually present at Kifaya dem-
onstrations generally were not brurtally repressed in 2005 — the

regime was at the time under the scrutiny of international public
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opinion and the Bush administration, which was pushing Egypt
to reform under its ‘Forward Agenda for Freedom' — Muslim
Brothers faced grearer risk. When the Brotherhood decided
to participate in protests against Mubarak’s proposed amend-
ments to Article 76 of the constitution to create the first multi-
candidate presidential elections in Egypt’s history, it faced an
immediate crackdown and decided, out of caution, to remnain off
the streets for the rest of the year. Perhaps it also read the coun-
try’s political situation better than secularists, knowing that the
regime was only giving the Kifaya movement space to protest
because of the interest the Bush administration was showing in
promoting democracy in Egypt.

Nonetheless, for many young Muslim Brothers the protests
of 2005 would be a foundational moment. For some, it was the
occasion to form links with the activise left that many Islamists
preferred to shun.® For others, the sheer courage of Kifaya
protestors in speaking truth to power provoked shame that the
Brotherhood, which claimed to be the largest opposition force
in Egype, could not do the same. Their unhappiness with the
strict hierarchy and authoritarianism of the movement would be
important in not only articulating a critique of the lack of inter-
nal democracy within the movement, bur also in openly airing
the secretive Brotherhood’s internal rifts and ideological debates.
Like other parts of the Egyptian polity, it would be subject to the
same anti-authoritarian movement thar targered the Mubarak
regime and would arguably culminate in the protest movements
and insurrections of the Arab Spring.

In many respects, the Brotherhood was influenced much like
other political forces by changes in the political operating envi-
ronment of Egypt. These included the rising demand for greater
democratic accountability, the rise of a human rights culture since
the 1980s, the diversification of media discourse with the 2004
liberalisation of the print media and the advent of blogs and orher
internet outlets, as well as the impact of a decade of diversifica-
tion of audio-visual media through satellite television srations.



70 POPULAR PROTEST IN THE NEW MIDDLE EAST

Parricularly influential was the relatively Brotherhood-friendly
Aljazeera, whose own staff included Muslim Brothers and which
fearured Egyptian Sheikh Youssef al-Qaradawy, a former Muslim
Brother who has retained an important moral influence over the
group. These changes — notably the advent of Islamist blogs and
websites and the diversitication of Egypt's newspapers with the
launch of @l-Masvi al-Youm and al-Destour newspaper in 2004
— not only provided unprecedented visibility to younger voices
inside the Brotherhood, such as (now former Muslim Brother)
journalist Abdel Moneim Mahmoud of the blog Ana lkbwan
(I am a Muslim Brother) and editorialist and activist Ibrahim
al-Houdaiby (grandson of the late General Guide Maamoun al-
Hodeiby), but also exposed the breadth of intra-Islamist debate
through forums and websites like IslamOnline.com, a project
backed by al-Qaradawy and financed by Qatar. The Brotherhood
itself became much more open about its activities, launching its
major online presence through Ikhwanonline.com and its sister
English-language website Ikhwanweb.com, which provided qual-
ity information about the activities and positions of the movement
and a forum for discussion of its positions. This is in addition to
the proliferation, from the early 2000s onwards, of specialised
or provincial sites linked to the Brotherhood, which exposed the
diversity of its members’ thinking. Most importantly, the inter-
net allowed a movement that had been banned from publish-
ing its own newspaper in the 1970s the opporrunity to have a
window-front — a place where the Brotherhood could campaign,
publicise its stances, condemn government policy and attract new

adherents burt also be subject to unprecedented scruriny.

2005-07: the Brothers go on the offensive

The Muslim Brothers emerged as the clear strategic winners out
of the late 2005 elections for the lower house of parliament, the
People’s Assembly, taking nearly 20 per cent of the seats (88 out
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of 444) — over five times the number they had won in the 2000
elections. This they achieved despite considerable security inter-
ference and fraud in the second and chird rounds of the polls,
when the state reverted to the pracrice (seen in previous elec-
tions) of mass arrests of campaign staff and other measures aimed
at constraining the ability of the Brotherhood to run effecrive
electoral campaigns. These tactics, combined with the use of the
security forces to prevent voters from casting a vote in certain
constituencies, earned the condemnation of the independent elec-
tion observers as well as many of the judges and judicial officials
tasked under the law with ensuring the fairness of the election.
They also had the effect of generating some public sympathy for
the Muslim Brothers, who appeared to the general public as the
main victims of elecroral fraud and violence even as the govern-
ment was trumpeting the election as part of its reform process.
Their achievement was also underlined by the fact that it made
subsrantial gains compared to the 2000 elections, whereas the
ruling party’s results remained nearly stagnant wich ics official
candidates winning only 39 per cent of seats compared to 38 per
cent in 2000,” and the legal opposition had its presence reduced
from about 4 per cent to less than 3 per cent of seats.

The reasons for their success lie chiefly in the effective prepa-
ration they had made for the elections and their years of grad-
ual investment in the political and organisational skills of their
members. But they also took advantage of the pressure placed
on the regime by the Bush administration and indeed it is quite
plausible that the regime desired a strong showing by Islamists
to buttress its perennial argument that the only alternative to
the status quo was an Islamist takeover, with all its anti-Western
and anri-Israel components. The Bush administration’s abandon-
ment of its ‘Forward Agenda for Freedom’ in early 2006, after
the Muslim Brothers’ strong showing had been quickly followed
by an elecroral victory for Hamas in the Palestinian parliamen-

tary elections, certainly suggests that if this was the regime’s
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calculation, it was not far off the mark. The most convincing evi-
dence for the theory that to a limited extent the regime wanted
Islamists to perform well was the pronouncements of ruling
party officials, who expected the Brothers to double their seats
in the People’s Assembly, and most of all the fact that, in the
words of veteran Brotherhood politician Essam al-Erian, ‘for the
first time, on the eve of elections, not a single Muslim Brocher
is in jail'!

The Brothers’ electoral success changed their attitude towards
the regime, pushing them towards a more confrontational stance.
It also enabled them to regain the leadership of the opposition
many of its members felt they had conceded to the Kifaya move-
ment and new liberal opposition parties such as al-Ghad, par-
ticularly on political reform issues. At a conference presenting
its newly-elected parliamentary bloc, the Brotherhood stressed
the need for political reform and the competence of its 88 MPs,
who stood rogether and chanted ‘islzh’ (reform) rather than the
usual Islamist slogans. It also boasted that the new MPs would
undergo training to make the best use of their new position,
under the leadership of Akef himself. For much of 2006 and
2007, their priorities appeared to be to exploit their presence in
parliament as a platform to raise the issues of political reform
that dominated street protests throughout 2005.

Just as significantly, in early 2006 Akef announced that
the Brotherhood would henceforth contest every possible
election — those for the Shura Council, the upper house of
parliament, local municipalities, and, at least implicitly, the
presidency. This was a radical departure from 25 years of lim-
ited parricipation in the sense that the Brothers had always
fielded a limited number of candidates to People’s Assembly
elections in the past and never to any other national elec-
tion. Extrapolating from its success in the 2005 elections, the
Brotherhood was essentially promising to make considerable

advances in these institutions, laying the groundwork for a
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major expansion of its presence in elected offices at all levels
of state. Crucially, this would also begin the process of obtain-
ing sufficient support across both houses of parliament and
the municipal councils to be able eventually to nominate an
independent candidare in future presidential elections, as per
the new rules introduced by the amendment of Article 76 of
the constitution in May 2005. The Brotherhood also expanded
its political activity in professional associations and in 2006
also conrested elections to the state-run Egyptian Federation
of Trade Unions for the first time.

In parallel, the Brotherhood launched a charm offensive to
give reassurance that the rise in its political fortunes should
not worry the West. Brotherhood spokesmen appeared for the
first time on Egyptian state television, as well as on pan-Arab
satellite channels, and published editorials in the Arab and
international press, seeking to reassure the world — or, as a
Guardian op-ed by Deputy General Guide Khairatr el-Sharir
put it, chart there is ‘no need to be afraid of us’ (El-Shatir, 2005).
In these interviews and arrticles, senior Brothers repeated again
and again that they were committed to the democratic proc-
ess and wanted to focus on political reform rather than the
Islamisation of Egypt. Their arguments were relayed by sympa-
thetic Western analysts and academics, who recognised that an
important transformation was underway in the Brothers’ rheto-
ric — one that had gestated since the 1990s at least, but was
now on the verge of becoming the movement’s new doctrine. A
movement founded on the idea that political parties should be
banned and thar Muslims should aim ro recreare the caliphare
as their ultimare political structure was now advocating demo-
cratic electoral politics in the context of the nation state. Such a
change was in many respects a logical consequence of the past
two decades’ embrace of electoral politics, even if in a restricted
political space. But the ability of politically-minded Brothers
to make this the stated goal of the Brotherhood should also be
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seen as a victory of its activist wing over its proselyrising wing
after a long period of debate.

The Brothers' parliamentary weight and activity over the
course of 2006, their newfound status as the undisputed leader
of the opposition and longstanding internal debates within the
movement led to another breakthrough announcement that
might not have happened but for the daring leadership of Akef.
In January 2007, just as the Brotherhood suffered a new crack-
down with the arrest of prominent members, Akef announced
that the group intended to create a political party to separate its
political activism from its dawah and charitable activities. This
marked a decisive break with previous ambiguity over whether
the group was seriously interested in creating a legal political for-
mation after years of having operated illegally and clandestinely,
as well as the culmination of at least two decades of debate about
whether this was desirable. The experience of Islamist parties
elsewhere — notably in Turkey but also in Morocco and Palestine
_ had already provided a model where Brotherhood-like move-
ments had created distinct, if related, political organisations
that operated largely according to secular principles organisa-
tionally. For an organisation that once saw political parties as
foreign imports and a source of fitna (discord, a word loaded
with negative connotations of the Sunni-Shia splic after Prophet
Muhammad’s death), it was the first public acknowledgement of
the desirability of political pluralism and a recognition that the
carlier approach to politics was no longer either internationally
acceprable or conjecturally viable.

