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GEORGE JOFFÉ

The Arab Intifada in Perspective1

 T
o appreciate what has actually 
happened in the Arab world as a 
result of what in the West is called 

the “Arab Spring” but is referred to as the 
“Arab Intifada” in the Middle East and 
North Africa, and what is likely to take 
place there, we should perhaps note that the 
actual outcomes of the events of 2011 have 
much to do with their specifi c causes, both 
in regional and national terms, rather than 
being simply the teleological evolution 
of democratic governance worldwide, as 
most Western commentators would have 
us believe.  

Th ey also refl ect the profound 
diff erences between the individual states 
of the Middle East and North Africa and 
it is for these reasons, no doubt, that no 
single paradigm has emerged to justify 
claims that the Arab world overall is 
already ‘Democratisation’s Fourth Wave’, 
or as Alvaro Vasconcelos suggests, the 
second phase of Samuel Huntington’s 
‘Th ird Wave”.2  Th e domino eff ect 
anticipated by Western commentators last 
year did not occur, although there was 
undoubtedly a ‘contagion eff ect’ instead 
which determined the timing of a series of 
contiguous, yet separate events.

THE ECONOMIC DIMENSION
Certain common causes for the events 

of 2011 can be defi ned, with the most 
proximate cause being socio-economic 
in nature.  Th e crisis in food and energy 
prices in the second half of 2010, combined 
with the generalised consequences of the 
fi nancial and subsequent economic crisis 
in Western countries certainly set off  the 
events that formed the Arab Spring. In 
December of that year, food prices rose 
to their highest level since records began 

in 1990 and oil prices peaked at $100 
per barrel, compared with $71 per barrel 
fi ve months before. Th e sudden and 
unexpected rises provoked protest riots 
throughout the Middle Eastern and North 
African region because general levels of 
poverty and economic under-development 
meant that, for many, food and energy 
requirements were inelastic.  

Indeed, the second cause of what were to 
become political demonstrations creating 
challenges throughout the region refl ected 
what was a generalised developmental 
failure. Despite the fact that economic 
restructuring under the Washington 
Consensus3 had been the dominant 
economic paradigm since the mid-1980s, 
opening economies to international 
competition and investment, macro- and 
microeconomic indicators persisted in 
showing that, fi rst, levels of prosperity had 
not grown at anything like the projected 
rates and that, second, very little of the 
increases in national wealth that had 
occurred had ‘trickled down’ to national 
populations. GINI coeffi  cients – a measure 
of income distribution – had remained 
static or had slightly worsened and the 
proportions of national wealth held by 
the top 10 per cent of populations had, in 
general, increased signifi cantly.  Th e result 
had been that between 20 and 40 per cent 
of most national populations lived at levels 
near to or below the World Bank’s absolute 
poverty line of earnings of $2 per day.    

Associated with this failure was the 
consequence of demographic growth in 
the Arab region; up to 1990, the average 
regional growth rate in population had 
been of the order of 2.3-to-2.6 per cent 
per year, implying a doubling of the 
population every twenty-fi ve-to-thirty 
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years. Th e demand on states to generate 
services for such a youthful population, 
with over 60 per cent of populations being 
below the age of thirty, was massive and 
– basically – unachievable.  Th e World 
Bank has suggested that, to meet such 
challenges, states require sustained GDP 
growth rates of between 5 and 7 per cent 
per year, far above the average growth 
rates of Middle Eastern and North African 
states over the past thirty years, unless 
they were oil-exporting, low capital-
absorbing rentier states. And, even if 
population growth rates have fallen in the 
past twenty years, youthful economically 
inactive populations have now become 
economically active, requiring jobs that 
simply are not there because of economic 
failure, leading to unemployment rates of 
20 per cent on average.  

