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I 

slamist parties in the Maghreb 
region have metamorphosised 
into small groups much more 
interested in maintaining links 
with established regimes and 
institutions than in trans-

forming them completely. Their 
attitude might turn out to be part 
of their tactics for avoiding direct 
confrontation with the authori-
ties, especially when we know that 
Islamists in North Africa have lost 
their previous confrontations with 
regimes in place.

Fortunately, in a way, there have 
been experiences of Islamist par-
ties exercising power in Maghreb 
countries. These experiences in 
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco are 
still going on. The Algerian experi-
ence predates the “Arab spring.” In 
all three experiences, reality dealt 
Islamists a serious wake-up blow. 
They had to contend with the fact 
that their projects for major societal 
change according to one particular 
vision lead to hopeless confronta-
tions with the regimes in place, 
confrontations that the Islamists 
inevitably lose since legitimacy and 
instruments of power were in the 
hands of the state.

Islamist movements have found 
ways to rationalise their defeats by 
appealing to their previous experi-
ences with the state. This time, they 
were unable to find an acceptable 
explanation for their regression in 
popular polls in Morocco, Tunisia 
and Algeria.

The stage of confrontations 
with the political, military and 
religious establishments was over 

quite some time ago but the Islam-

ists failed to win over the establish-
ment and the masses to their Islami-
sation project even after trying to 
infiltrate educational systems and 
creating enlisting structures such as 
charitable organisations and educa-
tional and recreational institutions.

Some Islamist movements had 
to resort to severing organisational 
and structural ties with the Interna-
tional Organisation of the Muslim 
Brotherhood but continued to 
subscribe to the general spirit of the 
Brotherhood’s project.

When North African Islamist par-
ties severed their ties to the mother 
organisation, they turned into 
local or regional organisations and 
immediately confronted a serious 
intellectual crisis. When these par-
ties were under the umbrella of the 
mother organisation, the concep-
tual framework was set and they 
had access to ready-made answers 
to many issues.

As local organisations, however, 
Islamist parties in the Maghreb had 
to make concessions, such as chang-
ing their names and trying to come 
up with quick answers to pressing 
questions.

For their survival, they had to 
accept secular laws regulating 
party structure and operations and 
that usually forbid using religious 
affiliation in the identification of 
political parties. They had to switch 
to the umbrella of secular democ-
racy, which dictates the acceptance 
of others and of rules and regula-
tions that often go against Islamist 
concepts.

Islamist movements in the 
Maghreb accepted the secular rules 

of the political game and trans-
formed themselves into political 
parties so as not to give the state a 
reason to eliminate them from the 
political scene. They were also hop-
ing to have plenty of freedom, space 
and time to reorganise, recruit 
and rebuild economic and cultural 
networks so as to have wider circles 
of influence.

They knew they were operating 
in societies that usually do not look 
favourably on organisations in con-
stant conflict with the “ruler.”

In trying to justify their transfor-
mation into local political move-
ments, Islamists often appealed 
to the experiences of leftist and 
nationalistic movements that had 
gone local and given up their major 
political beliefs to make peace with 
the state.

The problem with the Islamists, 
however, lies in their failure to give 
up their main political beliefs. On 
the contrary, they have tried to 
mould their experiences as local 
organisations around those political 
beliefs and, of course, ended up in 
direct confrontation with the state 
apparatus once again.

Bloody confrontations with the 
state convinced Islamist move-
ments that they will never be able to 
defeat the state. The wiser alterna-
tive was to get along with the state 
and play its political game. Islamist 
movements therefore started to 
legitimise their participation in po-
litical life and agreed to make very 
painful intellectual concessions to 
alleviate the fears of the dominant 
political classes. Thus, the major 
Islamist groups had to give up their 

demand for implementing Sharia 
and shelved the slogan “Islam is the 
solution.”

In Tunisia, the Islamists were 
beaten in the 2014 parliamen-
tary elections and, in Algeria, they 
received the lowest results in the 
latest local elections. In Morocco, 
the Islamist-led government failed 
to bring about effective economic 
and social results. 

When we look at comments on 
social media, we find that most Is-
lamists acknowledge that their par-
ties have lost on two fronts. On the 
one hand, these parties abandoned 
their ideological roots and their 
dream of a total societal change. On 
the other, they failed to get to the 
centre of power and remain there.

It was precisely for this power 
that these parties had to let go of 
their profound identity to be ac-
cepted by the deep state. That failed 
to happen and the Islamists became 
marginalised.

In the 90 years since they  
began imagining a religious state, 
Islamists might be discovering 
that their dream was a mirage. The 
reason for this failure has nothing to 
do with sharia, a lack of diligence on 
their part or with the strict inter-
pretation of the sacred text, but 
with their failure to come up with 
a down-to-earth model that deals 
with people’s real problems.

Because of that, the Islamists 
went from the blessed few to parties 
with limited social effect. Once they 
decide to abandon their self-conceit 
and stop chasing mirages, these par-
ties could perhaps start contributing 
to development efforts.
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Islamists have also 
lost any support they 
previously enjoyed 
from human rights 
activists, trade 
unions or 
intellectuals in 
general. 
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orocco’s ruling Islam-
ist Justice and Devel-
opment Party (PJD) 
has turned the page 
on populist former 

Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane 
with the election of current Prime 
Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani as 
its secretary-general.

Othmani won votes from 1,006 of 
the 1,943 PJD delegates against 912 
for Fez Mayor Driss el-Azami, who 
was reportedly backed by Benkirane. 
This is Othmani’s second term at the 
helm of the PJD, which he led from 
2004-08.

