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EDITOR'S NOTE
From nineteenth century Morocco to contemporary Palestine, this volume of Almunataqa features five 
research articles that are both inter-and multi-disciplinary, an analytical essay on Arab views of Iran based 
on data provided by the Arab Opinion Index, and two book review essays. As usual, Almunataqa’s team has 
been meticulous in its selection of articles to be translated from Arabic into English, prioritizing original and 
significant contributions to knowledge production, while maintaining regional balance. A more challenging 
task has been maintaining gender balance and despite systemic hurdles, Almunataqa features trailblazing 
research by female academics across the region.

In this context, Suhad Daher-Nashif and Areen Hawari offer a glimpse into the daily reality of 
occupation and colonialism in Palestine by employing intersectionality as a conceptual framework to 
explore the lived experiences of married Palestinian women from the West Bank and Gaza Strip who live 
inside Israel, deprived of civil rights. The authors explain the married women’s strategies for coping with a 
colonial regime that reinforces a patriarchal social context.

Mohammed Hemchi and Abdennour Benantar, using a trans-disciplinary perspective, examine the 
validity of the "Algerian exception" narrative as an analytical framework for the 2019 Ḥirāk. They conclude 
that although it is particular to Algeria, the Ḥirāk is part of a regional social phenomenon with transnational 
dynamics.

Imad Mansour and John Daniel Hicks analyse the impact of audience expectations on Tunisia’s foreign 
policy through the lens of Role Theory. They explain the post-2010 change in Tunisia’s foreign policy that 
defied neighbouring states’ expectations that Tunisia maintain strategic distance and non-partisanship and 
its subsequent reversal back to the expected role.

We return in this volume to the Kurdish question in Syria, with Yunus Abakay’s article on both the 
official and public securitization of the Kurdish language. Based on interviews and and approach that 
utilizes the Foucauldian concept of power, this study examines the measures taken to repress manifestations 
of a Kurdish identity through language, and the counter-measures adopted by the Kurdish community to 
reproduce and validate its language in the public space.

In the final study of the volume, Basraoui Yahya examines an overlooked aspect of European domination 
in 19th century Morocco. He sheds light on the illicit practice of pig husbandry and its development into 
a revenue-generating activity for European settlers. The practice also revealed the Makhzen’s inability to 
resist European pressure and protect Morocco’s social fabric and economic interests.

Delving into data provided by the Arab Opinion Index, Hamideh Dorzadeh examines the persistence 
of negative views of Iran held by a majority of Arab citizens, and the continued perception of its regional 
role as a source of threat and instability. It reveals that, in contrast to Lebanon, the sectarian divide in Iraq 
between Sunnis and Shias has little impact on citizens’ opinion.
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This volume contains two book review essays. The first, by Mohamed Chibani, explores the 
methodologies and findings of two books released by the Arab Centre dealing with populism, Frank 
Stengel et al. (eds.), Populism and World Politics: Exploring Inter- and Transnational Dimensions, and 
Aymen Boughanmi, "The People Want": When Democracy Is Eroded, identifying the gaps they fill in 
the literature. The other is by Abdelkarim Amengay, who lays out the contributions and shortcomings of 
Marc Lynch, Jillian Schwedler, & Sean Yom (eds.), The Political Science of the Middle East: Theory and 
Research Since the Arab Uprisings. 

Almuntaqa’s editorial board owes acknowledgement to our dedicated translators: Abby Al Zoubi, 
Nick Lobo, Chris Hitchcock, and Paul Raymond.
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Suhad Daher-Nashif * & Areen Hawari**

The Lived Experiences of Married Palestinian Women 
from the Occupied Territories of 1967 Residing within 
the "Green Line"***

التجربة المعيشية للنساء الفلسطينيات من المناطق المحتلة عام 
1967 المتزوجات والمقيمات داخل "الخط الأخضر"

Abstract: Few studies have delved into the holistic lived experiences of Palestinian women, particularly those 
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip who are married and live inside Israel without documentation or permanent 
residency. This study employs intersectionality as a conceptual framework and explores how these women are 
deprived of civil rights and access to necessities of life. Furthermore, it uncovers how these women continuously 
experience daily life under a colonial regime that imposes a conditional citizenship restricted to Palestinians 
with Israeli passports, and within a patriarchal social context. The study sheds light on the experience of 10 
women living in the centrally located Triangle [al-Muthallath] region and concludes that these women, most 
of whom are first and only wives, find emotional and financial support in their spouses and families. Yet they 
also face political hardships that prevent them from accessing basic rights (e.g., healthcare and education) and 
social difficulties that intensify the psychological implications, as well as their precarity and sense of cultural 
alienation, which leads them to develop multiple coping strategies.

Keywords: Palestinian Women; Triangle Region; Precarity; Intersectionality; Cultural Alienation.

الملخص: قليلة هي الدراسات التي خاضت في شمولية الحياة اليومية التي تعيشها النساء الفلسطينيات، خاصة حاملات الهُوية 
الفلسطينية من الضفة الغربية وقطاع غزة اللاتي تزوجن ويعشن داخل حدود إسرائيل من دون هوية أو وثائق إقامة دائمة. تأتي 
هذه الدراسة، والتي تستخدم التقاطعية بوصفه إطاراً مفاهيميًا، لتسليط الضوء على تجربة عيش أولئك النساء داخل الخط الأخضر 
وهنّ منزوعات من أي حق مدني، في ظل نظام استعماري يفرض مواطنة مشروطة ومحدودة أصلًًا على الفلسطينيين والفلسطينيات 
من حاملي الهُوية/ الجنسية الإسرائيلية، وفي ظل منظومة مجتمعية من بين سماتها الذكورية. تسلط الدراسة الضوء على تجربة 
عشر نساء يعشن في منطقة المثلث وتستنتج أن النساء، في حالة كون الزوجة غالبًا زوجةً وحيدة وزوجةً أولى، يجدن دعمًا معنويًا 
وماديًا من الأزواج، ومن عائلاتهم، ولكنهنّ يواجهن في الوقت ذاته صعوبات سياسية تحرمهن حقوقًا أساسية في الصحة والتعليم، 

وأخرى مجتمعية تكرسّ شعورهن بعدم الاستقرار والاغتراب الثقافي، فيطوّرن في مقابل ذلك استراتيجيات مواجهة متعددة.

كلمات مفتاحية: النساء الفلسطينيات؛ منطقة المثلث؛ عدم الاستقرار؛ التقاطعية؛ الاغتراب الثقافي.

mailto:suhadh%40hotmail.com?subject=
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Introduction

1 For more details on these provisions, see: United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://did.li/
FZZfT

2 On these agreements, see: United Nations, Human Rights Instruments: Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, accessed on 
20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XVtC2x; United Nations, Human Rights Instruments: Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness, accessed on 20/2/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3XUn4RV

3 From the Arabic for "without nationality" [bidūn jinsiyya], the term refers to stateless residents, particularly of Kuwait.
4 Dhuha Salem, "al-Mansiyyāt min al-Niswiyya: Ma alladhī Tuwājihuhu al-Nisāʾ al-Bidūn?," Manshoor, 30/7/2020, accessed on 20/2/2023,  

at: https://did.li/exxCN
5 Grace Priddy et al., "Gender-Based Violence in a Complex Humanitarian Context: Unpacking the Human Sufferings Among Stateless Rohingya 

Women," Ethnicities, vol. 22, no. 2 (2022), pp. 215 - 232.
6 Ibid.

Article 15 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that "everyone has the right to a nationality" 
in a given country, and that "no one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality".1 Several United Nations 
charters discuss the rights of non-citizens such as stateless people, refugees, asylum seekers, foreign 
workers and their families, human trafficking victims, and non-citizen children, affirming these groups' 
claim to basic rights such as protection, safety, and transportation, especially in relation to women and 
children. Among the many international treaties that provide for these rights are the Convention Relating 
to the Status of Stateless Persons (1954) and the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness (1961).2

However, numerous studies and reports have established that the intersection of legal realities with 
gender constructions makes stateless women more vulnerable than their male counterparts. For instance, 
"Bedoon"3 women in Kuwait face deeper and more complex challenges than Bedoon men, despite the 
significant hardships that beset the community as a whole. Mohamed al-Badry al-Enezi notes that Bedoon 
are denied the citizenship of a country that is supposed to be their own. They are treated as illegal inhabitants 
and suffer widespread abuse. Al-Enezi also notes that Bedoon families are forced, for instance, to pay for 
their children to private schools, as they are barred from enrolling in the public education system. Kuwaiti 
author and human rights activist, Dhuha Salem, critiques the Kuwaiti feminist movement's neglect of 
Bedoon women, especially as some young women have been deprived of an education because their families 
chose to pay for boys' schooling instead.4 Salem adds that gender-based discrimination is rampant in the 
workplace, where women may earn as little as USD 100 to 200 per month and employers exploiting their 
need for income. Therefore, in the absence of better work opportunities, some women are forced to turn a 
blind eye to sexual harassment for fear of losing the jobs they so desperately need.

The direct correlation between gender-based violence and civil or political status is a worldwide 
phenomenon, especially for undocumented or stateless groups. For instance, Priddy et al. explore political 
and gendered structural violence against more than a million Rohingya denied citizenship in Myanmar, 
who in 2017 were forced to flee to the Bangladeshi border to seek asylum. Due to regional geopolitics, 
the displaced Rohingya were not granted refugee status but were instead viewed as "forcibly displaced 
Myanmar nationals" and, consequently, denied the minimum rights that refugees are entitled to.5 The authors 
report that the Tatmadaw (the armed forces of Myanmar) used sexual violence especially against women 
awaiting deportation, who were subject to physical and verbal gender-based violence at refugee camps. 
These abuses ranged from forced marriage to discrimination and violence based on race or political status, 
such as being trafficked and raped by locals in Bangladesh.6

Another example appears in Veikou’s discussion on the effects of non-citizen status on migrant 
women and children in Greece who do not have official documentation, or who have overstayed 
their entry visas. Some were even born in Greece to undocumented parents, making them "stateless" 

https://did.li/FZZfT
https://did.li/FZZfT
https://bit.ly/3XVtC2x
https://bit.ly/3XUn4RV
https://did.li/exxCN


11The Lived Experiences of Married Palestinian Women from the Occupied Territories of 1967 Residing within the "Green Line"

women who lack the most basic socioeconomic rights.7 As an example of this injustice, Veikou cites 
the case of a Syrian refugee who gave birth to her daughter in Greece. The child was not eligible for 
citizenship according to the Greek law, nor was she considered a citizen under the Syrian law because 
Syrian mothers cannot grant citizenship to their children. Some of these women have lost their original 
passports; therefore, without any official documents, they are denied rights and, in some cases, unable 
to apply for political asylum. Veikou adds that these women and their children are deprived of the basic 
rights to protection, family life, education, and health that international law affords them.

Many scholars have addressed statelessness as a common condition shared by Palestinians across the 
world. For instance, Molavi analyses the legal status of the Palestinians who are citizens and residents 
of the Israeli state, as "an incomplete or partial citizenship" beset with "inherent contradictions and 
paradoxes" as a result of "Israel's legal, political, and social self-definition as a state for the Jewish 
people" and the fact that only Jews are allowed to immigrate. In this way, Palestinians are "placed 
in a paradoxical situation where, as Arab citizens of a Jewish state, they are both inside and outside, 
host and guest, citizen and stateless".8 Jefferis examines "the methods by which Israel institutionalizes 
statelessness among Palestinians from East Jerusalem9 through national citizenship and entry laws".10 
That statelessness affects Palestinian refugees in other Arab countries such as Lebanon should come 
as no surprise. Most Arab states have not ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention, the 1967 Protocol, the 
1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, nor the 1961 Convention on the Reduction 
of Statelessness. Several regional treaties on refugeehood have been drawn up in the Arab world, but 
they have largely been violated – leaving millions of Palestinians stateless.11

Moreover, Shiblak argues that even Palestinians with Palestinian passports experience a kind of 
statelessness, because this passport does not connote citizenship; it is merely "considered as a travel 
document pending formation of a fully-fledged Palestinian state".12 Hence, Palestinian women who marry 
and move within the borders of Israel (inside the "Green Line") are shifting from a stateless context 
into another one where obtaining even partial citizenship is highly unlikely, if not impossible, given 
Israel's colonial domestic policy. It can then be argued that these variegated, evolving bureaucracies 
are part of what Berda terms "security theology", which Israel uses as a pretext on which to impose 
a bureaucratic system that enables its control over Palestinians' lives in many ways.13 Here, Bishara 
underscores the importance of not limiting demands for the Palestinian people's rights solely to a 
discussion of statehood or a citizenship solution,14 as this disregards past and present injustices, erase 
them from consciousness, and downplay all the prejudicial colonial practices implemented against 
Palestinians. On that basis, this study's discussion is not restricted to residency and citizenship among 
married Palestinian women within Israel but also holistically addresses the colonial mechanisms and 
apparatuses that deny residency rights.

7 Mariangela Veikou, "Back to Basics: Stateless Women and Children in Greece," Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies, vol. 19, no. 5 (2017), 
pp. 557 - 570.

8 Shourideh C. Molavi, Stateless Citizenship: The Palestinian-Arab Citizens of Israel (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 3, 6.
9 East Jerusalemites can seek residency but not citizenship.
10 Danielle C. Jefferis, "Institutionalizing Statelessness: The Revocation of Residency Rights of Palestinians in East Jerusalem," International 

Journal of Refugee Law, vol. 24, no. 2 (2012), pp. 202 - 230.
11 Susan M. Akram, "The Search for Protection for Stateless Refugees in the Middle East: Palestinians and Kurds in Lebanon and 

Jordan," International Journal of Refugee Law, vol. 30, no. 3 (2018), pp. 407 - 443.
12 Abbas Shiblak, "Stateless Palestinians," Forced Migration Review, no. 26 (2006), pp. 8 - 9.
13 Yael Berda, The Bureaucracy of the Occupation: An Introduction to the Permit Regime (unpublished manuscript, 2012).
14 Azmi Bishara, "The Pitfalls of a US-Israeli Vision of a Palestine State," Journal of Palestine Studies, vol. 35, no. 2 (2006), pp. 56 - 63.

https://criticalurbanisms.philhist.unibas.ch/people/shourideh-c-molavi-1
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Palestinian Women and Israeli Citizenship Law

15 Suhad Daher-Nashif, "Vulnerability and Precarity of Palestinian Women in the Naqab," Third World Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 3 (2022),  
pp. 703 - 720.

16 Ruth Preser, Bare Lives: Women without Status in Haifa and the North of Israel (Haifa: Isha L'Isha Feminist Institute, 2020) [Hebrew].
17 Both films are available on Netflix.
18 See: "Fustān al-Arūs," YouTube, 11/1/2020, accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XMZmXy
19 The track appears in the short film Targeted Citizen [muwāṭin mustahdaf], directed and produced by Rachel Leah Jones; see: "Fīdiyū Muwāṭin 

Mustahdaf," Adalah Legal Centre for Arab Minority Rights in Israel, accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ILr2YB
20 This region comprises the area of Um al-Fahem and Baqa Al-Gharbiyyeh at its northern side, and the area of Taybeh and Tira at its south.

Several studies have addressed the case of Palestinian women living within the Green Line without 
documentation or residency. Although these women are not migrants or asylum seekers but rather indigenous 
inhabitants of their home country (before and after their move across the Green Line), they are deprived of 
any civil rights under Israeli law. In a previous study on the experience of married West Bank and Gazan 
women who live in the Negev region within the Green Line, Daher-Nashif notes that they mostly live 
in secret and lack stay permits, residency, or identity cards, which strips them of their right to medical 
treatment, education, security, and so on.15 Daher-Nashif reports that most of these women arrive as second, 
third, or even fourth wives in a patriarchal society where, alongside the settler-colonial violence that the 
Israeli authorities carry out against Bedouin citizens of the Negev, polygamy and domestic violence are 
commonplace. In addition to the communal violence these women suffer, the surrounding society is aware 
of their vulnerability and weakness within the political system and therefore takes advantage of that by 
physically and verbally abusing them. As "illegalised" residents, they are powerless to seek protection 
through any official body. Hence, these women inhabit a space defined by poverty and political, gendered, 
and social violence, yet are forced to keep quiet and endure the abuses lest they risk deportation to the West 
Bank or Gaza and separation from their children.

Preser's study on Palestinian "women without status"16 living in Haifa and northern Palestine discusses 
three groups of women: Eritrean asylum seekers in Israel; Palestinians from the West Bank or Gaza, 
with or without temporary residence permits; and Eastern European women who were either victims of 
sex trafficking, or who married Israeli citizens then lost their legal status due to divorce or abuse. Preser 
interprets the status of Palestinian and other women by viewing Israel as an ethnocracy whose citizenship 
laws discriminate between Jews and non-Jews, stressing that this lack of legal status perpetuates violence 
against women. Citing a report from a forum of associations that manage women's shelters, she notes that 
12 per cent of sheltered women have no legal status.

In addition to the scholarship on this issue, some art works such as 200 Meters (2020) directed by 
Ameen Nayfeh and Between Heaven and Earth (2019) directed by Najwa Najjar exemplify the daily 
injustices that beset Palestinian couples on both sides of the Green Line. Both films narrate the stories of 
women living inside Israel who are married to men from the West Bank. While the couple in the first film 
has three children who endure their share of suffering, there are no children in the second film; instead, 
bureaucracy and an unfolding divorce send the two on a journey to uncover the truth about the husband's 
parents.17 The Aljazeera documentary film The Bride's Dress (2020) depicts a love story between Nazareth 
and Hebron replete with challenges that emerge amid preparations for the wedding.18 In addition, the hip 
hop group DAM released a song dealing with obstacles to marriage across the Green Line that contains the 
lyric "I loved you so much, Ramallah girl / but you're metres away and off-limits to me / if only you were 
from Russia and your mum was called Natasha..." – in which case the speaker would be able to marry her.19 
But despite these artistic works and the scholarship on Palestinian women's reality, very little research has 
holistically addressed the structure of the daily lives of Palestinian women living inside the Green Line.

This article presents the case of married Palestinian women residing in the centrally located Triangle 
region, known as al-Muthallath area.20 It comprises two groups of women from the West Bank with 

https://bit.ly/3XMZmXy
https://bit.ly/3ILr2YB
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Palestinian citizenship and identification who are married to Palestinian men living within Israel with 
Israeli citizenship. The first group of women, most of whom were married prior to the 2003 Citizenship 
and Entry into Israel Law (Temporary Order),21 who carry identity cards or residence permits. The second 
group of women, married after the passage of the law, and do not hold identity cards or residence permits 
and, in most cases, live with family by overstaying their "family visit permits", usually valid for only three 
to four days. To renew this permit, women must return to the West Bank and reapply every time their 
current permit expires. Hence, most women prefer to take the risk and remain in Israel in secret than to 
put themselves through an uncertain, inhumane process that routinely keeps them away from their children 
for months at a time.

Because the article concerns two groups of women, it contrasts the experiences of women who were 
married before and after the passage of the aforementioned Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law. Pursuant 
to the measure, the reunification of Palestinian families was prohibited if one spouse is an Israeli national 
and the other holds Palestinian citizenship and lives in the West Bank or Gaza. Moreover, the law was 
conspicuously amended in 2007 to ban family reunification when one spouse is a citizen or resident of Iran, 
Lebanon, Syria, or Iraq (known in Israeli law as "enemy states").22 In July 2021, the Israeli government 
failed to renew this law, which in theory meant that Palestinian families living inside Israel or in the 
Palestinian territories became eligible for family reunification and granting Israeli citizenship to spouses 
who are Palestinian nationals. Yet this "failure" may not have been the result of a principled rejection of the 
law's inhumanity or infringement of basic human rights as much as it reflected the strategic considerations 
of rival right-wing parties that, despite disagreeing on domestic issues and competing with each other, 
harbour the same attitude to Palestinian rights. In 2021, then-Interior Minister Ayelet Shaked upheld the 
law by denying the family reunification requests that her office received. Moreover, it was clear from our 
interviews that the circumstances of Palestinian families have seen no change. In March 2022, the Knesset 
began to renew the law in a more extreme format through consensus between right-wing parties, both 
inside and outside the coalition.23

In addition to the policies of discrimination and segregation that Israel's colonial system enforces 
throughout Palestinian society on both sides of the Green Line, some terms of the Oslo Accords (1993) 
compounded the suffering of married Palestinian women in Israel. For instance, the Palestinian Authority 
cannot record the birth of children to Palestinian women from the West Bank or Gaza who are residents of 
Israel, nor can it grant their children national ID numbers or Palestinian identity cards. Thus, these women 
are unable to bring their children with them in the event that they face political or social violence and 
wish to return to their families in the West Bank or Gaza.24 Remarkably, pressure from Palestinian feminist 
movements led to the passage of an amended version of the Basic Law (2003) allowing mothers to transfer 
their citizenship to their children. But because this rule excludes children born to a father with an Israeli 
citizenship,25 married Palestinian women residing in Israel without identity cards or residence permits are 
forced to remain in the area illegally and evade the Israeli authorities, at times enduring domestic violence 
in the process, in order to stay with their children.

21 To read the full text of the law, its amendments, and petitions submitted to repeal it, see: Adalah Legal Centre for Arab Minority Rights in 
Israel, Qānūn al-Muwāṭana wa-l-Dukhūl ilā Isrāʾīl (amr muʾaqqat), accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3IN4gzJ

22 Ibid.
23 Barhoum Jaraisey, "Qānūn al-Muwāṭana wa-l-Dukhūl ilā Isrāʾīl (amr sāʿa – qānūn ṭawāriʾ) 2022," Special Report, Madar: The Palestinian 

Centre for Israeli Studies, 13/3/2022, accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://did.li/HBM5q
24 Yael Stein, "Forbidden Families: Family Unification and Child Registration in East Jerusalem," B'tselem; Center for the Defence of the 

Individual, 2004.
25 Islah Jad, "Feminist Reading of the Palestinian Constitution Draft," Review of Women's Studies, no. 2 (2003), pp. 8 - 12.
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Conceptual Framework

26 Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, "Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color," in:  
Martha Albertson Fineman (ed.), The Public Nature of Private Violence: Women and the Discovery of Abuse (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 93 - 118.

27 Ibid.
28 Avtar Brah & Ann Phoenix, "Ain't I a Woman? Revisiting Intersectionality," Journal of International Women's Studies, vol. 5, no. 3 (2004),  

pp. 75 - 86.
29 Ann Phoenix & Pamela Pattynama, "Intersectionality," European Journal of Women's Studies, vol. 13, no. 3 (2006), pp. 187 - 192.
30 Ibid., p. 187.
31 Mikko Joronen & Mitch Rose, "Vulnerability and its Politics: Precarity and the Woundedness of Power," Progress in Human Geography,  

vol. 45, no. 6 (2021), pp. 1402 - 1418.

This study employs intersectionality 26 as a conceptual framework capable of deconstructing the interplay 
between social, demographic, and political factors, and interpreting how this intersectionality shapes the 
lives of these women. Numerous feminist theorists and sociologists have noted the importance of applying 
intersectionality as a conceptual framework in feminist scholarship, as it can highlight the interaction of 
various hegemonic forces and how their intersection compounds the marginalization and vulnerability 
of women, especially those belonging to minority groups that, in addition to patriarchal structures, have 
suffered (or continue to suffer) racialized colonial oppression.

In a challenge to one-dimensional approaches to the experiences of women, US feminist scholar, 
civil rights activist, and lawyer Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the concept of intersectionality in 1989 and 
argued that these experiences are shaped by interactions between several factors including race, social 
class, and gender.27 Much feminist scholarship has employed intersectionality in addressing women as 
not only women but also racial minorities, members of the working class, lesbians, or colonial subjects.28 
Phoenix and Pattynama 29 argue that the concept of intersectionality "foregrounds a richer and more complex 
ontology than approaches that attempt to reduce people to one category at a time".30 Hence, we believe 
that intersectionality can serve as a key framework for understanding the lives of Palestinian women in 
contrast with women living in other contexts of oppression.

This study argues that the intersection of political, social, and gendered forces – which themselves 
overlap with demographic factors such as age, economic status, number of children, and level of support 
from natal and spousal families – makes these women's lives "precarious", as defined by Judith Butler. 
Every human being, for Butler, is in some way precarious, because although we all need food, water, shelter, 
and protection, but the degree of precariousness differs according to one's capacity for self-protection and 
self-defence. The most extreme form of vulnerability if precarity, and it occurs when a person is subjected 
to violence and poverty but is unable to stand up to this oppression, and has not one to protect them. Many 
have critiqued Butler's generalization in framing vulnerability as a need that all people share. For instance, 
Joronen and Rose recommend engaging with precarity as a socio-political, racial, spatial, or gendered issue 
rather than as an existential prerequisite that all of humans has in common.31 Based on this position, this 
study argues that married Palestinian women inside Israel are denied their basic human rights and, given 
the lives of precarity (starting from their political, social, economic, and gender positionality) that they 
live, serve as a striking example of the limitations of such a generalization.

This paper illustrates that historical and political events such as the Citizenship and Entry into Israel 
Law (2003) and the Oslo Accords (1993) have subjected Palestinian women to a hierarchy of precarity. 
Through this structure, it seeks to understand their vulnerability and the coping and adaptation strategies 
they practice in their daily lives. We argue that the creation of these levels of precarity is a colonial policy 
Israel has pursued to create uncertainty and instability, weakening society as a whole and especially 
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women. This study is also trying to understand the role that Palestinian society inside Israel could play 
in either mitigating or exacerbating the vulnerability of women who lack identity cards or residency.

32 Sandra Harding, "Feminist Standpoints," in: Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber (ed.), Handbook of Feminist Research: Theory and Praxis  
(Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2012), pp. 46 - 64.

33 When quoting participants, we have used nondescript names for some places to protect their privacy. For instance, instead of directly quoting  
"in Jatt", we have written "in town" or "in the West Bank".

Research Methodology

To document and grasp the essence of women's lives in their own words, this study employs a feminist 
epistemology arguing that women's voices, narratives, and analyses of their reality are key tenets of 
knowledge production. This is especially true of women who are marginalized and living under oppressive 
structures, where oppression is an epistemic privilege.32 Applying the lens of phenomenology, the study 
draws on semi-structured interviews with ten women who are Palestinian nationals living in the Triangle 

region inside the Green Line (regardless of whether they have identity cards or residence permits). To 

formulate structured questions, we used the results of previous research on the same issue elsewhere in 

Palestine (the Negev and Haifa), as well as scholarship on citizenship and its effect on women's lives in 

other world contexts. Further, the authors discuss the need to modify, add, or remove questions after the 

first five interviews.