In such circumstances, there can 
have been little surprise within regional 
governments at the sudden explosion of 
popular protest! Equally unsurprisingly, 
regional governments tried the usual 
nostrum of subsidising consumer prices for 
essential foodstuff s despite the long-term 
unsustainability of such policies.4

STRUCTURES OF STATE 
AND POWER

Th is, however, was not the only 
challenge that they were to face.  In fact, 
the Arab world had been characterised for 
decades by corrupt elites and repressive, 
autocratic governance. Th e two issues 
were interlinked; it was because of the 
unaccountable status of ruling elites that 
the economic elites associated with them 
were able to exploit the economies of their 
states for their own private benefi ts. Often, 
indeed, the two elites were interlinked 
so that ruling elites enjoyed economic 
advantage because of their political status. 
Th ese problems had persisted for decades 
– ever since independence in most cases 
– and had seemed so entrenched that 
outside observers often referred to ‘Arab 
exceptionalism’ as an explanation of the 
apparent stasis of the undemocratic and 
unaccountable political processes that 
characterised the region. Th e assumptions 

behind the term captured the belief of 
outside observers that the Arab world was 
somehow not capable of participatory 
governance, off ering only the perceived 
extremism of political Islam as an 
alternative.

Such very widely-voiced views, however, 
overlooked other realities.  Firstly, one 
reason why political change seemed so 
impossible in the Arab region was the 
degree of unquestioning support that 
the regimes there received from external 
powers, particularly in the United States 
and the European Union. It was true 
that there had been some desultory 
pressure in the 1970s and the 1980s for 
changes towards political participation, 
accountable government and respect for 
individual human rights by the states 
concerned.  

Th is had, in fact, produced limited 
change in that many regimes had 
tolerated autonomous non-governmental 
organisations operating outside the 
direct control of the state. Some had even 
espoused, for largely cosmetic reasons, the 
rhetorical adoption of Islamic principles 
to the same end.  However, in all cases, 
such initiatives were heavily circumscribed 
by the state, to ensure that the ultimate 
location of political power was not 
challenged.

Daniel Brumberg has termed such 
states ‘liberalised autocracies’, after 
remarking that, “In the Arab world, a set 
of interdependent institutional, economic, 
ideological, social, and geostrategic factors 
has created an adaptable ecology of 
repression, control and partial openness.”5 
He went on to point out that such systems 
also benefi ted from the acquiescence, even 
degrees of active support, from opposition 
groups and movements because they 
also benefi ted from the new autonomous 
political space that regimes now tolerated, 
even if their autonomy was carefully 
circumscribed to ensure the security of the 
regime itself.  

He added that, in such circumstances, 
illiberal oppositions could also be 
manipulated to ‘crowd out’ genuinely 
democratic alternatives whilst still 
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towards their restriction over the decade 
in question.9 However, such strategies of 
“state-managed political liberalisation” 
used by Arab governments to avoid “the 
challenges of democratisation”, enabled 
external powers, such as the United States 
and the European Union, to persuade 
themselves that genuine liberalisation 
would ultimately be possible.10  

Th us real engagement to alter the 
political realities of the Middle East 
and North Africa was not necessary – a 
particularly important point in view of the 
securitisation agenda adopted by Western 
states after the events of September 11, 
2001 inside the United States. 

Now all Western governments 
securitised their external policies, adopting 
the discourses of governments in the Arab 
region of the existential and systemic threat 
that they faced from global salafi -jihadi 
terrorism. Arab regional governments, 
therefore, became the security partners 
of the West, rather than the objects of 
their moral disapproval as had been the 
case before.11 Indeed, some governments, 
particularly the French government, had 
anticipated this development in foreign 
policy towards the region in the wake of 
the short-lived democratic transition in 
Algeria between 1988 and 1992, before 

the Algerian civil war seemed to justify 
such cynicism.  Autocratic government 
could, it seemed, be tolerated as long as 
it satisfi ed the Western security agenda. 
At best, they might fi t the paradigm of 
‘illiberal democracies’, as Fareed Zakariya 
suggested in 1997.12

Yet, in reality, the nature of governance 
in the Arab world had long precluded 

preserving the formal democratic illusion. 
Th e reverse was also true, in that state 
encouragement of restricted democratic 
expression could also be used to confi ne 
and isolate illiberal opposition movements 
as well, hence the treatment of Islamist 
movements in Egypt under the Mubarak 
regime, for example. 