The immediate context of the Brotherhood’s new resolve
to launch a political party was two events that threatened the
Brotherhood’s political future. The ‘al-Azhar militia’ affair of
December 2006'! —a ‘martial arts demonstration’ by Brotherhood
students at Cairo’s Ayn Shams University that emulated the mil-
itary parades of Hamas — had generated a deluge of negative
press coverage, led to the arrest of key Brotherhood financiers
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and raised new questions about whether the group genuinely
embraced non-violence. At the same time, the regime had begun
unveiling a set of new constitutional amendments, including the
amendment to Article 5 of the constitution, which would for-
malise the long-standing e fzcro ban on religious political par-
ties. As a package, many in the opposition saw the amendments
as an effort to constrain the political scene ahead of the coming
presidential succession, in order to ease the ‘inherirance of power’
scenario for Gamal Mubarak. The amendment to Arrticle 3, in
this line of thinking, sought to curtail Egypt’'s most powerful
opposition bloc — the Islamists — from being able to form a polit-
ical party, which would have auromarically had che right, among
other things, to field a presidential candidate.

The decision to launch a political party was, of course, largely a
rherorical one. The regime, which controlled the Political Parties
Committee tasked with issuing party licenses (and which had
serially refused not only to license moderate Islamist parties such
as al-Wasat, 2 platform founded by Brotherhood dissidents in the
mid-1990s, but also many secular parties), was not abour to allow
any formal role for the Brotherhood in politics. Only the day
before Akef made the announcement, Mubarak had lambasted
the movement as ‘a danger for the national security of the coun-
try’. In his initial announcement, Akef emphasised thar the party
would be nominally secular but have an ‘Islamic reference’ (mar-
jaiya islamiya), consciously following the model adopted by other
groups, particularly Jordan’s Islamic Action Front and Yemen's
Islamic Reform Grouping; that the party would be separate from
the Brotherhood itself, much as Turkey’s or Morocco's Justice and
Development Parties (AKP and PJD, respectively) are distinct
from the wider religious movements from which they stem; and
thar its platform would be deliberated by the Brotherhood’s Shura
Council before being presented to the public later on.

When a draft programme was released in August 2007, it

caused consternation in the political class and much anger in
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the Brotherhood irself. Not only was the programme a rambling
document of some 120 pages, and often vague and not particu-
larly innovative, but it contained three controversial provisions.
First, it advocated the creation of a majlis al-ulema (council of
religious scholars), whose task would be to ensure that legisla-
tion issued by parliament and approved by the president was
consistent with Arricle 2 of the constitution, which stipulated
that yharia is the main source of legislation. Secondly, it argued
that the presidency should only be open to Muslims, on the
grounds that since the president has the power to appoint offi-
cials at Islamic institutions such as al-Azhar, it would be unfair
to give the position to a non-Muslim. Thirdly, it also argued thar
women should be barred from the presidency, in accordance wich
‘well-established principles of sharia’. As the announcement that
the Brotherhood would issue a party programme had generated
high hopes for an evolution in the positions of the movement (or
at least its political wing), its conservative bent gave fodder to
its exrernal critics, who pointed to these provisions as proof that
the Brotherhood was intent on creating an Iranian-style rule of
theologians and, despite espousing the principle of equality of
all citizens in its programme, remained attached to discrimi-
natory measures when it came to certain positions (Brown and
Hamzawy 2008).

If the publication of the programme was a public relations
fiasco, the internal debate that surfaced after it exposed the wid-
ening rift inside the group. Some members accused the leader-
ship of having monopolised the drafting process and of failing
adequartely to consult members. They also lamented the regres-
sion contained in the programme and the missed opporruniry ro
break with some of its undemocraric herirage. The debate over
the programme brought to the fore the chasm berween the con-
servative and cautious leadership of the group, which controlled
its key administrative institutions (notably its general secretariat,

the administrative backbone of the Brotherhood) and the more
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politically engaged, activism-oriented wing of the Brotherhood,
which wanted to use Mubarak era Egypt’s political crisis over
the looming presidential succession to present the Brothers as a
viable and modern alternative. Tellingly, even Muslim Brothers
from other countries were critical of the draft programme, point-
ing out that the restrictions on the presidency were an unnec-
essary courting of controversy as the country was hardly likely
to elect 2 woman or a Christian, and showed how the original
Egyptian chapter of the Brotherhood had evolved so much less

than its offshoots elsewhere in the region.

2007-10: crackdown

The debate over the programme, and the largely negarive reac-
tion from the Egyptian political class, prompted the Brotherhood
leadership to shelve the programme until further notice and
effectively abandon the idea of a party. The political context, after
all, was not conducive as the Mubarak regime began one of the
most extensive crackdowns on the group since the 1960s. This
was largely in reaction to the Brotherhood's more confrontational
stance towards the regime, as well as in response to the rising
political ferment across the political spectrum in reaction to the
continued rise of Gamal Mubarak and his cronies in national
politics and the lingering uncertainty over who would succeed
Mubarak. Already in 2000, the Brotherhood had showed more
willingness to take to the streets, notably joining the Kifaya
movement and others in support of the Judges’ Intifafa, a protest
movement led by the Judges Club, a professional association, in
Spring 2006 in protest at the politically motivated punishment
of two senior judges. Their participation brought them hun-
dreds of arrests, as did participation in student union elections
in October 2006. Towards the end of that year, the crackdown
intensified after the ‘al-Azhar militia affair’, which allowed the
regime to accuse the Brotherhood of nurturing a paramilirary
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militia and the state media to warn that the Brotherhood risked
turning into another Hizballah or Hamas. The regional conrexr,
with the Hamas takeover of Gaza and the Lebanon-Isracl war
having just taken place, was hardly conducive. The regime and
its media organs had conducted a campaign against these groups
with some success and could now point to the Brotherhood as a
similar threat to the stability of the country.

The scandal gave the regime the opportunity to strike its big-
gest blow to date against the Brotherhood. In mid-December
20006, only two weeks after the ‘al-Azhar militia’ affair erupted,
it arrested some 140 senior Brothers, including some of its key
financiers, who were believed to account for at least a third of its
funding. Notably, it included Deputy General Guide Khairar al-
Shater, a millionaire businessman widely believed to be the single
most influential member of the group, with greater power than
the General Guide himself. IHe and his business partner Hassan
Malek, another key donor to the Brotherhood, received unusually
harsh sentences of seven years imprisonment in the military trial
that followed over a vear later, in April 2008. Likewise, when
the Brotherhood persisted with its pledge to contest elections for
municipal councils and for the upper house of parliament, they
found their supporters across the country rounded up in their hun-
dreds, many of their candidates unable to register, and none able
to secure a single seat. Pushing back against the Brotherhood’s
more confrontational politics, the regime had opred for an unfor-
giving crackdown (Shehata and Stacher 2007).

This policy hardened as the Brotherhood continued to lam-
bast the regime from parliament, which provided a useful plat-
form even if Islamist lawmakers were prevented from having any
impact on legislation, and became more pronounced as regional
factors began to gain greater importance. None was more promi-
nent than Egypt’s collaboration with the US and che international
community in enforcing an embargo on Gaza after the takeover

by Hamas, an issue that took on a new urgency after Israel laid
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raste to the Palestinian territory during its Operation Cast Lead
in lare December 2008 and early January 2009, during the inter-
regnum between the Bush and Obama presidencies. Already in
January 2008 che Brotherhood had taken the lead in an Egyprian
initiative calling for the opening of the Rafah border crossing
with Gaza to humanitarian aid, commercial goods and passen-
ger traffic. The Brotherhood was particularly scaching (as were
other pro-Palestinian Gaza activists) of Egypt’s close collaboration
with the US in enforcing the siege of Gaza and of the US-backed
Egyprian monopoly on the Palestinian reconciliation talks. Led by
the fiercely anti-Hamas Direcror of Intelligence Omar Suleiman,
the talks were clearly intended to delay reconciliation and weaken
Hamas more than anything else. Here, the Brotherhood navigared
a narrow course: while support for the Palestinian cause, and
Hamas in particular, was a central issue for its members, it risked
inviting criticism thar it valued Palestinian interests above Egypt’s
own, as the regime’s propaganda machine frequently asserted.
The breach of the Gaza-Egypt border at Rafah of 23 January
2008, when Hamas militants destroyed part of the border barrier,
allowing thousands of Gazans to pour into Sinai to buy supplies,
took place the day after the Brotherhood called for the opening
of the border. While highlighting the humanitarian plight of
Gazans, it exposed the Brotherhood to a further crackdown: in
the days that followed, over 3,000 members were arrested. The
incident set a new zero-tolerance approach towards any pro-Gaza
activism, whether Islamist or secular —a policy thar only intensi-
fied after Cast Lead. While the Brotherhood continued to be one
of the lead organisers of humanitarian aid to Gaza, particularly
through institutions such as the Arab Docrors’ Syndicate, whose
board it dominated, protests and other forms of activism over
Gaza were severely curtailed. By early 2009, when Cast Lead
rook place, the Brothers could not dare to stage large-scale pro-
tests, particularly as the regime and its press had nurtured anti-

Hamas senument with some success.
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It was in this context of retreat that the debare inside the
Brotherhood changed. Some members, particularly those not
involved in politics, began to question the wisdom of the con-
fronrational approach Akef had championed. Picking a fight with
the regime over whar was seen by the entire political class as
part of the presidential succession issue was furile, some argued,
compared to allowing the Brotherhood to continue its dawab
and charity work, which had been successful in ‘Islamising soci-
ety from below’ without the risks associated with politics. The
debate reflected in part an old concern within the Brotherhood
about the risks involved in political work and direct confron-
tation with the regime, bur also the growing challenge within
the Islamist spectrum from the Salafi movement, which had
already far overtaken the Brotherhood in its charitable activities
and was increasingly ideologically dominant (including among
the Brotherhood itself). The Salafis™ political quietism, clearly,
had served them well — notably allowing them to control a vast
network of mosques with the understanding that their sermons
could be as radical as they liked as long as they eschewed domes-
tic politics. Indeed, in parts of the country where the Salafis were
most organised, such as in Alexandria where the Dawah Salafiya
movement holds much sway (it would become the birthplace of
the Nour Party after the 2011 uprising), Salafis often organised
to vote for regime candidates, not run against them.