To recruit women, we employed the "snowball" method in which one participant lead to another, as 

well as seeking help from community institutions in promoting the study and obtaining names of women 

who expressed willingness to participate. We contacted these women after the respective institution received 

their permission. One of the main reasons why we were unable to reach a larger number of interviewees 

is that many women declined to participate on grounds of not having residence permits or their permits 

having expired – something that would evoke anxiety and hesitation about participating in any study.

This study adheres to the ethics of scientific research. Authors obtained informed consent to participate, 

used pseudonymization, removed any personal details that could reveal a participant's identity (e.g., 

hometown and current place of residence),33 emphasized that participants are free to give or decline consent 

to have the audio of the interview recorded, and reiterating that they may withdraw from the study at any 

point without consequences. All interviews were transcribed verbatim prior to analysis of the data. To 

ensure the integrity of our analysis, we began by each reviewing different interviews individually, read the 

others, then agreed on the final analytical themes to evaluate in the results section.

Results

1.	 Participants' Economic and Demographic Data

Ten women from different social, economic, and educational backgrounds (see table) took part in 
this study. Despite the small sample size, these women reflect the varied potential backgrounds of married 
Palestinian women living in the Triangle region within the Green Line who came from West Bank villages 
and cities.
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The results show that the participants live in one of three civil-political situations, or what may be 
termed three kinds of precarity. The first kind applies to women with identity cards, most of whom obtained 
them prior to the imposition of the 2003 Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law. Valid for two years, this 
document gives them the right to residency, not naturalization, as well as to work, open a bank account, 
access health insurance, and so on. The second kind of precarity affects women without identity cards 
but with residence permits that must be renewed annually for them to be able to remain in the country, 
work, access healthcare, or open a bank account; most of these women were married after the passage 
of the Citizenship law. The third kind of precarity relates to a segment of women who only hold "family 
visit permits" valid for a few days (usually three to four) and, hence, cannot work or access any other civil 
rights. Upon the permit's expiration, they are obliged to exit the Green Line and return to the West Bank.34 
Despite that women from all three categories endure suffering, it is the third group that faces the greatest 
and harshest difficulties.

2.	 Different Motives, Same Outcome: Why and How Marriages Happen

Interviews in this study reveal several reasons that lead women to decide (or want) to get married 
within the Green Line, when the most prominently motives based on gendered considerations such as that 
society regards women above the age of 30 as too old. Faten stated:

To be honest, I was 33, and there's a very high rate of unmarried women in the West Bank, and 
I wanted to get married. That's all. It's normal for one to want to get married. For me, I spent 
time with him and felt attraction between us, so I decided to stay with him – let alone the fact 
that I wanted to get married and settle down to begin with. I'm a girl who likes adventures and 
surprises, so to me life inside [the Green Line] was like a different world. It's like going to another 
country, like Europe or America. I'd never been inside [the Green Line] before, and I didn't know 

my way around. I was keen to get married, to try something new.

In addition to anxiety over finding someone to marry and a desire to have new experiences, other 
reasons included family coincidences. For instance, Hasna mentioned that her engagement was originally 
an arrangement for her older sister, but the latter decided to stay in Jordan and continue her studies. 
Because "[the groom's parents] were already on their way", Hasna inevitably became the bride-to-be, and 
the marriage took place after mutual attraction was felt between the two.

Three participants cited another reason related to the socioeconomic circumstances of wives and 
their families. Rehab recalled that her economic situation was "below zero […] I worked from eight to 
five o'clock at a nursery school making NIS 500 a month. I had seven kids to feed and put through school. 
Widow, divorcée, it doesn't matter – you still have to keep going and provide for your children any way 
you can". Zeina added:

You can't rely on anyone. My elder brother had a job making NIS 800 a month 25 years ago. 
My mum was a widow; where was she going to work? She was uneducated. There was no 
work and no insurance, so we took care of everything ourselves. We had to grow up when we 
were still kids, isn't it. My mum was sick, so I was on my own, studying and teaching myself. 
I turned down a couple suitors, and my mum asked, "how long are you going to keep saying 
no? Just take him!" So I said, "if you like him, Mum, fine, I'll take him." I mean, it wasn't a 
matter of a relationship or me knowing him beforehand. It was just a marriage of protection 

34 Rehab's was the only case of a six-month visit permit being granted. She reports that this was with the help of her brother, who works for the 
Palestinian Authority.
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for the girl. I was in my last year of school, and it was normal for every girl to get married. 
But that's how it happened: we were married a month or two later.

The argument that "marriage is protection for women" [zījat al-bint sutra] in the above quote constitutes 
an additional gendered motivation whereby society views men as the "defenders" of women, who need 
their "protection". The word for this kind of "protection" [Arabic: sutra, lit. "something that covers"] carries 
gendered connotations and can be interpreted in different ways depending on how it is meant. When it is 
applied to a man, it connotes economic security that keeps him from having to seek out the charity of others. 
When applied to a woman, however, it connotes the kind of gendered social "protection" that keeps her 
safe from the words of others who, when doubts arise about her behaviour, may denigrate her as "inferior" 
or call into question her "honour".

Some participants indicated that a lack of awareness was a factor that facilitated the decision to get 
married without much thought given to the future. Nevine, who was married at the age of 16, stated that 
"honestly, the issue was that I was a child: I still used to play with my friends. It didn't make any sense to 
me". Nour (whose mother was remarried to a man from Israel after the death of her father) added: "It was 
my mum's wish from the beginning: 'it's best you stay here near me,35 and later on you'll get an identity 
card' – you know, for security's sake. So, at the beginning, I didn't think it'd be too difficult for me, even 
though it's hard now. You could say [it happened] in a state of ignorance. I didn't know whether or not this 
would benefit me in the future".

Here, it should be mentioned that only in two cases did the women's families set conditions for the 
marriage: first, when Omaima's family stipulated that the couple have a house of their own; and second, 
when Nour's mother specified a large mahr (wedding dowry) and muʾakhkhar (deferred dowry) payment.36 
Nour recalled that

the muqaddam and the muʾakhkhar were fairly large – out of fear, honestly. As you know, 
[parents] were very afraid that the '48 Arabs, God forbid, would cheat on and leave [their 
daughters], that it would be something temporary. My mum knew he loved me very much, 
so, out of concern for me, she set a large muqaddam and muʾakhkhar [a condition for the 

marriage], and, of course, our own house to live in.

This mother's actions may be interpreted as an astute awareness of the dangers that can come with 
marriage inside the Green Line and wanting to protect her daughter in some way. In most cases, introductions 
and wedding arrangements were made through kinship ties between relatives or family friendships. Nevine, 
for instance, stated that "for us, it happened through family ties. My aunts are from here, and I'm originally 
from the [so-and-so] family here in town, so all my relatives were around. My dad was studying at university 
[outside Palestine], then the '48 partition happened, and he wound up by himself – his siblings over here, 
him [in the West Bank]".

Rehab, who decided to remarry because she had already married off all her children from her 
first marriage, mentioned that her daughter's husband was the intermediary for her second marriage. 
Meanwhile, Sana added that "my [future] uncle-in-law knew my dad, who used to visit him often on the 
way into Israel before things got worse". Only in one case were introductions made via a "matchmaker" 
[khaṭṭāba]. Two cases, Afnan and Omaima, were "love" marriages. The former was born and raised 

35 It is worth noting that after the death of Nour's father, her mother married a man from within the Green Line and moved there to live with him. 
They have a residence permit.

36 The concept of muʾakhkhar (or mutaʾakhkhir) refers to the amount paid by the husband to the wife over the course of their marriage or in the 
event of a divorce.
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inside Israel, where she had spent all her life with her parents who moved there following their marriage; 
the latter, who married her maternal cousin, used to visit the family on the other side of the Green Line 
often on family visits.

3.	 A Mountainous Journey: Challenges Facing Women and Their Families

Participants identified many hardships they face throughout their daily lives. These can be divided 
into social, political, and economic challenges, and because they all intersect to shape women's daily lives, 
they are inextricable from one another. Some women spoke of adjustment difficulties at the beginning 
due to differences in customs, traditions, and culture such as clothing, cooking, speech, and so on. For 
instance, Zeina recalled:

when we got married, I was shocked. It's so much, you're only ever seeing the same person 
come and go. I like things a certain way, though. The food's different, the accent's different, 
their customs, weddings – everything's different. The first year was so hard that I thought 
about divorce. I couldn't get used to anything: different food, different breakfast, different 
way of drinking tea and water – everything. I felt like I'm not meant to be here, like this isn't 
for me. Anything I'd do they'd criticize. I'd say a word like hayyo [here it is], and they'd 
criticize me. So, I told my mum, "That's it, I don't want him, I want a divorce": if he wants, 

he can come stay here.

As for social difficulties that women face, some participants report being the subject of commentary 
and "hint-dropping" [tasmīʿ kalām] from (non-family) members of the community about clothing, speech 
patterns, and so on. "Sometimes they'll say that West Bank girls are only looking for money", Rehab 
asserted. Amal stated:

when I first got married, it was a matter of [West] Bank versus Israel. You could go spend time 
with people and they might have no idea you're from the Bank. When they're talking among 
themselves and they want to make fun of someone, they'll call them a ḍiffāwī [West Banker]. 
My husband tells me to let it go in one ear and out the other. I used to argue with them: "right, 
so what's wrong with people from the West Bank?" I'd hear it from lots of people, even relatives 
– even kids playing in the street, one'll make fun of another by calling him a ḍiffāwī! It's not 
the kids' fault or the parents' fault. There's no difference in the end; we're all Palestinians.

In addition to being looked down on, three women spoke of how their children are treated differently 
at school. Nour commented:

My older daughter went through a period where she didn't want to talk to anyone. She didn't 
want to go to school because the teacher treats each of them as "so-and-so's daughter". 
They knew my daughter from the beginning, and she'd come home and cry. For a while, 
she stayed home and refused to go to school, so the nursery teacher brought her classmates 
over to our house so we could get her out of the state she was in. This didn't just happen to 
my eldest daughter, it happened to all my kids, old and young. They treat them differently 
– "oh, his mum's from the West Bank", like we're second-class, even though all my kids are 

outstanding students.

Another difficulty that women encounter among the surrounding Palestinian community inside Israel is 
from the business owners who take advantage of their need to work, and utilize their political vulnerability 
by hiring them for low wages and with no rights. Out of laziness and apathy, proprietors rarely trouble 
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themselves to register these women despite their being legally entitled to some rights (pursuant to the 
Foreign Workers Law).37 For instance, Zeina explained that:

when those of us from the West Bank work here and have permits, employers have to go to the 
Labour Office themselves and request our paperwork and entitlements. At this point, they'll 
tell you "Why should I have to go and spend money", even though it's the same [money that 
they are already] paying for health insurance and pensions – I'm not sure about the laws. 
They try to avoid [the responsibility]. Lots of people here try not to give you a payslip. But I 
need one, because every month I pay NIS 300 for private health insurance. I have to work; I 
have five kids and my husband doesn't work. I spend my money on the house, on food, drink, 
and clothes for my daughters. My husband receives NIS 3,200, which we spend on water and 

electricity bills, housing tax, and health insurance.

Alongside exploitation by employers, some families are cheated by lawyers who charge them large 
sums to manage their cases – in some instances, only for the family to discover that their lawyer had never 
so much as looked at their file. Further, the case of women without residence permits or identity cards 
presents an additional material burden, as most of them work for low wages, lack basic rights, and also pay 
NIS 300 per month in private health insurance premiums so they can receive treatment if need be. Nour 
mentioned that she opened one private health insurance policy inside Israel and another in the West Bank 
in order to fund her procedures.

The same way I have health insurance here, I also have it in my town[in the West Bank]. I pay 
for it annually in case something happens to me here and they don't admit me, so I'm forced to 
go over there [for treatment]. I had several operations last year; three I had done at a private 
hospital. What initially led me to have them done there was that I didn't have time to submit 
claims and wait for approval. Even still, the insurance I do have doesn't cover everything. 
Certain tests and medications that I need are covered, but other things won't be. Now there 
are things that, in such urgent circumstances, I was forced to do in the West Bank, so that's the 
reason why. If I wanted to do them specifically in, say, Nazareth or someplace, it'd cost much 

more than it should. Here, it's a bit cheaper.

Nour added that she prefers having operations done in the West Bank, because there will be people 
around to support and take care of her as she recovers: her siblings. Even when on good terms with her 
husband's family, women tend to find this relationship limited; they do not receive the same support from 
their husband's parents or siblings when they fall ill as they do from a sister, brother, or brother's wife.

Moreover, there is a financial burden related to the husband's economic situation. Many participants 
reported that their husbands do not work despite children and the wife's meagre monthly salary, which is 
also being spent on private health insurance. Afnan, an activist who works with families impacted by the 
Citizenship Law, emphasized that more than 60 per cent of families were living below the poverty line, 
and that this figure had climbed to 80 per cent since the COVID-19 crisis. Afnan mentioned that women 
with visit permits but not identity cards were not given access to the vaccine during the quarantine period, 
prompting activists to demand vaccination rights for these women as well.

Although women without the right to residency who can only obtain "family visit permits" usually 
enter the Green Line and overstay their permit's expiration, there is no guarantee they will receive a new 

37 This 1991 law identifies the eligibility requirements for employing foreign labourers and obtaining work permits, as well as the employer's 
duties to foreign workers and to the state. For more details, see: "Qānūn al-ʿUmmāl al-Ajānib (Qawānīn)," Kol Zchut, accessed on 20/2/2023,  
at: https://did.li/4MeIw. It is worth noting here that we are dealing with general Israeli law toward foreigners in spite of our conviction that Palestinian 
women are in their home country and are not migrants or foreigners.

https://did.li/4MeIw
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one when they apply for a renewal to visit their families. Thus, these women travel to visit their families 
only once a year, enduring psychological strain and dejection due to the separation. Many women spoke 
about the pain of their children being unable to have a relationship with their aunts and uncles. There seems 
to be an uncomfortable rift between natal families and in-laws, which causes depression among women on 
the way back from visiting their families in the West Bank. One participant, Omaima,38 spoke of a strong 
relationship between her children and their aunt in the West Bank; she and her children (all of whom are 
over 18 years of age) all have Israeli citizenship and identification.

Unlike women with only visit permits, those with identity cards or annual residence permits spoke of 
somewhat comfortable life circumstances; they are able to visit their families whenever they want and to 
work without fear. Yet they described hardships of a different kind. For instance, because they do not hold 
Israeli passports, they cannot easily travel and transit with family outside the country. To renew their annual 
residency, women must provide documentation to prove they are mothers and that they live inside Israel, 
such as school paperwork, tax forms (for those who are employed), and bank statements. Sana described 
this annual inconvenience as the greatest burden she faces, revealing that she sometimes lacks the mental 
energy to go through the process. In the same context, Amal stated:

It's not easy. Before the renewal appointment, we spend a while gathering paperwork from 
the schools, health insurance – proof that you live here – water, electricity, your bills. All this 
means that my husband has to chase down the papers from the municipality to Hadera and 
the Interior Ministry, then go [submit them]. Then they get in touch with him about coming to 

pick up the permit from Hebron [i.e., somewhere in the West Bank].

Afnan recalled that the Interior Ministry had recently requested that she submit reference letters from 
five people, testifying that they know her and that she is "fit" for residency in the interior.

The request forms are available in two languages: English and Hebrew. One of the challenges 
these families face is the Hebrew language, meaning a family will fill out a form incorrectly, 
misunderstand the questions, then answer them wrong and have the request denied or sent 
back. Lawyers will expect compensation to assist in filling the form and to stamp it – and 
these families live below the poverty line. So, all of these complications across [government] 

departments are a hindrance. It's a struggle we go through on a daily basis.

Language, hence, remains a significant barrier for many women to this day. As Amal explained:

Me, for instance, there are places that I can't go, Hebrew-wise, unless my husband is with me. 
I did study Hebrew reading and writing; I mean, there are words I can say, and I understand 
some of it, but it's not like someone who learned Hebrew here [in Israel]. I can't go to hospital 
by myself. Even when we'd run into people that work with my husband and they'd try to talk 
to me, I couldn't get by. I'd start to cry after they left. It really bothered me because Hebrew is 
the foundation. Besides, I wanted to study medicine, and I had high marks. I've spoken English 

my whole life: I could do anything. That's why when I came here, I felt inadequate.

Alongside these challenges is the humiliation women experience when in the West Bank and on the 
way back to their homes inside the Green Line. When a woman reaches the Israeli military checkpoint, she 
is asked to park "on the right" to be searched. This involves getting out of the car, opening all the doors, 
and removing baggage to be searched by border patrol soldiers and their K-9s. Accompanying all this is 

38 Omaima was the only participant with Israeli citizenship, which she explained is due to her being born before the 1967 occupation of the  
West Bank in one of the regions subsequently classified as within the Green Line.
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the humiliation of being asked for a DNA test; families are required to take one, which can cost tens of 
thousands of shekels, to prove the parentage of their children.39 On this, Afnan commented:

One of the things we're calling for them to stop doing is the DNA test. They ask families to 
prove their kids are their kids. So, my response was: our children are not illegitimate [awlād 
zinā]; why should we have to prove they're ours? […] The test is very expensive, financially 
[…] a single test with translation costs NIS 2,500 to 4,000 […] and that's just one of several 
requests[.] Another point is that these parents are not the legal guardians [waṣiyya qānūniyya] 
of their children. I know that from personal experience. My son was three days away from 
turning 18 when he fell and injured his leg at work, and they started talking about amputating 
the foot […] My husband and older son were with him from the moment he got hurt and went to 
hospital. They left in the evening, and I stayed with the kid[.] They admitted him, then prepped 
him and took him into the operating room. Later, the anaesthesiologist came and asked for 
my identity card so I could give authorization, so I gave it to him […] then the doctor came 
back with security, tells me I'm not my children's legal guardian. I was absolutely devastated.

Part of the financial burden these families bear comes when requesting a permit from the local (Israeli) 
authorities. This necessitates that the family's tax account balance be zero; they must have paid all local 
taxes before they can submit a request. Such material, social, and political inconveniences in turn create a 
psychological burden that can lead to, inter alia, chronic anxiety and depression.

Remarkably, only one of the participants, Rehab, reported having had problems with the Palestinian 
Authority as well when applying for residency. "The Palestinians gave us a hard time, too", she stated. "You 
have to go to all the government services in the West Bank: the municipality, the [Palestinian Military] 
Liaison. The 'permit' had been ready for five days before they called me and I picked it up. Also, you have 
to pay NIS 50 […] for every document."

4.	 Psychological Implications of Women’s Sociopolitical Situation

Most of the participants, regardless of their legal status, spoke of the effect these hardships have on 
their mental health. For instance, Faten related:

Most days, I stay at home: how can that be good for my state of mind? It's because I don't 
belong, and when you don't belong in a society where the customs are different, everything's 
different from what you grew up with and what you're used to, it's hard. It's even harder because 
you're not acknowledged here. You can't drive, and the area where we live doesn't have public 
transportation: you either have a car, or you stay at home. I'm mentally exhausted because 
I've not been able to go anywhere or get things done. So many obstacles – one after another 
[…] just because I don't have an identity card. Even if I had residency, it'd still be limited; not 
everything's allowed. Residency doesn't give you everything. There's another problem: in this 

state, you're either a citizen, or you don't exist [yā bitkūnī muwāṭineh, yā bitkūnīsh].

In many instances, we found that psychological exhaustion results from women being away from their 
parents and birth families. Nour described this sensation as follows:

There's something I'm always telling them: as soon as I get to the West Bank, I feel like I have 
revived again. It's like I'm a new woman. I start to look different, my mood changes, everything 
about me is full of energy. But then when I come back here, I suddenly feel discouraged. Over 

39 This refers to families where the mother is requesting a renewal of her residency or identity card.
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there, I can find someone to spend time with, someone to talk to. Sometimes you need a chat 
with a sister, sometimes you need a brother when, for example, you have a problem at home 
with your husband, your kids, your neighbours, your in-laws. Sometimes you need a brother's 
support, sometimes a sister's. It's not always about needing money – it's not always material.

The sense of alienation is compounded by the fact that even women with residency can only host 
family members on very rare occasions. On the need to be close to one's parents and siblings, Faten spoke 
of the support she receives from her family, how happy she is when she visits them, and how that has 
affected her psychologically:

Believe me, every time I go, I feel five years younger. I'd be lying if I told you otherwise. All of 
us get together: six sisters, two brothers, my mum and dad, and my nieces and nephews – wow, 
more than 20 people – and we sit, chat, and joke. Thank God I have my mum and dad, I have 
my siblings to support me. I have a dad who won't leave me alone if he sees me upset until I've 
laughed and forgotten all about it. It could be him, my mum, or one of my siblings. [In Israel], 
no one supports me emotionally: nobody's going to come ask me "what's bothering you?"

Afnan, who described herself as strong during the interview, cried when we asked her about how her 
situation has affected her, despite having an identity card she renews every two years. This leads us to 
conclude that obtaining an identity card does not equate to political or social immunity, but rather creates 
a different layer of precarity. In addition to the lack of emotional support within Israel and distance-related 
mental fatigue, the women identified the psychological pressures they face out of anxiety that their renewal 
request will be denied, every year for annual residency and every two years for the identity card. This 
creates a constant state of tension, psychological instability, and anxiety that in many cases becomes chronic.

The study has shown how most of the women experience physical or psychological complications – 
sometimes both kinds at once – due to their circumstances. A woman who, to be close to her children and 
husband, overstays her permit lives in constant fear, especially when leaving town. Some of the women 
have been caught by the Israeli authorities, deported to the West Bank, and banned from re-entering, at 
times being kept away from their infant children for months. For instance, Nour explained her family's 
situation and the physical toll of bypass roads:

If I'm not there, the house goes to ruin. It was almost rubble by the end of my deportation. My 
daughters were young; it's not like today, when they can look after themselves. They were in 
year five or six. All of this happened 15 years ago. It wasn't easy for them – there was no one 
to look after them. There were several times I was pregnant and miscarried out of exhaustion 
from my trips back and forth over the crossing. I've had about four miscarriages. It wasn't 
easy for me at all. It was really difficult. The girls were in bad shape psychologically. My older 
daughter was really struggling, always crying, not focused on her studies,her siblings too. By 
the time I was deported, I'd had four or five miscarriages, and I'd just given birth. They used 
to bring the newborn to visit me so I could see him for a few hours, then they'd take him away.

Nour's testimony shows how constant fear, psychological strain, and bodily fatigue negatively impact 
women's mental and physical health, as well as that of their children. Zeina, a further example, mentioned 
that she has diabetes and high blood pressure, which she attributes to the psychological stress she experienced 
while holding only a visit permit and no residency.

A significant consequence of this experience for many women is a sense of regret for having married 
a Palestinian man living inside the Green Line. When asked about the most valuable lesson they learned 
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from this experience or what they would change if they could go back in time, several participants reported 
that they would not have married a citizen of Israel and would rather have married within the West Bank. 
Although the majority are on good terms with their in-laws and reported strong relationships with their 
husbands, the injustice and adversity of daily life and its physical and psychological consequences have 
led them to regret the decision to marry and live within the '48 regions. Sana, for instance, stated:

Right, sometimes you hit a dead end under all life's stress. When I think about separating, of 
course I think about going back to my parents' place. I'd sooner go live with them and sleep 
on a mat than live in humiliation. But I was thinking about my kids. I hear about and see a 
lot what happens to the kids' future when the mum separates from the dad or the dad from the 
mum. Besides, my situation is different from someone else's. I'm from the West Bank: who's 
going to protect me? Who's going to look after my kids, put them through school, make sure 
they're on the right track, and guide them toward their interests and goals? Who's going to do 
that when I'm already in a vulnerable position? No one. So, I thought about my kids, about 

priorities, [and decided] to stay with them and make sacrifices for them. That's it.

As mentioned earlier, a mother cannot obtain national ID numbers for children who have Israeli 
identity cards and citizenship. They are not Palestinian nationals, meaning that the mother cannot return 
to the West Bank in the event of a separation because she cannot register them at schools, health centres, 
or other services. For their children's sake, then, women prefer to remain inside the Green Line and put up 
with the difficulties. However, there were four women – all of whom hold residency or identity cards – 
who expressed no regrets, in fact stating that they would do it all over again if they could go back in time. 
Yet they did take their parents' advice to marry their daughters to men from inside Israel, something they 
agreed is not as easy as it used to be. Things are complicated today; one must look into the suitor and his 
family before agreeing, as well as take political hardships into consideration.

5.	 While the World Sleeps: Strategies of Adaptation and Defiance

The interviews revealed that women use several strategies, individual and collective, to cope with the 
pressures of life, change their circumstances, and develop the capacity to carry on living for their and their 
children's sake. Individually, women seek emotional support from their friends, while others delve into 
religious practice. Omaima states, "Look, everyone encounters difficulties sometimes. I read the Qurʾan 
a lot: 'Truly, it is in the remembrance of God that hearts find peace' [Sūrat al-Raʿd, 28].40 So, you [can 
indeed] find peace. Besides, I don't have anyone here. No sister, no daughter, no one to go visit. All you 
have to do is read the Qurʾan for a while, and you calm down."

While some of the women learned Hebrew on their own, others studied it at free courses offered by 
local councils or municipalities. These institutions also often fund free vocational courses for women to 
take advantage of, through which they begin careers and can self-fund their projects. Nevine explained 
how she came to open an entire business starting with a simple course at the local council.

I learned how to make sweets, things like that, through a course here at first. Then, I wanted 
to improve so much that I went and took a course abroad. That was it; I'd set my mind to 
the idea that this is something I enjoy. I promoted myself on Facebook, then started getting 
kitchenware that I didn't use to have. Then I got the idea to teach at this level here. We had 
the first few courses, then it developed into multiple locations. I started teaching at a school 

whose nutrition department was already fully equipped, so that's how I got going.

40 Translation: M.A.S. Abdel Haleem.
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Some of the women had the same skills as others, especially "local girls" [banāt al-balad], and 
thus launched and expanded joint ventures together. Hasna recalled, "Yes, we used to take women at the 
retirement home on outings for fun. [Then,] myself and four or five of our activist girls from town opened a 
women's forum. We brought in every kind of researcher or lecturer to raise awareness among women here."

In addition to personal projects, women use the strategy of undocumented employment in the private 
sector including as a teacher at a private nursery, a salesperson at a clothing retailer, or a private home 
tutor. Despite low wages and the absence of labour rights in these lines of work, such jobs provide women 
with meaningful financial and moral support through which they can become increasingly involved in the 
community, as well as cultivate economic autonomy to empower them and boost their self-confidence.

