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Executive Summary

Despite the hopes many placed on democratic reform in the Middle East, authoritarianism remains the norm
and movement towards democracy is both slow and uneven. The dramatic events in Iraqg encouraged
intense global debates on the issue. For sure, the first results of the US-led experiment in Irag did not bring
about the expected change. However, if one should retain one thing, let it be this: if a road towards
democracy in the Middle East exists, it will be one that acknowledges the role of Islam and Islamist parties in
it, for the latter are amongst the best organized, most successful and best rooted organizations of the
region.

This Working Paper argues that Islamist parties have to be understood within their broader social context
and that they need to be recognized as important players in the dynamics of political participation in the
Arab world. Moreover, their role in the enhancement of democratization processes in this particular region
is too significant simply to overlook.

In recent years many Islamist parties have shown their moderate face to the world and their willingness to

participate in national politics with respect to
organizational skills when it comes to providing social services to all members of society and they have made
significant contributions to political participat

capable of shedding a light on the public sector and can empower the people their own particular way, not
by copying Western democratization slogans. Through their serious efforts during the past thirty years a new
language of socio-political reform slowly filtered down to the Middle Eastern public, raising awareness and
enhancing the public debate.

Yet, it was governments themselves that blocked the process time and again, often with the consent, if not
the encouragement, of the West. Europeans have so far missed an opportunity to engage with those groups
that often form the most popular and best organized opposition. Such neglect might result in missed
momentum that could have made way for a process of reconceptualizing democracy in the Middle east,
allowing the Arab world to escape from simply copying Western-based definitions of democracy - something
that would shift the debate from the legitimacy of importing foreign political institutions to the best way of
increasing popular participation.

Finally, this article makes a few suggestions on how the European community can increase mutual
understanding and take its political efforts up a gear in the region of the Middle East:

A new dialogue would be most welcome and a far more nuanced approach from the EU, treating
Islamism as one among many factors embedded within diverse and evolving contexts, is necessary.

I Create a platform inviting prominent reform-minded Islamists together with European politicians to
share their knowledge and experiences on political reform, social activism and the rule of law as a
matter of including all relevant players and aiming for more European credibility in the long run.

I Europe needs to emphasize the strengthening of democratic principles on a sustainable basis more
in its cooperation agreements.

I Strengthening democracy implies accepting political pluralism. Thus, engaging with all relevant
players - including Islamist parties and other reform-minded politicians - and encouraging their
efforts made. Such an attitude will certainly push the political reform process forward.



I. INTRODUCTION

Many residents of the Middle East and, more recently, Western powers — have placed great hope in a
democratization process in the region. Yet, authoritarianism remains the norm, and movement towards
democracy is both slow and uneven. The dramatic events in Iraq certainly boosted intense global debates on
the issue. For sure, the first results of the US-led experiment in Iraq did not bring about the change expected.
However, if one should retain one thing, let it be this: if a road towards democracy in the Middle East exists,
it will be one that acknowledges the role of Islam and Islamist parties in it. For the latter are amongst the
best organized, most successful and best rooted organizations of the region. These organizations often offer
the population of the Arab countries beacons of reliability, which stand in sharp contrast to their official
authorities.

This Working Paper argues that Islamist parties have to be understood within their broader social context
and that they need to be recognized as important players in the dynamics of political participation in the
Arab world. Moreover, their role in the enhancement of democratization processes in this particular region
is too significant simply to overlook.
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Islamism has gone through a long history of inner intellectual renewal, a point being ignored far too often.

Terms such as ‘1l slamism’ or ‘1l sl amic fanotktanfinent al i
themselves to only the ritual and moral renewal of the mass of individual Muslims. Their activism also

includes the political and social dimensions of religion. This needs to be understood as a reaction to western

concepts of modernity and to political decay within the Muslim world. Still, none of these designations are
unambiguous: the term fundamentalismis also applicable to other world-views using religious conservatism

to tackle political and social issues. The term Islamismcreates confusion with Islam,and they are often

unjustly used as synonyms, while political Islamleaves us presuming that an a-political form of Islam also

exists, which ignores the fact that every religion inherently carries a political aspect. Professor Sami Zemni

uses the following clear description of Islamism:

aLatkYAEY Aa F LREAGAONE ARS2f238 FGdSYLWGAY3I
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Islamism first came into existence, inspired by a rational urge for social justice, an Islamic renaissance and
the rejection of Western superiority at the beginning of the 20" century. By the end of the nineteen-
seventies, when nationalism and socialism had failed to bring forward the necessary solutions to the critical
social context in the Middle East, Islamism as an ideology became wide spread amongst the peoples of the
Muslim World. It was promoted as a counterweight to the authoritarian, militaristic and nationalist
governments in many countries of the region. Of course, the success of the Islamic Revolution in Iran has
accelerated the process and, influenced by revolutionary thinkers like Hassan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb,
Islamism developed into a radical movement with a well defined strategy regarding the action and execution
of the Islamic ideals. Radical Islamism had to cope with the fact that the reality in which Islamists were
operating is far from the idea of establishing a transnational Islamic order, for they were confronted with
pre-existing borders and nations. Moreover, under the impulse of the globalizing and individualizing world,



Islam became less obvious. Today, Islamists take up the challenge and driven by their internal ideological
dynamics they search for new constructive ways of dealing with reality.

Professor Sami Zemni discerns three tendencies in strategies of contemporary Islamists: (1) Rl Q érl:
preaching, (2) jihad or armed struggle, (3) hizbiyya or reform through political participation
(party/parlia me nt ) . Especially this | ast one characteri
Islamism. It clearly depicts an ideological shifting and a decisive break with the violent revolutionary groups.
Hizbiyyasuggests acceptance of elections, nonviolent political participation and power shifts. Thomas J.

Butko pushes this stance even further by stating that Islam itself becomes subordinate to the goal of socio-

political revolution:

GaXLatlYAald Y2@0SYSyida | NB y2i ithidehey of ddktding andNiBith,A 3 A 2
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construct a unified andisciplined organization through which they seek to establish a new society, a
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2004: 41-42)

Still, it remains difficult to interpret how these Islamist parties relate themselves to the institutional
infrastructure of the countries in which they are operating, or to which degree they are willing to accept

political pluralism and how they explain the use of violence or affiliations with military fractions. According

to Carnegie’s senior associate, Amr Hamzawy, t hi
political realities Islamists find themselves in. He identifies three major forms of Islamist political
participation in the public domain:

(1) weak or failed states:the situation in Iraqg, Lebanon, the Palestinian territories and Sudan. Despite the
relative organizational freedom, Islamist movements operate in a climate of relative chaos. The lifeless
constitutional bodies do not have the capacity to put their affairs in order, which turns the situation into an
ideal recipe for instability and the creation of structures that do not match with democratic mechanisms. In
such a context, Islamist parties mostly choose to keep their military capacity. This raises questions about
whether they would use this power against their political opponents.

(2) Oases of incorporatigtike Morocco, Bahrain, Kuwait and Algeria, where full and peaceful cooperation is
the only strategic option. Only through gradual political participation and coalitions with the governing elites
Islamists can widen the political openings. Although there are many differences between Islamist groups,
most of them agree on three subjects: respect for the institutional framework of the respective state,
acceptance of the principle of pluralism as a legitimate part of the political system and gradual withdrawal
from the exclusivist and ideological debate. On one hand, they are being tested on their political reliability by
the regimes involved. On the other hand, they need to convince their followers of the necessity of a peaceful
solution in times where exclusive religious groups accuse them of apostasy.

(3) A third pattern is situated in-between the failed states and the more inclusive ones, semi-authoritarian
regimes treating moderate Islamist parties according to how the political wind blows. Egypt and, recently,



Jordan have fallen under this description. The political space and rules offered to Islamist parties are stable
only in their instability. (Hamzawy & Brown 2008: 3)

Il. UNDERSTANDING ISLAMIST PARTIES AS SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

To gain substantial insight into the internal dynamics and mobilization capacity of Islamist movements, one
needs to focus on their social activism. The next paragraph analyzes how social activist movements operate
within the social field, how they interact with their supporters and how Islamist movements gained such
great support in an environment where little space is given to political participation and social activism.

