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by Bassam Tibi

Islamism in the contemporary Maghrib is the subject of this lecture.
The fact that it is delivered at an Israeli university by a Sunni Arab
of Damascus—one descended from one of that city’s oldest and
most notable families—begs explanation.

My personal point of departure is my commitment to peace,
through acknowledging the place of Israel in the Middle East, and
the right of the Jewish people to sovereignty on the grounds of mu-
tuality. This acknowledgment is clearly related to the topic of this
lecture, given the impediment posed by Islamism to the peace proc-
ess. And since peace in international relations is democratic peace,
this raises the related question of the compatibility of Islamism and
democracy.

Islamism and Democratic Peace

Let me be unequivocal from the very beginning: as a reformist Mus-
lim, I believe in the compatibility of Islam, understood as morality,
with modern democracy. Islamism, in contrast, is not a religion-
based morality, but is rather a concept of political order, which is
not a democratic one. I operate on the assumption that a demo-
cratic peace is a guarantee for non-belligerent conflict resolution,
through which democracies negotiate with each other, rather than
wage war. In this context, the question is whether divine orders—
states based on divine law, such as the Islamic shari‘a or the Jewish
halacha—could live in peace with one another.

Numerous opinion polls demonstrate that secular Israelis are more
favorable to the peace process than non-secular ones. My findings
support a similar assessment for the Arab states. To be sure, peace is
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so urgent in the Middle East that we cannot wait until precondi-
tions of secularization and democratization are achieved. But in re-
alistic terms, we need to ask which political systems are more favorable
to peace than others. My working hypothesis is that an Islamic state
as envisaged by the Islamists cannot accept Israel as an equal partner
for Arab Muslims. In contrast, the traditional Islam-based monar-
chy in Morocco has been highly supportive of the idea of peace with
Israel, as the legacy of the late King Hassan II demonstrated.

But before I test this working hypothesis on the negative connec-
tion between peace and Islamism—and I will do so by a case study
of the Maghrib—it is pertinent to define peace. Prior to the age of
nationalism and the formation of the State of Israel, Muslims and
Jews lived in a kind of social peace with one another. This has some-
times been called the Jewish-Islamic symbiosis, and it is invariably
celebrated in interreligious dialogues. But is this symbiosis the model
we need for a lasting peace in the Middle East? The answer is yes
and no.

The following anecdote clarifies the limits of the historical legacy.
In May 1994, I had the privilege to be a partner in the establish-
ment of a Jewish-Islamic dialogue.1 At the outset, one of the partici-
pants, a rabbi, stood up and expressed the gratitude of Jews to Mus-
lims for their past tolerance and protection, but hastened to add
this: “However, the historical situation has changed. Jews now claim
sovereignty and no longer accept the status of dhimmi (protected
minority). Acceptance of this fact is a precondition of our dialogue.”
The inescapable truth is that since the creation of Israel—and de-
spite all the injustice its creation involved—Jewish-Arab peace is
related to acceptance of the right of Jews to sovereignty.2 Existing
and past injustice must be dealt with in the framework of demo-
cratic peace between sovereign entities. Only after the Peace of
Westphalia—after the establishment of mutually accepted, secular
sovereign states—did religion-based war ceased in Europe. A Mus-
lim-Jewish variety of Westphalia is a precondition of a democratic
peace.3 Islamism constitutes one of its principle impediments.
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The Nature of Islamism

It is the politicization of Islam that produces the ideology of Islamism.
Such politicization, in the form of contemporary Islamic fundamen-
talism, is unprecedented in the history of Islam. Here one cannot
but stress the distinction between the religion of Islam and political
Islam.

Islamism—the Islamic variety of religious fundamentalism—is
first of all a concept of political order. Religious fanaticism, extrem-
ism, and terrorism are only side effects of this phenomenon; they do
not pertain to its substance. The underpinning of Islamism is a con-
cept of political order (nizam siyasi) labeled by the Islamists them-
selves as “God’s rule” (hakimiyyat Allah).4 Islamism matters in the
first place as a vision of an alternative political order, in which Is-
lamists are cast as a counter-élite opposed to the ruling élites. Islam
is a religion of divine precepts. In contrast, Islamism is a political
concept of order.

This Islamism was introduced to the Maghrib from outside the
subregion. Ideologically, the major impact came from the Arab East,
principally Egypt and Syria, via the medium of the Muslim Broth-
erhood and the writings of the Egyptian thinker Sayyid Qutb. Po-
litically, the Iranian Revolution had an immense influence on the
Maghrib—this, despite the apparent difference between Iran’s Shi‘ite
identity and the Sunni identity of Maghribi Muslims. True, the “ex-
port” of the revolution failed, but its ripple effects were noticeable.
There is also evidence that many Maghribi Islamists went to Iran,
and that several of their movements received funds from Teheran.

Militarily, the war in Afghanistan facilitated the shift of political
Islam toward violence, particularly in the Arab world. The Mujahidin
who fought the “infidel” Soviets in Afghanistan after the invasion of
December 1979 included about 20,000 Arabs (among them, of
course, the now-notorious Usamah bin Ladin). Among these warri-
ors of political Islam, there were 2,000 Algerians and an unknown
number of Tunisians and Moroccans. At the end of the war, these
Islamists returned home to engage in politically destabilizing, ir-
regular military action which often took the form of terrorism.