Another strategy that women deploy involves improving their social standing by forming close 
relationships with their in-laws and the surrounding community. For them, a strong bond between family 
members is a source of support and some of the security they need. To maintain a good relationship with 
in-laws – taking part in joyful and sorrowful occasions, fulfilling duties to one another, and being there 
for each other in times of need – helps strengthen their status in the family, making it easier for them to be 
accepted and no longer treated as strangers. Omaima, for instance, mentioned:

My sister-in-law has eye problems and doesn't like to travel without me. I've taken her on Umrah 
[the lesser pilgrimage to Mecca in Islam] twice, just the two of us together the whole time. I 
like taking her places. She's also unmarried and by herself at home, so when we want to go 
out or travel or something, I tell [my husband] let's take her with us for a change of scenery.

Moreover, some participants highlighted the role that their children's academic excellence (in school 
or university) and good character [murabbayīn] play in improving their social standing; their children are 
a testament to their success and integrity and a source of pride for them before society. Amal, for instance, 
remarked: "I draw strength from the fact that my life needs to keep going and my daughters need to be the 
best they can be – my son, too."

6.	 Praise for the Women [and Men] of the Family: Contributing Factors to Coping with 
and Facing the Challenges of Daily Life

All participants spoke of support, past and present, from their husbands – emotionally, financially, 
and bureaucratically. Most of the husbands work tirelessly to help their wives obtain residency and identity 
cards. Indeed, for most women, the spousal relationship is an essential source of warmth and intimacy, not 
of power and control. Omaima recalled that:

at first, there were no nurseries. My in-laws used to look after the kids. I have three boys, no 
girls. Of course, there was no car to take us to and from school, so in the morning I'd take the 
boy to school, then pick him up in the afternoon and take him home. My husband used to help 
a lot, first of all with cooking. If I hadn't cooked anything before leaving, he'd go prepare the 

food before I got back. We used to help each other with the kids a lot.

Amal added:

My husband is very compassionate and kind-hearted, which might have been what encouraged 
me to marry him. Some married couples from the West Bank might find the whole residency 
and paperwork issue to be an inconvenience for them, but he's not that way at all. I indicate 

that I'm frustrated about it sometimes, and he stays with me and calms me down.
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In addition to the support of their husbands, all participants spoke of help they have received from 
in-laws in their time of need. Most reported having a strong, close relationship with their husbands' families. 
Nevine, for instance, described her relationship with her husband's parents:

To be honest, when I first got married, his parents didn't treat me like a daughter-in-law, so 
when I was annoyed with him at the beginning, life was hard as husband and wife. Of course, 
there were problems and arguments, like when we weren't on the same page due to the age 
difference. My refuge through all that was my mother-in-law, may she rest in peace. She was 
very good to me and loved me very much – my sisters-in-law were the same way. My mother-
in-law bathed my eldest son until he was a year and a half old: that's how close we were, and 

still are, with them.

Another source of support came from neighbours and the nearby environment. Rehab, for example, 
stated that her source of strength is "God Almighty and my neighbours [rabb al-ʿālamīn wa-jārātī]. We 
tell each other everything [laughs]". Mothers also found support from their teenage or adult children, who 
help out with housework and take care of their younger siblings when the mothers are away from home, 
visiting family, or receiving medical treatment in the West Bank.

Here, it should be noted that the only family relationship that remains tense to this day is Sana's, who 
explained that hers was a "substitute" marriage [zawāj badal].41 She married the brother of her sister-in-law, 
but the initial marriage (between her brother and his wife, her sister-in-law) failed, causing problems that 
led to her being ostracized and not treated as a family member.

Significantly, a factor that contributes to women's adaptation, coping, and ability to live their lives 
is access to free courses (on Hebrew, cosmetology, cooking, etc.) organized by various institutions within 
Palestinian society inside Israel. Those courses empower women to be independent when they go to 
organizations and contribute through self-employment, or to find work in their town's private sector. There 
are private sector cash in hand jobs, or "black work", as the women call it: a direct translation of the Hebrew 
term for self-employment, or work for hire without official registration, guarantees, or rights. Amal reported, 
"The children come to my place, and I teach them here at home". Some participants indicated that such 
work has been helpful financially, but simultaneously unjust in terms of rights; one woman mentioned that 
her employer obtained her entitlements under the "Foreign Workers" Law, which enables some women to 
work and gain limited rights (e.g., accessing health insurance, opening bank accounts, etc.).

Moreover, these women receive support from non-profit human rights organizations unaffiliated with 
the Israeli government. Afnan recounted that part of her volunteer work as an activist has been to organize 
family rights awareness days, sometimes with lawyers present, and to provide empowerment modules such 
as Hebrew language courses. Finally, technological advancements and the availability of digital spaces for 
constant communication – between women and their natal families when in Israel, and their nuclear families 
while "imprisoned" in the West Bank – play a role in overcoming the psychological hardships associated 
with being separated from one of their two families. Here, we refer to imprisonment in the sense that they 
are forced to stay in the West Bank and prohibited from entering the '48 or '67 regions if their permits have 
expired. It should also be noted that the women interviewed did not feel supported emotionally or legally 
by regional feminist frameworks.

41 An arranged marriage, according to which a sister and a brother swap-marry another set of a sister and a brother in two different marriage 
contracts based one a two-family agreement.
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Discussion and Conclusions

42 Judith Butler, "Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics," AIBR. Revista de Antropología Iberoamericana, vol. 4, no. 3 (2009).
43 Penny Johnson & Eileen Kuttab, "Where have all the Women (and Men) Gone? Reflections on Gender and the Second Palestinian 

Intifada," Feminist Review, vol. 69, no. 1 (2001), pp. 21-24, 26.

This study has explored the experience of married Palestinian women from the Occupied Territories of 
1967 living in the Triangle region inside the Green Line, finding that this category of women moves from 
one state of precarity largely resulting from the Israeli occupation of the West Bank into another state of 
precarity abounding in colonial practices against Palestinian society inside Israel. The study has shown 
how these women'sv arying degrees of precarity and relate to the type of permit they receive from Israel. 
Although those who were able to obtain identity cards valid for two years have managed to access some 
rights such as employment, health insurance, and family safety, they encounter major bureaucratic hardships 
every time they need to renew their residency. Those who carry only a family visit permit face more serious 
dangers and, according to Butler,42 can be thought of as the "precariat" of society: they are vulnerable to 
a greater extent because they overstay their permits to carry on living with their families and have their 
children nearby. Hence, they enter a perpetual state of fear and are likely to face prosecution, deportation, 
and separation from their families, as has happened to several participants in the study.

The creation of these layers of precarity can be understood as a colonial policy designed to cause 
uncertainty and instability, to leave the colonized subjects weak and in constant anticipation of the worst-
case scenario, or with the incessant desire to appease the authorities hoping to obtain the basic human right 
to live with one's family and children. We have also seen how each layer of precarity serves to reinforce 
power structures of gender, socioeconomic class, and so on.

The study has shown that part of women's precarity is their inability to bring their children with them 
to live in the West Bank in times of adversity – whether a family conflict, divorce, the loss of a spouse, or 
the denial of a permit or residency renewal request. Ineligible for Palestinian identification, their children 
cannot access services such as healthcare and education in the West Bank. As a result, women are compelled 
to endure social, political, psychological, and economic burdens against their will in order to remain in the 
country and avoid being uprooted from their homes and deported to the West Bank. Although Palestinian 
law gives women the right to grant Palestinian citizenship to their children, the Oslo Accords prevent them 
from doing so if the father is a man with Israeli citizenship.

In the Palestinian context, many feminists argue that the Oslo Accords played a major role in intensifying 
political and gendered violence against Palestinian women. Johnson and Kuttab hold that the Oslo Accords 
"created a climate of profound instability and forged a new image of Palestinian political activism which 
marginalized much of society and women in particular",43 and that they are one of the intersecting factors 
that determine the structure of these women's precarity. Moreover, we have seen how economic status – 
support from husbands and (natal or spousal) families, number and age of children, and documentation 
type – shapes the daily lives of these women: support from a woman's natal family reduces the burden of 
alienation, having teenage or adult children sustains women emotionally and helps with daily errands, just as 
support from spouses is especially beneficial during the process of applying for residency or identity cards. 
Support from in-laws helps offset socioeconomic and psychological challenges, even when a woman has 
been deported to the West Bank; in such a case, her in-laws would take her children in until she comes back.

A previous study, Daher-Nashif illustrated the depth of the injustices, patriarchal social violence, 
as well as colonial oppression that married Palestinian women living in the Negev endure, all of which 
exacerbate their vulnerability, impose layers of precarity, alienation, and exclusion upon them, and leave 
them unable to protect themselves physically, psychologically, and socially. When we compare this research 
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with the present study, we find that women's precarity is greater in the Negev due to differences in economic 
situation relative to residents of the Triangle. Other reasons include widespread customs and traditions 
in the region (e.g., polygamy) as well as domestic violence, which is most prevalent in the Negev. This 
affirms that intersectionality is the most suitable conceptual framework for understanding and analysing 
such differences. The socioeconomic divergence between these two contexts can be explained in part by 
the discrimination Israel practices in dealing with Palestinians, based on a deliberate colonial policy aimed 
at creating fissures that spread throughout society. Hammami illustrates how Israel "operate[s] to distribute 
precarity unevenly" as part of a settler-colonial project "both across and within Palestinian space in the 
West Bank".44 Comparing between the various backgrounds of married Palestinian women living within 
the Green Line demonstrates the veracity of this argument.

Here, it must be noted that the disparities are not limited to intentional segregation via colonial policies. 
Rather, there is also structural cultural variation within Palestinian society in Israel that, as demonstrated 
by Daher-Nashif 45 imposes an additional psychosocial burden on women. For instance, Abou-Tabickh 
highlights the fact that "Palestinians in Israel follow the rule of patrilocal marital residence according to 
which newlyweds join the husband's natal house", meaning that wives are the ones who must move to a new 
village or city with an unfamiliar culture.46 She argues that these women's lived experiences of migration 
"in contrast to movements of population in much of the rest of the world […] brought about deterioration 
in their economic and social status", as social and institutional forces restrict their potential movement 
and, to varying degrees, cause their exclusion from familial, social, and economic spaces.47 Amid a sense 
of alienation socially and high unemployment economically, these women are expected to acclimatize 
themselves to different customs and ways of life in the new town. Abou-Tabickh indicates that, despite 
their attempts to adapt and find their own place in the new environment, they remain strangers "among 
people […] who, for the most part, will never let [them] forget that" and perceive themselves as under 
constant social scrutiny.48 This migration and its ramifications are invisible, or "masked". It is absent from 
both popular and academic Palestinian discourses in Israel.

An important outcome of this study is that when excessive Israeli barriers and requirements reach 
the point of humiliation and questioning parenthood, it negatively impacts women's status and emotional 
resolve. This can even harm their relationships with their spouses, who at times are driven to exhaustion and 
despair. Bureaucracy has long been a means by which the modern state subdues and controls its citizens, 
and its cruelty is amplified in the case of those seeking asylum or citizenship. For instance, Berda offers 
the term "security theology" to describe Israeli occupation policies that use such practices as a means to 
impose a bureaucratic system of "permits", leaving the lives of Palestinians "bare".49 Giorgio Agamben 
put forth the concept of "bare life" in reference to those who, by law, are placed outside the law and under 
the absolute control of the state.50 Although this study has depicted the bare lives of women and the ease 
with which they are subject to social and political harm as "illegal" residents of Israel, their situation is 
more vulnerable than Agamben's characterization because they lack citizenship or nationality that could 
offer them a degree of recourse when excluded by the law applicable to citizens.

44 Rema Hammami, "Precarious Politics: The Activism of 'Bodies that Count' (Aligning with those that don't) in Palestine's Colonial Frontier," 
in: Judith Butler, Zeynep Gambetti & Leticia Sabsay (eds.), Vulnerability in Resistance (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), p. 161.

45 Daher-Nashif.
46 Lilian Abou-Tabickh, "Women's Masked Migration," in: Rhoda Ann Kanaaneh & Isis Nusair (eds.), Displaced at Home: Ethnicity and Gender 

among Palestinians in Israel (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010), p. 189.
47 Ibid., p. 204.
48 Ibid., p. 195.
49 Berda.
50 Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, Kevin Attell (trans.) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
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Shalhoub-Kevorkian shows how the concept of security theology represents the cornerstone of Israeli 
bureaucratic engagement with Palestinians in Occupied Jerusalem and a primary means of enacting a system 
of control and domination over several aspects of their lives.51 A major part of what excludes Palestinian 
women from the law and renders their lives bare before colonial occupation practices is the 2003 Citizenship 
and Entry into Israel Law, which was a nightmare for Palestinian families where one spouse is from the 
West Bank or Gaza. This study has illustrated the difference between the lives of women with identity 
cards or residency and those who hold only family visit permits, substantiating the fact that this law has 
had a prejudicial impact on women's lived experiences and must be suspended in both word and deed.

Among the study's most remarkable outcomes are the various coping and adaptation strategies that 
women use to carry on daily life in spite of the numerous hardships they face. These strategies confirm 
the claims made by Butler, inter alia, as to the interrelatedness of precarity and resistance: there can be no 
resistance without precarity, which in and of itself generates potentialities for resistance, or what is known 
as performativity. Precarity does not entail being unable to work, make sacrifices, or stand up for oneself; 
it does not mean being unable to perform.52

Many scholars have discussed the impact of Palestinian society's performativity on resisting colonial 
Israeli policies; for instance, Harker explores how family and community's support reduces the precarity 
and dangers that Palestinians face.53 We have seen how family support, especially support of husbands, and 
the community's improve women's ability to confront and cope with an array of challenges. We conclude 
that these two forms of support are essential components of the colonial subject's capacity for survival, 
resistance, and salvation.

51 Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian, Security Theology, Surveillance, and the Politics of Fear (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
52 Butler, Gambetti & Sabsay.
53 Christopher Harker, "Geopolitics and Family in Palestine," Geoforum, vol. 42, no. 3 (2011), pp. 306 - 315.

References
"Fīdiyū Muwāṭin Mustahdaf." Adalah Legal Centre for Arab Minority Rights in Israel. Accessed on 

20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ILr2YB

Adalah Legal Centre for Arab Minority Rights in Israel. Qānūn al-Muwāṭana wa-l-Dukhūl ilā Isrāʾīl  
(amr muʾaqqat). Accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3IN4gzJ

Agamben, Giorgio. State of Exception. Kevin Attell (trans.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005.

Akram, Susan M. "The Search for Protection for Stateless Refugees in the Middle East: Palestinians and 
Kurds in Lebanon and Jordan." International Journal of Refugee Law. vol. 30, no. 3 (2018).

Berda, Yael. The Bureaucracy of the Occupation: An Introduction to the Permit Regime. Unpublished 
manuscript, 2012.

Bishara, Azmi. "The Pitfalls of a US-Israeli Vision of a Palestine State." Journal of Palestine Studies. 
vol. 35, no. 2 (2006).

Brah, Avtar & Ann Phoenix. "Ain't I a Woman? Revisiting Intersectionality." Journal of International 
Women's Studies. vol. 5, no. 3 (2004).

Butler, Judith, Zeynep Gambetti & Leticia Sabsay (eds.). Vulnerability in Resistance. Durham:  
Duke University Press, 2016.

Butler, Judith. "Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics." AIBR. Revista de Antropología Iberoamericana. 
vol. 4, no. 3 (2009).

https://bit.ly/3ILr2YB
https://bit.ly/3IN4gzJ


30The Lived Experiences of Married Palestinian Women from the Occupied Territories of 1967 Residing within the "Green Line"

Daher-Nashif, Suhad. "Vulnerability and Precarity of Palestinian Women in the Naqab." Third World Quarterly. 
vol. 43, no. 3 (2022).

Fineman, Martha Albertson (ed.). The Public Nature of Private Violence: Women and the Discovery  
of Abuse. London: Routledge, 1994.

Harker, Christopher. "Geopolitics and Family in Palestine." Geoforum. vol. 42, no. 3 (2011).

Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy (ed.). Handbook of Feminist Research: Theory and Praxis. Thousand Oaks: 
SAGE Publications, 2012.

Jad, Islah. "Feminist Reading of the Palestinian Constitution Draft." Review of Women's Studies.  
no. 2 (2003).

Jaraisey, Barhoum. "Qānūn al-Muwāṭana wa-l-Dukhūl ilā Isrāʾīl (amr sāʿa – qānūn ṭawāriʾ) 2022." 
Special Report. Madar: The Palestinian Centre for Israeli Studies. 13/3/2022. Accessed on 20/2/2023,  
at: https://did.li/HBM5q

Jefferis, Danielle C. "Institutionalizing Statelessness: The Revocation of Residency Rights of Palestinians 
in East Jerusalem." International Journal of Refugee Law. vol. 24, no. 2 (2012).

Johnson, Penny & Eileen Kuttab. "Where have all the Women (and Men) Gone? Reflections on Gender 
and the Second Palestinian Intifada." Feminist Review. vol. 69, no. 1 (2001).

Joronen, Mikko & Mitch Rose. "Vulnerability and its Politics: Precarity and the Woundedness of 
Power." Progress in Human Geography. vol. 45, no. 6 (2021).

Kanaaneh, Rhoda Ann & Isis Nusair (eds.). Displaced at Home: Ethnicity and Gender among Palestinians 
in Israel. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010.

Molavi, Shourideh C. Stateless Citizenship: The Palestinian-Arab Citizens of Israel. Leiden: Brill, 2013.

Phoenix, Ann & Pamela Pattynama. "Intersectionality." European Journal of Women's Studies. vol. 13, 
no. 3 (2006).

Preser, Ruth. Bare Lives: Women without Status in Haifa and the North of Israel. Haifa: Isha L'Isha Feminist 
Institute, 2020 [Hebrew].

Priddy, Grace et al. "Gender-Based Violence in a Complex Humanitarian Context: Unpacking the Human 
Sufferings Among Stateless Rohingya Women." Ethnicities. vol. 22, no. 2 (2022).

Shalhoub-Kevorkian, Nadera. Security Theology, Surveillance, and the Politics of Fear. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015.

Shiblak, Abbas. "Stateless Palestinians." Forced Migration Review. no. 26 (2006).

Stein, Yael. "Forbidden Families: Family Unification and Child Registration in East Jerusalem." B'tselem; 
Center for the Defence of the Individual. 2004.

United Nations. Human Rights Instruments: Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness. Accessed on 
20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XUn4RV

United Nations. Human Rights Instruments: Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons. Accessed 
on 20/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XVtC2x

United Nations. Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Accessed on 20/2/2023, at: https://did.li/FZZfT

Veikou, Mariangela. "Back to Basics: Stateless Women and Children in Greece." Journal of Balkan and 
Near Eastern Studies. vol. 19, no. 5 (2017).

https://did.li/HBM5q
https://criticalurbanisms.philhist.unibas.ch/people/shourideh-c-molavi-1
https://bit.ly/3XUn4RV
https://bit.ly/3XVtC2x
https://did.li/FZZfT


31ArticlesArticles Vol. 6  |  no. 2  |  May/ June 2023

	

* Researcher, Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies; Assistant Professor, Political Science and International Relations Program, Doha 
Institute for Graduate Studies (Corresponding Author). 
Email: mohammed.hemchi@dohainstitute.edu.qa

** Professor, University of Paris 8, France. 
Email: abenantar@univ–paris8.fr

*** This study was originally published in Arabic in: Mohammed Hemchi & Abdennour Benantar, "Ḥirāk 22 Fibrāyir 2019 wa Intifāḍāt al-Rabīʿ al-ʿArābī: 
Ḥudūd Sardiyyat al-Istithnāʾ al-Jazāʾirī?" Omran, vol. 11, no. 43 (Winter 2023), pp. 49-76. Omran is a quarterly peer-reviewed journal dedicated to 
social sciences and humanities.

Mohammed Hemchi * & Abdennour Benantar**

The 2019 Ḥirāk and the Arab Spring Uprisings
The Limits of the Algerian Exception Narrative?***

حراك 22 فبراير 2019 وانتفاضات الربيع العربي: حدود سردية 
الاستثناء الجزائري؟

Abstract: This study examines the 2019 Ḥirāk movement in Algeria using a trans-disciplinary perspective 
spanning the sociology of social movements, comparative politics, and international relations. It compares the 
Ḥirāk to the two waves of Arab Spring uprisings (2011 and 2019), using the "Algerian exception" narrative as an 
analytical tool. The paper examines this narrative's arguments and debates its limitations. This approach allows 
for an understanding of the Ḥirāk's local particularity that distinguishes it from other Arab uprisings and permits 
its recontextualization as part of a regional social phenomenon with transnational dynamics and subsequent 
repercussions. 

Keywords: The 2019 Ḥirāk Movement; Social Movements; Arab Spring Uprisings; Algeria; the Algerian 
Exception.

الملخص: تتدبر هذه الدراسة حراك 22 فبراير 2019 في الجزائر من منظور عابر لثلاثة اختصاصات، هي: سوسيولوجيا الحركات 
الاجتماعية، والسياسة المقارنة، والعلاقات الدولية، وتقارنه بالموجتين الأولى والثانية لانتفاضات الربيع العربي )2011 و2019(، 
موظّفةً سردية "الاستثناء الجزائري" أداةً تحليليةً للمقارنة. وتسعى إلى فحص الحجج التي تعزز هذه السردية في خطوة أولى، ثم 
تفكيكها ومناقشة حدودها في خطوة ثانية؛ ما يسمح بفهم الخصوصية المحلية التي تميّز حراك 22 فبراير من غيره من الانتفاضات 
العربية، وإعادة وضعه في سياقه الإقليمي، بوصفه جزءًا من ظاهرة اجتماعية إقليمية لها ديناميات، وفي النتيجة آثار عابرة للأوطان.

كلمات مفتاحية: حراك 22 فبراير 2019؛ الحركات الاحتجاجية؛ انتفاضات الربيع العربي؛ الجزائر؛ الاستثناء الجزائري.

mailto:mohammed.hemchi%40dohainstitute.edu.qa?subject=
mailto:abenantar%40univparis8.fr?subject=


32The 2019 Ḥirāk and the Arab Spring Uprisings: The Limits of the Algerian Exception Narrative?

Introduction: The Two Exceptions of the Algerian Case

1 Algeria was no different than Morocco when contrasted with countries that witnessed the Arab Spring and had significant consequences. On the 
other hand, Bahrain saw a popular revolution (in terms of scale and duration) but with no fundamental impact.

2 Algeria also saw various uprisings before 2011, the most notable being the protests in Kabylia (1981), in Constantine and Sétif in the east of 
the country (1986), in Algiers and other cities (1988), in Kabylia again (2001), and in the Aurès (2004). See: Abdennour Benantar, "al-Ḥirāk al-Jazāʾirī: 
Sardiyyāt wa-Sardiyyāt Muḍāda," Siyasat Arabiya, vol. 10, no 55 (March 2022), p. 9.

The Arab Spring began on 17 December 2010, when Mohamed Bouazizi's self-immolation sparked a major 
uprising in the city of Tunis, with popular protests soon spilling out of the capital into the rest of Tunisia. 
Less than three weeks later – and only one day after Bouazizi's death was announced publicly – violent 
demonstrations erupted in a number of Algerian cities in what would subsequently become known as the 
"oil and sugar uprising" (5-7 January 2011). It would take the revolutionary bug several weeks to spread 
to other Arab countries: Egypt on 25 January, Yemen on 27 January, Bahrain on 14 February, Libya on 15 
February, Syria on 17 February, and Morocco on 20 February. But unlike those, the Algerian uprising did 
not develop into a popular revolution and had no significant consequences.1

Accounts of what happened in Algeria in early 2011 vary. According to one narrative, the prices of 
basic foodstuffs had risen rapidly, in some cases by more than 40 per cent, driving people out to protest. 
While these protests began "peacefully", they were subsequently hijacked by "saboteurs", degenerating 
into rioting and violent confrontations with the security forces. Another account narrates that street vendors 
in neighbourhoods around the capital, frustrated by the government's determination to crack down on 
the informal market, provided the initial spark. The flames were further fanned by general discontent 
with rising prices and a collapse in purchasing power. Bloody clashes between protesters and police left 
a number of people dead and wounded on both sides. Others relayed that some young rebels wanted to 
imitate their Tunisian counterparts, with the situation in Algeria not being very different from that in 
Tunisia after all. Another account attributed the events to a law that was about to be implemented, one 
which would have obliged big business to put its financial resources at the disposal of the campaign to 
crack down on the informal economy. Consequently, some powerful oligarchs might have taken advantage 
of general resentment and the uprising in Algeria's eastern neighbour to mobilize the public and pressure 
the government into changing course.

The protests that took place in several Algerian cities in January 2011 were not purely domestic in 
character. They were influenced by the revolutionary wave that had just begun in Tunisia. Furthermore, the 
2011 uprising was snuffed out in a matter of days, by dynamics that were more domestic than regional, and 
as a result, Algeria remained resistant to revolutionary fervour that lasted through to February 2019. Thus, 
this paper is not primarily about the uprising of January 2011, but it is a useful steppingstone towards a 
comparison of the 2019 Hirak and the Arab Spring revolutions that provided the context for that uprising. 
The further we get from 2011, and the closer we get to 2019, the more difficult it becomes to distinguish 
between domestic and external influences.

It is this interaction between the domestic and the external factors in February 2019 that motivates our 
particular interest in the ways in which the Ḥirāk is similar to, and different from, the Arab Spring uprisings. 
How did Algeria remain so insulated from the effects of those uprisings spanning eight years? During this 
period, the country experienced violent protests, often larger in scale than those in other countries.2 But 
these protests quickly broke up (or were broken up), the 2013-2015 Ouadi Mizab demonstrations or the 
2015 anti-fracking protests in the south being good examples.

Why did these protests fail to bring about a revolution in Algeria? Was it because they did not take 
on a national dimension and remained relatively local? Because their demands never moved beyond the 
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specific issues that had occasioned them in the first place? Because they degenerated into riots and acts of 
violence and property damage, giving the government a pretext to crush them with brute force? Because 
they did not develop into a social movement? Because political actors (primarily from the opposition) did 
not take the opportunity to politicize them and turn them into a force capable of putting pressure on the 
government? Because both state and society had learned the lessons of the Civil War and were eager not 
to make the same mistake? Because a regional climate marked by Europe's fear of even greater unrest in 
its southern neighbours made it difficult for the revolutionary bug to spread west from Tunisia? Or was it 
because of some combination of these factors?