Political opportunities. This dimension is particularly important because social movements do not simply
operate in a vacuum; they are embedded in a social climate and a specific political context. These exogenous
factors determine the manoeuvring space of social movements and can limit the array of potential
strategies, regardless of the degree of discomfort present amongst the population, nor the availability of
mobilizing structures. One should refer in this matter to the findings of Amr Hamzawy, explained above.
Thus, political opportunities have a significant impact on the viability of social movements itself. The five
most important variables determining the access to the political space are: the level of formal and informal
access to constitutional bodies and decision making mechanisms, the degree of susceptibility towards
opposition groups, the existence of allies and opponents, the stability of the ruling elites and coalitions, the
character of state repression and the institutional capacity. (Mc Adam, Mc Carthy & Zald 1996: 15-19)

However, even more important than defining what these exogenous variables are, is to look at the results
they pritedpbSyay3a“FyR Of2aiAy3a 2F LRt AGAOI AL OS | YR
the case of Hamas in the Palestinian occupied territories, for example, a first tangible opening in the political

space came with the 1977 election of the Likud Party in Israel, because, in response to the ever growing
influence of the PLO (in those days still a branch of the Muslim Brotherhood) in the Palestinian territories,
Likud tried to take the wind out of the rheatt t er’
Similarly, the Oslo agreements and their failure to bring about the expected progress must also be
understood as a political momentum, considerably

It is to these political realities that social movements will react on a merely rational basis. Movement
entrepreneurs will then carefully select or create the most effective sub-organizations, through which
strategic resources and personnel are deployed. Islamist leaders are, in this respect, very much strategic
thinkers operating in a political context that immediately influences their decisions.

Mobilizing structures. This refers to organizational resources that may or may not be subordinate to the
lead organization. One of the most central and common examples of mobilizing structures is the mosque,
the core meeting place for religious experience and a polyvalent physical space for Islamic matters such as
lectures, study groups, learning cycles and so on. They not only connect people from within one local
community; mosques are also part of an organic, national network connecting external communities and
activists.

! Citation: Gamson & Meyer, Framing political opportunityjn Mc Adam, Mc Carthy & Zald 1996, p. 277.



Another level of organizational resourcesis| s | ami ¢ NGO' s : medi cal center s,
restaurants for the poor, cultural centers, microfinance services, schools, amongst others, which provide
basic soci al services for peopl ®day-td-damissuesin Muslimn
societies. Within this organizational context, Islamists do not only offer social provisions - often where

ng t

governmental programs are inefficient or nonexistent - they also make intensive use of social interaction and

local mediation in order to connect with people on a moral level. In many cases, positive incentives or

carrots are used: people and even their families are rewarded for their loyalty to the organization. Deeply

rooted in socio-economic development programs, these organizational resources represent the friendly face

of the party and are a highly visible factor in society. Furthermore, movement entrepreneurs deliberately

create sub-organizations and institutional infrastructures with strategically placed personnel and resources

in order to produce the most ef fi ci enotementenct only t . T h
because of personal preferences, but also due to a variety of incentives offered by the organization. (Butko

2004: 50)

Within civil society, Islamists also try to mobilize through student or professional associations. Partly due to
the downfall of leftist movements after the Cold War, Islamic movements took hold of a large part of these
associations or syndicates through which they now also can promote their message. On top of this wide
range of organizational platforms - and one can speak quite rightly of social compartmentalization - the
political movements themselves have become a mobilization instrument of the Islamist movement, as a
reaction to limited political liberalization in the Middle East. In Jordan, Yemen, Morocco, Turkey and
elsewhere moderate Islamists have shown a remarkable mobilization capacity through the creation of
political parties. Even the radical reformers such as the Wl Y | Qslainiyylaahd Islamic Jihad in Egypt have
attempted to create political vehicles (for example: the Hizb al{ K | bldd tRd Hizb allslah, although these
have faced continuous friction and repression from the Egyptian authorities.

This final element, state repression, is an especially important motivation to create an extended network of
rather loose and flexible social contacts apart from the formal organizational structures. These networks are
indispensable for the survival of Islamic activism in the region.

Ideological framing. A social movement has to be capable of expressing its ideology in clear formulations
towards the target group. The point is to popularize effectively the ideology of the movement. Nowadays, all
modern technologies are used to achieve this goal, ranging from basic leaflets to entire media broadcasting
corporations. He z b o | Fstatlod ad-MafdaWand radio station al-Nur, are explicit examples of framing
instruments. Cultural-ideological framings are the bumper-sticker versions of the broader philosophy of a
social movement. Important to note is the level of resonance of the ideological wrapping with the public.
After all, this factor determines whether the movement will be capable of transforming the potential into
real action. When a movement uses authentic symbols, rituals, language and identity in formulating its
message, it will reverberate better with the audience and eventually strengthen the mobilization.
Nonetheless, the level of resonance with the audience is not entirely subject to this cultural like-mindedness.
The reputation of the group responsible for articulating the frame, and thus the reliability of it, is a crucial
factor as well. (Wiktorowicz 2004: 16)