The internal elections that took place in late 2008 and early
2009 for the 16 seats in the Maktab al-Irshad (Guidance Council)
reflected this internal debare. A few months beforehand, Akef,
in his last and most unconventional move, announced thar he
would step down as general guide, breaking with a tradicion that
the post was a lifelong position. Akef’s decision, of course, was
a last challenge to the regime: in effect he was saying that the
Brotherhood, unlike the regime, did not have a leader-for-life at a
time when there was mounting demand for imposing term lim-
its on the presidency. But it also reflected the weakening of his
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position inside the Brotherhood, the embarrassment caused by
the debacle over the draft party programme and the rise of more
conservative and politically quietist voices. That last trend would
become more visible in the gains made by conservatives in the
elections to the Guidance Council, notably the surprising elimi-
nation of one of the few senior Brothers associated with reformist
thinking, Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh, who had been pressing
the Brotherhood to be more transparent about the way mem-
bers” dues (Muslim Brochers of level three or above must donate
7 per cent of their income to the group) were being invested in
businesses mostly controlled by Khairac al-Shacer. The rivalry
between al-Shater — often judged to be the most powerful mem-
ber of the Brotherhood through his control of its finances and
through alliances, sometimes by marriage, with other senior
Brothers — and Aboul Fotouh would, after the uprising, become
one of the most prominent examples of divisions in the group.'?

There was also unprecedented condemnation of these elec-
tions (which, in light of the security crackdown, could nor take
place in the open since the Majlis al-Shura, or Consultative
Council, of the Brotherhood could not hold a session) as fraudu-
lent — the first time such an accusation had been made in the
history of the group. The debate over these elections led to the
resignation of Deputy Guide Muhammad Habib, a figure ofren
associated with the reformist trend and who had been expect-
ing to be named general guide, from his position. Habib and
Aboul Forouh’s fate in the 2008-09 right rurn raken by rhe
Brotherhood would, post-uprising, lead to both of them resigning
from the Brotherhood, with the former launching the moderate
Islamist parcy al-Nahda and the latter contesting the presidency
against the explicit orders of his brethren. In the meancime, the
Brotherhood elections also signalled an end to the confrontation
with the regime, with Badie soon making overtures, including
expressing openness to the idea that Gamal Mubarak might
become president. Habib and ocher dissidents would later claim
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that the selection of Badie as general guide had been part of a
deal with the pro-Gamal elements of the regime to secure, if not
the Brothers’ support, their acquiescence towards the ‘inheric-

ance ()f P{J“’L‘l'. 5Cenario.

2011-12: moment of triumph or
squandered opportunity?

It was thus a rather cowed Muslim Brotherhood, concerned
about the fate of its key imprisoned leaders and making concilia-
tory overtures towards the regime, that officially refused to rake
part in the protests planned for 25 January. This was a cautious
move, and 1n light of the mounting sentiment in Egypt chat the
country was nearing a moment of crisis — fuelled by the outrage
caused by the fraud in the recent parliamentary elections, an
increase in sectarian tensions and the lingering uncertainty over
the upcoming presidential elections — it may be that the Brothers
were bunkering down for the fight that mighr rake place within
the regime over the succession issue. What is certain is that after
28 January, they wasted no time in asserting themselves as a key
political actor and embraced their new recognition as a legiti-
mate interlocutor with the regime.

The clearest sign of this change in the first few months after
Mubarak stepped down was their alignment with the Supreme
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), which seized power over
the country. SCAF, reaching out to the Brothers for help in secur-
ing their own legitimacy and ending the protests and strikes that
risked paralysing the country, clearly privileged the Brotherhood.
The Constitutional Amendments Committee formed to review
the 1971 constitution, for instance, was not only chaired by the
Islamist thinker Tariq al-Bishri, a well-known Brotherhood sym-
pathiser, but also included former Brotherhood MP in Alexandria
Sobhi Saleh, a professor of law and the only politician included

on the committee. Eminent constitutional scholars known for
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their preference for a secular constitution that would not refer
to sharia as ‘the source of legislation’, as the 1971 document did,
were excluded. When the committee presented its amendments,
most members of the revolutionary groups thar occupied Tahrir
Square, as well as leading politicians such as Muhammad al-
Baradei and Amr Moussa, opposed their content and, especially,
the transition sequence they imposed, most notably the notion
that parliamentary elections should take place first, with parlia-
ment then nominating a constituent assembly and finally a presi-
dential election taking place. The Muslim Brotherhood, along
with other Islamists, campaigned in favour of the ‘yes vote, with
reports of Islamist activists warning voters in poor neighbour-
hoods thar a ‘no’ vote would leave rthe country in the hands of
atheists. Although this may have been only one reason that the
‘ves’ vote passed with overwhelming approval at 78 per cent, in
many secularist and revolutionary minds it laid the seeds of fear
of a de faczo alliance between the Brotherhood and the generals
of SCAFE.

Such an alliance, whether racit or negotiated, seemed evi-
dent for much of 2011, with the Brotherhood notably refraining
from participation in most protests that took place during the
year, and supporting SCAF when the protest movement con-
demned its human rights abuses and, towards the end of the
year, its increasing propensity to deploy deadly violence against
protestors. Even the violent clashes of Ocrober (against a mostly
Christian protest), mid-November (against SCAF's arrempt to
insert provisions protecting the military from civilian oversight,
which the Brotherhood also condemned) and December (against
the nomination of Kamal al-Gazoury as prime minister) — which
altogether claimed over 120 lives and wounded hundreds more,
ending the military’s record of not firing at protestors — did not
elicit much criticism from the Brotherhood. Some of its lead-
ers preferred to cast aspersions on the motivations of the protest

movement, although others, notably Muhammed al-Belragy, a



84 POPULAR PROTEST IN THE NEW MIDDLE EAST

rare Brotherhood figure known for his anti-military positions,
showed signs of dissent.

This approach by the Brotherhood, and the strict discipline
it tried to enforce on its members to toe the party line, took its
roll. Within a few weeks of the uprising, several offshoots of the
Brotherhood had been formed, rejecting the leadership’s dictate
that a single party — the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) — should
represent the movement. Although these movements were fairly
marginal, as their inability to garner many seats in the parlia-
mentary elections of late 2011 and early 2012 would show, they
nevertheless symbolically put an end to the idea of a monolithic
Brotherhood, raking with them some formerly senior leadership.
The departure of Aboul Fotouh and his subsequent emergence
as a credible presidential candidate were particularly revealing
of ongoing divisions in the group and resentment at the grow-
ing evidence that a few senior leaders, and particularly al-Sharer,
monopolised power. Brotherhood officials tended to respond to
such criticism by saying that those former members were for the
most part not really members at all — particularly among the
young, non-due-paying level one or two former members or, in
the case of more prominent persons, isolated cases. It certainly
appears to be the case that despite these defections, most of the
Brotherhood's financial and organisational clout remains in the
hands of the Guidance Council and the few leaders around al-
Shater who appear to have the most cloutr, most notably spokes-
man Mahmoud Ghozlan, Secretary-General Mahmoud Ezzar
and political bureau head and FJP chairman Muhammad Morst,
who would eventually emerge as the Brotherhood’s backup
presidential candidate after al-Sharer’s disqualification from the
race and secure the presidency with 51 per cent of the vote. But
this could change, particularly as Egypt's Islamist firmamenr,
ranging from conservatives who model themselves on Turkey’s
AKP to hard-line fundamentalists inspired by the Saudi model,

remains very much in flux.
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For now, the Brotherhood remains the best organised, and
possibly best financed, political force in Egypt. It performed well
in the parliamentary elections, obtaining just short of half che
seats in the People’s Assembly, the lower house of parliament.
Bur this offers no guarantee of a similar level of performance
in the furure. For one, the Brotherhood was met with an unex-
pected challenge by the Salafi movement, whose coalition com-
peted most fiercely with the FJP and secured a quarter of the
seats after an impressive campaign. But furthermore, secular par-
ties tended o be divided and, with the rransition model chosen,
were both less prepared and more ambivalent about the need for
elections — especially in the context of the brutal crackdowns by
the military that were raking place as voters went to the polls.
Finally, while the FJP was the most serious and best-prepared of
the political parties, including former MPs with legislative expe-
rience, its political platform was vague and at times desultory (as
were those of other parties) and it had made lictle preparation for
the task of actually governing. Moreover, parliament’s ambiguous
status under the temporary Constitutional Declaration that the
Brothers had helped bring abourt in the March 2012 referendum
(which maintained a strongly presidential system), hamstrung
the FJP’s incoming MPs with the appearance of responsibility
bur lictle acrual ability to influence government decisions. This
— articulated by the Brothers as a demand to form a govern-
ment of their own, even though they had no constitutional basis
for doing so — would eventually be the official ground for the
increasingly acrimonious relationship between the Brotherhood
and SCAF as the transition period neared its end with che elec-
tion of a president. Even when President Morsi asserted his power
in August 2012, dismissing senior SCAF members in collusion
with younger military generals, the balance of power between
the military and the presidency remained uncertain.