Addressing these questions assists in studying the 2019 Ḥirāk using a multidisciplinary approach; as 
part of a series of domestic protests on the one hand, and on the other within the regional context of the 
Arab Spring uprisings . Earlier narratives of the 2011 uprising cite a broad range of background phenomena 
to account for its outbreak and, similarly, for its dissipation. These have to do either with the domestic 
context or with the regional context, which produce and reproduce protest as a social movement that is or 
can be extended over time and place.

On the first anniversary of the 5 January 2011 uprising, Deutsche Welle's correspondent interviewed 
a number of young men in the working class Algiers neighbourhood of Bab El Oued, a popular spot with 
street vendors and the place where the protests had broken. "Watching what was happening in Tunisia and 
the whole thing with Mohamed Bouazizi, we all saw ourselves as Bouazizi," one of them told her. "When 
he set himself on fire, that had a real effect, especially because we live under the same terrible conditions 
as him." According to his account, "the protests in Tunisia coincided with a lot of talk about the Algerian 
authorities' determination to crack down on illegal commercial activity [i.e. unlicensed street vendors]". 
He added that "if one of them laid a finger on my stall, I'd set the whole country on fire, not just myself 
[…]. Our uprising broke out just after that, because it was a matter of our livelihoods". But he claimed 
that "thugs" (balṭagiyya) had taken the opportunity to engage in theft and violence, "and so the idea got 
around that the reason for the protest was the rise in the price of oil and sugar, while actually, it was bigger 
than that".3

This appears to be evidence that a transnational protest movement was taking shape back then 4. The 
collapse in citizens' purchasing power, the general sense of frustration, the accrual of injustices – all this 
had already been present before 5 January 2011, and would persist afterwards. These domestic factors 
combined with the element of regional contagion to produce an uprising that was no less violent than the 
events that took place in Tunisia. But attempts to escalate the protests, to give them a greater degree of 
organization, and to keep them going as long as possible, all failed, with the protests petering out after a few 
days. Here, it was domestic factors that took precedence (state violence, the policy of buying quiescence, 
collective memory, etc), while the external influence, although prominent, proved to be less important (i.e., 
the attitude of major powers committed to maintaining the status quo).

Algeria was then a notable exception, especially given its long history of protest. By the end of winter 
2011, the regime had dodged the tumult of the Arab Spring. If anything, Algeria proved to be stronger than 
ever and had become a symbol of stability in the region. Major powers had come to see it as an indispensable 
regional actor, especially with regard to the fight against terrorism. As time went on, and the Arab Spring 
degenerated into civil wars in Libya, Yemen, and Syria (with the latter becoming a hub for transnational 

3 See: Ratiba Bouadma, "ʿĀm Baʿd Iḥtijājāt al-Jazāʾir… Shubbān al-Aḥyāʾ al-Faqīra Yabḥathūn ʿan al-Khalāṣ," Deutsche Welle, 4/1/2012, 
accessed on 14/3/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Dn1j4U

4 One of the slogans adopted by protesters in Yemen was "Ali Abdullah Saleh, Tunisify us [tawnisnā], don't Somalify us [lā tuṣāwmilnā]". Tunisia 
and Somalia both had deep political and economic significance in the conscience of those chanting.

https://bit.ly/3Dn1j4U
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terrorism), it became clear that the more space Algeria could put between itself and the 2011 revolutions, 
the better it could consolidate its position.5

The Algerian regime thus grew ever more confident that Algeria was a bastion of stability, impervious 
to the unrest that had swept across the region (and which in autumn 2016 would take root in Al Hoceima 
in Morocco). As a result, its behaviour was entirely at odds with the Arab Spring dynamics (or the grounds 
for it at least). It pursued a "change for a no change" approach, institutionalizing corruption, doubling down 
on its policy of social peace at the expense of development, and proceeding to feed the collective sense of 
deprivation and resentment. More importantly, it generalized feelings of humiliation and abjection.

In spring 2013, President Abdelaziz Bouteflika suffered a stroke that made it difficult for him to move, 
speak, or even appear in public except for brief periods and in a wheelchair. Nonetheless, in 2014 he stood 
for, and won, a fourth term in office. The Algerian public expected him to hand over the presidency at the 
end of this fourth term, but a campaign for what was then referred to as the "continuity option" suggested 
otherwise. Statements emanating from that campaign, sometimes even official statements, were considered 
by the Algerians as humiliating for a nation that had shed blood to cast off the indignities of colonialism.

People began to ask how a country the size of Algeria could be run by a man so ill that he could 
not even speak. The "Algeria of pride and dignity" that Bouteflika had promised on his accession to the 
presidency in 1999 seemed far out of reach. There was a bitter collective resentment. But even as Bouteflika 
and his supporters fed this resentment, their proud and myopic faith in the "Algerian exception" led them 
to ever greater provocations, culminating in the announcement on 10 February 2019 that Bouteflika would 
be standing for a fifth term. It was this announcement that was to spark the Ḥirāk on 22 February, which 
began with limited protests against the nomination in Béjaïa and Khenchela in the east of the country and 
eventually developed into a huge popular uprising.

This has given rise to a lengthy debate on the nature of the Ḥirāk. Was it a social protest/ movement 
of local origin? A delayed "Arab Spring"? The end point of a protracted "Algerian Spring" stretching back 
to the 1988 protests that brought down the single-party regime (1962-1989), or perhaps even further than 
that? It is this debate that we will be grappling with here, in an attempt to draw out the similarities and 
differences between the 22 February Ḥirāk and the Arab Spring uprisings. The Ḥirāk is a protest movement 
in which the social, the political, and the economic are closely intertwined and in which the domestic 
overlaps with the regional and the international dynamics. As such, we make use of insights from three 
different disciplines: the sociology of social movements, comparative politics, and international relations.

Although the various Arab uprisings have generally shared the same strategic goal – removing an 
existing regime and replacing it with a democratic system responsive to popular aspirations for freedom, 
dignity, justice, and development – there are also many aspects in which they differ. The first and most 
fundamental axis of differentiation is the domestic context. While the regional context is certainly important, 
the domestic situation in each country is the main determinant of the causes, trajectory, and ultimate fate 
of an uprising. Any answer to the question of similarities and differences must also highlight how each 
uprising has simultaneously influenced and been influenced by the trajectories and outcomes of the others.

This paper compares the Algerian Ḥirāk and the Arab Spring uprisings using what we call the "Algerian 
exception narrative" as an analytical lens for comparison. It demonstrates the distinctiveness of the Ḥirāk 
by examining its motivations. The paper further unpacks how the Ḥirāk resembles other Arab uprisings by 
exploring its limits. As we will see, there is a certain irony to the "exception narrative": Algeria has been 

5 Louisa Dris-Aït Hamadouche, "Le soulèvement populaire algérien à l'aune du printemps arabe," Pouvoirs, vol. 1, no. 176 (2021), p. 17.
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exceptional not only in that a major uprising failed to manifest in 2011 at the height of the Arab Spring, 
but also in that an uprising that is distinct from its Arab spring counterparts did manifest eight years later.

This paper is divided into three sections. In the first section, we will introduce the Algerian exception 
narrative. In the second, we will pursue a more dialectical approach to comparison, testing the claims on 
which that narrative rests. In the third, we deconstruct the exception narrative and discuss its limitations, 
putting the Ḥirāk back in its regional context after drawing out its domestic specificity. We hope that this 
will provide a foundation on which a deeper understanding of the similarities and differences between the 
Algerian case and the rest of the mobilisations of the broader Arab Spring that the region has witnessed 
over the last ten and a half years.

6 We might add to this two other basic semantic points. The first is a general one: a "revolution" is typically a matter of rebellion against the status 
quo and indeed often of armed action. The second has to do with the Algerian context, where no matter how revolutionary the Ḥirāk may have been, 
it seemed crucial to distinguish it from the Algerian Revolution of 1954 - 1962 that brought to the country independence from France. For a broader 
critique of the concept of revolution in the Arab context, see: Yadh Ben Achour, Tunisie: Une révolution en pays d'islam (Tunis: Cérès éditions, 2017).

The Name Ḥirāk as an Embodiment of the Algerian Exception
A quick glance at the Arab protests between 2010 and 2020 – with the exception of Iraq's (1 October 2019) 
and Lebanon's (17 October 2019) – suffices to show why it is often said that the "Arab Spring moment" 
took so long to reach Algeria. The protests of 5 January 2011 were crushed or failed to mature into an 
uprising of the characteristic of the first wave, and the second (2019) wave, which began in Sudan on 19 
December 2018 and took several weeks to manifest in Algeria.

In their collective imagination, however, Algerians have quite a different self-image. In their account, 
their country experienced its own "Arab Spring Moment" more than twenty years before Tunisia. Whether 
with respect to the nature of the uprising (spontaneous and national, i.e., not geographically limited), its 
slogans and demands (regime change, transition to democracy, political pluralism), Algeria had the same 
experience as other Arab countries, but much earlier. On the eve of 22 February 2019, Algerians felt that 
they had already experienced the hopes and sufferings of the Arab Spring – in fact, that they had achieved 
more in autumn 1988, and suffered more during the 'Black Decade' of the 1990s, than any of the uprisings 
had in 2011. On the one hand, despite the many disappointments that followed, they had managed to leave 
behind the single party regime and achieve a transition to a pluralist system back then. On the other, they 
had experienced the serious violent unrest, frequently characterized as a civil war, and all the tragedies 
and sacrifices that came with it.

At the beginning of the Ḥirāk, Algerians came to see this painful ordeal as something of a blessing. 
There was a broad sense that the events of the late 20th century must not be repeated. As the protests 
expanded without ever turning violent – and as the security forces, on the other hand, maintained their 
own policy of non-violence against the protesters – this sense became a source of pride. A narrative of 
the "Algerian exception" began to take shape. One of the most significant components of this narrative 
was a refusal to call the protest movement a "revolution" (thawra) like those of the Arab Spring in 2011. 
Instead, protesters used the term ḥirāk ("mobilization" or "movement"), called themselves "ḥirākīs" rather 
than "revolutionaries", and rejected any association – explicit or implicit – between their movement and 
the 2011 revolutions.6

Fear and deliberate attempts to cultivate it among the populace are a tool commonly used by 
governments, irrespective of local context. There is a broad literature on how fear can be instrumentalized 
for political ends, particularly when terrorism is involved. The discourse adopted by the Algerian regime 
on the eve of the Ḥirāk was no exception: it drew heavily on a narrative of the "securitization" of the Arab 
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Spring. The underlying strategy here was to contain social mobilization by evoking three major anxieties: 
the fear of a return to the tragedies of the "Black Decade" should the demonstrations develop into violent 
clashes with the security forces (or if the state elected to deploy the army, as it had in 1992); the risk that 
terrorist groups would infiltrate the protests and take advantage of large public gatherings to carry out 
bombing attacks; and the threat of an abortive "Arab Spring" of the kind experienced in Syria, Libya, or 
Yemen.

The Ḥirākis' attempts to distance themselves from the Arab Spring, in terms of their choice of name 
and content of their movement, are indicative of a defensive posture. Protesters responded to the regime's 
two-pronged strategy (fomenting anxiety about the Arab Spring on the one hand and the Black Decade 
on the other 7 with their own two-pronged strategy. One part of this strategy was the insistence on entirely 
peaceful mobilization, preventing any degeneration into violent action and forestalling any attempt to 
legitimize crushing the protests by force. The other was to differentiate the Algerian Ḥirāk from the Arab 
Spring revolutions, both the first wave (2011) and the second wave (2019).8 This was particularly important 
in light of the rioting and violent clashes with the security forces that had already taken place in Sudan.

It is notable that the demonstrators in Algeria, just like the ruling and opposition elites, were products 
of the same security imagination and the same patriotic political culture produced by the 1954 revolution 
against the French occupation. The Ḥirāk adopted a patriotic rhetoric that did not differ in tone or in 
lexicon from that of the regime, particularly with respect to two points that were especially important in 
its discursive struggle for legitimacy: rejection of meddling in domestic affairs and the depiction of the 
foreign as a threat. It is worth noting here that the official narrative of the foreign threat (adopted socially 
via discourse) has had serious consequences, because anyone accused of collaborating with foreign powers 
is therefore being accused of undermining national security and thus of treason. This narrative has also 
made it possible to adopt a rhetoric of overlapping "foreign" and "domestic" enemies.9

By distancing themselves from the Arab Spring revolutions, therefore, the Ḥirākis were trying to refute 
regime attempts to compare their movement with what had happened in Syria, Libya, and Yemen, hoping to 
allay fears of civil war 10 and of inevitable state collapse. They rejected this association and worked hard to 
free activists from the grip of "Black Decade" anxiety.11 If comparisons had to be made, then they preferred 
to make them with Egypt. But even here, it was a completely different logic that prevailed: the point was 
that the Ḥirāk must not lead to military rule,12 as the slogan "a civil state, not an army state" demonstrated.

The use of the term Ḥirāk was not an Algerian innovation. It had been used in other Arab countries 
before, and might be considered a borrowing from the 2009 Southern Movement (al-Ḥirāk al-Janūbī) in 
Yemen, where it first appeared, or from the 2016 Rif Movement (Ḥirāk al-Rīf) in Morocco, Algeria's closest 
neighbour.13 Indeed, it was soon incorporated into official discourse, later even with the word "blessed" 

7 Referred to in its rhetoric as "the national tragedy", a term previously used in national reconciliation legislation. See for example: People's 
Democratic Republic of Algeria, "Amr Raqm 06 - 01 Muʾarrakh fī 28 Muḥarram ʿĀm 1427 al-Muwāfiq 27 Fibrāyir Sanat 2006, Yataḍamman Tanfīdh 
Mīthāq al-Silm wa-l-Muṣālaḥa al-Waṭaniyya," Official Gazette, Year 43, Issue 11, 28/2/2006.

8 Benantar, pp. 10 - 11.
9 Ibid., p. 11.
10 Farida Souiah, "Rhétorique de l'ingérence et lutte pour la légitimité," Mouvement, vol. 2, no. 102 (2020), p. 36.
11 The slogans used by the demonstrators bear witness to the trauma of the 1990s and their desire to avoid violence: "Algeria isn't Syria",  

"the army and the people are brothers", "the police and the people are brothers", and "the Black Decade is over, we'll build a White Decade".  
See: Faouzia Zeraoulia, "The Memory of the Civil War in Algeria: Lessons from the Past with Reference to the Algerian Hirak," Contemporary Review 
of the Middle East, vol. 7, no. 1 (2020), p. 43.

12 Benantar, p. 11.
13 Although the term Ḥirāk was shared by some countries, different national contexts have generated a rich and specific vocabulary of protest, 

giving new meanings to old terms that often refer to the same thing: azlām al-niẓām [regime's men] in Tunisia and Libya, the fulūl [holdovers from 
the old regime] in Egypt, the shabbīḥa [state sponsored mercenaries] in Syria, and the 'iṣāba [regime thugs] in Algeria. The terms baqāyā al-niẓām  
("regime remnants") and rumūz al-niẓām ("regime figures") are also widely used in all Arab countries. See: Ibid., p. 10.
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(mubārak) attached. This was not, in our view, a simple attempt to placate the Ḥirākis, or part of the policy 
of "coping with the Ḥirāk" ultimately adopted by the military establishment. It was also intended to reassure 
an international audience that the regime was still in control, and that Algeria – the ever-reliable protector 
of regional security in the Sahel – was not about to meet the fate of the other Arab Spring countries. After 
all, this was not a "revolution" capable of undermining the regional balance of power by destabilising 
Algeria domestically. It was a mere "movement". Even in academic circles, the term Ḥirāk has escaped 
critique or scrutiny. It has been widely used to refer to a protest movement bringing together several other 
more limited protest movements.

Nonetheless, the use of a term borrowed from other regional movements did nothing to undermine 
the Ḥirākis' image of themselves as an exception and a unique Algerian phenomenon. They called their 
movement the "peaceful" Ḥirāk, the "civilised" Ḥirāk, the "blessed" Ḥirāk (a phrase adopted by the same 
regime that the Ḥirāk was targeted against), the "conscious" Ḥirāk, the "inspiring" Ḥirāk, the "incredible" 
Ḥirāk, or the "historic" Ḥirāk. Each of these descriptors evoked its opposite, reinforcing the idea of the Ḥirāk 
as distinct from other Arab protest movements. "Peaceful", for example, evoked "violent" and "bloody" 
(clashes, dead, and wounded). "Civilized" evoked "barbaric" (rioting, property damage, destruction of public 
space), while "blessed" juxtaposed the demonization of other Arab movements. "Conscious" contrasted with 
an impulsivity blind to the plots and schemes of foreign and domestic enemies. "Inspiring" and "incredible" 
contrasted with "normal" movements in which a historian would have little interest. And "historic" implied 
that it was no mere passing moment but would have major long-term effects.

For any of the other adjectives to be applied, "peaceful" had to be there first. It was impossible not to 
notice the general atmosphere of the protests. There were young families present, couples, young people, 
children, and babies in prams. Women both young and old moved unbothered through large groups of people, 
with and without headscarves or dressed in traditional Ḥayiks. Demonstrators gave flowers to policemen 
and sometimes exchanged hugs. There were displays of social solidarity between people from very different 
backgrounds – political, ideological, religious, cultural, linguistic, demographic, and urban. The streets 
came alive as a site of protest. And rather than degenerating into scenes of chaos and confrontation between 
different groups of people, it came to resemble most of all a celebration of the reclamation of public space, 
intermingled with resentment and an overwhelming desire for change and liberation. It became a melting-pot 
capable of containing the various political, social, and cultural conflicts that had long been fomented and 
exploited by the regime as a way of staying in power. It was impossible, too, not to notice the scenes of 
people from every walk of life coming together, debating with one another, sharing water and food, and – 
on every occasion – volunteering in large numbers to clean-up when the gatherings came to an end.

Even when signs of division began to appear on the horizon – particularly with respect to the 
constitutional option imposed by the military establishment – protesters on the streets maintained the 
peaceful character of the Ḥirāk. The heated debates between those for and against the constitutional option 
never degenerated into violence, whether between demonstrators themselves or between the demonstrators 
and the security forces. And when the number of Covid-19 cases began to rise, shortly after the first 
anniversary of the Ḥirāk, public areas were transformed into educational spaces raising awareness about 
the disease and distributing masks and bottles of hand sanitiser, a practice that continued until voices within 
the Ḥirāk itself called for a temporary suspension of activities.14 All this contributed to the Ḥirāk's self-

14 This account is taken from direct observation of the Ḥirāk protests, both in Algeria (where one of us was present from the beginning of the 
movement in February through to October 2019) and abroad (where the other witnessed all of the protests organised by the Algerian community in 
France). There is a wealth of material, both audio-visual and written, as well as extensive media reporting demonstrating all this.
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image as an Algerian exception unparalleled in the regional environment. Some went as far as to suggest 

that the Ḥirāk itself should be nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.15

It is clear that although the "Algerian exception" narrative and the Ḥirāk's self-image maintain that these 

protests absolutely do not constitute an "Arab Spring" or even a "popular revolution", it has nonetheless 

ended up as an alternative version of the Arab Spring narrative, an Arab Spring à l'algérienne. The next 

section puts tests the limitations of this narrative by looking at the similarities and differences between the 

Ḥirāk of 22 February and the first wave of Arab Spring uprisings.

15 See: Nacer Djabi, "Limādhā Lā Yatimm Tarshīḥ al-Ḥirāk al-Shaʿbī fī'l-Jazāʾir ilā Jāʾizat Nūbil li-l-Salām?," al-Quds al-Arabi, 28/3/2021, 
accessed on 14/3/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Enm56b. In April 2019, Moncef Marzouki, the first post-revolutionary president of Tunisia, said that the 
"Algerian revolution [was] one of the most successful of the Arab Spring revolutions" because it had occurred "without bloodshed", and "Algerians 
have a very high level of consciousness". See: "al-Marzūqī: al-Thawra al-Jazāʾiriyya min Anjaḥ Thawrāt al-Rabīʿ al-ʿArabī," Anadolu Agency, 
9/4/2019, accessed on 14/3/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3EjaDbz. Shortly after Bouteflika's resignation, Nasser Zefzafi, one of the leaders of the Moroccan 
Rif Movement, published a letter from his prison cell in which he said "I salute you, great people of Algeria, for securing the first of your demands: the 
cancellation of the fifth term […] How could it have been otherwise, when you have done such glorious things in the past? And today you are doing 
them again. Like your brothers and sisters in the Rif, you have taught the world a lesson in peaceful, civilised protest." See: "al-Zafzāfī Yuḥayyī al-
Jazāʾiriyyīn: Anḥanī Lakum Ijlālan Ayyuhā-l-Aḥrār!" Aswat Magharibiyya, 5/4/2019, accessed on 14/3/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3EwzJEd. For more, see: 
"Ḥirāk al-Jazāʾiriyyīn Yubhir Aḥrār al-ʿĀlam," al-Bilad, 5/4/2019, accessed on 14/3/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3WRa3ZS. Such praise can only have further 
entrenched the idea of an Algerian exception.

16 Hamadouche, pp. 21 - 22.
17 Abdennour Benantar, "Arab Democratic Uprisings: Domestic, Regional and Global Implications," New Global Studies, vol. 5. no. 1 (2011),  

pp. 1 - 7.

Arguments for the Algerian Exception
This section inspects the arguments supporting the existence of an Algerian Exception, which includes: the 
national character of the Ḥirāk that overcame the various divisions and loyalties of people from a broad 
range of backgrounds; the peaceful nature of the protests; the regime's relatively gentle response; the Ḥirāk 
abroad; the shared rejection of foreign intervention by both the regime and the protesters; and the strategic 
agreement between domestic and foreign actors that Algerian stability was crucial to regional stability.

1.	 A national movement cutting across divisions

One distinguishing feature of the 22 February Hirak was its "national" character, in the sense that it 
managed to overcome both horizontal and vertical divisions between protesters from a range of different 
backgrounds. In this respect, it is unlike other Arab protests: the uprisings in Bahrain, Libya, Syria, and 
Yemen, for example, failed to overcome ideological and sectarian divisions and traditional identities. In 
Bahrain, the Sunni minority did not support the uprising, because its main social vector was ShiʿI; and 
anti-Iranian rhetoric proved capable of mobilizing a Sunni-Arab coalition that encouraged repression 16 and 
ultimately led to GCC intervention to rescue the regime. The prominence of these identities and loyalties 
meant that the approach to the Arab Spring uprisings was inconsistent: in Libya, foreign intervention was 
intended to save the people from the regime, while in Bahrain it aimed to save the regime from the people.17 
In Egypt, meanwhile, political divisions between Islamist and anti-Islamist forces smothered the popular 
uprising, ultimately producing a reinvigorated authoritarian regime in the July 2013 coup. In Libya, Syria, 
and Yemen, internal divisions (sectarian, tribal, and regional) became entangled with foreign intervention, 
dragging all three countries into bloody civil wars. The only exception here is Tunisia, which like the Ḥirāk 
in Algeria managed to overcome these sorts of divisions.

The Ḥirāk remained unharmed by these various divisions, despite the regime's attempts to exploit 
tensions within its ranks, for example by driving a wedge between Amazigh and Arabic speakers. On 
19 June 2019, Chief of Staff Ahmed Caid Saleh announced an entirely illegal ban on the carrying of the 

https://bit.ly/3Enm56b
https://bit.ly/3EjaDbz
https://bit.ly/3EwzJEd
https://bit.ly/3WRa3ZS
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Amazigh flag, and the government provided constant support in its official rhetoric for the "Novembrist-
Badisist" current among the demonstrators, a current that fomented hatred against the tribal areas in which 
many Amazigh speakers live. It also insisted on pursuing judicial cases against Ḥirāk activists. These 
semi-authoritarian measures certainly caused tension and anxiety within the Ḥirāk, not least because of the 
string of arrests and guilty verdicts produced by the courts. But it was nonetheless able to retain its unity 
and homogeneity,18 and as a result its coherence.

The Ḥirāk succeeded in peacefully combining political and ideological diversity with unity of purpose 
and aim. Its social makeup doubtless played a part in reducing the effect of ideological differences within 
its ranks: young people who had not witnessed the ideological conflicts of the previous decades, present 
in large numbers, made the Ḥirāk more flexible and were responsible for slogans such as "you can't scare 
us with the [Black] Decade!"19 The (other) Arab uprisings, on the other hand, fell victim to an ideological 
polarization that undermined their ability to confront their governments. Even in those countries that did 
experience major change, this polarization has brought the transition process to a halt, as in Tunisia (after 
Kais Saied announced a state of emergency on 25 July 2021), reversed it altogether, as in Egypt, or led 
to civil war, as in Libya (although here foreign intervention had disrupted the course of the protests at a 
very early stage).

The Ḥirāk's success in overcoming political and ideological divisions was not only a regional exception, 
but also exceptional within Algeria's own history if we distinguish it, as a spontaneous protest movement, 
from the established bloc of civil society and organised political parties. The Ḥirāk took these organizations 
by surprise, and they were ultimately unable to do anything other than ride the wave, having failed to take 
leadership of the movement.

But this is, at least in part, a product of differences between Algeria and other Arab protest movements. 
For example, unlike Tunisia and Egypt, Algeria had no intermediary entities between the regime and 
the protesters. There was no Algerian equivalent to the Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT), and 
Algeria's Barakat and Peaceful Society Movements (the latter of which is Brotherhood-linked) pale into 
insignificance next to Kefaya or the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. This is especially true with respect to 
their capacity for mobilization and politicization – by which we mean their ability to channel and transform 
social demands into political demands – which is the essence of the intermediary organization's role. The 
political class remained hostage to their ideological choices, which were incompatible with the makeup 
and rhetoric of the Ḥirāk.