Cultural and ideological framings create a process of constructing meaning and are used to define what is
good or bad. The process consists of identify i ng “t he probl em”, then f orn
articulating a | ogical way of thinking in order t

10



solution! ). Bet ween different galledframkhegamongxste.nt s a

When it comes to ideological framing, Islamists of course have the advantage of referring to the ultimate
source of legitimacy in Muslim countries: the divine. However, most regimes of the Middle East have
understood this much too, so they have started using various forms of Islam as a source of legitimacy. Some
researchers refer in this case to Muslim Politicswhich is described as:

G¢KS O2YLISGAGAZ2Y YR 0O2yiSaild 20SNJ 020K GKS Ay
institutions both formal and informal, that produce and sustaiime m. = ( Ei ckel man &

5)

It is only that the regime variant of the Islamic inspired frame will put more emphasis on individual
religiousness and will encourage political quietism. As mentioned above, the success of Islamists against the
state is very much related to the reputation of the frame articulators. Failed modernization attempts and

political repression have caused dwindlingffceuppor
I sl am’ . Especially those who have fallen victim
governments, turn more and more to ‘popular | sl am

of people, Islamists have skilfully diluted religious themes with nationalist and non-religious elements.
Hence, they attract more followers that prefer a change in the socio-political status-quo, rather than Islamic
reform. (Wiktorowicz 2004: 18 and Harik 1996:17)

Ill. HOW ISLAMIST PARTIES PLAY A RELEVANT ROLE IN MIDDLE EASTERN REFORM POLITICS

For many years, societies in the Middle East have been left out of consideration, giving way to the
geopolitical haze surrounding the region. Only some ten yearsagowas® Cc i VvV i lintreduced int® theyfield
of study of the Middle East. Furthermore, applying the concept of civil society on the Middle East raises of
course interesting debates about the status of minorities, gender equality, human rights and so on.> Most
countries in the Middle East carry a whole additional freight of troubles, with cities literally bursting at the
seams, inefficient and irresponsible bureaucracies, thriving unemployment rates, an enormous youth bulge,
corruption and many of the Arab governments depending on rentier state systems, resulting in a long history
of failed reform programs and people not trusting their governments anymore. Today, Islamist movements
appear to be one of the most effective political actors presenting a considerable challenge to the
authoritarian regimes of the region. It should be noted that Islamist opposition groups have been successful
in building out an extensive network of organizations and associations that meet the needs of societies in
transition countries like those of the Middle East. Still, little is known about where exactly these Islamist
movements are located within civil society. In some countries, Islamist opposition is only a negligible part of
the picture, a glaring contrast to the caricature that mainstream media make of this phenomenon.

August Richard Nortonb el i eves t hat today’ s c Hledged positigneo Isiarsist
movements within the framework of civil society and follow up closely on their metamorphosis. Reform in
the Middle East will fail if these groups are not involved in the process. But the reverse counts as well: unless
Islamists are willing to play the game following the rules of a civil society, it will be difficult to see their
participation in a reform project.

* One should be careful when applying Western concepts, e.g. civil society, to a non-Western subject. A common result
is the HfAori ent a lthouzcantiderimgnfactualmrid possibl®posaie tiersity. @iolff 1998: 53-59,
Wiktorowicz 2004: xi and Robinson 2004: 113)

11
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The specific setting of the Middle East. In order to stay in power, many regimes in the Middle East put
their trust in political exclusion or severe repression. Under such circumstances, civilians are obliged to build
collective identities through formal or informal networks. This aspect makes social movements in this area
slightly different from social movements elsewhere. This world of networks partly explains the
organizational power and emergence of these groupings (Singerman 2004: 143-144).