He went on to argue that such partial 
political liberalization was not only a 
conscious choice by regimes to ensure 
survival but represented the ways in which 
autocratic regimes compensated for a lack 
of alternative resources through which full 
autocracy could be maintained. Th us the 
Gulf states, in particular Saudi Arabia, 
had oil wealth as a resource through which 
political discontent could be ‘bought off ’, 
or symbolic or cultural capital, typically 
expressed by the formal mobilisation of 
Islam, could be used to bolster regime 
legitimacy,6 as was the case in Jordan or 
Morocco. However, if such resources were 
lacking, then partial liberalisation – not as 
a stepping stone to liberal democracy but 
as a mechanism for regime acceptability – 
was the preferred option in the Arab world. 
Such were the regimes he considered to be 
‘liberalised autocracies’. He noted that 
they were characterised by toleration 
for political dissonance and being non-
hegemonic in terms of dominant political 
ideologies, for their ruling elites could 
juggle competing ideas to ensure their 
own continued control as arbiters of such 
pluralistic political scenes, which they had 
no intention of ceding through genuine 
liberalisation.7

Such partial political liberalisation 
was also accompanied by a partially 
liberalised institutional space as well. 
Th us political parties could be tolerated, 
provided they did not challenge existing 
regimes, as could institutions devoted to 
activities directed towards civil society 
objectives8, and individuals could 
enjoy restricted, contingent individual 
freedoms – contingent because they 
remained in the gift of the regime in 
question. Indeed, he pointed out that such 
concessions could be withdrawn as well 
as granted and he detected a tendency 

The nature of 
governance in the 
Arab world had long 
precluded domestic 
pressure for meaningful 
change towards 
participatory alternatives.
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mechanism for identity formation. In 
addition, elites were not only rent-seeking, 
they also exploited the formal structures 
of the state to ensure private profi t.14 Both 
mechanisms, because of their opacity, 
encourage corruption and thus further 
exclude those without power from access 
to the state as a disinterested guarantor of 
individual rights15 alongside its monopoly 
of legitimate violence.16

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL 
MOVEMENTS

Populations, of course, were not passive 
under this relentless and endless attack 
on their collective sense of social and 
political autonomy. After all, it is this 
feature that autocracies fear because it 
stimulates dissent and thus undermines the 
totalitarian ideal of social fragmentation as 
the mechanism by which eff ective control 
can be imposed. Th e result is not merely 
the process of physical repression but of 
psychological isolation as well, as analyses 
of totalitarianism in Europe during the 
twentieth century have demonstrated.17 
Th e typical response to this at a popular 
level is a sense of personal outrage which, 
in the Arab world, has often been codifi ed 
by contrasting regime behaviour with 
cultural ideals and archetypes.  

For most people, of course, these have 
been drawn from Islam, particularly in its 
social dimension, with the emphasis being 
on issues of social justice which often 
refl ect, at the personal level, concerns 
over ‘dignity’ and ‘respect’. Th us, over the 
last quarter of a century – ever since the 
aborted liberalisation in Algeria, in fact – 
repressive regimes have been characterised 
as ‘tyrannical’ and ‘arrogant’.

Th ere have also been more organised 
responses, too. Indeed, the advent of 
political Islam, not just as a symbol around 
which resistance to the political crises that 
have faced the Middle East, in particular, 
could coalesce18, but as a statement about 
a political alternative, refl ecting the 
elevation of the individual to a proper place 
within a divinely inspired political order, is 
one example of this. In other words, the 
dynamism of such ideological visions is 

domestic pressure for meaningful change 
towards participatory alternatives. Quite 
apart from making appeal to regional 
imperatives, such as support for the 
Palestinians in their struggle against 
Israel (a support which was primarily only 
rhetorical for most Arab governments 
thoroughly disliked the Palestinian 
movements because they could not control 
them), there were ideological imperatives 
too, whether Arab nationalism in its 
Nasserist or Ba’athist versions (although 
Nasserism was quickly relegated to a 
cultural expression of Arabism after Gamel 
Abdul Nasser’s death in 1970) or, after 
1979, the lure of the Iranian-style Islamic 
state. And, fi nally, there was fear; fear of 
the threat of salafi -jihadism after 1988-89 
and, most important, fear of the state itself.