The progressives closed ranks within one bloc, the Forces of the Democratic Alternative (FDA), 
which quickly adopted a roadmap for the future of the country. The conservatives, meanwhile, formed 
a separate alliance, which produced its own distinct roadmap different from that of the FDA. The 
conservative alliance fell apart as soon as the presidential elections were announced, splitting into a 
camp that favoured participation and another that planned to boycott. The FDA, on the other hand, 
has continued to clash with the government, but without succeeding in expanding its membership or 
increasing its influence. Both blocs have failed to meet with prominent Ḥirāk activists, with the sole 
exception of the discussions held on 24 August 2019 intended to find common political ground. That 
meeting, moreover, took place before the Chief of Staff announced the presidential election, which 
triggered a new round of schisms within the political class. This failure is all the more striking given 
the political and economic climate produced by the Ḥirāk, which would have been very favourable to 

18 Hamadouche, pp. 22 - 23.
19 Ibid., p. 23.
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any attempt by opposition politicians to play their expected role and would have offered a very strong 
hand to use against the government.20

2.	 A peaceful Ḥirāk

The peaceful nature of the Ḥirāk is often considered one of its defining characteristics. During the 
first wave of Arab Spring uprisings, popular protests were soon marred by tit-for-tat violence between 
demonstrators and the security forces. Even the Tunisian uprising witnessed some, albeit limited, violence; 
in addition to its violent origins in the self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, between 300 and 500 people 
died over the course of the protests. While the Syrian demonstrations were initially peaceful, they were 
rapidly caught up in a rising wave of violence that claimed more than 5000 lives between March 2011 and 
January 2012. In Libya, meanwhile, the uprising quickly degenerated into a civil war that by October 2011 
had killed between 10,000 and 50,000 people. The first year of the Egyptian uprising left 900 people dead, 
and the first year of the Yemeni uprising left 350. In Bahrain, a country with less than 600,000 citizens, 
the number was 55. But during the Ḥirāk in Algeria, only a single death was reported, a young man who 
succumbed to injuries inflicted by a rubber bullet.21

Much the same applies to the second wave of the Arab Spring. The first month of the Sudanese 
uprising saw no fewer than 40 deaths,22 and within less than a month of the beginning of the October 2019 
Lebanese uprising, two protesters had died.23 Lebanon also saw widespread rioting, property damage and 
violent clashes between protesters and the security forces. The same might be said of the October 2019 
uprising in Iraq, where the tally was even worse: hundreds killed, and thousands wounded in clashes with 
the security forces in the first three months.24

How can we explain the Ḥirāk's uniquely peaceful nature when compared to the other Arab uprisings? 
Accumulated experience certainly influenced the trajectory of the protests: domestic experience from the 
long history of Algerian protest on the one hand, as well as lessons learned from the Arab Spring elsewhere 
in the region. Previous protest movements had generally been violent but had ultimately succeeded only in 
reproducing the status quo, because the Algerian security regime's legitimacy is also sustained by violence. 
Domestic experience, then, encouraged protesters to adopt a conscious strategy of denying the regime 
opportunities to exploit violent protests to justify repression or stave off their demands. At a more regional 
level, meanwhile, the violent trajectory of the Arab uprisings seems to have made participants more wary 
of 25 or even deeply hostile to violence, fearing similar escalations.

Moreover, the base of the Ḥirāk was uniquely broad, uniting people from every part of society. Its cross-
generational nature allowed for knowledge of previous protests to be transferred to a younger generation 
through the discussion groups that formed at the end of every demonstration.26 There was also, as has 
already been noted, an unusually high level of female participation, whether as individuals or as members 
of whole families who came out to take part in marches. The presence of so many people belonging to 

20 Hamadouche, pp. 24 - 25.
21 Hamadouche, p. 20.
22 "al-Sūdān: Ḍubbāṭ al-Amn Yulāḥiqūn al-Muḥtajjīn al-Muṣābīn Dākhil Mustashfā," Amnesty International, 10/1/2019, accessed on 14/3/2023,  

at: https://bit.ly/2RqyQ8Y. Various reports indicate that dozens more protesters have been killed in protests that are still continuing at the time of writing, 
albeit in a more geographically limited and more scattered fashion.

23 "Lubnān: al-Mutaẓāhirīn Yushayyiʿūn Muwāṭinan Qutil fī-l-Iḥtijājāt al-Mutawāṣila ḍidd al-Ṭabaqa al-Ḥākima," France 24, 14/11/2019,  
accessed on 14/3/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3sGOOft

24 "Iḥṣāʾiyya Umamiyya: Ḥaṣīlat Iḥtijājāt al-ʿIrāq Akthar min 400 Qatīl wa-19 Alf Jarīḥ", Al Jazeera Net, 4/12/2019, accessed on 14/4/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3FuxT7F

25 Hamadouche, p. 21.
26 Ibid.

https://bit.ly/2RqyQ8Y
https://bit.ly/3FuxT7F
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groups rarely seen at protests, including children 27 and senior citizens, made it less likely that the security 
forces would use violence, and that young people would respond to their provocations.28

3.	 The gentle response: prioritizing constitutional and judicial action over police action

The 22 February Ḥirāk was distinct from other Arab uprisings (both waves) in that the regime did not 
use brute force to crush the protests, despite having the power to do so. We have identified four primary 
factors in the decision not to violently confront the Ḥirāk. The first factor was the Ḥirāk's own peaceful 
nature, which would have softened any inclination on the part of the regime to use force. Second, there 
was disagreement between different wings of the regime itself with regard to the most appropriate way of 
dealing with the protests, especially once it became clear to some regime elements that the way they chose 
to face the Ḥirāk might offer them a historic opportunity to legitimately get rid of their rivals. Third, the 
regime was acutely aware that if a violent response led to deaths, this might open the door to a new "Black 
Decade" of violent unrest, particularly given the rising number of demonstrators. The regime was clearly 
unwilling to take on the political responsibility for dealing with any such development, either domestically 
or internationally. Finally, there was an implicit link between the goals of foreign powers and the means 
used by the Algerian regime: so long as the regime held back from using violence against the protesters, 
it would continue to receive international support.

It is also likely that the intense coverage that any event now attracts, from both traditional and new 
media, helped to restrain the regime response to protesters chanting "peaceful protest, peaceful protest", 
especially when compared to the protests of the 1980s. We might add another factor: the regime having 
learned, from both domestic experience and regional example, how to use other tools to break up the 
Ḥirāk and rob it of its energy. This kind of "soft" or "invisible" repression, although it still occasioned 
media criticism, attracts far less attention than brute force, the deaths, rioting, and violent clashes between 
demonstrators and the security forces. The most significant example of this was the rhetorical recasting 
of the Ḥirāk's political demands for radical change as constitutional demands for reform of the status quo 
and thus for its preservation. Another major tool was the growing politicization of the judiciary through 
a campaign of continuous arrests and sentences targeting not only the public faces of corruption in the 
Bouteflika regime but also many leading activists from the Ḥirāk.

4.	 A Ḥirāk in the diaspora too

Another distinguishing feature of the 22 February Ḥirāk was the involvement of the Algerian community 
outside the country, who organized marches and protests in parallel with those in the interior. According to 
Didier Le Saout, the extent to which the Algerian diaspora was involved in the protests set the Ḥirāk apart 
from all other protest movements in the Arab World between 2011 and 2019, especially in France, home to 
the largest Algerian community outside the country itself. There are many points in common between the 
diaspora protests and the mobilization in the homeland. Despite often being referred to as the "Diaspora 
Ḥirāk", it was in fact an extension of the Ḥirāk in Algeria itself, albeit in a different context. Its slogans 
and demands were aimed squarely at the government in Algeria, as well as being directed at the French 
government (during the protests in France) and even to international bodies and NGOs.

The Diaspora Ḥirāk was quicker to mobilize, beginning before the 22 February 2019 Ḥirāk in Algeria 
itself. The first mass demonstration of Algerians in France against Bouteflika's decision to stand for a fifth 
term was held on Place de la République on 17 February 2019. Ever since, regular demonstrations and 

27 "Iḥṣāʾiyya Umamiyya: Ḥaṣīlat Iḥtijājāt al-ʿIrāq Akthar min 400 Qatīl wa-19 Alf Jarīḥ", Al Jazeera Net, 4/12/2019, accessed on 14/3/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3FuxT7F

28 Hamadouche, p. 21.

https://bit.ly/3FuxT7F
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gatherings have been held there every Sunday, with tens of thousands of people turning out to demand 
change in Algeria, chanting the same slogans as their counterparts in the mother country itself. Protests 
have also been held in other French cities, albeit smaller and less frequently than those in Paris (the Sunday 
protests), which are unique in both their size and their regularity.

The weekly gatherings of Algerian protesters and the marches that they have organized in Paris 
have celebrated key moments in the history of Algeria (the events of 8 May 1945, 1 November 1954, 
independence in 1962, the Amazigh Autumn in 1980, the events of October 1988, and the Black Autumn 
of 2001).29 By participating from afar in the protest movement, Algerian migrants were taking part in the 
reproduction of symbols they made as part of "ritual performances" intended to threaten modern Algerian 
authoritarianism. They appropriated the rhetoric of the liberation war, accusing the government of having 
manipulated and instrumentalised it, and shouting slogans such as "the country is ours, we're the ones who 
decide", "a civil state not an army state", and "we're sick of this government". They became the bearers 
of a "patriotism from afar".30

5.	 The internal consensus against foreign intervention

The spectre of foreign intervention haunted all the Arab Spring uprisings, particularly the first wave. 
Every relevant country (with the partial exception of Tunisia) had had to deal with political interference 
on the part of the "counterrevolutionary powers", which in Egypt had succeeded in ousting the country's 
first democratically elected president and re-establishing the authoritarian regime. But the worst kind of 
foreign interference was undoubtedly military intervention, which had torn apart Libya, Syria, and Yemen. 
In both cases (political interference and military intervention), Arab countries had played a central role, 
albeit not always with the same objectives. In Bahrain, foreign intervention had also sought to protect the 
regime and save it from popular demands. Arab powers that had formerly been famous for their moderation 
within the Arab regional system soon became a source of a new kind of regional radicalism. A dialectical 
relationship developed between riches and revolution, with the former ultimately beating out the latter.31 
But Algeria, yet again, was an exception to this general rule, remaining untouched by foreign intervention.

There has long been a consensus in Algeria against foreign intervention, irrespective of its nature 
or intensity. That this consensus still holds was shown in late November 2019 by the responses of the 
government, the opposition, and the Ḥirāk to a European Parliament resolution regarding the situation in 
Algeria. It is important to note that this traditional consensus has never meant that foreign intervention 
cannot be exploited politically, that is, in mudslinging between different parties. From the very beginning 
of the protests, the government alluded to ongoing foreign meddling, warning that "external forces" were 
manipulating demonstrations who had been "seduced" by their charms and were conspiring with them 
against the country. This sort of rhetoric continued to be used throughout the Ḥirāk. But in the end, it was 
the government that broke the rule that foreign intervention was always to be rejected, hoping that, by doing 
so, it could push through its own agenda. In the early days of the Ḥirāk, the Office of the President sent the 
then foreign minister, Ramtane Lamamra, to a number of major capitals to convince them to support the 
government's roadmap (that is, keeping Bouteflika in power outside the constitutional framework). This 
move – and particularly the reliance on the USA, Russia, and France – was met with deep hostility by the 
Ḥirākīs, who accused the government of relying on foreign powers to prop up its roadmap.32

29 See: Didier Le Saout, "al-Qiyām bi-l-Ḥirāk fī Bārīs: Mashāhid Thawra Ḍidd al-Niẓām al-Jazāʾirī," Hasan Zaghdar (trans.), Siyasat Arabiya,  
vol 10, no. 55 (March 2022).

30 Ibid.
31 Abdennour Benantar, "Recompositions interarabes dans le contexte des révoltes populaires: Un conservatisme vecteur de radicalisation 

régionale," in: Abdennour Benantar (dir.), Le Maghreb et la crise entre les monarchies du Golfe: Une neutralité positive (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2021), 
pp. 21 - 32.

32 Abdennour Benantar, "al-ʿĀmil al-Khārijī wa'l-Insidād al-Siyāsī fī'l-Jazāʾir," Report, Al Jazeera Centre for Studies, 21/3/2019, accessed on 
14/3/2023 at: https://bit.ly/3U4ImKr

https://bit.ly/3U4ImKr
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The sympathy shown by western powers – as well as Russia – for the Algerian regime's position, at the 
expense of the demands made by the Ḥirāk, showed that they continued to pin their hopes on authoritarian 
stability as a permanent alternative to democratic stability. This attitude only hardened as the consequences 
of the Arab Spring and the worsening security crisis in Algeria's neighbours (primarily in the Sahel region) 
became clearer, particularly the subsequent flow of refugees and irregular migrants towards the northern 
shore of the Mediterranean. These powers had sacrificed authoritarian stability in the uprisings of 2011, 
in Tunisia, Libya, Syria, and temporarily in Egypt. But it was soon restored in the latter with the coup of 
July 2013, supported by Arab and Western powers alike. In subsequent years, Western powers developed 
a hostility to protests demanding democratic transitions. In Algeria, they showed a marked bias in favour 
of the regime, despite the fact that the regime itself had always expressed its absolute opposition to any 
foreign interference in Algeria's domestic affairs.33

There are many reasons that could be given for Algeria's unique lack of international intervention 
during the Ḥirāk. First, the peaceful nature of the protests and the way the regime chose to respond to 
them were both based on rejection of violence. Alongside the prevailing tradition of hostility to foreign 
intervention, this made Algeria inhospitable soil for any potential intervention. Second, as previously noted, 
the regional context meant that Algerian stability – and its capacity to resist those forces pulling it in the 
opposite direction, whether domestic-political or international-geopolitical – was central to the interests 
of western powers. Third, the prospective interventionists themselves had doubtless learnt the lessons of 
the 2011 Arab Spring, which had taught them that intervention could (or most likely would) produce new 
hotspots or exacerbate tensions that were already present. Although they were willing to exploit these 
tensions, the latter remained a constant source of concern, and as a result, they had become more cautious 
and hesitant. Fourth, there are various considerations that connect the fate of one country to that of another. 
The western powers, having "let down" the Tunisians and the Egyptians, sought to atone for their sins 
by intervening in Libya and Syria. But the situation in Syria soon became more complex, because while 
China and Russia had allowed the UNSC resolution that provided the pretext for intervention to topple the 
Muammar Gadhafi regime in spring 2011, they took up a very different position with respect to Syria. Fifth, 
Algeria's "balanced" foreign policy meant that it had avoided getting caught up in conflicts that might have 
made it vulnerable to international or regional geopolitical score-settling, as happened to Gadhafi's Libya.

6.	 Strategic agreement between local and international actors that domestic stability was 
crucial to regional stability

The major powers consider Algeria to be a regional stabilizer, particularly in the context of the current 
instability in the Sahel region. They recognize that it has a regional role to play, but in accordance with their 
own interests, which do not necessarily overlap with those of Algeria, but do not necessarily contradict 
them either. Foreign actors thus have no interest in undermining Algeria's stability, contrary to the claims 
of the official narrative. For its own part, Algeria does not present itself solely as a stabilizer, but as an 
active force for regional security. And this is, in fact, true. It is the regional country most zealous in its 
efforts to preserve regional stability while relying on its own resources. However, conflicts have many 
aspects to them. What stability are we talking about? That is to say, a form of stability in Algeria that meets 
the needs of foreign powers may not necessarily be in the interests of its people. This may, in fact, be the 
moral of the 22 February Ḥirāk.34

33 Ibid.; Abdennour Benantar, "Siyāsat al-Jazāʾir al-Amniyya: Taḥawwulāt wa-Muʿḍilāt fī Siyāq al-Qalāqil Iqlīmiyyan wa'l-Ḥirāk Dākhiliyyan," 
Siyasat Arabiya, vol. 10, no. 55 (March 2022), pp. 35, 38.

34 Benantar, "al-ʿĀmil al-Khārijī wa-l-Insidād al-Siyāsī fī-l-Jazāʾir."
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There is strategic agreement between the major powers and the Algerian regime that the stability 
of the latter is crucial to the whole region. It is no exaggeration to say that this strategic agreement has 
become an obstacle to any change in Algeria. Despite official claims that "foreign actors" are keen to 
destroy Algeria's national security and stability, the major powers have no interest in undermining the 
stability of the country. Indeed, this is what accounts for their silence and decision not to use the rhetoric 
of human rights, freedom, and democracy that they have not hesitated to deploy against regimes in other 
countries. They have proven time and time again that where security concerns are incompatible with moral 
considerations, the former always wins out.35

It can thus be said that the regional instability produced by the crises in Libya and Mali has helped 
to strengthen authoritarianism in Algeria. However, sacrificing long-term interests in the name of short-
term gains is a gamble of its own by any measure, as the events of the Arab Spring are likely to confirm. 
There appears to be a conflation of stability with the illusion of stability. The Algerian regime and 
the various foreign powers are deliberately ignoring a basic fact: that sustainable stability necessarily 
requires national consensus on the nature of the system and the need for the rule of law. Authoritarian 
stability is ephemeral, disappearing as soon as the repressive mechanisms that shore it up disappear, 
always harbouring the seeds of its own demise. The various protests that the country has seen over the 
last few decades, in particular those of the 2019 Ḥirāk, are evidence of this. They have shown that the 
stability that had featured so widely in both domestic and international narratives was a mere illusion. 
This brings us neatly back to our original question: how can a country that is domestically unstable be 
a regional "stabilizer"?

This approach to Algerian stability carries with it a number of risks. Most notably, it makes the 
government, and the state as a result, more vulnerable to foreign pressure, because the regime will be 
willing to compromise to win international legitimacy. It will also affect Algeria's ability to actively pursue 
regional security, because it will be forced to focus on domestic politics, as happened during the Ḥirāk. 
It is worth noting here the difference between stability as a means (the circumstantial or instrumental 
sense) and stability as an end (the structural sense). Exploiting crises in neighbouring countries to create 
security anxieties in order to see off protests and maintain an authoritarian status quo is a strategy that 
will, ultimately, fail. Common sense tells us that it is better to be inspired by the successes of others 
than to rely on their failures to justify preventing change. Democracy remains the least risky means of 
producing stability in a country. It thus seems perfectly clear that the regime's decision to pin its hopes 
on authoritarian stability at home – and foreign powers' decision to do the same across the region – will 
end in failure.36

35 Abdennour Benantar, "Implications du printemps arabe sur la sécurité en Méditerranée," Cahiers de la Méditerranée, no. 89 (2014), pp. 87-98; 
Abdennour Benantar, "NATO, Maghreb and Europe," Mediterranean Politics, vol. 11, no. 2 (2006), pp. 167 - 188.

36 Benantar, "al-ʿĀmil al-Khārijī wa-l-Insidād al-Siyāsī fī-l-Jazāʾir."

The Limits of the Algerian Exception Narrative
We will now attempt to draw out the similarities between the 2019 Ḥirāk and the Arab Spring uprisings, 
outlining the limitations of the Algerian exception narrative. This does not mean overturning it entirely 
to argue that the 2019 Ḥirāk was a purely regional phenomenon or simply another product of the 
revolutionary contagion that began to spread from Tunisia both eastwards and westwards in late 2010, 
with its final wave reaching Iraq and Lebanon in late 2019. What we are discussing here is a domestic 
phenomenon par excellence, as we showed in the last section, which took place within a broader domestic 
context.
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1.	 For dignity: when degradation reaches its peak

There is a whole range of theoretical approaches to protest movements: relative deprivation, resource 
mobilization, rational choice, political opportunity structure,37 or struggle for recognition,38 to take just 
a few examples. While there is no space here to discuss all of them, this paper focuses on the theory of 
recognition, which we argue is the best suited to account for all the protest movements that have taken 
place in the Arab region over the decade of the Arab Spring, in particular the Algerian Ḥirāk.

The theory of recognition reconsiders the idea of justice, approaching it not only as a material concept 
that pertains exclusively to the distributive dimension but also as a symbolic and ethical concept that 
includes recognition:39 recognition of the "other" in the presence, identity, differences, and rights of the 
self, whether material or symbolic. We are not focusing here on the relationship between recognition and 
the possible formation of a duality of the "I" and the "other", as in the case of minorities and majorities, 
for example. We are rather interested in the struggle for recognition in the sense of recognition of rights 
and demands, not only in the sense of a struggle to secure them, but also in the sense of a pressing need, 
in itself, to resist feelings of humiliation arising from being unrecognized for such a long time.

The concept of a struggle for recognition describes "the various types of struggle that individuals or 
groups have participated in since the end of the Second World War: national liberation movements and social 
movements such as civil rights [activism] and feminism; post-Cold War minority movements, particularly 
movements associated with racial, national, sexual, and cultural minorities; and struggles in the Arab World 
to put an end to dictatorial rule."40 Why the emphasis on the minority phenomenon when discussing the 
concept of recognition? Because a minority provides the best example of what Gilles Deleuze described 
as a minority in the sense of a status that has nothing to do with numbers:

[minority] does not always mean a small number, as the cases of women and black people 
show. A minority can sometimes be more numerous than the majority. Minority thus means, 
in fact, a position, but not the position of those who are few in number, but rather the position 
of those on whom a minor status has been imposed […] those who cannot lead themselves 
without a guardian. In this sense, a minority is the "minor" that the majority refuses to allow 

to be independent and responsible for itself.41

This position is thus connected to consciousness of injustice and the experience of humiliation and 
denial.42 If we assume that denial means non-recognition of the presence and value of the self, in the sense 
of a position, as Deleuze understands it, then humiliation and degradation have to do more with repeated 
and excessive denial. When this excess reaches a given peak, at a given moment, it creates a spark that 
may then generate resistance and struggle for recognition, not necessarily of the legitimacy of a group's 
demands and rights alone, but also of the existence, dignity, and worth of the group making those demands, 
i.e., of the "other".

Peoples are not minorities in relation to ruling elites, in the key sense of the word, but when a sense 
of deprivation and denial, both material and symbolic, builds up over time, they are liable to become 
conscious that they are living in a "minor" position, and that those who rule them are depriving them of 

37 For a broader review of such theories, see: Erik Neveu, Sociologie des mouvements sociaux (Paris: La Découverte, 1996).
38 Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts (London: Polity, 1996); Zouaoui Baghoura, al-Iʿtirāf 

min Ajl Mafhūm Jadīd li'l-ʿAdl: Dirāsa fī'l-Falsafa al-Ijtimāʿiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Taliʿa, 2012).
39 Baghoura, p. 14.
40 Ibid.
41 Quoted in: Ibid.
42 Ibid, pp. 14 - 15.
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their right to lead themselves, without a guardian. When this process is completed, people mobilise, as 
communities, in order to struggle for recognition. The more a sense of denial accumulates, the more the 
struggle will become a conflict – varying in intensity – for recognition and for the restoration of dignity. 
This conflict often breaks out in non-traditional spaces, such as streets and squares, giving expression to the 
desire to force the ruling regime to recognise peoples' right to express their opposition outside the channels 
dominated by the ruling elite (parliaments, political parties, civil society organisations, etc).

All the Arab uprisings, irrespective of their trajectories and ultimate fates, gave expression to a 
deep-rooted desire to reclaim some dignity and reject the social quiescence that had been internalized 
by Arab peoples over many decades (and which they had already begun to shake off with the mass 
strikes witnessed by many Arab countries in the 1980s and 1990s).43 In this respect, the Algerian Ḥirāk 
resembles the other Arab uprisings – whether the first wave, the second wave, or the Rif Movement in 
Morocco – rather than being an exception to them. No matter how different the domestic contexts and 
determining factors that gave rise to these protests may have been, they have had the same basic driver: 
a sense of accumulated injustice (or ḥaqra as it is called in Algerian dialect, ḥagra in Morocco) in every 
sense of the word: being deprived of basic rights, the suppression of freedoms, arrests, and torture, even 
murder. This feeling of injustice, in the sense of being unjustly deprived of rights, was not the sole factor. 
It was fed by a collective sense of humiliation. If injustice was a steady flame smouldering inside every 
individual, then humiliation was an oil poured onto this flame – not individual humiliation, but collective 
humiliation, experienced by people as communities. The Ḥirāk, just like other Arab uprisings, thus gave 
expression to a popular awareness that it was possible to act to reclaim this lost dignity and escape the 
hothouse of injustice and humiliation.

It is not within the scope of this article to consider all the various ways in which this humiliation 
played out individually. There are dozens of academic books and media reports brimming with examples. 
It is enough here to remind ourselves how people felt, throughout the Arab World, when they saw a young 
Tunisian Bouazizi set fire to his emaciated body after an argument with a policewoman that had ended 
with her slapping him and confiscating the cart from which he made his living, screaming dégage ("get 
out of here").44 Or how people felt when they saw a young Moroccan man, Mohsen Fikri, being crushed to 
death by a waste collection vehicle, even as the policeman who had ordered them to switch the compactor 
on shouted "crush him!" (iṭḥan mmu!). Or how people felt when they saw the children of Deraa in Syria 
dragged off to police stations (where they were allegedly tortured) for being accused of graffitiing Arab 
Spring slogans on the wall of their school just like those circulating in the media.

These narratives may not be quite accurate. They may have been recast in order to whip up, or even 
politicize, popular anger. But we argue that the interesting thing for analysis here is not to find out exactly 
how these events and others like them took place, but how they spread, adding to people's resentment of 
humiliation upon humiliation. Although the expressions used by protesters differed from place to place, 
the idea being expressed was the same: "bullets don't kill people, men staying silent kills people" (Sudan), 
"bread, freedom, human dignity" (Egypt), "the Syrian people will not be humiliated" or "will not be 
degraded" (Syria), "O Ben Ali, you coward, the Tunisian people will not be humiliated" (Tunisia), and 
"we won't have a president by proxy, there are real men in Algeria" (Algeria). This is not to mention the 
rejection of the tradition of prostrating oneself to the King and kissing his hand set out in the Dignity 
Proclamation (Morocco).

43 Abdennour Benantar, "Ishkāliyyat al-Istiʿṣāʾ al-Dīmuqrāṭī fī-l-Waṭan al-ʿArabī," al-Mustaqbal al-Arabi, Year 24, Issue 273 (November 2001), 
p. 23.

44 This phrase (in French) soon became a slogan used against the regime in Tunisia and Algeria, and was adopted in various forms in other Arab 
uprisings.
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2.	 Against life presidencies and dynasticism

Determining causality in social phenomena is always a complicated affair. Small beginnings often 
have major knock-on effects in faraway places, but not always. This is particularly true given that the 
complex interaction between cause and effect (or between effect and cause) in social reality often means 
that results can become "causes of their own cause", especially when the social causes are not given 
in advance or fixed but in constant flux. As such, it is not possible to determine which of the various 
ephemeral and independent events were most important in accounting for the Arab uprisings – Bouazizi's 
self-immolation, for example,45 which acted as a trigger and a turning point not only domestically but also 
regionally. The sociology of social movements, however, provides us with structural approaches which 
focus on the build-up of feelings of deprivation and frustration and how these feelings interact with the 
domestic context. Therefore, comparisons often indicate that the causal links that these approaches construct 
can be generalized.