Characterized by political exclusion and extremely limited civilian participation, dominant monarchies,
dynastic lineage and the national army continue to control public life in these countries. No fewer than
fourteen countries in the Middle East are ruled by one royal family: the Kingdom of Morocco, the Hashemite
Kingdom of Jordan, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the Sultanate of Oman, and the
seven members of the federation of the United Arab Emirates. Even if in some of these countries ministers
or magistrates hold relatively important seats, for example in Jordan or Morocco, still these institutional
bodies are bound to the goodwill of the monarch. (Noyon 2003: 43)

Also in self declared secular and nationalist regimes dynastic succession remains standard, for example
Mubarak in Egypt, Gaddafi in Libya, Baathist Syria, Ali Abdallah al Saleh in Yemen and, until recently, the sons

of Saddam Hussein in lragq. T h e s eresillemily, despiteriithitedsot at e s

even a complete absence of transparency, financial accountability, legislative or judicial autonomy. These
leaders have an extensive security apparatus to rely on when times do become difficult for them every once
in a while.® For those in charge, the only problem with these military wings is that they can turn out
dangerous for those leaders who do not have a powerful supporters base or legitimacy.

However, this type of political context would explain weak social movements and opposition groups in
particular, which seems to be a contradiction to the (often illegal) political activism in the area. The question
thereby arises how Islamist activists, as opposed to liberals, socialists or communists, have been able to
broaden such a movement with success.

Islam and civil society. Analyzing civil society and Islam requires Islam to be considered not solely as a
religion, but as a total and inclusive concept, at all times intertwined with the political, for Islam considers
itself the highest legitimate political power. It thus provides a theoretic framework for the ideological as well
as the practical organization of society. (Rahman 2002: 85)

Islamic societies have experienced a long history of developing Islamic organizations and institutions,
through which individuals participated in the social domain. Partly these kinds of bodies already existed in
pre-Islamic tribal societies and both Christians and Jews knew similar practices. A particular Islamic
organizational form is the waqf, estates or buildings under religious autonomous management. These
mighty institutions have functioned in the past as buffers against illegitimate or extravagant display of power
by the ruler. (Noyon 2003: 12) Nowadays, these religious foundations function much like NGOs or other
forms of community ties that are part of civil society. Religious endowments, waqfs serve today as hospitals,
schools, restaurants for the poor and other charitable means.

Another specific role is played by the 6 | T | ImNdBh&2e& Znd traders of the bazaars. Traditionally the
bazaars are situated in the heart of Middle Eastern cities and almost no city can be discussed without
mentioning its bazaar. These merchants constituted an important source of support for the Wdzf thél

3 Obtaining weapons for these kinds of operations does not seem difficult either. International powers like Russia, the
USA, France and the UK can be called court suppliers in terms of military support and private arms traffic in the region.
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religious elite. Their special relationship was based on mutual needs; whiled I | | h 8l& @ & dilanmafore
the |l egitimacy of t heir economi c ac ulamainttheiretern an d
needed the economic support ofthe 6 I 1 | forNideiQeligious activities.

In most Islamic countries institutions or influential movements possess fundaments of civil society, albeit not
necessarily sovereign individuals or citizens, as often assumed by the western world. Massoud Kamali
numbers important preconditions for civil society:

(1) Relative autonomy of the public domain with regard to the state;
(2) Relative autonomous access to the state or the ruling elites;

(3) The existence of a public debate enjoying relative independence;
(4) Judicial or normative protection of public figures and institutions;
(5) A sense of solidarity existing, based on the reallocation of goods.

When applied to the Islamic world, researchers remark that the W dzf ks¥r- historical social class takes up
an extraordinary position from where they constitute a religious and foremost a legitimate challenge to the
state. This draws partly from their economic viability through religious taxes and the financial support of the
o T I N3 &din®Btresses the financial autonomy of the latter. (Qassem 2005: 245) Another way of
assessing the autonomy of the religious class is bringing in the theological concept of ijtihad (independent
interpretive judgment or autonomous reasoning). Only a mujtahid, a person with substantial knowledge and
thus someone capable of autonomous reasoning, can exert ijtihad to assist the religious community, the
umma This can be considered as another source of autonomy and status ascribed tothe Wdzf | Y I &

The second precondition refers to civil groups reaching and influencing the state through institutions. The
religious elite could exercise such influence through its position as a representative body of civil society, not
least because of its presence in the judicial system. Today these are mostly Islamic parties and to a certain
extent individual clerics, that have formal or informal relations with government figures or ministries
(especially health & education departments). (Noyon 2003: 18-19)

Socio-political institutions where public debate can occur freely and that might influence political decision
making, can be found in, or related to, the mosques. The Friday sermon is and has been a very important
factor in propagating and legitimizing political ideas or vice versa. Especially within societies where literacy
cannot always be taken for granted, rhetoric and recitation are to be considered an essential part of
communication and mobilization.*

A fourth condition holds that there must be a legal protection for the institutional framework of civil society.
Thanks to the juridical expertise of the W dzf [réfekring to their knowledge of the & K I Nthe@dan seize
the opportunity to protect the religious community and defend them against state interventions.