States in the Arab world were not only 
autocratic, whether through ideological 
justifi cation – Syria, Iraq and, until the 
1970s, Egypt – or by reference to Islamic 
constitutional principle – Jordan, Morocco 
and Iran being the archetypical examples, 
with Saudi Arabia fi lling a particular niche 
of its own because of the legitimisation of 
the Ibn Saud regime through its eighteenth 
century association with the Wahhabi al-
Shaykh – they were also arbitrary and 
repressive. Th ey were either ‘fi erce’ states, 
in which the security services, led by the 
mukhabarat, enforced conformity and 
obedience through main force – Iraq, Syria 
and Libya being good examples. Otherwise 
they were ‘shadow’ states, in which 
arbitrary, unaccountable real power lay 
concealed behind the formal institutions 
of government, usually enshrined in an 
institution such as the armed forces. Th at 
was the case in Algeria and Egypt, for 
example.13

Yet states in the Middle East and North 
Africa shared other characteristics too, 
in terms of the ways in which power was 
mediated and distributed throughout 
them. Th ey were both neo-patrimonial 
and neo-prebendal. Personal relationships 
were the route to power through complex 
patronage-clientage networks, sometimes 
personal and often collective – hence 
the persistence of the tribal ethos as a 
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not primarily located in their doctrinal 
implications but predominantly over the 
construction of political alternatives, 
despite the rhetoric they may use.  
Inevitably, such ideologies seek physical 
form as well and their ability to realise such 
objectives is a statement about the political 
environment in which they operate. Th ey 
seek, in short, to become social movements 
able to contest the hegemonic discourse of 
the state.

Social movements are, therefore, 
collective challenges to authority which 
embody common purposes. Th ey tend to 
be a product of transitional societies and 
are facilitated by the social phenomena 
that such transitions produce, such as 
urbanisation, industrialisation and mass 
education as mediated through new means 
of mass communication and opportunities 
for political engagement.  

In a similar fashion, partial 
liberalisation also creates circumstances 
in which such movements may emerge 
if the structures generated by such state-
directed liberalisation processes acquire 
independent agency as well. Th ey thus 
often require catalytic events to initiate 
them and, characteristically, often – 
but not always – involve charismatic 
leadership.  In addition, insofar as they 
lie outside the established structures of 
the state, they may also refl ect – or be 
alleged to refl ect – criminalised patterns of 
behaviour, a refl ection of the anomie that 
contributes to their formation as well as of 
offi  cial hostility towards them. 

Such movements are, in eff ect, collective 
manifestations of social disequilibrium 
and a range of explanations has been 
adduced to analyse what may cause such 
a development. For functional social 
psychologists, they result from structural 
strain induced by a cause exogenous to 
the movement itself. Th is creates both 
generalised grievance and mass anomie such 
that individuals engage in collective action 
as a coping mechanism in a pathological 
response to established political order. 
Th e exogenous causes can refl ect socio-
economic transition, political exclusion 
and authoritarianism, as well as cultural or 

ideological confl ict. Such circumstances 
certainly defi ne the background against 
which such movements can develop, as 
they explain why collective action might 
develop, although they do not describe 
how it can occur.

For this reason, explanations of this kind 
have long been regarded as too simplistic 
to capture the complexities of social 
movements, particularly in terms of the 
ways in which they operate.19 One major 
objection has been that explanations of this 
kind do little to explain how individuals in 
the social atomisation implied by anomie 
could collectivise and mobilise their 
frustrations and aspirations and how they 
would then express them. Insofar as such 
movements are rational and organised, 
they will mobilise whatever resources are 
available to them.  

Th us they require and therefore create 
bureaucracies or take over existing 
administrative structures as part of the 
process of formation. It is for this reason 
that, in Islamic activist movements, for 
instance, the mosque can play a crucial role 
alongside informal Islamic institutions, 
such as charities, schools, societies and 
cultural centres. Th e Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt has been adept at mobilising such 
structures to its own advantage in the 1970s 
before it moved on to exploiting more 
formalised structures, such as professional 
organisations and even political parties in 
the following decades.