Nonetheless, one can still talk of a shared causality that is non-structural, short-term, unrelated to the 
trigger events, and present in all the Arab uprisings. It is opposition to lifelong presidencies and tenacious 
attempts to hold onto power even longer by creating presidential dynasties. It is true that authoritarianism 
has been an albatross around the necks of Arab peoples for a very long time 46 and is not a new phenomenon. 
But presidents' attempts to make their sons their heirs by force ("either Yazid or the sword", as the old 
Arab expression has it) as an extension of life presidencies helped to create a climate favourable to protest. 
The proof of this is that all the Arab countries that experienced popular uprisings – with the exception of 
monarchies in Bahrain and Morocco, as a result of their political systems – had witnessed the entrenchment 
of a life presidency and an attempt to pass it down within a family. Syria is the only case in which the 
president succeeded in positioning his son as his heir; similar attempts in Egypt, Yemen, and Libya all 
failed as a result of the popular uprisings.47

It is clear that life presidencies and the tendency that they have to develop into dynasticism, and 
the injustice and humiliation that it has caused peoples are a common denominator linking together all 
the popular uprisings, and served as a decisive issue in the Algerian Ḥirāk. Much the same slogans were 
chanted in all of the uprisings, albeit with different phrasings: "freedoms, freedoms, no life presidency" (in 
Tunisia), "there is no forever, long live Syria and down with Assad" (in Syria), and "Algeria is a republic not 
a monarchy" (in Algeria). With the exception of the Bahraini and Moroccan kingdoms, in the years leading 
up to the first wave of protests, all of the Arab Spring countries saw either moves to extend presidencies 
indefinitely (Tunisia and Syria) or an attempt to set up a son as heir to the presidential office (Egypt, Libya 
and Yemen). It was these developments that helped crystallise the demand for the complete ouster of the 
respective regimes in this period specifically.

In Algeria, this factor is intertwined with the sense of humiliation that we described above: Bouteflika 
insisted on clinging onto power despite being unable to move or speak. People asked themselves how a 
president disabled by a stroke, confined to a wheelchair, could possibly govern a country and a people the 
size of Algeria? Over the preceding years, Bouteflika had disappeared from the public eye. A picture of 
him in a wooden frame stood in for him at public events and parades, while his brother and a close circle 
of advisors became the real rulers in the country. The "wood-framed picture" era was an unparalleled insult 

45 Many such scattered and ephemeral events appear in the prevailing causal narratives as triggers for the uprisings: the death of the Egyptian 
blogger Khaled Saeed, beaten to death in full view of the public by members of the Egyptian security forces on 6 June 2010; the arrest of the Libyan 
lawyer Fethi Tarbel on 15 February 2011 after he took up the cause of the victims of the 1996 Abu Salim prison massacre; the killing of the Moroccan 
fish seller Mohsen Fikri, crushed to death in a waste collection vehicle by a policeman on 28 October 2016. There are various others.

46 Abdennour Benantar, "al-Tasalluṭiyya al-Siyāsiyya al-ʿArabiyya," Fikr wa-Naqd, vol. 5, no. 45 (January 2002), pp. 27-36; Khaldun Hasan al-
Naqib, al-Dawla al-Tasalluṭiyya fī-l-Mashriq al-ʿArabī al-Muʿāṣir: Dirāsa Bināʾiyya Muqārana, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Center for Arab Unity Studies, 1996).

47 Benantar, "Arab Democratic Uprisings," pp. 1 - 7.
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to Algerians, as were the pictures of a practically comatose Bouteflika greeting foreign guests,48 who would 
then appear on state television to describe in glowing terms the conversations they had had with him. When 
the regime defied expectations by announcing that he would be standing for a fifth term the humiliation 
reached a tipping point, resulting in the Ḥirāk.

3.	 No leadership, no organisation, no dominant ideology

Asef Bayat argues that the Arab uprisings were quite unlike the revolutions that swept across Latin 
America and Africa (and even the Middle East, if we include the Iranian Revolution), and unlike, even, the 
protest movements launched all over the world during the final decades of the 20th century, all of which 
had a strong ideological dimension (leftist, Marxist, nationalist, Arabist, and Islamist). He makes this 
point not only with respect to their methods of mobilization and organization and the meaning that they 
ascribed to themselves. He also argues that they were faster, spread further and were more intense, and 
that there was a total absence of ideology, coordination, unified leadership, or radicalism.49 Both waves 
of Arab Spring uprisings are unique, despite their differences and diversity, in that there was no grand 
unifying ideology that dominated. Indeed, they were almost completely lacking in a clear ideology to start 
with. Bayyat describes them as a "quiet encroachment of the ordinary",50 without ideology or leaders. He 
even describes them as "nonmovements", meaning that they "embody shared practices of large numbers 
of ordinary people whose fragmented but similar activities trigger much social change, even though these 
practices are rarely guided by an ideology or recognizable leaderships and organizations."51

As such, protest action is no longer governed by beatific ideologies, whether secular or religious. During 
the Arab uprisings, action was taken by huge masses of people; there was no element of vanguardism, 
because participation was popular, vast, spontaneous, and independent, not led by any organisation and 
not taking inspiration from any leadership. This absence of a framing ideology was not necessarily in its 
favour. But it does not follow from the absence of a dominant ideology that these ideologies were completely 
absent. They were, in fact, present, but they did not determine the behaviour of the protesters and had only 
a weak influence. Vincent Geisser argues that the Arab popular uprisings were the product of a complex 
and multifaceted identity (national, Arab-Islamic, transnational),52 and that they were neither revolutionary 
nor radical, unlike the protest movements of the 20th century.53

In this regard, the 2019 Ḥirāk is unexceptional when compared to the other Arab Spring uprisings. 
Young people with a trans-ideological position and – even, sometimes, hostile to ideology in general – 
and driven by a sense of marginalization, exclusion, non-recognition, and non-participation were the main 
driver of the protests. The digital space where protest mobilization began, and in which it continued to 
formulate and discuss its demands, may have had something to do with this. In any case, they felt that 
ideology, and all the polarization and mutual exclusion that comes with it, would smother the movement, 
particularly given that the traditional organization of public space was closely tied to political identities 
and conflicts between different ideological groups that despised one another. Given that they were driven 
by a sense of marginalization, exclusion, non-recognition, and non-participation, they would never accept 
the same ideologies that had given rise to these feelings, reproducing the same causes that pushed them 
to protest in the first place.

48 Hamadouche.
49 Asef Bayat, Revolution without Revolutionaries: Making Sense of the Arab Spring (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2017), p. 2.
50 Asef Bayat, Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010) p. 14.
51 Ibid., p. 15.
52 Vincent Geisser, "Les protestations populaires à l'assaut des régimes autoritaires: Une 'révolution' pour les sciences sociales?," L'Année du 

Maghreb, no. 8 (2012), pp. 7 - 26.
53 Bayat, pp. 17 - 18.
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Conclusion
This study has provided a preliminary reading of the 2019 Ḥirāk in Algeria, comparing it with the uprisings 
of the Arab Spring (both waves). We have used what we call the "Algerian exception narrative" as an 
analytical lens through which to conduct this comparison, distinguishing between the arguments that 
support this narrative and its limitations. We argued that deconstructing the Algerian exception narrative 
and discussing its limitations would allow us to take two steps forward simultaneously. On the one hand, 
it helped us understand the local specificity that distinguished the Ḥirāk from other Arab uprisings, and 
on the other to put it back in its context as part of a regional social phenomenon with far-reaching and 
transnational effects. This does not mean that the two contexts (the domestic and the regional) are equally 
significant to an analysis. When we are discussing the overall trajectory of the protests, the regional context 
(the origins of the protest movement, its development, and its structural causes, triggers, tools, and internal 
dynamics) is indeed more important. The domestic context, on the other hand, becomes more significant 
when we look at the ultimate fate of a protest movement. As noted in the introduction, this comparative 
reading provides a basis on which it is possible to build and deepen our understanding of the similarities 
and differences within the broader Arab Spring mobilization that the region has witnessed over the last 
ten years.
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Abstract: This study explains change in Tunisian foreign policy in the decade following the 2010 revolts. It 
contributes to Role Theory by explaining how regional audience expectations are powerful determinants of 
foreign policy roles. First, the article demonstrates how regional states came to expect Tunisia to follow a specific 
foreign policy role. Second, it explains how these expectations conditioned role enactment. The article shows 
how Tunisia developed and established a foreign policy posture of strategic distance, defined by non-partisanship 
in regional conflicts, adherence to legalism, and pursuit of economic interest. Strategic distance came to be 
expected by North African states that in turn, pushed Tunisia to maintain it.

Keywords: Tunisian Foreign Policy; Strategic Distance; North African States; Role Theory.

الملخص: تتناول هذه الدراسة السياسة الخارجية التونسية في العقد الذي تلا الانتفاضات الشعبية عام 2010، وتسهم في نظرية 
الدور عن طريق تفسير كيفية تأثير توقعات الجمهور الإقليمي في أدوار السياسة الخارجية. وتوضح كيف أنّ دول المنطقة باتت 
تتوقّع من تونس أن تنتهج سياسة خارجية معينة، ثمّ تشرح كيف تحدد هذه التوقعات هذا الدور. وتبيّن كيف طوّرت تونس 
موقفًا في السياسة الخارجية، ثمّ عمّقته، وهو متمثّل في نأي استراتيجي يتميّز بالحياد في النزاعات الإقليمية، والالتزام بالشرعية، 
والسعي لتحقيق المصالح الاقتصادية. لقد أصبح النأي الاستراتيجي بالنسبة إلى تونس أمراً متوقّعًا من دول شمال أفريقيا، والتي 

بدورها دفعت تونس إلى الحفاظ عليه.

كلمات مفتاحية: سياسة تونس الخارجية؛ النأي الاستراتيجي؛ دول شمال أفريقيا؛ نظرية الدور.
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Introduction

1 We use North Africa following the African Union definition to mean the system composed of Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, 
Tunisia, and the Western Sahara.

2 Sebastian Harnisch, "Role Theory: Operationalization of Key Concepts," in: Sebastian Harnisch, Cornelia Frank & Hanns W. Maull (eds.),  
Role Theory in International Relations (London: Routledge, 2011); Cameron G. Thies, "State Socialization and Structural Realism," Security Studies, 
vol. 19, no. 4 (2010), pp. 689-717.

3 In rational and cognitive designs, the modes of role change have often been distinguished by their causal origin: whether roles are "ascribed"  
by society or others or "achieved" by the beholder. Quoted in: Harnisch, Frank & Maull (eds.), p. 7.

4 Nicole Grimaud, La Tunisie à la recherche de sa sécurité (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1995); Youssef Cherif, "Tunisia's Foreign 
Policy: A Delicate Balance," Atlantic Council, 23 March 2015, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GC1ZX1

5 Sophie Bessis & Souhayr Belhassen, Bourguiba (Tunisia: Elyzad, 2012).

In the decade after independence, Tunisian political élites consolidated a posture of strategic distance 
vis-à-vis North Africa,1 making the country's foreign policy distinctly non-partisan, adhering to 
legalism, and striving for economic attractiveness. Its engaged "audience" of North African states 
helped consolidate this strategic distance, which meant that Tunisia did not oppose them in the region's 
turbulent politics, even if it does not agree with them. Despite regime change in 1987, this strategic 
distance was upheld by national élites until the 2010 revolts.

The 2010 revolt in Tunisia introduced new actors to Tunisia's political system, some of whom, 
especially Ennahda, abandoned strategic distance and pursued ideologically driven interventionism. 
Tunisia's abandonment of strategic distance did not go unnoticed. North African states, despite their 
own rivalries and preoccupations with pressing domestic concerns, converged around pushing Tunisia 
back towards strategic distance. Eventually, Tunisian domestic parties – including Ennahda that had 
opted to abandon strategic distance – came to accept the need to meet regional expectations, despite 
contrary preferences dictated by ideological worldviews. Regional expectations therefore overpowered 
ideological commitments, leadership worldviews, and inclinations towards democratization (that would 
welcomed diversity in perspectives on regional security issues, for example).

We explain abandonment of and reversion to strategic distance with insights from Role Theory 
(RT) by expanding on how regional audience expectations impact a state's understanding and pursuit 
of a foreign policy role. RT allows us to bring out co-constitutive exchanges among agents (leadership 
framing and pursuit of role) and structure (regional expectations), to explain Tunisia's strategy.2 The 
argument unfolds in four steps. First, we present our RT-based framework, and then position our 
argument within studies on Tunisian foreign policy. Second, we present the process of Tunisia's 
leadership abandoning strategic distance. Third, we analyse how Tunisia's North African audience 
reacted to its abandonment of its "achieved" role.3 Fourth, we explain how audience pressures reverted 
Tunisia to strategic distance.

Tunisian Foreign Policy and Role Theory
Around 1970, a generally non-confrontational and peace-seeking Tunisia developed a distinct foreign 
policy posture towards North Africa that we term as "strategic distance" pillared on three main 
objectives: 1) to maintain a legalistic and neutral posture centred on non-intervention; 2) to take no 
partisan alignments; and 3) to concentrate on protecting economic interests. Existing literature concurs 
with our assessment of strategic distance, referencing the notion of Tunisia having a "zero enemy" 
foreign policy.4 Zero enemy was designed to allow Tunisia to secure regional economic opportunities 
and assert a "progressive" internationalist orientation (i.e., a US ally during the Cold War), while 
remaining true to its post-colonial rejection of external hegemony.5

https://bit.ly/3GC1ZX1
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A dominant approach explains Tunisian foreign policy as the outcome of being a small state 
needing to protect itself.6 Moreover, the Tunisian army – relative to other armies in the region – has 
been weak and poorly equipped, making it almost impossible for the country to fight wars. This 
enfeeblement of the military has been a central governance feature since Habib Bourguiba, as a coup-
proofing strategy.7 Some explanations emphasize the lasting influence of Bourguiba, who crafted the 
zero enemy foreign policy;8 while others frame the foreign policy of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali as a 
continuation of Bourguiba's.9 In these, the role of the leader is amplified by the exclusionary political 
system. We think these are empirically valid explanations, despite being inadequate.

Importance of size cannot be dismissed; that Tunisia is surrounded by stronger neighbours must 
mean that some of its predicaments certainly stem from this reality and demand foreign policy stability 
and caution, even if North Africa was not volatile. The ongoing conflicts in North Africa, especially 
between Algeria and Morocco, and Libyan intervention during the reign of Muammar al-Qaddafi have 
prompted Tunisia to occasionally move away from potential threats to its stability. Moreover, the role 
of the individual leader must factor in idiosyncrasies; the 1987 "constitutional coup" changed leaders 
from Bourguiba to Ben Ali without any discernible influence on strategic distance. The pressures of 
being a small state or leadership idiosyncrasies cannot sufficiently account for the remarkable stability 
in Tunisian foreign policy.10

In addition, subsequent leaderships seem to have embraced strategic distance and been convinced 
of its importance, reflecting the intersecting significance of policy-making agents and the influence of 
the regional structure. Consider how around the period of Tunisia's 1987 coup, the regional context 
was of great importance: Algeria was slowly entering its Black Decade and Libya was falling under 
an international embargo. The two powerful North African neighbours had their powers curtailed and 
the Tunisian leadership was less worried than in previous decades. The "neutral" foreign policy could 
be maintained, and the Tunisians were in a comfortable position because of that.11 An approach which 
focuses on regional pressures is often missing in studies on North Africa, and this is what our article 
explicitly interrogates.

It is also important to draw attention to the importance of the regional level. The period when 
Tunisia gave up and then reverted back to strategic distance towards North Africa from 2011 to 2014 
attracted much analysis. This is because this change represented a deviation from the norm in Tunisia's 
stable post-independence foreign policy trajectory. Relatedly, various factors have been posited to 
explain Tunisian foreign policy since after 2011, especially when the reverberations of the revolt/
shock opened the door for actors within and without the country to try and influence politics. Studies 
have explored the role of Gulf states, France, and the US in supporting or financing opposition parties 

6 Emma C. Murphy, "The Foreign Policy of Tunisia," in: Raymond Hinnebusch & Anoushiravan Ehteshami (eds.), The Foreign Policies of 
Middle East States (Boulder: CO. Lynne Rienner, 2002), p. 247.

7 Hicham Bou Nassif, "Generals and Autocrats: How Coup-Proofing Predetermined the Military Elite's Behavior in the Arab Spring,"  
Political Science Quarterly, vol. 130, no. 2 (2015), pp. 245 - 275.

8 Sadri Khiari & Olfa Lamloum, "Le zaïm et l'artisan ou De Bourguiba à Ben Ali," Annuaire de l'Afrique du Nord, vol. 37 (1998), pp. 377 - 395.
9 Michel Camau & Vincent Geisser (eds.), Habib Bourguiba: la trace et l'heritage (Paris: Karthala, 2004).
10 Mohamed Ben Ahmed, Les Trois Décennies de Politique Etrangère du Président Bourguiba (Tunis: Centre de publication universitaire, 2019). 

We do not aim to explore the pre-independence period, but it is worth mentioning that Tunisia's armed forces have historically been weak in comparison 
with regional peers. For example, Algeria was always threatening Tunisia with invasion in the 19th century. Even in the early 20th century, an indicator 
of differences in capabilities was, for example, the means available to the Tunisian resistance compared to those that the Algerians used against France 
or the Libyans against Italy.

11 Abdelaziz Chneguir, La politique etrangère de la Tunisie: 1956 - 1987 (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2004).
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inside Tunisia, while other studies have shed light on Tunisian governments' interest in alleviating 
Tunisia's international debt problem.12

We contend that the interesting aspect of Tunisia's change in foreign policy relates to the 
circumstances in which strategic distance was abandoned and then restored when Ennahda was the 
leading party in the Troika coalition that ruled the country from 2011 to 2014. Ennahda pioneered 
the move away from the strategic distance role, and it was still in power during the restoration of 
the strategic distance in 2014. Hence, regardless of the debate around "if and how" the positions of 
Ghannouchi and the party represented the "actual" positions of the Tunisian state, the reality is that 
Ennahda was in power as part of the Troika.

This article concerns the apparent turbulence in foreign policy in light of continued and largely 
stable internal conditions. This phenomenon has received little analytical attention. We believe that 
regional factors can enhance our understanding of the Tunisian case. Our case selection dialogues 
with research that anchors foreign policy concerns of states within their region, as the context that 
matters most and in different ways.13 We are supported in our exploration by recent work on North 
African foreign policy making, and especially calls for closer interrogation of how regional factors 
matter.14 We also build on recent contributions that introduced regional rivalries as determinants of 
Tunisian foreign policy.15 We bring these literatures together to help explain how interventions by states 
in a given region aggregate to stable practices and rules that give the semblance of regional security 
governance. In sum, our study provides theoretical and empirical support for research that valorises 
regional factors in explaining security policies.

Using RT as a theoretical framework allows an analysis of regional and internal influences.16 RT, 
influenced by sociology and the principles of positivism, is concerned with the study of structures and 
institutions, while epistemological approaches and foreign policy analysis tend to focus on individual 
influence.17 In sum, RT seamlessly integrates explanations that focus on the identities of actors during 
their interactions with their neighbourhood.18 This study explains how regional states create expectations 
as audiences, how they are tracked or extrapolated, and how to drive expectations of regional audiences 
by pressuring states to adopt external positions tailored to audience size. As such, we highlight structural 
regional influences and changes in the identities and perceptions of foreign policy decision-makers 
as well, albeit in less detail.

12 Irene Fernández-Molina, "Modelling for a Living: Two-level Games and Rhetorical Action in the Foreign Debt Negotiations of 
Post-revolutionary Tunisia," The Journal of North African Studies, vol. 24, no. 3 (2019), pp. 376-400; Michael Ayari, "Tunisie, 2011-2020:  
La démocratie contre l'efficience de l'action publique?," Politique Etrangère, no. 1 (2020), pp. 189-199, 234.

13 Tom Long, "It's Not the Size, It's the Relationship: From 'Small States' to Asymmetry," International Politics, vol. 54, no. 2 (2017),  
pp. 144 - 160.

14 Peter J. Schraeder et al., "Revolutionary Diplomats? Introduction to the Study of North African Foreign Policies Within the Context of the 
Arab Spring," The Journal of North African Studies, vol. 24, no. 4 (2019), pp. 540-557; Irene Fernández-Molina, Laura Feliu & Miguel Hernando de 
Larramendi, "The 'Subaltern' Foreign Policies of North African Countries: Old and New Responses to Economic Dependence, Regional Insecurity and 
Domestic Political Change," The Journal of North African Studies, vol. 24 no. 3 (2019), pp. 356 - 375.

15 Imad Mansour, "Explaining the Influence of Maghrebi Rivalries on Tunisian Foreign Policy," The Journal of North African Studies, vol. 27,  
no. 2 (2022), pp. 394 - 422.

16 Kalevi J. Holsti, "National Role Conceptions in the Study of Foreign Policy," International Studies Quarterly, vol. 14, no. 3 (1970), pp. 
233 - 309.

17 Cameron Thies & Marijke Breuning, "Integrating Foreign Policy Analysis and International Relations Through Role Theory," 
Foreign Policy Analysis, vol. 8, no. 1 (2012), pp. 1 - 4.

18 Marijke Breuning, "Role Theory Research in International Relations: State of the Art and Blind Spots," in: Harnisch, Frank & W. Maull (eds.).
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RT reconciles these two sets of influences, recognizing that socialization is necessarily a 
domestic and external process, and in which roles get enacted.19 In studying socialization, we expand 
on how regional audience states develop expectations and how they pursue them. We show how 
North African states structured Tunisian foreign policy and thus interacted with domestic processes. 
Structuring effects on agents are when "the occupant of a position is expected to perform certain acts 
(and not others) and is expected to perform those acts in specific ways at the proper time and place. 
Role enactment is thus constrained by the expectations of other individuals.20 We aim to identify 
audience preferences and their coercion of others to accept prescribed roles.

Moreover, RT helps us explain how a "policy window" is a condition for policy change.21 When 
windows become available as opportunities to produce policy changes, decision makers might or might not 
jump through such windows, leaving the type and extent of change to be a matter for empirical interrogation. 
Thus, for abandonment of strategic distance, we provide evidence from Tunisian foreign policy between 
2010 and 2014. A policy window came about because of three factors: the legalization of Ennahda and its 
political participation; its leadership's willingness to enact policy change; and its perception of its allies 
as being under threat, thus requiring its intervention. In reverting to strategic distance, we explain why 
Tunisia's audience expectations converged: although North African states had different preferences that had 
to be reconciled, some wanting a restrained role for Tunisia while others wanting the "threat" eliminated 
more aggressively, all converged on constraining Tunisia's departure from strategic distance. The Tunisian 
case allows us to expand on the notion of uniformity among audiences in realizing expectations, and we 
demonstrate the theoretical claim that audience expectations can be thought of as a system that "punishes" 
– albeit in difficult-to-specify time frames – "deviant" states.22

Finally, we study Tunisian foreign policy in the decade after the 2010 revolt as this decade 
nests the only break in Tunisia's strategic distance. Within this time frame, we focus analysis on the 
abandonment of and reversion to strategic distance (i.e., around 2011-2014), and we monitor foreign 
policy until the end of the decade to check for any act mirroring abandonment. We conclude with a note 
on the domestic political crisis of 2020 - 2021. Here, persistent with our analysis of audience reactions 
and expectations, we show how North African states have been closely observing the unfolding Tunisian 
domestic crisis. This "audience" has lent support to the president of Tunisia in his confrontation with 
Ghannouchi – both figures representing broader societal and ideational trends.

19 Cameron G. Thies, "International Socialization Processes vs. Israeli National Role Conceptions: Can Role Theory Integrate IR Theory and 
Foreign Policy Analysis?," Foreign Policy Analysis, vol. 8, no. 1 (2012), pp. 25 - 46.

20 Cameron G. Thies, The United States, Israel, and the Search for International Order: Socializing States (New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 33.
21 Marijke Breuning, "Role Theory in Foreign Policy," Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics (2017); Jakob Gustavsson, "How Should we 

Study Foreign Policy Change?," Cooperation and Conflict, vol. 34, no. 1 (1999), pp. 73 - 95.
22 Cameron G. Thies, "Sense and Sensibility in the Study of State Socialisation: A Reply to Kai Alderson," Review of International Studies,  

vol. 29 (2003), p. 548.
23 Habib Bourguiba, "Nationalism: Antidote to Communism," Foreign Affairs, vol. 35, no. 4 (1957), pp. 646 - 654.

Tunisia's Strategic Distance as an Achieved Foreign Policy Role
Tunisia's independence came at a moment of regional instability. Despite commonalities in the societies 
of North Africa, political competition among élites, as well as violent legacies of colonial control, 
polarized relations. Initially, Tunisia's élites, under the leadership of Habib Bourguiba, saw potential in 
harvesting regional societal similarities. Soon after, however, it became clear that political differences 
were unbridgeable. 23 Thus, by the late 1960s the same Tunisian political élite laboured to institute a 
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foreign policy of strategic distance which developed in increments and was consolidated by around 
1970. While Bourguiba was the dominant political figure which set the contours of strategic distance,24 
this posture demonstrated its necessity to a predominant set of policy élites who converged around it 
as a feasible way to react to the regional environment.25 Strategic distance had three distinct pillars: 
economic attractiveness, political non-partisanship, and commitment to legality.

Tunisia's economic attractiveness was rooted in its educated and skilled labour force that 
migrated in search of work, for example to oil-rich Libya (as well as to the Gulf). This had been the 
case since the 1970s with the significant exploitation of hydrocarbons, and ensuing demand for labour.26 
Moreover, a traditionally key economy activity is the textile manufacturing sector which is a major 
employer as well as a source of foreign revenue. This strategic sector attracts significant investments 
(since the 1970s), especially from European sources to which most of the output is exported. Sustaining 
this key employment activity has faced serious challenges from globalization and the relocation potential 
of capital in search of more favourable deals, especially with the increased opportunities from competing 
Global South economies.27 Sustaining the textile sector in Tunisia has effectively meant maintaining 
active engagement with European markets and capital. Hence, strategic distance was integral to remain 
attractive for investment, and to brand its labour force as non-politicized.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly is tourism, Tunisia's other strategic financial and 
employment resource that attracted the region's middle class, especially from Libya and Algeria. 
Both economic activities relied heavily on intra-regional mobility, hence Tunisia's leadership sought 
to reduce the country's vulnerabilities by choosing foreign policies that made it as predictable and 
non-provocative as possible.28 By marketing itself as an open and liberal space providing a "Western" 
tourism experience, Tunisia sought to make itself crucial to other regional states and the region's tourism 
hotspot. Thereby, Tunisia ensured that regional states had vested interests in its stability, precisely 
through the maintenance of strategic distance.