Solidarity amongst the members of society, based on a common sense for social justice, implies that the
individual and the group feel comfortable in a community providing them with the essentials for a worthy
life. (Schwedler 1995: 16-17) Though this fifth precondition is based on social righteousness, it carries a

*During thel s | ami ¢ r ev o ou7t9i)o nt hi ensest vesaeffecrifodn7s8bilizing people. Riots tended to
be more intense on Fridays than any other given day. (Kamali 2001: 460)
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strong moral connotation. It is precisely in this field that Islamist parties are one step ahead of the others.
For Islam not only introduces itself as a religion, but also as a socio-political doctrine. In times of increasing
individualism, meritocracy and changing divisions of labour, combined with a widespread erosion of norms
and values, the Islamic answer offers an important foothold for the people in the Middle East. Islamists in
several countries take up the challenge and try to reach a diverse public.

Islamists: full-fledged partners in civil society? How do Islamists integrate themselves in civil society
and what exactly is their role? Primarily, they want to bring about change to the status quo and they are
therefore willing to challenge the official system. Their bottom-up approach aims for a slow bending of the
basic mentality towards Islamic ideals, thus resulting in socio-political justice. To strengthen this idea, they
have created a wide array of practical sub-institutions that show to which extent these parties have serious
intentions. By providing social welfare structures and positive incentives on a local level, Islamists succeed
step by step in winning the hearts and minds of the people that are left behind by their government.
Secondly, they are part of transnational networks’, so they do not necessarily think in terms of centralized
governing and territorial limitations. Although moderate Islamists, taking action through the Hizbiyya
principle, have taken a more pragmatic stance and they have recognized that questioning national borders
(thus delegitimizing the state itself) has brought them few successes. Still, neglecting this transnational
aspect would be too simplistic, for it remains an important factor, due to the high degree of Muslim migrants
in and outside of the Middle East, for financial help from abroad and transnational business contacts in order
to keep these parties viable. Thirdly, by empowering their members Islamists radically change the positions
these people formerly took visa-vis their government. Last, but definitively not least, is how the Islamist
ideology finds its way to the people. The symbols and language used fit in with the lifestyle and mentality of
Mus |l i ms, according to mechanisms of ‘“norms congr
advantage of Islamists: the call on divine authority in a society that is predominantly religious.

We notice that under Islamist impulse, a new language of participation, cultural authenticity, freedom and
even democracy is stressed. In most countries the legitimacy of the regimes is caving in and most leaders
feel citizens breathing down their neck. At least this should be viewed as a positive development, even
though regimes are unlikely to turn to democratization in the near future and will continue using the
electoral vocabulary just every now and then to fob off the international community. Moreover, a genuine
reservation exists about what will happen if Islamists do take over or form a majority in the government. Will
this lead to acceptable and positive results? Iran, Sudan and Afghanistan are terrible examples for this case.
|l sl ami st parties often hold vague positions on wo
minorities and tolerance of secular beliefs. Fortunately, most moderate Islamists do acknowledge this and
for the moment there is still an intense debate going on about the most appropriate political path that needs
to be taken. (Hamzawy 2007: 2)

The interconnected world of Islamist social activism. Previous paragraphs dealt with characteristics of
social movements and how Islamist activism is not a unique phenomenon to be separated out and dealt with
as a “problem”. What does constitute a particul a
world of social networks existing in the Middle East. Combining sociology and political science, networks
take on political meaning and political utility in circumstances where formal, bureaucratized, visible, legal

> For example, Hizb al Tahrir, a transnational and neo-fundamentalist party: www.hizb-ut-tahrir.org
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collective action is systematically repressed. Networks have also been useful for the expansion and
explanation of all different branches of Islamism throughout the region, and until today they continue to be
a very important element in the success story of Islamism. Debating about social networks implies the
notion of public versus private spheres. Diane Singerman believes that Islamism is innovative in this context
for two reasons. (Singerman 2004: 150-152) First, Islamists reformulate the boundaries between the private
and the public domain, challenging the regimes by putting f i r st a | ess secul a
and good governance. This rejection of secul

almost every regime in the Middle East. Even in nations claiming religious legitimacy or having Islamic
inspired laws, such as Morocco, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, the religious authorities are still subordinated to
dynastic rulers or the army. Islamists also want to change that formula. As stated by Seyla Benhabib:

r

Vi s

arisn
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Secondly Singerman mentions Islamists making intensive use of informal networks and other less visible
means to raise support. Apart from formal, bureaucratic, collective organization, these kind of interlinkages

operating outside the state’s cont rianlinthapublicsghetec r at i

in an unconventional manner. The use of social networks and informal mobilization resources is typical for
repressive government structures where visibility might be dangerous.