Confusion also continues to reign in the relationship between
the Brorherhood and the party that emerged from it, the FJP.
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In 2007—08, Brotherhood MPs and other members interested in
political work would argue that there was a need for the strict
separation of politics and dwwah work, with some even pledging
to quit the movemnent should they be allowed to form a political
party (a similar distancing observed, for instance, in Morocco
by the Justice and Development Party and the Movement for
Unity and Reform from which it stems). Yer, in 2012 there s
lictle doubt that political decisions are taken at the Brotherhood
level, with the FJP little more than a legal shell for its inter-
ests. The question of whether the movements MPs answer to
the party or the Guidance Council is constantly asked, with
no clear resolution. Political negotiations with other forces and
with SCAF usually involve al-Shater, who is also the privileged
interlocutor of diplomats, investors and other foreigners curious
abour interacting with the Brotherhood. His (abortive, as he was
barred due to previous condemnations) candidacy for the presi-
dency — announced in May 2012 despite previous assurances that
the group would not field a presidential candidate, the ostensible
reason for the expulsion of Aboul Fotouh — further confirmed
that the society prevails over the party, even if, as was endorsed
by a very narrow majority (two votes) of the Brotherhood’s Shura
Council, it also speaks of lingering internal dissent.

Today, the tension between a Muslim Brotherhood largely
controlled by al-Shater and his Joyalists and the politicians
thar it backs manifests itself chiefly in the evolving relation-
ship between the group and the office of the presidency that,
while held by one of its own, is imposing its own political logic.
President Morsi must rely on the Brotherhood, bur also wants to
appear as a ‘president of all Egyprians. The risk for the Brothers
is that the Morsi presidency gradually evolves into an independ-
ent centre of power, resting on control of institutions and direct
access to other centres of power within the state (such as the mili-
tary), with the Brotherhood becoming simply a privileged lobby
among other lobbies. Morsi’s apparent reluctance to nominate
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too many Brothers to cabinet and other state positions is one
example of this tension.

Perhaps the biggest mistake made by the Brotherhood dur-
ing the transitional period was, however, over the constirution.
The rransition plan had given parliament the right to nominate
the 100-member constitutional assembly tasked wich drafting
the new constitution. In alliance with Salafi MPs, FJP MPs
monopolised the session of the People’s Assembly in which pos-
sible nominees (from a shortlist of 2,700 proposed by civil soci-
ety and polirical parties) were to be discussed and moved quickly
to a vote, using their supermajority to move quickly through
what was supposed to be a more deliberative process. The man-
ner in which this was done, as well as the domination of the
constituent assembly by Islamists, profoundly alienated not only
the secular parties but also more important actors, most nota-
bly the Coptic Orthodox Church and al-Azhar University, the
rraditional authoricy of Sunni Islam in Egypr. Virrually all non-
Islamist members of the assembly resigned their posts, while a
court injunction was secured to declare the nomination of MPs
to the assembly as unconstitutional. This was not only a political
failure for the Brothers, who hoped quickly to adopt a new con-
stitution thar would shift power away from the presidency and to
the parliament. It was a missed opportunity to build consensus
with secular political forces over not just the future constitu-
tion, but also the need for the military’s future involvement in
politics to be restricted. Even as it triumphs politically, gaining
control of the presidency (and, when parliamentary elections are
repeated, a probably strong role it not a majority in the parlia-
menrt), the Brotherhood’s rise has been managed in a fashion that
has been deeply divisive for Egypt’s non-Islamists.

The crisis of late 2012 — sparked by Morsi's decree of
22 November that sought (among other things) to prevent a
second court judgement that would lead to the dissolution of a

Constituent Assembly that was, once again, boycotted by most
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secular forces — repeated and compounded that early mistake. The
rush to pass a constitution despite the absence of the secularists,
and, most glaringly, any Christian in the assembly sparked weeks
of protests, culminating in a hastily organized referendum in
which the constitution passed with only 64 per cent in favour and
a low turnout of 30 per cent. This relatively narrow majority (in
comparison with the March 2011 referendum) and the animosiry
it created against the Brotherhood has further widened the divide
berween Islamists and non-Islamists. Although this works to some
of the Brotherhood’s advantage, it also makes it more dependent
on hard-line Salafi groups and moves it away from the centrist
position it had advocated in 2011. And it has handed the secular
opposition a more cffective line of atrack against the organizarion:
not just that it is Islamist, but that it is power-hungry and bent on
dominating political institutions at the expense of all others.

The Brotherhood is set to remain a potent force in Egyptian
politics. But its apparent triumph after the parliamentary elec-
tions was, within a few months, in some respects in doubt. So is
its ability to manage the tensions between its political and reli-
gious wings, while its place as the hegemonic representative of
Egyptian political Islam has been very much diminished by the
rise of the Salafis and the popularity of Islamist leaders — some
former Brothers — who espouse a more consensual approach to pol-
itics. The fear among some Egyptians that it could still sertle with
the military backbone of the Mubarak regime remains very much
alive. And the debates that shed light on the inner workings of the
society between 2005 and 2010 remain, for now, unresolved.

Notes

* This chapter does not consider developments after December 2012.

1. On cfforts by the Muslim Brothers to separate their political activiry
from their religious work, see for insrance ICG (2008).

2. The video of Amanpours interview is available at hupidfiwww.
blinkx.com/watch-video/abc-amanpour-interviews-mubarak-

suleiman/26C5XMmnKgL-Vijueflp3eQ.
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3. Although during that time, the Brotherhood's statements became
increasingly supportive of the protest movement.

4. The Muslim Brotherhood did back the decisive 28 January protests,
on the day irself.

5. The Brotherhood’s electoral performance and the de-liberalisation
of the Mubarak regime during this period is explored in depth in
Kienle (2001).

6. This was experienced first-hand numerous times by this wricer,

whether on occasions when the Brotherhood carried our an “author-

ised” march with strict discipline or when it participated in larger
protests buc eschewed the explicitly anti-Mubarak slogans of the left.

Akef’s trajectory in the internadonal branch of the Muslim

Brotherhood, which he headed from Munich in the 1970s, is described

in Johnson {2010).

8. One young Muslim Brother at the time, Ibrahim Houdaiby, explained
that the solidarity between leftists and Islamists over the course
of 2005 was decisive in creating the group of young Brothers who
subsequently rebelled against the Brotherhood’s ageing leadership
and left the movement. Houdaiby, now a researcher and columnist,
has become a major voice for a more open-minded Islamism in cthe
Egyptian media — a voice bolstered by the fact char his grandfather
had been a General Guide of the Brotherhood. Interviews with the
author, 2005-2011.

9. The ruling party’s majority was made of nominally independent can-
didates who ‘re-joined’ che party after cheir election, ensuring che
Narional Democraric Parcy always had ar lcast around three-quarcers
of seats in parliament.

10. Interview wich author, September 2005,

11. See this report on the Muslim Brotherhood’s own website, available

at hupiwww.ikhwanweb.com/article php?id=2820.

12, Interviews with Muslim Brothers and supporters of Aboul Fotouh in

2011 and 2012,
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YEMEN'S ISLAMISTS: BETWEEN
GOVERNMENT AND OPPOSITION IN THE
POST-SALEH ORDER

Vincent Durac

Introduction*

In November 2011, Ali Abdullah Saleh signed a deal, spon-
sored by the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which effectively
brought his decades-long dominance of Yemeni political life
to an end.” Under the terms of the deal, Saleh, who had been
president of the country since it came into existence in its mod-
ern form in 1990, handed over power to his vice-president, Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi, as a prelude to the formation of a govern-
ment of national unity and the holding of presidential elections
in February 2012. The elections paved the way for a coalition of
opposition parties, the Joint Meeting Parties (JMP), to enter a
power-sharing government in tandem with the ruling General
People’s Congress (GPC). Among these opposition parties, the
most influential is the Islamist Yemeni Congregation for Reform
or Islah party, which had previously served in government in
coalition with Saleh’s GPC from 1994 to 1997. Throughour its

history, the party has occupied an ambiguous space in Yemeni
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polirical life, maintaining close links with the regime while serv-
ing as the major opposition force.

The apparent transition to a post-Saleh polirical order was the
culmination of almost a year of popular protest in the main cit-
ies of Yemen. As has been the case elsewhere in the Arab world,
the Yemeni protest movement emerged from non-traditional
established political actors and nstitutions. However, very eatly
on the Islah parcy threw in its lot with the protesters to the
point that many in Yemen’s youth movement expressed concern
that their movement was being hijacked. When the GCC deal
was negotiated and signed in November 2011 without reference
to the demands of the young protesters, such fears seemed to
have been substantiated. This chapter explores the background
to Yemen's political system — a multiparty system unique in the
Arabian Peninsula. Nexr, it examines the origins of the Islah
party and its relationship with other political actors in the coun-
try, including the opposition JMP alliance and the GPC, as well
as informal political actors. This is followed by an account of
the emergence of the youth-led protest movement of 2011 and
its relationship with the Islah-dominated opposition. Finally, che
implications of the GCC deal for both the protest movement and
[slah are analysed.

Political development in post-unification Yemen

The Republic of Yemen came into existence in 1990 as a result of
the unification of the Yemen Arab Republic (YAR) in the north
of the country and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen
(PDRY) in the south. The impact of the end of the Cold War
was critical to the unification initiative. The PDRY, the only
self-styled Marxist state in the Arab world, lost its most impor-
tant supporter with the demise of the Soviet Union. However,
the north was also dependent on outside aid and both states
struggled to assert control over their populations and territory.
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Although ralk of unification had been a persistent feacure of
political life in both north and south, it finally came about
in dramatic fashion following a visit by then president of the
YAR, Ali Abdullah Saleh, to the south in November 1989. In
the course of that visit and under severe pressure from Saleh,
the leadership of the southern ruling party, the Yemeni Socialist
Party, consented to the unification of the two countries (Clark
2010: 133-34). Almost certainly, the leadership of both parties
expected that they could expand their own power in a unified
Yemen (Phillips 2008: 48).