Such patterns of resource mobilisation 
can easily morph into more formal 
structures of contention such as political 
parties, as has tended to be the case with 
Islamic social movements in recent years 
in countries such as Egypt, Jordan, Algeria 
and Morocco. Indeed, social movements 
and political parties can co-exist as 
diff erent patterns of mutually reinforcing 
contention, thus creating social movement 
communities, as has been the case in 
Morocco and Algeria. Here, patterns of 
contention are diff used between formal 
and informal movements with fl exible 
leaderships and fl uid boundaries between 
them. Th is was precisely the pattern which 
developed in Algeria during the 1980s 
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and which contributed to the atmosphere 
in which countrywide riots developed in 
October 1988 – making Algeria, in eff ect, 
into the precursor of the Arab Spring 
of 2011. Th ese challenged the existing 
political system and initiated the changes 
that were eventually to lead to the civil war 
in the 1990s. In Morocco in that decade, 
it led to a formal political party and an 
informal social movement seeking similar 
political objectives of democratising 
the political system despite the formal 
competition between them.20 

Th e drivers for such resource mobilisation 
are, of course, socio-political in nature 
and a crucial aspect of them is the way in 
which participants either exploit existing 
informal political tendencies to articulate 
their grievances or conceptualise their 
own participation in collective action and 
attract others to join them. In other words, 
the way in which the hegemonic discourse 
of contention for the social movement is 
framed is a key factor in the mobilisation 
of support and action. Th ese “frames of 
contention” are, in eff ect, interpretive 
schemata which provide a context for 
an ideological analysis which justifi es 
contention and for the social movement 
associated with it. Th ey provide diagnoses 
of social disequilibrium, solutions to it and 
rationales for action to achieve them that 
have meaning and value for participants.

In the context of the Muslim world, 
political extrapolations of Islamic doctrine 
have emerged as the most frequent framing 
ideology but have latterly been challenged 
by more secular discourses. In part the role 
played by political Islam has arisen from 
the cultural context but it is also a conscious 
reaction to other ideological failures rooted 
in nationalism and secularist ideologies 
of liberation and development. Specifi c 
aspects of the Islamic corpus have become 
important, particularly those governing 
social and political organisation such as 
the concept of a just society and shar’ ia 
(Islamic jurisprudence), together with 
more atavistic and symbolic concepts, such 
as the recreation of the Caliphate.21  

Such framing ideologies can, of course, 
be contested both in terms of content and 

strategy or tactics, such that mechanisms 
are developed to impose a hegemonic 
discourse on the movement. It was this 
that lay behind the struggle between 
the GIA (Groupes Islamiques Armés – 
Jama’at Islamiyya Musallaha) and the 
AIS (Armée Islamique du Salut – Jaysh 
Islamiyya li’l-Inqadh) during the Algerian 
civil war in the 1990s. Now, of course, 
the popular memory of the civil war 
has proved to be a massive disincentive 
to generalised participation in social 
movements challenging the state, even 
though the regime that mobilises it lacks 
popular acceptance. Th e frame can also 
be challenged from outside, particularly 
if the movement’s major opponent, the 
state, has created its own hegemonic 
framing ideology. Th us the Moroccan 
monarchy’s claim to be a caliphate and 
thus to dominate the domestic Islamic 
agenda challenges the discourse of groups 
such as ‘Adl wa’l-Ihsan and the PJD (Parti 
de la Justice et du Développement – Hizb 
al-‘Adala wa’l-Tanmiyya) and is generally 
accepted within the population.   

In addition, as recent events in the 
Middle East and North Africa have 
shown, the Islamist discourse that was 
expected to dominate social movements 
has been challenged by much simpler yet 
more profound frames centred around 
basic individual rights and freedoms. In 
many respects, no doubt, they refl ect a 
basic demand for social justice typical 
of Muslim societies but they have been 
articulated without conscious recourse to 
political Islamic archetypes.  

Alongside such demands which often 
refl ect economic imperatives, there have 
been political demands as well. Th ere are 
demands that refl ect an imperious insistence 
on participating in the political process 
and thus challenge regime hegemony 
but, more importantly, they challenge the 
implicit assumption of autocratic regimes 
that their control of power renders them in 
some way legitimate.  

A PARADIGM SHIFT?
Indeed, this has been one of the most 

direct threats to existing regimes and the 
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reason why, in Tunisia and Egypt, regimes 
were swept away under the pressure of 
the social movements that had emerged, 
often by the core structures on which such 
regimes were based, in order to preserve 
their hegemony of power. Elsewhere, as in 
Libya or Syria, regimes have not acquiesced 
in their own demise but cannot impose 
themselves by main force either, whereas 
in those circumstances where regimes have 
sustained popular perceptions of their 
legitimacy, as in Morocco or Jordan, they 
have survived, at the cost only of tactical 
concession.  