Othmani succeeded Benkirane, 
who had stayed at the head of the 
party for nine years, promoting a 
populist platform to garner support. 
Benkirane led Morocco’s govern-
ment for more than five years before 
being dismissed by Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI in March after the 
former prime minister failed to form 
a coalition government.

Analysts differ on whether Othm-
ani would fundamentally change the 
party’s political approach and steer 
it from the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
sphere of influence.

However, his election is a clear 
break from Benkirane, who was per-
ceived as representing an “extremist 
current” in the PJD. Although deny-
ing direct links to the Muslim Broth-
erhood, Benkirane’s policies were 
initially influenced by the group’s 
orientations.

Abdelhakim Karman, a Moroccan 
researcher in political science and 
sociology of organisations, attribut-
ed Benkirane’s loss to the failure of 
the PJD leadership to absorb the his-
torical, constitutional, institutional 
and sociological realities in Morocco.

“It was normal that opposing 
voices from within the PJD came 
out against the current of extrem-
ism led by former secretary-general 
as desire to adapt and preserve their 
interests in the Moroccan political 

arena and thus continue to partici-
pate in the government’s work and 
political game,” Karman told the 
London-based Al Arab daily.

Karman warned against expecting 
that the PJD had changed its identity 
permanently.

“The exchange of roles between 
the party’s leadership came after it 
thought that it was backed by ‘the 
street’. It then tried to isolate and en-
able and control the wheels of state 
and society,” he said.

“It is a leadership that accepts cer-
tain tactical concessions and forms 
of political accommodation and 
moderate speech, an equation de-
rived from the thought and referenc-
es and behaviour of Islamist groups 
themselves,” he added.

However, Abdessalam al-Aziz, 

secretary-general of the National It-
tihadi Congress (CNI), said Othmani 
won the election thanks to the Unity 
and Reform Movement’s support 
(MUR) and that nothing had changed 
in terms of the party’s Islamist ap-
proach.

“I think the PJD leadership’s 
ties with the MUR will strengthen 
more after Benkirane’s departure,”  

said Aziz.
The MUR is the PJD’s religious and 

ideological wing and has been the 
threshold for many PJD members, 
including Mustapha el-Khalfi and 
Bassima Hakkaoui, who are minis-
ters in the current government.

Aziz said “the PJD’s elite, includ-
ing many ministers, backed Othma-
ni to lead the Islamist party because 
they want to carry on their partici-
pation in the government” despite 
the past rumours of a party split fol-
lowing the national council’s vote 
against an amendment that would 
have allowed Benkirane to run for a 
third term as PJD secretary-general.

“Benkirane’s populist speeches, 
which drew massive crowds, will 
no longer continue under Othmani’s 
leadership,” said Aziz.

Unlike his predecessor, Othmani, 
a psychiatrist and scholar, is a quiet 
and calm politician who avoids me-
dia confrontations.

Othmani’s government has sought 
to fight corruption, a problem that 
the previous government failed to 
tackle despite Benkirane’s repeated 
promises.

King Mohammed VI recently im-
posed sanctions against scores of 
Interior Ministry officials, less than a 
month after he sacked several min-
isters and senior officials for failing 
to improve the economy in the long-
neglected Rif region.

Othmani pledged to address 
shortcomings of the National De-
velopment Model, which has been 
criticised by the king, and curb dis-
parities between regions. The gov-
ernment is aiming to carry on ma-
jor structural reforms to promote a 
more diversified economy.

Experts said Islamist parties in 
the Maghreb are being torn between 
old pro-Muslim Brotherhood lean-
ings and the need to walk away from 
that legacy to integrate their own 
political environments and help 
their countries meet socio-economic 
challenges.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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Tactical concessions. Moroccan Prime Minister and Secretary-Ge-
neral of the ruling Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD) 
Saad Eddine El Othmani at a news conference at the headquarters 
of the PJD in Rabat.       (AP)

Morocco’s Islamists elect new leader,
walking away from predecessor’s populism

Benkirane’s loss was 
attributed to the failure 
of the PJD leadership to 
absorb the historical, 
constitutional, 
institutional and 
sociological realities in 
Morocco.
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A 

poll conducted by the 
US polling firm Zogby 
Research Services in-
dicates that majorities 
in many Arab countries 

say religious movements should 
“restrict themselves to personal 
faith and spiritual guidance.”

Strong majorities of respond-
ents in Saudi Arabia (85%), the 
United Arab Emirates (84%), Tur-
key (84%), Egypt (81%), Lebanon 
(59%) and Jordan (56%) said they 
favoured such an attitude.

The poll, commissioned by the 
Bani Yas Forum, was conducted in 
August and September in a num-
ber of Middle East and North Af-
rican countries, including Egypt, 
Lebanon, Jordan, the Palestinian 
territories, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Turkey.

Majorities of respondents among 
Palestinians (61%) and Iraqis (59%) 
said they favoured religious move-
ments playing “a direct role in po-
litical life and governance.”

Majorities in all the polled Arab 
countries and Turkey, except for 
Lebanon, shared a viewpoint 
which sees a weakening effect on 
countries from Islamist rule.

The point of view that, once in 
power, Islamists make “countries 
weaker” was shared by clear ma-
jorities of respondents in Turkey 
(96%), Saudi Arabia (84%), the 
UAE (84%), Egypt (81%), the Pales-
tinian territories (74%)  Iraq (71%) 
and Jordan (53%).

Majorities also said religious 
movements made the “lives of citi-
zens worse” once assuming power.  
This was the case among respond-
ents in Turkey (96%), Saudi Ara-
bia (84%), the UAE (84%), Egypt 
(83%), Iraq (77%) and the Palestin-
ian territories (70%).
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