For the YSP this proved to be a serious miscalculation, as
the aftermath of unification witnessed the increased penetra-
tion of the south by the GPC and the emergence of a further
challenge to the socialists in the form of the newly established
Islamist Islah party. Nonetheless, the post-unification period
saw Yemen enter a phase of political liberalisation without prec-
edent in the Gulf. In Carapico’s words, unity ‘ushered in Yemen’s
most liberal, most political civic opening’ (1998: 135-36). The
new constitution guaranteed voting and candidacy rights for all
adult Yemeni citizens, men and women; equality before the law;
a mulriparty political system; and an independent judiciary, as
well as stipulating fundamental rights and freedoms. A presiden-
tial republic was established with a unicameral parliament and
regular elections to both institutions. The initial power-sharing
agreement divided posts in the presidential council, the council
of ministers and parliament more or less equally berween the
GPC and the YSP, leaving ‘unusual scope’ by the standards of
the Arabian Peninsula for other parties to become politically
involved (Carapico 1998: 136).

Dozens of new political parties were formed. There was a pro-
liferation of civil society organisations and a lively press emerged.
Longley Alley suggests that Yemen’s democraric experiment, the
first in the Arabian Peninsula, was ‘arguably the most substan-
tive in the Arab world” (Longley Alley 2010a: 73—4). The first
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elections were held in 1993 and proved disappointing for the YSP,
which failed to secure significant support in the north where the
great majority of the Yemeni population lives. The two most suc-
cessful parties were the old ruling party of the YAR, the GPC,
which won 123 of the 301 seats in parliament, and a newcomer
on the political scene, Islah, which took 62 seats. The electoral
base of both the GPC and Islah is in the north of the country.
The YSP, by contrast, finished in third place, securing a mere 56
parliamentary seats.

Although there was widespread support for the unification
project, the period from 1991 to 1994 was characterised by vio-
lence, instability and tension between the GPC and the YSP.
Relations between them, which had deteriorated in the lead-up
to the elections, became increasingly fraught as the YSP sought
grearer decentralisation of power, reform of the rule of law, and
the maintenance of some autonomy for the south in the face of
increasing norchern dominance.” Attempts at dialogue berween
the two sides failed and a short civil war broke out in April 1994.
The aftermath of the war saw the northern leadership triumph
over the south. It also saw an end to the pluralism of the early
post-unification years, as Saleh consolidated his control by enact-
ing a series of constitutional amendments which increased his
polirical power. After the civil war period there was an attempt at
reconciliation with some of the leadership of the YSP. However,
the war cost the party its place in government. Meanwhile, the
strength of Islah grew. After the 1993 clections, Islah entered
into a coalition government with the GPC, which lasted unul
the 1997 parliamentary elections.

Since the mid-1990s, the Yemeni political system has been
characterised by relative political liberalisation combined with
the dominance of the incumbent GPC regime. There is a fairly
open press with dozens of opposition newspapers, but the govern-
ment employs a range of tactics from ‘administrative repression’

to outright violence in order to restrict freedom of expression



YEMEN'S [SLAMISTS 95

(Committee to Protect Journalists 2010). There is a significant
civil society sector, labour unions and professional syndicates,
alcthough the capacity of these to contribute to processes of politi-
cal reform is the subject of debate (Durac 2012). However, the rel-
ative openness has taken place amidst the consolidation of power
around the president’s close family. In 1999, his son, Ahmad Ali
Abdullah Saleh, was appointed head of the Special Republican
Guard Forces with responsibility for protecting the president.
One nephew of the president is chief of staff of the Central
Sccurity Forces, while another is deputy director of the National
Security Bureau. In addicion, the president’s family is ‘involved
in everything from gun smuggling, fishing, shrimping and con-
struction, to oil and natural gas, as well as having a large share
in the country’s real estate (Longley Alley 2010b: 407-8).

Outside of the formal political arena, the regime in Sanaa
faces a series of challenges which have increasingly attracted rhe
attention of academics and policy-makers. The country is the
poorest in the Arab world, has low levels of literacy and of pri-
mary, secondary and tertiary enrolment in educarion, and ranks
154 our of 177 countries in the UN Human Development Index.
These difficulries are compounded by an alarming decline in
the country’s natural resource base. Yemen is, according to most
observers, quickly running out of freshwater supplies and hydro-
carbons (Hill 2008).

Adding to all of this, Yemen is beset by regional challenges to
the authority of central government. The Houthi rebellion began
in the Saada province in 2004 when anti-government demon-
strations and disturbances by members of the Zaydi Believing
Youth movement spread to Sanaa, with protesters criticising the
regime for its cooperation with the United States in counter-
terrorism. When the government attemnpted to arrest the leader
of the movement, Hussein Badr al-Din al-Houchi, fighting broke
out. Since 2004, there have been six bouts of fighting with the
loss of several thousand lives (including that of al-Houthi) and
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nearly 300,000 people internally displaced (Boucek 2010: 1-10;
UNHCR 2012).

While the protests that broke our in early 2011 have com-
manded international attention, southern Yemen has witnessed
regular demonstrations against the Saleh regime since 2007. The
Southern Movement (al-Hirak) began when a group of milirary
officers, forced into early retirement after the 1994 civil war,
started to hold weekly sit-ins in towns and cities in the south to
demand better treatment from the regime in Sanaa. However,
the protests grew rapidly and in December 2007, hundreds of
thousands of people artended the burial ceremony of four men
killed by security forces in October of that year (Day 2010: 8-9).
The southern governorates contain only a fifth of Yemen's popu-
lation bur generate most of the country’s wealth and there 1s a
widespread sense of grievance at the region’s economic under-
development and political marginalisation. The governors of all
seven southern provinces come from the north (Finn 2011). As
the Hirak movement spread, its demands became increasingly

radicalised, with some calling for secession and independence.

The Yemeni party political system

Before unification, multi-party pluralism was banned in both
parts of Yemen. In January 1990, the Committee for a Unified
Political Regime, which had been entrusted with the rask of
defining the form of a unified state system, opted to retain the
ruling parties of the North and the South, while permitting
other parties to engage in political activity as well. The newly
liberalised party political environment witnessed the registration
of no less than 46 parties before the 1993 parliamentary elec-
tions. However, a much smaller number have since emerged as
significant political players, the most important being the three
parties that gained most in the first post-unification elections,
the ruling GPC, Islah and the YSP.
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Like the YSP, the GPC predates unification, having been estab-
lished in 1982 to consolidate the position of Ali Abdullah Saleh,
then president of the Yemen Arab Republic. According to al-
Yemeni, the GPC came about as an organisation to rally support
for the president and to curb the secrer societies and organisations
that had emerged in response to the ban on political organisa-
tions in the YAR (Al-Yemeni 2003: 206). Phillips suggests that
it was also intended to undermine the increasing political power
and capacity of Local Development Associations, the civil society
organisations that emerged in North Yemen in the 1970s to pro-
vide education and basic infrastructure to local communities that
were beyond the reach of the state (Phillips 2008: 46).

The original founders of the party were prominent social lead-
ers and elites: shaykbs, social and religious figures, business lead-
ers and intellectuals, representing traditional and tribal forces.
However, while most of the country’s regional, religious and
tribal groups are represented in the leadership of the GPC, the
most prominent leaders are those who have personal, family or
tribal ties with the president, or those who have a trusted family
background (Al-Yemeni 2003: 31). Therefore, the GPC is best
understood as an instrument of regime survival and patronage
with a very diverse membership base that includes Islamists,
former socialists, tribal leaders, moderates and hard-line reli-
gious conservatives (Phillips 2011: 47).

Thus, while its programme identifies the GPC as a non-parti-
san, nationalist organisation, the goals of which are state-build-
ing, democracy, constitutional rule, modernisation and building
military and security institutions, the reality is that the party
is little more than a non-ideological pillar in Yemen's patron-
age system. The top echelons of the party function as a source
of political patronage to be distributed by the president, while
membership of the GPC is a sign of loyalty to the regime and
a prerequisite if one hopes to be a beneficiary of that patronage
(Longley Alley 2010b: 389—90).
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Unlike the other two major parties in Yemen, the origins of
Islah lie in the immediate post-unification period. The party was
created in September 1990 largely by former members of the
GPC as a new home for more religious members of the ruling
party and to marginalise the YSP. Between 1990 and 1997, Islah
retained close ties with the ruling GPC and the Saleh govern-
ment. Since then, however, Islah has gone into opposition, dis-
tancing itself from an increasingly autocratic GPC-led regime.
As will become apparent below, it was this move into opposition
that facilitated, among other things, the formation of an opposi-
tion alliance with the YSP.

Islah, like the GPC, constitutes a coalition of somewhat dis-
parate forces. In its early days, three tendencies were widely
recognised within the party — cribal forces, ‘moderate’ Muslim
Brothers and Muslim Brothers of a more radical inclination
(Dresch 2000: 187). The radical grouping is exemplified by
Abdulamjid al-Zindani, a controversial figure, who has main-
tained close relations with President Saleh while at the same
time being identified as a ‘specially designated global terrorist’
by the US Government. This diversity means thar, as with the
GPC, it is difficult to pin the party down in ideological terms.
Although the Muslim Brotherhood element constitutes its ideo-
logical core, its tribal component was critical in the early days
of the party and has provided it with strong links to the GPC
regime (Longley 2007: 258).