Th e question is, however, how profound, 
really, are the changes that we have seen 
over the two years? Do they mark the 
emergence of a paradigm shift, a completely 
new set of references for our understanding 
of the region?22

It is in this context that the concept 
of the liberalised autocracy becomes so 
important, for it gives us an insight as to 
why such events in some countries led to 
changes in the natures of regimes, whilst 
in others, the only outcome could be open 
and violent confrontation. Th e existence 
of sectors within the public space in 
which non-governmental organisations 
or even political parties were tolerated, 
with or without formal recognition also 
meant that proto-social movements could 
emerge. Th at is indeed precisely what did 
occur in Tunisia and Egypt, for example, 
whilst in Morocco they had long been 
in existence. Th us, in Tunisia, human 

rights organisations had long existed 
despite constant government harassment 
and the local branches of trade unions 
enjoyed considerable autonomy of action, 

even though the central organisation was 
government-controlled.  

Similarly, political parties had existed 
openly ever since Habib Bourguiba 
authorised them in 1983, despite their 
political marginalisation by the eff ective 
single political party and bulwark of the 
regime, the Destourian Socialist Party, 
renamed after 1987 as the Rassemblement 
Constitutionelle et Démocratique (RCD). 
In Tunisia, too, there was a strong 
constitutional and institutional tradition, 
reaching back to the original grant of 
the Tunisian constitution in 1860, the 
fi rst in the Arab world. Th is gave added 
impetus to the idea of dissent whenever a 
regime abused constitutional provision or 
institution.

In Egypt, the restoration of rights to 
political parties by the Sadat regime and 
the renaming of the former single-party, 
the Arab Socialist Union, in 1977, had a 
similar eff ect. At the same time, the Muslim 
Brotherhood was tolerated and allowed to 
develop its activities outside the formal 
political scene, despite constant regime 
harassment. It was able to penetrate Egypt’s 
all-important professional associations and 
to supplement, even replace, incompetent 
and inadequate social services provided 
by the state. In addition, the growth of 
intellectual elites committed to a secular 
vision of the state, although marginalised 
by both the state and the pious mass of the 
population, sustained an active intellectual 
life. By 2004, this formalised as the Kefaya 
Movement, joined in the following year by 
a new political party, al-Ghad, prepared to 
challenge the incumbent, Hosni Mubarak, 
for the presidency. Th ree years later, the 
working class emerged with a political 
voice through the April 6 Movement and 
two years after that, the egregious brutality 
of the security services in Alexandria 
stimulated the Remember Khaled 
Mohammed Said Movement. Th e previous 
year, the former head of the International 
Atomic Energy Authority, Mohammed 
El-Barada’i, had returned to Egypt with 
the express objective of challenging the 
Mubarak regime.  

Similar patterns could be pointed to 

There was a strong 
constitutional and 

institutional tradition, 
reaching back to... 1860 
[which] added impetus 

to the idea of dissent 
[against regime abuses].
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emptive intervention, as had occurred in 
Afghanistan in 2001 and in Iraq in 2003. 
It is in this context that the actual events 
of 2011 should be seen.

Th e catalyst was to be provided by two 
factors; the energy and food price crisis 
of late 2010, as described above and the 
quite fortuitous coincidence of the self-
immolation of Mohammed Bouazizi in the 
southern Tunisian town of Sidi Bou Zid.  
It is important to appreciate that his action 
was by no means unique. Self-immolation 
in despair at economic circumstance had 
already emerged in North Africa as a 
relatively frequent act of public desperation 
at the iniquitous social consequences 
of neo-liberal reform or at the moral 
implications of regime arrogance, tyranny 
and corruption and there had been several 
dozen such incidents in preceding months 
and years and there have been over sixty 
cases since, mainly in Algeria.  

However, it was the timing of 
Mohammed Bouazzizi’s act, whether 
conscious or not, in the context of the 
wave of demonstrations over economic 
circumstance that gave it such moral 
and symbolic force, rather as the self-
immolation of Jan Palach in Wenceslas 
Square in Prague morally condemned 
the Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia 
which ended the Prague Spring in 1968.