Political non-partisanship developed in reaction to regional political outbidding and conflicts 
especially of the 1960s. North Africa was confronting the violence of colonial legacies, had witnessed 
open interstate warfare (e.g., the Sands War), and was the theatre of a series of short-lived attempts of 
unification. Tunisian foreign policy was primarily concerned with avoiding North Africa's rivalries and 
militarized disputes, and non-partisanship allowed it to be as marginal as possible in active conflicts, 
even when it was caught up directly in them.29 For instance, in 1974, Libya proposed a union with 
Tunisia, which led to the signing of the Treaty of Djerba and the creation of the Arab Islamic Republic; 
a short-lived experience. It later surfaced that Tunisia had agreed to this union to pull the regional 
states together, neutralize regional rivalries, and facilitate labour mobility and remittance transfers, and 

24 Leslie E. Wehner & Cameron Thies, "Leader Influence in Role Selection Choices: Fulfilling Role Theory's Potential for Foreign Policy 
Analysis," International Studies Review, vol. 23, no. 4 (2021); Cameron Thies & Marijke Breuning, "Integrating Foreign Policy Analysis and 
International Relations Through Role Theory," Foreign Policy Analysis, vol. 8, no. 1 (2012), pp. 1 - 4.

25 Imad Mansour, "Explaining the Influence of Maghrebi Rivalries," in: Thies, The United States, Israel, pp. 32-41; Breuning, "Role Theory 
Research in International Relations," pp. 23 - 26.

26 Hakmi Bou Hafs, "al-Iṣlāhāt wa-l-Numuw al-Iqtiṣādī fī Shamāl Afrīqiyā," Majallat Iqtisadiyyat Shamal Afriqia - Journal of North African 
Economies, no. 7 (2009), p. 16.

27 Alistair R. Anderson, Sana El Harbi & Meriem Brahem, "TheTunisian textile industry: local responses to internationalization," European 
Journal of International Management, vol. 6, no. 5 (2012), pp. 525 - 541.

28 Rosita Di Peri, "An Enduring 'Touristic Miracle' in Tunisia?," British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 42, no. 1 (2015), pp. 104 - 118.
29 At certain moments, Tunisia can be thought of as having been in a rivalry with Libya; however, it was not unlike other regional states, given 

Libya's highly provocative behaviors. See: Yahia H. Zoubir & Louisa Dris-Aït-Hamadouche, Global Security Watch: The Maghreb: Algeria, Libya, 
Morocco, and Tunisia (California: Praeger, 2013).
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counter crime measures, not to aid in Libya's rallying against other regional states. North African states 
welcomed Tunisia's decision to withdraw from the union, hence confirming how strategic distance 
benefited North African states. In turn, Tunisia rejected the dissolution of its sovereignty through Libya's 
mercurial politics and remained steadfast in its rejection of unions that would polarize the region for 
years to come, even enduring the wrath of Qaddafi when he deported Tunisian workers in 1985 as a 
sign of his rejection of Tunisian foreign policy.30

Algeria did not approve of the union between Tunisia and Libya and preferred a neutral Tunisia. 
Algeria, as a dominant North African state in rivalry with Morocco, did not want the formation of a 
potential working alliance next door. However, from Tunisia's perspective, the Libyan -orchestrated 
military operation in Gafsa in January 1980 was a strong indication that regional rivalling states would 
go to great lengths to destabilize each other, including changing their alliance stance.31 Such realities 
confirmed for Tunisia's leadership the need for strategic distance. Importantly, reaffirming political 
non-partisanship during stresses allowed Tunisian governments to signal to all regional states that 
Tunisian decisions were not part of any calculus intended to build alliances or form blocs, but rather 
were designed to identify collective solutions to common problems, especially inflows of weapons, 
militants, and radical ideologies.32

Tunisia's commitment to legalism, in the form of its unwavering support for international law 
and international institutions, emerged from an interest to shield itself from regional conflict and to 
contribute to regional governance. In one demonstration of this driver, Tunisia warmly welcomed 
the construction of the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU) as a regional project with a goal to sediment 
institutional and legal practices in regional relations. Tunisia's position reflects how it had internalized a 
global convergence around institutional mechanisms – rather than rivalries or conflict-driven alliances – 
as means to resolve conflicts and build regional order.33 RT is instructive in explaining this behaviour, as 
it emphasizes that socialization requires domestic actors to accept the models put forth by other states. 
To be sure, the argument here concerns a global consensus around channelling conflict management 
and resolution practices to international bodies such as the United Nations (UN), whereby institutional 
mechanisms have come to be promoted as appropriate for regional governance.34 Thus, Tunisia's 
mirroring such policies without even being prompted to do so demonstrates implicit socialization.

Moreover, unwavering commitment to international legal standards was Tunisia's buffer 
against competing regional states. For example, in the Western Sahara conflict, Tunisia was inclined 
towards neutrality, adhered to UN arbitration on issues of Sahrawi self-determination, and supported 
the expansion of AMU to resolve the conflict. Unwavering support for international law sometimes 
played against Tunisia's own interests, but the benefits far outweighed the drawbacks. For instance, 
in its 1982 disagreement with Libya over rights to oil located on the continental shelf, Tunisia turned 

30 See the rich memoir of Tahar Belkhodja: Tahar Belkhodja, Les trois décénnies Bourguiba, 3rd ed. (‎Paris: Arcantères Publisud, 2010).
31 The Gafsa military operation was orchestrated by Libya's Qaddafi in retaliation to the Tunisia's Bourguiba freezing the Treaty of Djerba 

pending a popular referendum (which never happened). A referendum was never conducted. Arguably, the plan was for Libyan-supported forces from 
Tunisia to create a state of unrest and instability inside Tunisia, thereby opening the door for broader external intervention. Algeria is often noted to 
have a role in the operation, especially by facilitating the movement across its territories of the Libyan-supported Tunisian forces. However, there are 
doubts that the Algerian president approved this facilitation, with some sources citing "non-conformist" Algerian generals as implicated. See: "Rashīd 
Khashāna: Arbaʿūn ʿĀman ʿAlā ʿAmaliyyat Gafṣa al-Latī Aḍāʿat ʿAlaynā Furaṣan Kubrā," Leaders, 24/4/2020, accessed on 2/7/2023, at: https://bit.
ly/46Ixvxw

32 Mohamed A. El-Khawas, "Revolutionary Islam in North Africa: Challenges and Responses," Africa Today, vol. 43, no. 4 (1996), pp. 385 - 404.
33 Hédi Baccouche, En toute franchise (Tunis: Sud Editions, 2018).
34 For example, Tunisia's commitment to bind itself to legal arbitration emerging from international institutions (e.g., regarding labor regulations) 

was partly designed to achieve its economic goals noted above. See: Michael J. Willis, Politics and Power in the Maghreb (London: Hurst, 2012).

https://bit.ly/46Ixvxw
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to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) for arbitration. When the decision came down in Libya's 
favour, Tunisia accepted the ruling without reservation and ceded territory to Libya.35 Context here is 
important: Tunisia was facing major internal problems as a result of Bourguiba's fin de règne, while 
Libya was active on multiple fronts such as supporting international terrorism and threatening actors 
that disagree with it. Tunisia had to accept the ruling because the alternative would have been to provoke 
Qaddafi's wrath when the country was at its weakest. However, in that moment Tunisia emphasized 
that its legalist position was not an anomaly to its overall foreign policy, but a direct consequence of 
it; even when the odds were against it, Tunisia resorted to the ICJ to frame its policy decision.36 This 
move showcased how alignment with international legal regimes was necessary because it provided 
a consistent standard against which regional actors could measure Tunisia's actions: so long as it 
supported international law across the board, Tunisia was not seen to favour any one party.

In explaining strategic distance through an RT frame, we are focusing on relations with the North 
African audience. Here, we are not aiming to explain broader policies such as Tunisia's support for the 
US in Vietnam, hostility towards Egypt's Nasser and Jordan's Hussein in the 1950s and 1960s, its hosting 
of the Palestinians when they were expelled from Lebanon, its support for Saddam Hussein during 
the Gulf War, and others. As noted, we are interested in relations with the immediate neighbourhood, 
with which Tunisia maintained strategic distance for decades.37 Tunisia's abandonment of strategic 
distance and its shift to an interventionist foreign policy driven by ideological conviction was enabled 
by expansive domestic political change following the 2010 revolt, which jolted the political system.

35 International Court of Justice, "Continental Shelf (Tunisia/Libyan Arab Jamahiriya)," 1982, accessed on 5/2/2022, at: https://bit.ly/3JDM2S1
36 For statement by Tunisia on the ruling, see: Cour Internationale De Justice, Recueil des arrêts, avis consultatifs et ordonnances, Affaire 

du Plateau continental (Tunisie/ Jamahiriya arabe libyenn), Arrêt du 24 fevrier 1982, accessed on 4/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3JGsdtl, (especially 
p. 39 which shows Tunisia requesting that the IJC determines enforcement procedures). See also: Cour Internationale De Justice, Correspondance, 
"Réponse aux questions' de S. Exc. M. de Lacharrière, Vice-F'résident de la Cour internationale de Justice (1985)," accessed on 4/2/2023, at: https://
bit.ly/3HCQJcd (especially p. 290 which shows continued commitment to ICJ arbitration in correspondence by Tunisian government representative).

37 Mansour, "Explaining the Influence of Maghrebi Rivalries."
38 Preamble to the 2014 Tunisian Constitution, see: "Constitution de La République Tunisienne," Tunis le 26 Janvier 2014, Al bawsala,  

accessed on 2/4/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XqtyrI

Tunisian Abandonment of Strategic Distance
After the 2010 revolt, Tunisia did depart from strategic distance in favour of political alignment, with 
the glaring example being the relationship with Qatar and Turkey. From Ennahda's perspective, such 
a foreign policy move was undergirded by ideological compatibility and shared religious beliefs; 
the political space after 2011 created the conditions of possibility for such a departure from strategic 
distance. Formerly an illegal party, Ennahda after 2010 emerged as a genuine political viability, capable 
of galvanizing a broad-based national support. Its constituents' shared embrace of political Islam 
reflected a current that swept well beyond the state's borders and found receptive pockets throughout 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). The absorption of newly politicized constituents around 
pan-Islamic ideas empowered Ennahda, which in turn imprinted these ideas directly on the political 
system. The constitution of 2014 emphasized "[The] teachings of Islam and… universal human 
rights. Inspired by [their] cultural heritage accumulated throughout [their] history… and based on 
the elements of our Arab-Muslim identity" and the consolidation of "[their] cultural and civilizational 
belonging to the Arab and Muslim nation… In order to support the Maghreb Union… towards achieving 
complementarity between Muslim peoples and African peoples"38 as the basis of the Tunisian state.

https://bit.ly/3JDM2S1
https://bit.ly/3XqtyrI
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Though the initial post-independence constitution identified Tunisia as a sovereign state 
committed to, among other precepts, "[The] teachings of Islam, [and] the unity of the Greater Maghreb,"39 
the 1959 document adhered more to a contained model, resembling an Arabization of European-style 
nationalist constitutionalism. Changes to the constitution did not alter operational laws which ruled 
people in the everyday.40 However, we are drawing attention here to how incremental changes in 
Tunisia – these were constitutional amendments that positioned Tunisian priorities in the Islamic world 
post-2011 – contrasted with the regional milieu. Specifically, Ennahda's constitutional theorization 
articulated with greater specificity the state's ties to a shared sociocultural history, which contrasted 
with surrounding states' secular-nationalist foundations (i.e., of Algeria and Egypt)41 or monarchical 
foundations (i.e., Morocco's).42 We need to emphasize here that what mattered for the North African 
audience was not simply Tunisia's relationship to Islam since this audience too emphasizes religion both 
discursively and in their respective constitutions. Rather, it was Tunisia's material ties to groups that 
are active regionally, especially the Muslim Brotherhood, and who had posed concrete, and immediate, 
security and political challenges to these regional states.

A note is in order here regarding the significance of the regional dimension – which is a 
core analytical element of this article. For all state actors involved – Tunisia and its audience – the 
preoccupation with "who does what" fades as we move further from the immediate neighbourhood. 
North African states have been willing to contemplate or effectively engage in global politics that 
contrast with what they otherwise regionally vocalise or are willing to tolerate. For example, Ennahda's 
leadership visited China during the Uighur crisis, invited by the Chinese government, and rarely 
condemned China's policies there. The same can be said for all North African governments.43

Here, two important observations should be made to explain the departure from strategic 
distance. First, the policy move towards Qatar and Turkey from Ennahda's perspective was motivated 
by a desire to inject shared Islamic beliefs into Tunisian foreign policy role. This role was envisioned 
by both the popular constituency and the leadership of Ennahda. However, going back to our earlier 
presentation of case selection, Ennahda was not the only player in Tunisian foreign policy; the secular 
CPR (Congrès pour la République, or Congress for the Republic) of Moncef Marzouki and Ettakatol 
of Mustapha Ben Jaafar had a say, and they didn't oppose the alignment with Turkey and Qatar. This 
adds robustness to our argument that Tunisia as a state, and not just Ennahda, departed from strategic 
distance.

39 Preamble to the 1959 Tunisian Constitution, see: "Tunisia Tn 028: La Constitution de La République Tunisienne, 1959," WIPO IP Portal, 
accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3vO7Ku8

40 Yadh Ben Achour, Une Révolution en Pays d'Islam (Genève: Labor et Fides, 2018).
41 Preamble to the 1963 Algerian Constitution, see: "Constitution de la Republique Algerienne Democratique et Populaire," Journal Officiel De 

La Republique Algerienne (10 Septembre 1963), accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3IuHP2s. For Egypt, see article five of the 1971 Constitution  
of the Arab Republic of Egypt: "Constitution of the Arab Republic of Egypt 1971," International Labour Organization, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3VRCwwQ

42 See the 1962 Moroccan Constitution: "MAROC: Constitution du 7 décembre 1962," Digithèque MJP, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3VToqLz

43 On the favorable outcome of Ghannouchi's (as leader of Ennahda) visit to China to meet with the foreign minister on 18 September 2014, 
see: "Ghannouchi: Ce qui m'a impressionné en Chine," Leaders, 10/10/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3X7VuAu. For an Algerian 
delegation visit and amicable bilateral talks in China from 28 April through 1 May 2015, see: "Visite de Sellal en Chine: Plusieurs accords de partenariat 
et contrats conclus," Algeria-watch, 13/12/2009, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3VRE6yM. For the visit by Mohammed VI to China in 10 
May 2016, see: "Visite officielle de SM le Roi en République populaire de Chine," Royaume du Maroc, Maroc.ma, 10/5/2016, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3jUqA08. For the official visit of President Xi to Cairo on 20 January 2016, see: Lin Noueihed & Ali Abdelaty, "China's Xi visits 
Egypt, offers financial, political support," Reuters, 21/1/2016, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://reut.rs/3jUpilN. Finally, on the Morocco-China talks 
(22 October 2020) that did not contain any acknowledgment of the Uighur issue, see: Royaume du Maroc, Ministère des affaires étrangères de la 
coopération africaine et des marocains résidant à l'étranger, "M. Bourita s'entretient avec le ministre d'etat et ministre des affaires étrangères de la 
république populaire de Chine, M. Wang Yi," 22/10/2020, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3VNx9Pj
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Second, Ennahda alone was not responsible for the dramatic shift in Tunisia's political system. 
The Ennahda mandate provided a channel for popular interest in pan-Islamic supranational ideals to 
enter the political infrastructure. These ideals persisted following the movement's cession of power 
through periodic relegation to coalition status or general domestic disunity under nascent political 
pluralism.44 It is unsurprising that later political alternatives such as Nidaa Tounes and its technocratic 
leadership – though of a decidedly different, more secularist philosophy – carried the mantle of aspects 
of this regional political alignment after its accession to coalition rule in 2014, due to the lingering 
influence of Ennahda and its contribution to an agenda it had a prominent – but only partial – role in 
formulating.45

Regarding the re-direction of foreign policy, Ennahda's constituency favoured engagement in 
MENA in support of pan-Islamic causes. This engagement, however, would necessarily constitute a break 
from Tunisia's strategic distance.46 Regionally, the increase in the political profile of Egypt's Muslim 
Brotherhood (MB), culminating in the election of Mohammad Morsi to the presidency, galvanized 
political Islam, including throughout Tunisia. The Tunisian Ennahda's position was to move closer to its 
Egyptian counterpart. For Egypt, and others in the region, the rise in the power of political Islam was 
bound to generate struggles, and the subsequent removal of Morsi was a demonstration of resistance 
to political Islamism. However, momentarily, the regional environment seemed to have changed for 
Tunisia's Ennahda, and to have become conducive to overhauling foreign policy, given the shocks of 
regional societal revolts. Ennahda founder Rached Ghannouchi overtly proposed in a 2011 interview a 
hypothetical trans-regional MB governance via coalition.47 Ghannouchi had no official role in the state 
prior to his election as parliament speaker in 2019, but Ennahda had a role. In essence, support given 
to the Muslim Brotherhood might have only been discursive, but it did emanate from the founder of a 
party in the ruling coalition – not just any politician or civil society activist. Audiences understand the 
status of such individuals in politics, whether or not they happen to be in an official capacity.48

Soon after, Tunisian president Marzouki branded Egypt's army takeover in 2013 an illegitimate 
coup d'état against the democratically elected president Morsi. These foreign policies were especially 
prominent under Minister of Foreign Affairs Rafiq Albulsalam – Ghannouchi's son in law.49 These 
came against a backdrop of voices from Tunisia's Ennahda and related think tanks in 2012 counselling 
Egyptian counterparts on feasible political accommodation tactics in Egypt.50 These policies represented 
a departure from strategic distance vis-à-vis the region on both popular and institutional levels.51

In Libya, citing historic linkages to the greater Maghreb, Tunisia embraced intervention 
through foreign policy initiatives including renewed humanitarian support for displaced Libyan 

44 "Tunisia Parliament Approves Unity Government," Aljazeera, 6/2/2015, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ii58lg
45 Giulia Cimini, "The Economic Agendas of Islamic Parties in Tunisia and Morocco: Between Discourses and Practices," Asian Journal of 

Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies, vol. 11, no. 3 (2017), p. 50.
46 Aisha Abbas, Jadaliyyat al-Sulṭa wa-l-Muʿāraḍa al-Siyāsiyya fī Tūnis: Dirāsa Taḥlīliyya fī ʿIlāqāt al-Ṣirāʿ wa-l-Tafāʿul wa-l-Iḥtiwāʾ (Jordan: 

Dar al-Khaleej lil-Nashr wa-l-Tawzeeʿ, 2020). In this first free election, the Islamist Ennahda won more than 41% of the vote, securing 90 seats of the 217 
Constituent Assembly. See: "Tunisia's Islamist Ennahda Party Wins Historic Poll," BBC NEWS, 27/10/2011, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bbc.in/3ZjYjjK

47 Marc Lynch, "Rached Ghannouchi: The FP Interview," Foreign Policy (December 5, 2012), accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CtTaM9
48 Perhaps the most prominent other example is Putin's position in the Russian state in-between his presidencies.
49 Konrad Pedziwiatr & Rachela Tonta,"Turbulent Muslim Renaissance in Tunisia: Interview with Ennahda's Yusra Ghannouchi," Jadaliyya 

(June 4, 2014). See also interview with President Marzouki: "Exclusive Interview: Tunisian President Marzouki," Al-Monitor, 22/9/2012, accessed on 
10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3QjjQoA

50 David Hearst, "Muslim Brotherhood Urged to Share Power in Egypt," The Guardian, 12/6/2012, accessed on 10/1/2023, at:
51 See, for example: "Tunisie-Ennahdha Organise Une DeuxiÃ¨me Manifestation de Soutien Ã Mohamed Morsi," Business News, 10/7/2013, 

accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GnTux7
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refugees.52 Tunisia's position on Libya's peace process appeared to be part of an individual agenda 
which ran counter to collaborative efforts by Algeria and Egypt to mitigate the fallout from the 
civil war. Rejection of the regional consensus fed the growing conception of Tunisia as a threat to 
regional stability, particularly as Libya became further associated with militants gaining unchecked 
spaces to organize.53 What we explain later, however, is that after 2013, while Ennahda and others 
commenced a reverting to strategic distance, relations with Egypt became coarse owing mainly to 
the ideological commitment to the MB which Ennahda did not abandon, while positive relations 
developed between Ghannouchi and the Algerian president (coupled with efforts to remedy ties).54

With Syria's uprising gathering strength, reports suggested that local mosques in Tunisia were 
mobilizing fighters to travel to Syria. Despite denying these reports, Ennahda continued its support for 
actors championing Islamic political principles.55 Tunisia's self-proclaimed identification with the ideological 
foundations of the Syrian resistance movement caused aggressive opposition to the Assad regime on the 
diplomatic front.56 Meanwhile, Tunisia was vocal in its assumption of common cause with Gazans.57

As governance further stabilized early in the decade and the Tunisian transition proved – at least 
in the short term – a successful model of pluralism, new Tunisian leaders maintained this unprecedented 
international voice, even when apathetic to the Islamist component. As late as under the tenure of Prime 
Minister Habib Essid – who had no association to Ennahda – Tunisia displayed elements of residual 
commitment to its expansive policies. Tunisia's shift in foreign policy was thus a function of a wide 
array of actors manoeuvring in the maelstrom of an unprecedented political opportunity after 2011.

In 2012-14 in Tunisia, Ennahda's influence was affected by a power struggle between Marzouki's 
CPR, Ettakatol, Ennahda, and the establishment (i.e., incumbent governments and their elites and grassroot 
bases).58 A Tunisian foreign policy that departed from strategic distance and is devoid of a sole architect 
– be it one party or a galvanizing leader – was reached by way of a populace newly emboldened to voice 
itself externally. An unstable North Africa met Tunisia's changed posture with displeasure, which is what 
we explain next. Tunisia' changed posture occurred in the midst of deteriorating regional security.59

52 Isabelle Mandraud, "'Kadhafi est Toujours là' Pour les Libyens de Tunis," Le Monde, 13/5/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.
ly/3WSGt5I

53 On the turbulent domestic Libyan process post-Qaddafi, see: Nathalie Guibert, Yves-Michel Riols & Hélène Sallon, "Libya's Tripoli and 
Tobruk dilemma no nearer to resolution," The Guardian, 27/1/2015, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GtMj6W. On Tunisia's stance on Libyan 
politics, see: "Tunisia Demands Fair Trial Guarantees for Libya's ex-PM," France 24, 2/1/2012, https://bit.ly/3VKRzZm

54 Abdelaziz Bouteflika welcomed Ghannouchi on 13 March 2016: "Rached Ghannouchi reçu par le président algérien Abdelaziz Bouteflika," 
Realties, 14/3/2016, accessed on 9/5/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3VHeSox. Moreover, after cultivating favorable relations with now-President Tebboune 
under the Bouteflika government, reference was made to Ghannouchi supporting an alliance with Algeria during a 23 February 2021 Diwan FM 
radio interview. See: "Tunisie: Rached Ghannouchi tente-t-il de se rapprocher de l'Algérie?" Jeune Afrique, 8/3/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3VTCkxf

55 On Tunisian support for resistance groups in Syria, see: "Tunisia Gives 'Moral' Support to Syria Rebels: Ennahda," Morocco World News, 
13/3/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CvdjSh

56 On Tunisia's diplomatic position regarding Syria, see: Tarek Amara, "Tunisia 'to Withdraw' Recognition of Syria Government," Reuters, 
4/2/2012, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://reut.rs/3Izs7Dj

57 See a speech by president Marzouki at the United Nations on 25 September 2014: "A Speech by Tunisian President Moncef Marzouki in the 
General Assembly," United Nations, United Nations News, 25/9/2014, accessed on 5/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3X6a1fH

58 In 2015-19, internal struggles involved Caid Essebsi (Nidaa Tunis with him) moving with and against the establishment vs. Ennahda vs. public 
opinion. By 2019-22, it was Kais Saied vs. Ennahda vs. the establishment, which was looking negatively toward his presidential power centralization.

59 Tunisian foreign minister negatively evaluated Egypt's ability to realize its own proposal to establish an Arab anti-terrorism task force.  
See "Egypt Proposal for Arab Force 'Unrealistic': Tunisia," Middle East Monitor, 12/3/2015, https://bit.ly/3VTFvFb
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Why Would North Africa Have Expected Tunisia to Maintain Strategic 
Distance?

60 Thies, "State Socialization and Structural Realism."
61 Harnisch, "Role Theory: Operationalization of Key Concepts,"11-12.
62 Most notable of these opponents is the GSPC (the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat) which was the precursor of AQIM (Al-Qaeda 

in the Islamic Maghreb) itself neutralized as a viable threat by internal dysfunction. On amnesty, see: "La charte pour la paix et la réconciliation 
nationale," Republique Algerienne Démocratique Et Populaire, 23/11/2015, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GIPWqS; On cooperation, see:  
"La plate-forme de Rome in 1995," Le monde diplomatique, Mars 1995, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ZfHxlV. See also: José Garçon, 
"L'armée du FIS appelle au cessez-le-feu en Algerie. Un succès des militaires, qui ne garantit pas la fin des violences," Libération, 25/9/1997, accessed 
on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3vOt1E0

63 See a 2011 report by Le Monde on the state of emergency in Algeria: "Algérie: L'état d'urgence levé en Algérie," Le Monde, 24/2/2011, 
accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3VWzHdT. See a 2011 report by Al Jazeera on protests on a backdrop of increasing unemployment and rising 
costs of living: "Price Protests Erupt Across Algeria," Aljazeera, 7/1/2011, accessed on 10/1/2023 at: https://bit.ly/3ZgpuvS. See a report on Algerian 
opposition announcing public demonstrations in February 2011: "L'opposition algérienne annonce une nouvelle marche le 19 février," Libération, 
13/2/2011, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3WVkBqG

This section explains why North African states converged in their expectations of Tunisia to maintain 
strategic distance and thus had a strong structuring effect on foreign policy roles.60 Theoretically, and 
more broadly, is the idea that some states carry more influence than others, which RT explains in terms 
of the socializing significance where dependencies and power relations matter.61

Tunisia has three prominent North African state audiences – Algeria, Egypt, and Morocco. They 
had witnessed Tunisia's pursuit of strategic distance over the preceding decades and had a critical role 
in developing this posture through their political engagements with, and pressures on, Tunisia. Societal 
mobilization and revolts across North Africa after 2010 had implications on the domestic politics 
of all regional states. What is remarkable, however, is how these North African states converged in 
their expectations of Tunisia to maintain strategic distance, despite their own rivalries and historic 
disagreements over the regional order. This section explains the sources of this audience's expectations.