However, reference to the Islamist and tribal bases of Islah
obscures the lack of cohesion that prevails within each of these
constituent groups, and the set of complex identities that char-
acterise their members. Tribal leaders are also religious and
religious leaders often have tribal ties. An example of such over-
lapping identities can be found in Shaykh Abdullah al-Ahmat,
who, until his death in 2007, was leader of Islah as well as head of
the Hashid tribal confederation — the most powerful in the coun-
try — and of the Sanhan tribe to which President Saleh belongs.
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He supported Saleh’s candidacy in the 2006 presidential elec-
tions despite the fact that his own parry had proposed an alterna-
tive candidate. Al-Ahmar served as speaker of parliament, under
successive governments, and also had strong ties ro the regime in
Saudi Arabia, as well as long-standing links with Islamist trends
within Yemen itself. Thus, while he was the most significant
tribal figure in Yemeni political life, he was also an Islamist. To
add to the party’s complexity, Islah also includes within its ranks
Salafi Wabbabis who do not follow al-Zindani, as well as a small
number of Shia Zaydis (Schwedler 2006: 71-2).

Because of the inherently diverse character of Islah, no agreed
position on democracy, or other sensitive political issues, such
as the application of sharia or the role of women in public life,
emerged during its early years. The radical wing of the party
opposed the terms of unification in the first place because they
provided for a democratic system of governance and for coopera-
tion with the secular, leftist regime of the south. The Muslim
Brotherhood element of the party, by contrast, supported demo-
crartic participation, but in the post-unification period this tended
to be expressed in terms of support for ‘pluralism’, ‘freedom, ‘jus-
tice’, and ‘law and order’, rather than ‘democracy’. Others, such
as al-Ahmar, seemed to adopt democratic practices for purely
instrumental reasons (Schwedler 2006: 178-9).

However, with continued participation in the political sys-
rem Islah’s priorities changed. Today it presents itself, like other
Islamist parties in the region, as a party committed to democratic
principles. The shift in this direction began in 1997 when Islah
left its place in government for the opposition benches and began
to engage with other opposition parties, including the YSP. Since
then, the party has called for the introduction of political and
social reforms, including constitutional amendments to estab-
lish a fairer distribution of power between institutions, reform
of the elecroral law and the laws governing political rights, a

strengthening of parliamentary oversight of the government’s
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socio-economic policies and a reduction in corruption (Hamzawy
2009: 13-15).

The YSP is the most cohesive and ideologically grounded
political party in Yemen. However, it too has witnessed a
strong diversity of opinion within its ranks during the course
of its transformarion from a Marxist to a largely social demo-
cratic party. The origins of the YSP lie in British South Aden in
the late 1960s. In the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen
(PDRY), which was established in the aftermath of the British
withdrawal in 1969, all political parties were amalgamared inro
the YSP, which became the country’s only legal party (Ishiyama
2005: 9). Like many other leftist regimes in the region, the
YSP adopred socialist economics and embarked on a policy of
nationalisation and land redistribution. Internal schisms in the
party led to violent conflict within the PDRY in 1986, following
which Alj Salim al-Baydh became its leader and the party began
to shift towards more pluralistic politics. This move was largely
associated with its general secretary at the time, Jarallah Omar,
who argued that greater pluralism was necessitated by the weak-
ness of the working class in Yemen (Phillips 2008: 46—7). The
accession of al-Baydh to the party leadership also accelerated the
drift cowards unificarion. In the post-unification period, the YSP
renounced its socialist outlook and, in its platform for the 1993
elections, presented irself as a social democratic party instead,
committed to law and order and modernisation, as well as to
tackling corruption.

After the 1994 civil war, al-Baydh left the country for Oman.
The party was forced to leave the governing coalition and its
assets were seized. However, most of the party’s parliamentar-
ians were allowed to remain in the country and the party began
to move closer to the political centre. From 1998 onwards, the
reformist wing of the party led by Jarallah Omar gained the
upper hand and promoted the YSP as a social democratic parry
struggling to build a modern democraric state whose powers rest
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on the fundamentals of the constitution and in which citizens
are equal in rights and duties and human rights are respected
(Ishiyama 2003: 18-20).

By 2002, the GPC’s dominance of political life in Yemen, and
the consequent shrinkage of cthe political space, led to an emerg-
ing consensus among opposition political parties that greater
cooperation among the opposition was necessary in order to
counter the increased power of the ruling party. This was par-
ticularly the case for Islah in the post-9/11 era, as the president
identified Yemen as an ally of the Unired States in the war on
terror, focusing attention on the asserted links between Islah and
radical Islamism.

In 2002 Islah and the YSP joined forces with four smaller
political parties to form a broad-based opposition alliance aimed
at challenging the increasingly authoritarian nature of the
GPC regime. The alliance, which became known as the Joint
Meeting Parties (JMP), also included the Popular Nasserist
Unity Organisation, the Union of Popular Forces (a small party
of Zaydi intellectuals), the conservative Zaydi Hizb al-Haqq and
the Baath National Parry. Ideological diversity apart, the most
surprising aspect of the formation of the alliance was the fact that
the YSP and Islah had been in violent conflict with one another
just cight years previously. Some leaders of the Islamist party
had played a major role in fomenting anti-socialist sentiment in
Yemen before and during the 1994 civil war. Throughout the
period from 1990 o 1997, vitriolic rhetoric characterised the rela-
tionship between Islah and the YSP. Islah members denounced
those of the YSP as ‘secularist, atheistic and traitorous apostates),
while the YSP characterised Islah as a ‘reactionary’ force doing
the bidding of Saudi Arabia (Browers 2007: 567-9). All of this
makes the eventual formation 1n 2002 of an alliance between the
YSP and Islah remarkable.

The initial rapprochement berween the two parties was very

much a ‘marriage of convenience’, made possible by two separate
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developments which followed the conclusion of the civil war in
1994. The first was the fact that the president soughrt to incor-
porate what was left of the YSP back into the Yemeni political
system, in spite of the conflict that had taken place. This allowed
the YSP to re-establish itself as a significant player in Yemeni
party politics. The second was the fact that the position of the
GPC was strengthened following the civil war and it no longer
needed its junior coalition partner, Islah, to govern the country.
By the 1997 parliamentary elections, the GPC concluded that
it could put an end to its reliance on Islah without suffering
significant electoral loss. As a consequence, Islah began to shift
to a position closer to that of other opposition parties, warning
of a GPC conspiracy against democracy. This move on the part
of Islah was accompanied by a deepened commitment to democ-
racy in party discourse. Whereas its programme for the 1993
elections had made reference to the peaceful transfer of power
and ‘consultative democracy’, but not to patliamentary democ-
racy, the 1997 programme was explicit about the need for plural-
ism and identified it as a cornerstone of democracy. This change
in direction was a reflection not of the tribal elements within
Islah or the radical Islamist element led by al-Zindani, but of
younger, more moderate and pragmatic individuals wichin the
party, who sought a modernisation of party structures and pro-
gramme (Browers 2007 S74-3).

However, more defensive motivations can also be identified, as
the constituent members of the alliance sought protection from
an increasingly autocratic regime through ‘strength in numbers.
The hope was that the regime would be less likely to play indi-
vidual parties off against each other or adopt repressive measures
against them if they presented a unified front in the political
arena more generally and in elections more specifically (Phillips
2011: 43-4).

The alliance with the YSP and other opposition parties under
the umbrella of the JMP was, therefore, in large measure the
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result of changes in policy positions within Islah. Burt 1t also
reflected changes in the composition of the parliamentary party.
From the mid-1990s the proportion of Islah MPs with ctribal
affiliations in the party’s parliamentary bloc declined signifi-
cantly, from 60 out of 63 MPs in 1993 to 11 out of 45 MPs in the
2003 legislature (Hamzawy 2009: 6). This decline in the party’s
tribal membership, which followed the party’s break with the
GPC, lessened its dependence on conservative tribal figures, cre-
ating a more receptive environment for the party’s political activ-
ism, its alliance with the YSP and a move closer to the political
centre.

The high point of opposition cooperation in Yemen before the
events of 2011 which brought down the Salch regime came when
the JMP announced a single candidate, Faysal Bin Shamlan, a
former minister of oil and mineral resources (1994—5) and an inde-
pendent public figure, to oppose President Saleh in the first ever
multi-candidare presidential elections of 2006. Bin Shamlan had
southern roots and was indirectly associated with the socialists 1n
the PDRY. Thus his candidacy had appeal ro both the YSP and
Islah. He performed well in the presidential poll, capruring 23 per
cent of cthe vote nationally, buc lost out to incumbent President
Saleh, who retained power with over 77 per cent of the vote.