At a stroke, his action transformed what 
had been relatively inchoate protests about 
economic disadvantage and hardship into 
targeted statements of moral and political 
condemnation of the regimes that had 
dominated the Middle East and North 
Africa for so long. At the same time, it 
should be noted that none of the regimes 
that faced such popular protest and 
challenge simply crumbled away. All of 
them were to resist and often with rather 
greater success than outside observers 
expected. Even in Tunisia, the removal of 
Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali from power did 
not mean the collapse of the regime he 
had led. Instead, demonstrations had to 
continue for a further month against the 
continued dominance of the RCD, the 
real core of the regime before it, too, was 
forced out of government and into political 

elsewhere, where proto-social movements 
existed, ready to be exploited should 
appropriate framing mechanisms for 
popular demand be developed and should 
the right political conditions obtain. In 
Morocco, for instance, the decision by the 
regime to liberalise in 1990, improving 
individual rights and granting political 
parties more autonomy in government 
despite strict royal control had resulted 
in two moderate Islamic movements, one 
of which also had a political party, the 
Parti de la Justice et du Développement, 
associated with it, the other, ‘Adl wa’l-
Ihsan, preferring to avoid the limitations 
that formal political responsibility implied. 
Even in Algeria, despite the unchanged 
nature of its ‘shadow state’ and Algerian 
skepticism about ‘façade democracy’, 
there was an active political scene and the 
Algerian media were amongst the most 
outspoken in the region.

In other words, by 2011, liberalised 
autocracies had become the norm 
throughout the Middle East and North 
Africa with full autocracies confi ned to 
Syria, Libya and Saudi Arabia. Here no 
informal institutions existed, either as 
safety-valves for popular frustration and 
resentment or as mechanisms through 
which the expression of dissent could be 
formalised for a dialogue with regimes. 
Nor did these regimes see the utility of 
restricted autonomous political sectors 
as mechanisms for ensuring their own 
survival, as had been the case with their 
liberalising colleagues. On the other 
hand, the level of alienation from regimes 
because of their moral, social and political 
failings throughout the region had become 
intense, such that the right catalyst would 
set in play those organisations capable 
of articulating and channeling such 
discontent into a political discourse of 
challenge and contention.  

Th e West, incidentally, was no longer 
seen as a potential source of moral and 
diplomatic suasion, as might have been 
the case in the 1970s, for it had discredited 
itself by its partiality over the Arab-
Israeli dispute and its re-adoption of a 
neo-liberal imperialist narrative of pre-
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oblivion.  In Libya, the Qadhafi  regime 
managed to survive for a further eight 
months, despite NATO’s intervention, 
before it collapsed and its remnants still 
threatened its successors many months 
after its collapse.  

In Egypt, the Supreme Council of 
the Armed Forces (SCAF), struggled to 
maintain its position for over a year, despite 
popular will that indicated unambiguously 
its preference for participatory governance, 
dominated by the Islamist movements. 
Even in Yemen, despite the demonstrators 
in Change Square in Sana’a, Ali Abdullah 
Saleh and the General People’s Congress 
only made a tactical retreat, as the single-
candidate presidential election in early 
March 2012 showed. And, in any case, 
there much greater problems persisted 
in the form of the Al-Houthi rebellion, 
the Southern Movement (the Harakat 
as-Silmiyya li’l-Janub) and al-Qa’ida 
in the Arabian Peninsula, comfortably 
ensconced in Zinjibar probably with 
regime acquiescence. And in Syria the 
horrifyingly violent crisis persisted for 
over a year-and-a-half as the Assad regime 
mobilised the Ba’ath Party as the protector 
of the country’s ethnic, sectarian and 
economic minorities just as much as it was 
the instrument of unrelenting violence, 
whether through the Shabiha or the army’s 
special forces. 

OUTCOMES
Th e events of last year have made it 

quite clear that, whether paradigm shift or 
not, the process of democratic transition, 
if that was indeed what was under way in 
the Middle East and North Africa, was 
going to take a very long time indeed. 
Quite apart from the political processes 
involved, the economic damage wrought 
by profound political change, whether 
violent or not, would take a very long 
time to repair. Beyond that, too, new 
diplomatic and international linkages 
would have to be established with the wider 
world – by-and-large still horrifi ed at the 
disappearance of cherished alliances and 
profoundly concerned by the new political 
contours emerging in the region. After 

all, only the Gulf – except for Bahrain – 
appeared to have emerged unscathed from 
the crisis and, even here, only at the cost 
of lavish subsidies; Saudi Arabia alone 
was estimated to have committed up to 
$130 billion to buying off  its potential and 
active opposition. Yet such largesse might 
only have delayed the crisis, not resolve it, 
for unemployment, inadequate education 
and exploding demographic growth were 
hardly harbingers of stability. 