The decentralized character of Islamic authority, the importance of personal charisma and social connections
and the continuing political repression, all make the Middle East an excellent breeding ground for the
elaboration of informal networks. According to studies lead by Quintan Wiktorowicz ,the Jordanian regime
for example, succeeded in maintaining socio-political control in spite of the many opposition parties, thanks
to “the management of collective action”, or
activism into a less political direction. (Wiktorowicz 2000: 44).

To this we must add the idea of identity construction, saying that collective action can be understood as a
phenomenon deeply rooted in identity construction. For it is constructed according to culturally and
historically grown concepts of the public and the private domain. Thomas Butko names it the creation of a
conceptual framework that is in continuous interaction with the individual or the collective. It formulates
and reformulates meanings and concepts, so collective action does not need to be public per se. Moreover,
Islamists have the advantage of a divine cause, which makes it easier for them to turn a mere sympathizer
into an activist: it is far easier for Islamists to raise questions within society, because it is difficult to oppose
Islam in a Muslim dominated society. Furthermore religious leaders do not necessarily need to persuade
people with rational arguments, as their followers can also be touched by the spirit of the message. Taking
into account this almost divine motivation, followers of the movement can more easily become engaged in
risky activism and violent outbursts against the official system. In short, social and informal networks are
important elements that construct collective identity and therefore have a political sense. They are used
under circumstances where formal, bureaucratic, visible or legal collective action is repressed. Informal
networks form a parallel political forum connecting people, families and communities from different areas
and diverse backgrounds and offering an opportunity for political debate.
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Islam and Democracy? The issue about congruency between Islam and democracy is as much a political as
it is a philosophical question. It is important to ask under what conditions Muslims can make Islam
compatible with the desired notions of democracy, not whether democracy and Islam are their very own
antitheses or not. This is exactly what Islamist movements today are struggling for. In the West, too, there
was and still is a complex process of redefining and combining nondemocratic traditions with existing
democratic customs needed, for democratic theories to emerge and be accepted. As Asef Bayat, author of
Social movements & the Pdstamist turnstates:
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all engaged in redefining the truth of their creed through either ordinary geéctice or deliberate
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I ndeed by deploying their
campaigns, articulated largely in religious idioms, Islamists promote egalitarian ethics. This can be related to
the political system of I slam which is based
influential Sunni thinkers of the 20™ century: tawheed o r ‘
khilafator ‘ cal i phate’ . (Maududi 1976: 159)

This means that there is only one imperative will of God for all aspects of human life. Islam must be
understood as a total concept and there can only be one sovereign for the whole community of men, and
that is God. For many analysts this makes Islam the very antithesis of secular Western democracy, where the
people have sovereignty. Still, Maududi - and several other contemporary Muslim thinkers with him - does
not reject democracy on this basis; rather, he calls for democracy framed within tawheed What comes
down to a community that is not ruled by elites or particular political classes, but one that is ruled entirely by

the Muslim population as a whole,inac cor dance with the Qur’'an and

democracy begins in Islam. The authority of the caliphate is bestowed on the umma, the religious
community as a whole and as such every person in Islamic society enjoys the rights and powers of the

power of presence’”
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caliphate. Thus, no one but God has the supr eme

vicegerents (khilafah)entitled to interpret the law of God when such interpretation becomes necessary. This
can be interpreted as a foundation for human equality and of opposition to systems of hierarchy and
absolutism. Here, several additional Islamic concepts play a key role in the development of Islamic
democratic theory: ijtihad or independent analogue reasoning, shuraor consultation and A 2 Yt-cddsensus.
Of course these concepts continue to have various meanings until today and many may argue that these
formulations of democracy may not fit into the limits of a Western-based definition of democracy. However,
this discussion represents an important alternative perspective on democratization in the Arab world, for
many contemporary Muslims do recognize the ideals of democracy, b