The informal political sphere in Yemen

The analysis of the formally established political parties provides
ar best an incomplete picture of political dynamics in Yemen.
This is due in no small part to the low esteem in which par-
ties and the parliamentary system in general are held by many
Yemenis. There is considerable evidence chat parliamentary insti-
rurions are weak and ineffective, while the established political
parties and the parliamentary system are viewed unfavourably
(NDI 2005; Saif 2000; Yemen Polling Centre 2010). This, in

turn, is reflected in the extent to which the business of politics in
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Yemen is done through informal channels. From its very begin-
ning, the Saleh regime relied on compromise, co-optation and
divide-and-rule tactics rather than outright confrontation with
its opponents. While repression has been employed in Saada
and in the south, Saleh more typically relied on a ‘complex and
flexible network of tribally and regionally based patronage rela-
tionships’ in order to maintain his grip on political power (ICG
2011a). This is, to a large degree, because central government
does not control the whole territory of the country, nor does the
regime enjoy a monopoly of the use of force. In such circum-
stances, confrontation with powerful social forces is potentially
risky. Since unification, family members and members of the
Sanhan tribe, to which Saleh belongs, have been placed in key
positions in the military security apparatus, while traditional
elites, especially tribal shaykbs, have been incorporated into net-
works of patronage through direct funding, the distribution of
government positions and privileged access to the private sec-
tor (Longley Alley 2010b: 387). The capacity of the president
to distribute patronage was enhanced in the aftermath of the
1994 civil war when the regime moved to confiscate landhold-
ings, private homes and other sources of wealth from leading
supporters of the YSP, most of which were distributed among
regime followers (Longley Alley 2010a: 75). However, regime
reliance on patronage networks is also exemplified in the efforts
made after the civil war to include some of the southern leader-
ship in the system once more. Before the 2006 presidential elec-
tions, Saleh declared an amnesty for most of the former leaders
of Sourh Yemen and appointed a prominent southern figure as
a presidential adviser. This approach has also been adopted in
response ro protracted discontent in the south. Opportunities 11
the private sector have been opened up for some, while several
cabinet positions were reserved for southern politicians (includ-
ing the minister for oil and mineral resources and the position of
prime minister) (Longley Alley 2010b: 399).
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The result has been the incorporation of elites into the net-
works of patronage controlled by the regime, and thus a dis-
incentive to pursue radical change which might threaten rhose
benefits. These nerworks extend across party lines. As discussed
above, despite Islah’'s move into opposition to the GPC, many
in its leadership maintain personal, financial and polirical ties
to the president. This reinforces scepricism about the extent
to which the party is committed to radical change in Yemeni
political life more broadly and to the reform agenda of the JMP
opposition alliance.

The combination of the penerrarion of the opposition by the
regime and its reliance on informal networks to do business
make it unsurprising that popular expressions of grievance now
take place ourtside of the formal polirical institutions of the state,
including the official opposition. Secessionist sentiment in the
south and discontent in Saada in the north have, by and large,
been voiced outside Islah or the YSP individually or the JMP
collectively. As Longley Alley expresses it, ‘a large portion of the
oppositional strength in Yemen rests outside formal political
channels’ (Longley Alley 2010a: 84).

The Yemeni protest movement of 2011

The clearest expression of opposition outside the formal struc-
rures of political life in Yemen came with the outbreak of pro-
rests across the country in early 2011. Inicially, several dozen
student, civil society and opposition activists attended a rally
in Sanaa following Zin al-Abidin Bin Ali’s fall from power in
Tunisia. The protest movement gained further momentum after
Egyprtian President Hosni Mubarak’s resignation the following
month. The regime responded by filling Sanaa’s Tahrir Square
with its supporrters. In response, anti-regime protesters occu-
pied a crossroads outside the university and renamed it Taghir
(Change) Square, which became the centre of the Yemeni protest



106 Porurtar PROTEST IN THE NEw MiIDDLE EAsT

movement (Fattah 2011: 81). Similar protests broke out in other
Yemeni cities, including Taiz, Aden and al-Mukalla. In Taiz,
thousands gachered after the fall of Mubarak, setting up tents in
a cencral area of the city which was renamed Hurriya (Freedom)
Square.

The protesters were characterised by their distance from the
established political parties, which many saw as elements of a
corrupt political system in need of radical change (Gordon 2012).
Reports suggest that around half of the residents of the camp
in Sanaa were unaffiliated with any traditional political alliance
(Nevens 2011: 26). By March 2011, this movement had formed
an umbrella grouping, the Civil Coalition of Revolutionary
Youth, which brought together Yemen's main yourh organi-
sations. On 23 March, the Civil Coalition released a list of its
demands: the immediate dismantling of the regime, the arrest of
those involved in fraud or corruption, the drafting of a constitu-
tion to transform the political system from presidential to parlia-
mentary, a decentralised government and full transparency. The
overall vision of the protesters was ‘to lay the ground for a civic,
modern and democratic state which can interact with the reali-
ties of the modern world on the basis of equal citizenship, human
rights, social justice, a plural political system, {and} the freedom
of expression and opinion’ (Nevens 2011: 20).

The protesters were supported by the Houthi movement in
the north of Yemen and by the Hirak movement in the south
of the country. The Houthis cooperated in the organisation of
protests in a number of Yemeni governorates. The early phases of
the protest movement also saw cooperation between protesters in
the north and the south of the country. When the disturbances
of early 2011 broke out, Hirak members agreed to work with
protesters in the north to bring about an end to the Saleh regime.
They agreed that calls for southern independence would weaken
the prospects for achieving this goal and engaged in ‘a flurry of
communicarion, coordination and cooperation’ (ICG 2011b: 11).
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From the beginning, the regime adopted a number of strate-
gies in response to the protests. There were attempts to suppress
the protests and leading activists were arrested and imprisoned.
Economic concessions were also announced, including pay rises
for the military, security services and low-paid civil servants, as
well as reductions in income tax and the introduction of new sub-
sidies and the extension of social welfare assistance. How these
initiatives were to be funded was never made clear (Boucek and
Revkin 2011: 2). Regime repression escalated significantly on
18 March when artacks on thousands of demonstrators leaving
Friday prayers in Sanaa left at least thirty people dead (Boucek
and Revkin 2011: 3).

These attacks represented a turning point for the protest
movement. Firstly, the opposition declared that dialogue with
the regime was impossible from this point onwards. Secondly,
the killings were followed by the defection of key supporters
from the regime as around 20 MPs and approximately half the
country’s ambassadors resigned. The most significant develop-
ment was the defection of one of the leading military figures
in the country, General Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar. Ali Mohsen, a
cousin of the president, was a major player in the military cam-
paign against the Houthi insurrection in Saada and has often
been described as the second most powerful man in the country.
He was also reputed to be opposed to the increased influence of
Ahmed Saleh, the president’s son (and long-time presumptive
successor) (Hill 2011a: 3). Troops under Ali Mohsen’s control sur-
rounded the protesters in ‘Change Square’ in Sanaa, providing
them with protection from regime forces on a scale that was not
available to protesters elsewhere in the country.

This was followed in May 2011 by the withdrawal of their
support for the regime by the al-Ahmar family. From inde-
pendence until his death in 2007, Shaykh Abdullah al-Ahmar,
paramount chief of the Hashid tribal confederation, to which

the president’s own Sanhan tribe belonged, was a key ally of the
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president. When he died, his sons took up key roles in Yemeni
public life. His eldest son, Sadiq, assumed the leadership of the
Hashid tribal confederation. Another son, Himyar, was a mem-
ber of the ruling party and the deputy speaker of parliament.
Hamid, a member of Islah, which was founded by his father, is
a billionaire with extensive business interests (Tayler 2011). In
May, Saleh’s Republican Guard attacked Sadiq al-Ahmar’s com-
pound in Sanaa. Saleh had accused al-Ahmar of orchestraring
and funding the yourh protests. Over 100 people were killed in
the course of a week of fighting. The clashes added the leadership
of the Hashid tribal confederation to the list of those opposed
to the regime and transformed what had been a largely peace-
ful youth-led uprising into a power struggle between rival elites
(Fattah 2011).

The increased involvement of established political actors in
moves to unseat Saleh prompted serious concerns among many
in the protest movement that it was being hijacked. The initial
response of the opposition parties to the youth protests was one
of wariness. In January and early February, the JMP organised
major rallies in Sanaa, Taiz and al-Baydah governorates, at which
protesters called for national dialogue and denounced poor liv-
ing conditions and hereditary rule. But at this stage the JMP was
careful to avoid open confrontation with regime supporters (ICG
2011a: 2). Philbrick Yadav characterises the JMP essentially as a
‘loyal opposition’ preoccupied with the ‘court politics’ of the capi-
tal and struggling to articulate a set of demands that could ‘span
the ideological stretch of its member parties’ (Yadav 2011).

The JMP initially made a number of proposals that would
have required Saleh to leave office within a year, along with
the implementation of a number of other liberalising reforms.
However, as the protests grew in scale the JMP began to shift
its position and by February 2011 was supporting its demand
for an immediate end to Saleh’s rule (Kasinof 2011). Significant
gaps remained between the positions of the protesters and the
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opposition parties. The shift by the JMP in favour of the demands
of the protesters was accompanied by claims that it was merely
co-opting the protest movement for its own ends. Furthermore,
there were suggestions that the role of the JMP in the anti-
regime movement represented no more than a playing out of
pre-existing tensions within the alliance and between it and the
government, rather than a novel response to changed circum-
stances. In June 2011, one of the leading activists in the protest
movement, Tawwakul Karman, was quoted as saying that ‘the
JMP is part of the regime we are trying to change’ (Raghavan
2011). When in April 2011 the JMP negotiated an arrangement
with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), according to the
terms of which rhe president would step down from his office
thirty days from the signing of the deal, it did so with no input
from the protest movement and without a broader mandate from
the protestors to do so (Al-Sakkaf 2011). The Youth Movement's
rejection of the GCC deal stems from their long-stated distrust
of the established political actors. The involvement in the protest
movement first of Ali Mohsen, then of the sons of Abdullah al-
Ahmar, and finally of the Islah party and the JMP, were greeted
with deep distrust by the Youth Movement. The old parties are
seen as part of the system which needs to be transformed and an
elite transfer of power (or power-sharing arrangement) is not seen
to constitute a radical shift in Yemeni political dynamics.