What does seem to be clear, however, 
is that the fi rst stage of the transitions 
processes taking place in the region had 
approached its climax with, perhaps, only 
Syria left to resolve the acute phase of its 
domestic crisis.  And, as things settled, it 
also seemed clear that we could establish 
a typology of what had occurred which 
might enable us to predict in general what 
there is to come:

Th e major benefi ciaries of the events of 
the past year have been, undoubtedly, the 
Islamist movements in the region. Even 
though they took virtually no part, as 
organised movements in the events came to 
exemplify the Intifada, they have certainly 
seized the fruits. Islamists now dominate in 
government in Tunisia, Egypt and Morocco 
and anticipate repeating their success in 
the upcoming elections in Algeria in May 
and in Libya in June. Yet, their success 
conceals other questions. Th ere is, fi rst, 
a growing and unanticipated split within 
the Islamist body politic between the 
mainstream Brotherhood movements and 
their supposedly non-political Salafi yya 
Ilmiyya counterparts. Th e latter emerged as 
from nowhere, to play a part in enforcing 
public morality and in challenging 
the hegemony of the Brotherhood 
itself.  Th ere is also a worsening tension 
between the gerontocratic leaderships of 
the Brotherhood in many countries and 
their more politically-minded younger 
supporters, especially in Egypt.

Th ere is also a much more profound 
issue; until 2011, Islamist movements were 
in opposition and the day-to-day tasks of 
governance had not formed part of their 
agenda. Now they do, with all the practical 
compromises that may mean. It remains 
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to be seen how successful they will be in 
handling such agendas and their political 
leaderships must be uncomfortably aware 
that they were elected precisely because 
they were not besmirched by the taint of 
past failure. Now they cannot disappoint 
their electorates, despite the massive 
economic and social challenges they face, 
for they know that electoral favour is fi ckle, 
particularly as those who elected them are 
not necessarily their doctrinal supporters 
but simply wished to punish their corrupt 
predecessors.  

Many of those now directly involved in 
the political process are prepared for such 
compromises and they have their own 
ideological guides in personalities such 
as the Tunisian Islamist leader, Rachid 
Ghannouchi or the Iranian political 
philosopher, Abdelkrim Soroush. But 
many, particularly amongst the older 
generations, have yet to confront the 
realities of political power.

Yet the signs are hopeful, especially 
amongst the moderates.  Increasingly 
they focus on the practicalities, seeing 
democracy as their primary target, nor 
morality. In that respect, perhaps, they 
are approaching the same patterns of 
political evolution that faced Christian 
Democracy in the nineteenth century in 
which doctrinal rigidity also gave way to 
practical politics as Christian Democratic 
political parties moved towards power in 
the post-Second World War period. Th at 
would be an extremely hopeful outcome 
in a situation which otherwise, despite 
the sanguine hopes with which it was 
greeted last year, increasingly looks like the 
proverbial curate’s egg – good only in parts. 
Th e danger facing the Middle East and 

North Africa, in short, is that the events of 
last year will not lead, as many had hoped, 
to the region’s 1989 experience and thus 
the introduction to a new “Democratic 
Wave”,23 but could produce, instead, 
its version of 1848 when, after a wave of 
uprisings and the rejection of the ‘ancien 
régimes’ within the Hapsburg Empire 
and elsewhere, a conservative reaction 
eventually restored the old order to power.
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Are today's radicals tomorrow's extremists? Are adherents to Islamism necessarily 

extremist or violent? Most analyses of violence emanating from the Middle East or 

from Europe's Muslim communities tend to assume that this is the case. Not so in 

this book. Instead, with a wide-ranging and case-by-case approach, it seeks to look 
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Shedding much-needed light upon a phenomenon that has helped to defi ne 

today's world, Islamist Radicalisation will be essential for general readers, students 

and researchers who take an interest in the fi elds of Politics, International Relations 

and the phenomena of multiculturalism and terrorism.
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