Here it is imperative to reiterate that Islam, as a world religion
and belief, is in no way whatsoever a “threat.” Talk about an “Is-
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lamic threat” is ideological, and needs to be interpreted through the
cultural and psychological analysis of stereotypes and the “othering”
of alien cultures. The tendency in some circles to collapse all distinc-
tion between Islam and Islamism deserves separate study, and I leave
it to another lecturer. Yet in making that crucial distinction, I would
emphasize that while Islam is not (and cannot be) a threat to any-
one, Islamism certainly is—first of all, to regional stability in North
Africa and other parts of the world of Islam, and also to Arab-Israeli
peace.

In the Maghrib, the call for an Islamic state unfolded on several
levels, most dramatically in Algeria where Islamists resorted to the
use of force. At the outset, it was the mosque which “constituted the
first framework for a gestation of the Islamist discourse” (François
Burgat); in the second stage, the Islamist movement “left the obscu-
rity of the mosque... and began via the university to come into pub-
lic view.”5 From the mosque and the academic campus, the Islamist
movement entered the urban street and the subproletarian suburb.
In each setting, the Islamist movement became the vehicle of coun-
ter-élites, determined to displace elites by shattering the system it-
self.

Looking across the Maghrib, the Tunisian movement has the
oldest roots. Rashid al-Ghannushi, who led the development of the
Tunisian movement from its origins, seems to me the most able
Islamist in North Africa.6 He first came in touch with the Muslim
Brotherhood during a study stint in Damascus, and the external
sources of his thought are easy to identify. Ghannushi is certainly a
moderate, but he is clearly not a liberal Muslim. In the early years,
the movement under his guidance pronounced itself a political party
and professed its acceptance of political pluralism. But other pro-
nouncements suggested that Ghannushi had endorsed such plural-
ism as a tactic, and continued to regard Islamist incorporation into
a multi-party system as a state of transition, leading to the ultimate
goal of an Islamic state.

In contrast to Tunisia, political Islam came to Algeria first through
the state’s own politics of “Arabization,” effected in part by import-
ing Muslim Brethren from Egypt. Most prominent among the im-
ported imams was Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazzali, who was brought
to direct the scientific council of the Abd al-Qadir University and
then ascended to still higher educational positions. Ghazzali returned
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to Egypt, where he left a similar legacy (including a fatwa that justi-
fied the slaying of the Egyptian writer Faraj Fuda).7

The next push was violent, and followed the gradual return home
of the Algerian “Afghan Arabs.” These returnees imparted their mili-
tary skills to several thousand more members of the Algerian Islamic
Salvation Front (FIS).8 Algeria provides the only instance in the
Maghrib where an Islamist movement succeeded in mobilizing the
suburbs and becoming an obvious threat to stability.

If Tunisia’s Islamist movement is the Maghrib’s oldest, and Al-
geria’s movement is its most powerful, Morocco’s movement might
best be described as its weakest. Shaykh Abd al-Salam Yasin is little
more than a symbol of Moroccan Islamism. In fact, the Islamic le-
gitimacy of the Moroccan kings as commanders of the faithful leaves
little Islamic ground for a political opposition. (It goes without say-
ing here that the late King Hassan II championed peace, and his son
Muhammad VI is continuing this tradition.)

Given the great sectarianism in groups and subgroups among
the Islamists of the Maghrib, and the related splits in their move-
ments, their prospects for seizing power are clearly limited. But Is-
lamists, even if they fail to establish the divine-political order they
envisage, are nevertheless capable of destabilizing the existing order.
The result could be the creation of a chronic disorder, characterized
by riots, ethno-religious cleavages and internal wars. Algeria pro-
vides a case in point. In this light, Islamism must still be regarded as
the major force of opposition in the Maghrib, and a political reality
to be reckoned with.

Lasting Peace?

It must also be reckoned with in the equation of regional peace. In
my view, Islamic fundamentalism in North Africa is an obstacle to
peace in the Mediterranean. The Algerian Islamist Abbasi Madani
characterized the role of the mosque in this way: “The mission of
the mosque is not the same as that of a church.... The mosque is a
place in which all the affairs of the umma are treated.... It is from
there that the armies left to confront the enemy.”9 In historical terms,
Abbasi Madani is right. But this is not the religion of Islam as re-
vealed ethics; this is Islam reduced to Islamic history. The historian
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of early Islamic jihad, Khalid Yahya Blankinship, informs us that
the mosque indeed served as a part of the logistics of the Islamic
wars of conquest (futuhat).10 But the revival to this concept does dis-
service to peace in the Mediterranean. Such an interpretation is rel-
evant solely to the historical context of jihad and crusades—that is,
of enmity.11 In our age, in which we need Mediterranean peace and
intercultural bridging, we cannot afford to revive that tradition. To
the contrary: it is incumbent on us to engage in the politics of pre-
venting the clash of civilizations.12

This must be extended to the Arab-Israeli conflict. The
Maghrib is a subregion of the Middle Eastern regional subsystem,
and is inevitably involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict and in the search
for a peaceful resolution. And the fact is that the Islamists, including
those of the Maghrib, would never accept a peace with Israel based
on mutual acceptance of sovereignty. A tactical peace cannot be a
lasting peace, just as an Islamist state can never be a democratic
state, based on democratic pluralism and secular civil society. True,
the temporary peace admitted by some Islamists is better than spo-
radic war. But nothing can ever absolve us from the pursuit of a
lasting peace.
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