Saleh agreed to the deal in April 2011 bur repeatedly failed
to sign it. In June, the bombing of the presidential palace caused
serious injuries to the President and several senior government
officials. Saleh departed to Saudi Arabia for treatment. However,
despite expectations that this might lead to his permanent
departure, he returned to Yemen in September amidst wide-
spread violence and loss of life in the screets of Sanaa. Finally,
on 23 November Saleh signed the GCC deal in Riyadh. Under
its terms, Saleh would remain president until new presidential
elections were held in February 2012, He and his family were
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granted immunity from prosecution and he retained his role
as head of the GPC. His executive powers were transferred to
the vice-president. In early December, as envisaged by the deal,
Muhammad Basindwa of the JMP was selected as prime min-
ister and a national unity government of ministers evenly split
between the GPC and the JMP took office. In February 2012,
his former deputy, Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, was the single,
agreed candidate of both the GPC and the JMP in presidential
elections, which unsurprisingly he won despite the opposition of
many within Yemen’s protest movement.

The GCC solution to Yemen's political crisis and the margin-
alisation of many within the protest movement was made possi-
ble not merely by the confluence of dominant domestic political
actors bur also by two other factors. The first was the shared
interest of the two dominant international actors in a resolution
of the crisis that avoided destabilising the country’s political sys-
tem. Saudi Arabia has long been concerned with the security
situarion in Yemen. A shared 1,800 kilometre border, a history
of border disputes, and fears of arms, drugs and human rraffick-
ing across the border account for some of the Saudi concerns.
The Saudis are also worried both about the Houthi movement in
the north and the asserted linkages between the Houthis, Iran
and al-Qaeda. The Zaydi (hence Shia) background ro the Hourhi
movement underpins Saudi concerns. Both claims have been dis-
missed as far-fercched by most commentators (Day 2010: 9-10;
Hill and Nonneman 2011: 18). Real or imagined, Saudi concerns
have prompted significant involvement in Yemeni affairs for dec-
ades. The Saudis have historically tried to keep central govern-
ment in Yemen weak and its political actors divided. To do this,
they have cultivated relationships with political leaders in gov-
ernment as well as tribal leaders through an extensive patronage
network (Haykel 2011; Fattah 2011).

The focus of the United States is on radical Islamism. In
2000, the al-Qaeda attack on USS Cole in Aden harbour killed 17
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people. Prior to this, the US had a minimal presence in the coun-
try, although militants linked to al-Qaeda had been operating in
the country since 1990, when Islamic Jihad in Yemen was estab-
lished (Masters 2011). US concerns deepened after the attacks of 11
September 2001. Relacions between the two countries improved in
the context of the so-called war on terror. The US worked closely
with President Saleh’s son, Ahmad, and three of his cousins, who
control Yemen's elite security and intelligence units. These were
created, funded and trained with Western help after the atrack on
USS Cole (Hill 2011b). However, Yemeni reluctance to act deci-
sively against individuals suspected by the US of involvement
with al-Qaeda continued to bedevil relations. Senior US figures
stress its commitment to strengthening the country’s capacity to
provide basic services and good governance, but counterterrorism
remains the major US priority in Yemen, as is clear from the allo-
cation of US$ 75 million in aid to equip the Yemeni Ministry of
Interior Counterterrorism Forces to operate against al-Qaeda in
the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) (Sharp 2011: 12). However, the
‘increasingly alarmist’ claims about the nature of the threar posed
by AQAP have been disputed by some (Harris 2010).

The strength of established political actors both within and
outside Yemen combined with the lack of political experience on
the parr of the youth protesters to ensure their exclusion from
the international negotiations at which the GCC deal was pieced
together. Apart from lack of political experience, the Youth
Movement in Yemen is also less monolithic than might seem
to be the case. Al-Akhali describes three different categories of
activists: non-political youth disinterested in taking an active
role in the political process in the post-revolutionary period;
youth aligned to existing political parties who intend ro return
to them in the post-revolutionary period in the hope of changing
them from within; and independent youth who believe the only
way to sustain the movement is to become part of the political
process (Al-Akhali 2011).
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These divisions within the Youth Movement are compounded
by others within the broader opposition to Saleh and the GPC.
The Hirak movement is also internally divided and does not pro-
pose a single coherent position on the future of the country ICG
2011b). Furthermore, the outbreak of fighting between Houthi
forces and members of the Islah party similarly speaks to signifi-

cant tensions within the opposition.

Conclusions

In Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen, Islamist political parties find
themselves in government largely as a consequence of the Arab
revolts of 2011, However, there are at least three characteristics of
the situation in Yemen that render the position of Islah unique.

Firstly, the transition to a post-Saleh order in Yemen has been
brokered by external actors, namely the GCC with the support
of the UN, but withour the clear support of many of those who
initiated the protest movement in Yemen and made transition
possible. Secondly, Islah is a member of a coalition of opposition
parties which, however ideologically disparate its members, is of
long standing. Finally, under the terms of the GCC deal the JMP
is nort replacing the old regime but entering into coalition with
the party that has dominated Yemeni political life since unifica-
tion 1 1990.

All of this has significant implications for how Islah will
function in government in the future. This, in turn, will depend
on how well the party and the new power-sharing government
address key challenges thar they face. In the first place, the new
government must overcome interlinked difficulties of legitimacy
and inclusivity. The fact that the deal with the GCC excluded
the youth groups that initiated the protests against the regime
is one aspect of this, as is the exclusion of the Houthis and the
Hirak movement. Without the inclusion of these forces, the new
government will continue to be plagued by political instability.
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However, to date, attempts to ensure the parricipation of all of
these actors in the narional dialogue process, as prescribed by the
GCC deal, have been only partially successtul. Secondly, there is
the question of how effectively the GPC shares power with its
erstwhile opponents in the JMP. The difficulties here are exacer-
bated by the fact that the GCC deal, for the most part, left intact
the power structures of the country, which have been dominated
for years by the GPC. Related to this is the coherence of the
JMP as a functioning coalition within government. Sustaining
an alliance whaose key unifying characteristic is opposition to the
GPC may constitute a very different challenge in the context of
a power-sharing arrangement with that party. The new govern-
ment also faces the challenge of accommodating the very differ-
ent concerns of key external actors. Maintaining the territorial
integrity of the country is central to both US and Saudi concerns,
as is fear of the threat posed by radical Islamism. However, while
US policy objectives in Yemen are not incompatible with the
development of democraric politics in the country, this is by
no means the case for Saudi Arabia, for whom the emergence
of a democratic neighbour on its southern border is undesira-
ble. Finally, the new Yemeni government must negotiate all of
these potential difficulties in the context of the extensive socio-
economic and resource-based problems that the country faces.
Given the enormity of the challenge that lies ahead, Islah in
government may before long be nostalgic for the certainties of

Opposition.

Notes

1. This chapter is based in parr on an earlier paper on the dynamics of
oppositional politics in Yemen. See Durac 2011.

[

The transfer of power was brokered by the six nations of the Gulf
Cooperation Council with the support of European and American
diplomats and was subsequencly the subject of UN Security Council
Resolution 2014, which called for its implementation. It was finally
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signed in Riyadh on 23 November 2011. Henceforward, it will be
referred to as the ‘GCC deal’.

3. Tn 1990, the north had a population of 7.1 million people compared o
2.5 million in the south. Despite this, unification was premised on an
equal share of political offices and power. However, the results of the
1993 elections ended any semblance of equality berween the northern
GPC and the YSP. The situation was complicated by the fact that uni-
fication did not bring about a merger of the two states — each retained

a separate public sector and, crucially, separate armed forces.
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THE SYRIAN UPRISING AND THE
POSSIBLE RESURGENCE OF
POST-ISLAMISM

Line Khatily and Robert Stewart

Introduction

Religious revivalism, whether Christian, Muslim or otherwise, is
a phenomenon that has become increasingly prevalent in many
parts of the world over recent decades. Syria has not been an excep-
tion to this popular trend, despite the fact that its secular author-
itarian leadership has manipulated the religious sector and made
it illegal for religious actors to participate politically in the coun-
try. Indeed, there has been a full-fledged Sunni Islamic revival
in Syria since the late 1980s,’ a revival that can be seen and felt
in nearly every facet of public life in the country (Kharib 2011,
al-Hayat, 18 Junc 20053; Syrian Ministry of Awgaf, 31 December
2007, 31 December 2008). This change gives the strong impres-
sion that Syrias primary ethos and identiry are Sunni Muslim,
and that this is embraced by most if not all Syrians.” Yet the
seeming omnipresence of this ethos and idenrity is in fact caus-
ing concern among the many Syrians who do not want to see

a particular religious identity define the country’s culrure, let
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alone its political life. This is especially true for those who look
to the fall of Baathism in Iraq and the ensuing entrenchment
of factionalism and religious violence as an ominous portent of
what might occur.

As the country’s regime today teeters due to a widespread pop-
ular uprising thar has involved much violence and often divisive
rhetoric on both sides, there is a strong risk of old divisions being
reopened and old bartles regarding the country’s secular herit-
age® and the place of Islam in the public sphere being re-joined.
This has led to speculation among observers about the possibil-
ity of Islamists taking power if the regime falls. The present
chapter joins that debate by focusing on the question of whether
the Islamist movement might caprure the state in a post-Assad
Syria, as well as on the auxiliary question of the nature of the
Islamist force thar might attain power if Syrians ger to vote in

free elections.

The resurgence of Islam in Syria

The driving force behind the Syrian uprising that broke our on
15 March 2011 was originally overwhelmingly secular though
has increasing levels of involvement by Islamic actors; yet the
forces that might grab the reins of power once the authorirarian
regime 1s eventually ousted are very likely to be Islamic. This is
particularly the case because of the major Islamic revival under-
way in Syria over the last twenty or so years, which is evident in
the emergence of a plethora of apolitical Islamic organisations,
primary schools, colleges, summer camps and charirable associa-
tions, as well as Islamic bookstores, institutes and forums, and
Islamic financial institutions. Islamised spaces have not only
become more numerous in the country, but conservative attire,
Islamic practices in nearly every realm of activity and Islamic
literature have become increasingly common, with books written

by Islamic scholars and activists dominating bookstores’ shelves.’