Algeria and Morocco's Intense Rivalry

For Algeria, by the mid-2000s, sporadic flareups between holdover militant groups from the civil 
war and the Algerian state had significantly decreased. The granting of amnesty, selective cooperation 
between the National Liberation Front (FLN), and opponents essentially extinguished a receding civil war.62 
While previous generations of potential regime challengers were immobilized by the fear instilled through 
sweeping campaigns of civil violence, by the 2010s the threat of Islamism and militant insurgency was 
sufficiently remote that dissatisfaction with the state could once more permeate the political environment. 
The Algerian government was acutely aware of growing resentment of civil-liberty-abridging policies 
held over from the 1992 state of emergency, and recognized the need to placate these tensions, especially 
after the onset of Arab spring protests in surrounding nations inspired similar domestic demonstrations. 
However, regional revolts after 2010 mobilized popular dissent against "the establishment", culminating 
in widespread demonstrations against price hikes and unemployment, and their association with closed 
political systems.63 The aforementioned state of emergency, which had received tacit acceptance amid the 
active civil conflict, was lifted in 2011 after popular protests cautioned the government against continued 
abridgement of civil liberties.

The Moroccan leadership's perceptions of regional politics can be viewed as following a 
domestic-focused logic similar to Algeria. While Morocco did not have a civil conflict at the scale 
of Algeria's in its recent past, surrounding protests in 2011 fomented civil disobedience and popular 
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pushes for constitutional reform.64 Grievances of the broad-based reform movement's proponents 
– coming from socialist, liberal, and Islamist circles among other diverse ideological camps, and 
skewing disproportionately toward the youth – were anchored in perceived government corruption and 
economic mismanagement. Viewing the limited participatory mechanisms nullified by the monarchy's 
co-optation of existing political parties and intercession in nominally independent governance areas, 
these popular protests called for restraints on the monarchy's role. Critically, the movement prioritized 
constitutional reforms and liberalization, which were more modest than contemporary protests calling 
for the dismantling of regimes altogether, which may explain why Moroccan leadership was largely 
more amenable to concessions. Reforms introduced to the 2011 Moroccan Constitution, framed as 
liberalizing, received national assent when put forth in a referendum.65 Nonetheless, the internal unrest 
was sufficient to convince leadership that a national focus on rivalry with Algeria would provide a 
convenient and necessary means of dampening dissent. For example, there were efforts by the Moroccan 
government to co-opt protests and integrate the Justice and Development Party in government instead 
of imposing harsh crackdowns. This accompanied a renewed intensity in the rivalry with Algeria; the 
result was a focal shift in Morocco from pro-reform dissenters to threats to security, including through 
interstate conflict.66

Part of the attempt to alleviate internal burdens – in both Algeria and Morocco – was to divert attention 
to their longstanding rivalry, thus enabling its escalation. Hence, if the turn of the 21st century represented 
a cooling of the Algeria-Morocco rivalry, the post-2010 political environment brought the rivalry to the 
forefront. This oppositionality was expressed in various forms, including heated exchanges over the 2020 
Moroccan-Israeli normalization talks,67 sustaining memories of destructive colonial legacies,68 tensions 
over the 2017 launch of the Moroccan reconnaissance satellite EO Sat 1, which prompted a response in 
the form of a high-tech border wall designed to counter purported smuggling into Algeria,69 accusations of 
arms and drugs trafficking to undermine the other,70 and respective stances/accusations on Western-Saharan 
independence amid the escalation of the Moroccan-Sahrawi conflict.71

64 Morocco has the Western Sahara issue, which Rabat considers as an integral part of its territory, and which sparks fears of territorial division.
65 The 2011 Moroccan Constitution included key provisions transferring authority from the monarch to parliament and expanding liberal 

protections. See the Constitution at: Royaume du Maroc, Secretariat General du Gouvernement, La Constitution: Edition 2011, Serie Documentation 
Juridique Marocaine, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Cs3V1u

66 Karine Bennafla & Haounès Seniguer, "Le Maroc à l'épreuve du printemps arabe: Une contestation désamorcée," Outre-Terre, no. 29 (2011), 
pp. 153 - 155. See also the Morocco government portal for a text of the King's address (19 March 2013): "Texte intégral du discours adressé par SM 
le Roi à la Nation," Royaume du Maroc, Maroc.ma, 9/3/2011, accessed on 2/4/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CMa8pb. Moreover, we read an emphasis on 
the "territorial integrity" of Morocco when king Mohammed VI announced a reform agenda, indicating a rhetorical shift accompanying the return of 
Algeria as a politicised threat away from "now placated" internal opposition. It should be noted that in the above Algeria is not expressly mentioned by 
Moroccan leadership. Whereas other sources show the shifting security status following the 2011 protests which created conditions conducive to renew 
the Morocco-Algeria rivalry; see: Rasmus Alenius Boserup, Luis Martinez & Ulla Holm, "Algeria after the Revolts: Regime Endurance in a Time of 
Contention and Regional Insecurity," Danish Institute for International Studies Report, no. 15 (2014), accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Ivf0D2

67 Ryad Hamadi, "Normalisation avec Israël: Le Maroc répond à l'Algérie," TSA, 20/12/2020, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CtTJFV
68 Algerian politicians continue to invoke Morocco's more peaceful transition to independence to vilify France's regional politics. Targeting 

France's colonizing past in public discourse is undivorceable from its association with Morocco, and an indirect means of furthering a wedge 
between Algeria and Morocco. See: Ryad Hamadi, "Djaaboub traite la France d''ennemi traditionnel et éternel' de l'Algérie," TSA, 8/4/2021,  
accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3jYpSPj

69 The launch – ostensibly aimed at furthering state ability to combat ISIL and other militants – drew Algerian criticism, deepened by French 
contribution to the project. See: "Morocco's Secret Launch Of A Powerful Observation Satellite Puts Neighbouring Countries On Alert," France 24, 
21/11/2017, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CwT3Qe

70 On the "wall" see: Safaa Kasraoui, "Algeria Launches Construction of 'High-Tech' Border Wall at Moroccan Border," Morocco World News, 
31/10/2017, accessed on 4/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Wb1yrd. See also: "L'algérie accuse le Maroc d'entretenir 'le trafic des armes' aux frontières,"  
Le desk, 12/4/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3k1dluQ

71 For an encompassing analysis of the rivalry, see: Yahia H. Zoubir,"The Algerian-Moroccan Rivalry: Constructing the Imagined Enemy," in: 
Imad Mansour & William R. Thompson (eds.), Shocks and Rivalries in the Middle East and North Africa (Washington DC: Georgetown University 
Press, 2020).
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Finally, a critical means through which the reinvigorated Algeria-Morocco rivalry has been expressed 
has been manipulation of Islamic non-state actors (a facet of their rivalry almost absent in its previous 
iterations). The intense civil conflict and regional fragmentation of the 1990s and 2000s catalysed both 
states' heightened emphasis on securing the support of substate factions deemed more compatible with 
their respective interests/ideology as a bulwark against the mobilization of regime opponents. This shift 
in regime priorities explains the competition between the two states to secure the support of the Tijani 
Tariqa, an Islamic Sufi religious order that has attracted followers from Senegal, Gambia, Mauritania, 
Benin, Guinea, and Mali.72 The tendency to cultivate support from Islamic moderates is a direct product 
of the states' issues with political fragmentation in the previous era. Given that they had felt the necessity 
of integrating subpopulations into the national apparatus during substate conflict, the practice was logical 
to adopt in an interstate context as part of their leveraging of territorial, or positional, disputes.

Moreover, the spiritual importance of the Tijani Tariqa for a large segment of the Maghrebi population 
has made it an ideal target for both Algerian and Moroccan assistance, as both rivals try to secure its 
loyalty and, with it, undermine the moral and social legitimacy of the other.73 In competing over support 
of a Sufi order often seen as pacifist, Morocco and Algeria were both attempting to maximize the benefits 
of being seen as allied with Islamic "moderates", as opposed to Salafi or Jihadi extremists such as AQIM 
(Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb). This competition over Sufi support did nothing, however, to actually 
deal with the security threats posed by more extremist groups. Moreover, this posturing in support of Islamic 
moderates served to strategically marginalize the debate opened up by the 2010 revolts on socioeconomic 
underdevelopment and marginalization in the MENA, a key factor in fuelling radicalism, by foregrounding 
the threat of religious extremism and stoking religious sensibilities, rather than addressing the regional 
revolts' core demands.74

Egypt's Revived Activism in North Africa, and the Libyan Theatre

Egypt's growing presence in North African politics throughout the decade following the 2011 revolt 
was driven by its leaders' efforts to normalize the outcome of the 2013 coup by reaching out to demonstrate 
their state's relevance to regional stability.75 This position was rendered further necessary amid the absence 
of concrete Libyan governance, thus positioning Egypt as an asset within the neighbourhood. Egypt's 
regional activism in 2011-2020, thus, was concentrated in Libya. Initially denying any intent to intercede 
in Libya, an Egypt confident of regional backing legitimized intervention under the pretext of proximity to 
Egyptian boundaries, and international obligation to end human suffering.76 The convergence of regional 
security interests ultimately armed Egypt with more confidence to act in Libya.

Egyptian re-entry into the African Union (AU) dialogues came with a heightened emphasis on the 
regional militant crisis and provided for the normalization of relations between itself and states like Algeria 
that had previously maintained a harsh oppositionality. Abdel Fattah el-Sisi's first speech before the AU and 

72 Sarah Alaoui, "Morocco, commander of the (African) faithful?," Brookings, 8/4/2019, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://brook.gs/2WU65zP
73 Ahmad Weld Yahia, "The Soufi Tariqas: A New Confrontation in the Morocco-Algeria Struggle," Bawabat al-Awsat, 15/5/2014, accessed on 

1/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3WQ4Cd7
74 Karim Msawleh, al-Amn fī Manṭiqat al-Sāḥil wa-l Ṣaḥrāʾ fī Afrīqiyā (Abu Dhabi: Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research, 2014), 

pp. 92 - 94.
75 Initially, the 2013 deposal of the Morsi-led MB government spurred a significant change in Egypt's regional posturing, as surrounding states 

criticized the newly-installed el-Sisi government as antithetical to self-determination and democracy. Egypt's reputational issues hampered their participation 
in international initiatives, when banned from the African Union and excluded from regional talks; this led to the imposing of sanctions by the Peace and 
Security Council (AU PSC Communiqué, 2013). See the Communiqué at: "Communiqué of the Peace and Security Council of the African Union (AU),  
at its 384th Meeting on the Situation in the Arab Republic of Egypt," African Union, 9/7/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023 at: https://bit.ly/3jUWSIn

76 Egypt announced on 24 July 2014 that it has no plans for military intervention in Libya, see: "No plan for military intervention in Libya: 
Egypt FM," Ahram Online, 5/8/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GNZ91d. However, Egypt called for humanitarian-driven international 
intervention in Libya, see: "Egypt Calls for foreign Intervention in Libya," Aljazeera, 17/2/2015, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ZmK4L1
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UN observers at the 2014 Malabo Summit emphasized Egypt's commitment to mitigating the threat posed 
by substate actors – notably radical Islamist militants – in the region. This process of normalization imbued 
Egypt with a resurgent prominence in international affairs in spite of its isolation from African decision-making 
following the 2013 coup, even seeing Sisi ascend to the presidency of the AU for the 2019-2020 term.77

Egypt's president travelled to Algeria in 2014 in search of common ground to counter rising militancy 
in Libya (and regionally) and found in Algeria a receptive audience. Both states needed to counter the 
pressing disorder, political fragmentation, and mass violence emerging from the Libyan crisis and the 
influx of militants from the Sahel. Moreover, Algeria's supply of energy signalled willingness to overlook 
the schism between the two states caused by the 2013 coup.78 Furthering its newfound influence, Egypt 
assumed a determinative role in the absorption of refugees to gain "international legitimacy despite increased 
authoritarianism and human rights abuses", distinguishing it both from the EU – whose domestic political 
divisions and security preoccupations diluted their contribution to refugee management – and from less 
activist regional states.79 Egypt also solicited foreign partnerships (such as from Russia, even if modest), 
that were important after the loss of US aid following the 2013 coup.80

Turkey occupied an important dimension in Egypt's regional politics, given their shared interest in 
Libya. Unlike the warm relations extended to Egypt's MB government by Turkey's own, the post-2013 
government in Egypt drew public condemnation by the Turkish state.81 What then ensued was an indirect 
foreign policy competition, such as Egypt's closure of its ports to Turkish trade, and an direct one whereby the 
Libyan civil war provided a convenient medium for Turkey to act against Egypt.82 The Erdogan government 
has stood behind the Government of National Accord (GNA) and against the Libyan National Army (LNA) 
led by Khalifa Haftar, in no small part due to Egyptian support for the latter. The above highlights how 
Egypt's regime post 2013 spent the better part of the decade purging ideological political alignments in 
regional politics formed under the brief rule of the MB.

In sum, North African states converged around an expectation that Tunisia would not abandon strategic 
distance. Tunisian strategic distance reduced uncertainty for the North African audience. It is worth noting 
here that Egypt's increased presence in Libya and its more assertive regional politics did not provoke a 
backlash – by Algeria and Morocco in particular – in the same way that Tunisia's change in foreign policy 
did. Hence, it was not a change in politics that mattered, but the contents of such change. Acceptance 
of Egypt's growing North Africa presence derived from it joining the security consensus of Algeria and 
Morocco, regardless of what else Egypt did. Thus, Egypt's acceptance was due to its different regional 

77 Yasser Elnaggar, "Egypt and the African Union," MEI@75, 10/2/2020, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Cr7wgf. Moreover, riding 
on regional instability to rebuild Egypt's international standing opened additional pathways for internal development and capacity-building, such as 
its successful negotiation of IMF loans; opportunities that may have otherwise been unavailable had Egypt not been recast as a check on militancy in 
North Africa. See: "IMF Executive Board Approves US$12 Billion Extended Arrangement Under the Extended Fund Facility for Egypt," Press Release,  
no. 16/501, International Monetary Fund, 11/11/2016, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/2IewqS5

78 Lamine Chikhi & Maggie Fick, "Algeria, Egypt's Sisi Talk Security, Gas Shipments," Reuters, 26/6/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://reut.rs/3WTbFSy

79 Anna Knoll & Chloe Teevan, "Protecting Migrants and Refugees in North Africa: Challenges and Opportunities for Reform," Discussion 
Paper, no. 281 (Maastricht: The European Centre for Development Policy Management, 2020).

80 Alaa Elhadidi, "Egypt's Shifting Foreign Policy Priorities: How are Abdel Fattah El-Sisi's Foreign Policy Priorities Expected to ,?"  
The Cairo Review of Global Affairs (2018).

81 "Four-finger Salutes as Turks back Egypt Protesters," Reuters, 19/8/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023, at https://reut.rs/3WUcA5g. As the 2020s 
has been proving, however, positions can change because the ideology behind them is weak, and physical security threats have taken precedence.

82 For the perspective of Cairo, see: Deya Abaza, "Egypt Will not Renew Transit-trade Agreement with Turkey: Officials," Ahram Online, 
27/10/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XfYj2i. In turn, Turkey, in rebuffing Egyptian rhetorical attacks including accusations of instigating 
conflict in Libya, counters Egypt's with argument about "it is not surprising that those who have taken over their administration by coup d'état support 
a putschist [Haftar]" and highlights its dedicated role in combating the Islamic State forces in Syria, such as in "hand-to-hand combat". See: "Statement 
of the Spokesperson of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Hami Aksoy, in Response to a Question Regarding the Statement of the Spokesperson of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Egypt on the Accusations of Egyptian Foreign," Latest Press Releases, QA-44, Republic of Türkiye, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, 6 June 2020, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ihiQFd
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politics from Ennahda's, even if in real terms, much of Egypt's concrete action can be seen as more 
aggressive than Tunisia's under Ennahda. The following demonstrates how North African states acted to 
move Tunisia back into strategic distance.

83 Hearst.
84 For the Egyptian statement condemning Tunisia's "intervention", see: Rana Muhammad Taha, "Egypt Condemns Tunisia's UNGA Address," 

Daily News Egypt, 27/9/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023, at:Rana Muhammad Taha, "Egypt's Ambassador in Tunis Returns to Egypt," Daily News Egypt, 
30/9/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3irRHiF

85 Abou Essaoud Lahmidi, "Rached Ghannouchi déclare la guerre à l'Algérie!" African Manager, 2/8/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3QqDU8D

86 See the Moroccan King's speech at Kingdom of Morocco, "Full Text Of The Throne Day Speech Delivered By HM King Mohammed VI," 
Maroc.ma, Royal Speeches, 30/7/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CSZZr9

Audience Cues: North African Reaction to Tunisia's Abandonment 
of Strategic Distance
North African states did not welcome Tunisia's abandonment of strategic distance, which threatened – 
however inadvertently – their interests. On a basic level, Tunisia's claim to be a regional champion of 
ideologically inclined (Islamist) groups did not mesh well with regional governing regimes' politics; even 
"allies" had reservations about Tunisian élites seeing such a regional role for themselves. Prominently, 
reservations came from Egypt's MB which did not receive the 2012 "counsel" by Tunisia's Ennahda 
on political strategy well. The position of Egypt's Brotherhood emerged from a combination of seeing 
itself as a leader on issues related to political Islam and thus in a position to issue regional advice, 
as well as its lack of support for the compromises Ennahda had to make domestically, which had 
negatively implicated its credibility in counselling others.83 The government that overthrew Egypt's 
MB rule itself rejected and condemned statements by Tunisia's president in September 2013 at a UN 
General Assembly meeting that had hinted at the 2013 coup in Egypt being a failure in representative 
government. Egypt later recalled its ambassador to Tunis in response to the Tunisian president calling 
for the release of Morsi.84

Algeria expressed strong aversion to the prospect of Tunisia abandoning strategic distance. 
Around mid-2013, accusations were levelled against Ennahda of intervention in Algerian elections 
to support Algerian Islamist opposition candidates. Algeria's ruling elites, most of whom had been 
involved in the domestic war of the previous decade, had no interest in seeing their delicate balancing of 
religious discourse compromised by Tunisian outbidding or activism.85 Meanwhile, Morocco expressed 
strong reservations about any state-sponsored regional religious discourse or practice. A key indicator 
of this position was the Moroccan king's emphasis in 2014 on uprooting extremism and reconciling 
state sovereignty with moderate religious practice, in an implicit signal to Tunisia that Morocco could 
not allow Islamism to fester.86

Morocco and Algeria watched Tunisia closely to see if it would adopt an activist foreign policy or 
continue the traditional foreign policy of strategic distance. The two rivals had over the years developed a 
delicate balance in their approach to Islamic movements, as well as to religion-based political discourse. 
Their support of Islamic ideals, as well as of political groupings to highlight each others' deficient practices, 
was carefully designed so as not to create an Islamic force that could not be controlled. As long as they 
kept both the regional discourse and activism within their respective acceptable frames, the rivals could 
speak with confidence about their moral superiority relative to the other. Tunisia's Ennahda upset the 
Morocco-Algeria balance when its foreign policy advocated supra-national activism across state borders. 
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In the midst of Libya's deterioration, Morocco and Algeria feared that Tunisia was opening a hospitable 
environment that would invite Islamic State fighters returning from the Levant.87

Concerns with Tunisia's interventionist foreign policy were compounded when President Marzouki 
convened the Supreme National Security Council to investigate ways to "help the Tunisian diaspora in 
Libya."88 This was seen as intervention in Libya's conflict under the guise of helping Tunisians, and was 
met with regional disapproval, especially by Algeria, which was trying to end threats coming from Libya 
via coordination with the Egyptian military.89 North African states' reactions to combating terrorism 
remain largely bilaterally organized and executed; however, they converge on combating terrorism, and 
on identifying a wide range of Islamist political groups through the frame of terrorism.90 The Ennahda 
experience exposed the limitations of Tunisia's ability to extend itself on Islamic principles in regional 
relations. It was met with region-wide disapproval because it went against the perceived interests of 
all actors. Importantly, but not exclusively, throughout decades of dispute, Algeria and Morocco had 
delicately infused elements of Islamic distinctness in their rivalry and they seemed able to keep a lid 
on a balanced escalation in ideological discourse. Tunisia's abandoning of strategic distance, towards a 
pro-Islamic policy, seems to have been perceived as potentially derailing this balance.

North African states converged on the need to restore strategic distance in Tunisian foreign 
policy. For example, a series of meetings were held in Tunisia in 2014, with Algerian support, to stabilize 
the rule of Ennahda by promoting domestic dialogue. A stable and open-to-dialogue government, 
according to the Algerian logic, would be deterred from harbouring subversive factions or encouraging 
religiously based alliances across the region that might empower Algeria-based actors.91 Moreover, in 
2014, Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia (among other interested states), launched a coordinated operation 
against Islamic State cells in North Africa.92

The bouleversement of the Libyan collapse hastened the turn against Tunisian regional 
management. Tunisia's concern is mostly its security and economy, which explains Tunisia's established 
policy of tacit acceptance of the Gaddafi regime necessary to maintain amicable interstate exchanges.93 
Now postcoup considerations such as the extensive emigration from the fallen state gave Tunisia an 
even more acute interest in management of the conflict. Divisions among Tunisia's political elite over 
a wide range of issues, including foreign policy, meant that the regional audience would not welcome 
any leading role for Tunisia in Libya. This, coupled with the new Sisi government's use of the Libyan 
conflict as a means of leveraging international legitimacy, solidified the collective effort to relegate 

87 Peter Cole, Borderline Chaos? Stabilizing Libya's Periphery (Washington, DC.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2012).
88 See President Marzouki's supervision during the Supreme Security Council meeting in the Carthage Palace: "Lutfi bin Jiddo: Supreme Security 

Council Meeting Discussed the Clashes in Libya and its Impact on Tunisia," babnet, 16/5/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GpFCCy;  
See an interview with President Marzouki: "Exclusive Interview: Tunisian President Marzouki."

89 Porter (2015, 51-55) argues that Algeria initially opposed other states' Libya intervention; however, and despite its anti-interventionist posture, 
Algeria accepted Egypt's strikes, prioritizing security. Geoff D. Porter, "Le non-interventionnisme de l'Algérie en question," Politique étrangère,  
no. 3 (2015), pp. 43 - 55.

90 Yahia H. Zoubir, "Security Challenges in the Maghreb: The Nexus between Bad Governance and Violent Extremism," EuroMeSCo Brief,  
no. 70 (2017).

91 Meetings between Algeria and Tunisia aimed at creating joint task forces to share intelligence related to movement of people and goods. See: 
Ibrahim Menshawi, "cautious direction: The Algerian Position Toward the Evolution of Events in Tunisia," Arab Center for Research and Studies, 
8/4/2015, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ikhWHM

92 Ahmad Weld Yahia, "'ghost hunting' is a Maghrebi regional plan to track 'ISIS' members," Bawabat al-Awsat 27/8/2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, 
at: https://bit.ly/3CvCd3X. In addition to coordinating with Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco were also resistant to Tunisian calls to resurrect the Arab 
Maghreb Union. See: Julien Peyron, "La Tunisie s'engage seule dans la relance de l'Union du Maghreb," France 24, 4/7/2012, accessed on 10/1/2023, 
at: https://bit.ly/3GrkOus

93 Hamza Meddeb, The Volatile Tunisia-Libya Border: Between Tunisia's Security Policy and Libya's Militia Factions (Beirut: Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 2020), pp. 3-4, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3jYqG74
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Tunisia to a secondary role in Libyan affairs. Tunisia had its own vested interest in dampening the effects 
of Libya's fragmentation, being immediately burdened with militant movement and spillover from the 
unstable polity that invited arms circulation and terrorist attacks across its borders.94 Nonetheless, the 
international security preoccupation was so strong following the insufficient UN-imposed transition 
procedure that an interstate consensus formed against the mere possibility that Tunisia – through its 
pan-Islamic rhetoric and unification efforts – might feed substate militant mobilization, even when such 
mobilization actively threatened the state itself. Though Tunisia had made some diplomatic inroads 
within the neighbourhood, such cooperation was largely bilateral and not the broad transnational 
development it sought, which was precluded by growing security concerns.95

94 "Tunisia Arrests Libyan 'Terrorist' with Explosives," Reuters, 9/5/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://reut.rs/3jWcQ51. On attacks and 
their effects, see: Benoît Delmas, "Ben Guerdane: L'attaque terroriste la plus grave subie par la Tunisie," Le Point Afrique (2016).

95 On the Tunisian-Algerian bilateral dimension, see: "Algérie: Abdelmalek Sellal reçoit Adnane Manser," Business News, 10/1/2014, accessed 
on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ZaTxVI; on the Tunisia-Morocco bilateral dimension, see the 2014 Tunisia-Morocco cooperation decree: "Décret 
n° 2014 - 3644 du 3 octobre 2014, portant ratification de l'accord de coopération dans le domaine de l'environnement entre le gouvernement de la 
République Tunisienne et le gouvernement du Royaume du Maroc," Journal Officiel de la République Tunisienne, no. 84, 17/10/2014, p. 2734.

96 Khadija Mohsen-Finan, "Tunisia: The Running Battle Between the Government and the UGTT," OrientXXI, 30/3/2017, accessed on 10/1/2023, 
at: https://bit.ly/3vHMoyO

97 Messages by Tunisia to clarify its foreign policy change persisted. For example, in reaction to the Mali military flare-up and the hostage-taking 
in an oil refinery in Algeria in 2013, the Tunisian president called upon regional countries to "unify efforts and security policies" to fend off violence 
and terrorism. See: "Tunisian Government expresses concern toward 'security reflections from the situation in Mali," Akhbar Muritania, accessed 
on 10/1/2023, at: http://goo.gl/CgjPRL. See also news report on the Tunisian-Algerian security collaboration: "Tunisia officially asks for Algeria's 
'rescue' and will send a security and political delegation headed by the foreign minister tomorrow," Dunya al-Watan, 5/8/2013, accessed on 1/10/2923,  
at: http://goo.gl/yQT3fI. An example is the Algeria-Tunisia security cooperation in the bordering Chaambi Mountains to combat AQIM.

98 On Egypt's stance from Libya, see: Walid al-Talili, "Tunisia in Libya: the non-stance policy to avoid external outrade," Al-Arabi al-Jadid, 
13/5/2022, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3IxTZaF. On the Egypt-Tunisia position over Libya, see: "The Egyptian Initiative to solve the Libyan 
crisis," State Information Service, 16/6/2022, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3Gt3PYI

99 On Tunisia's coordination with Algeria and Morocco over antiterrorism campaigns, see: "La Tunisie veut renforcer sa coopération antiterroriste 
avec l'Algérie et le Maroc," France 24, 11/5/2016, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ZjsHuy

Tunisian Reversion to Strategic Distance
For all the transitioning governments' efforts to establish a sustainable political infrastructure, Tunisia 
lacked the internal cohesion and material capacity to resist retaliation by its neighbours, and swiftly 
capitulated. In the midst of domestic disorganization, mounting regional pressure pushed Tunisia around 
mid-2014 to a return to its achieved foreign policy role.96 Many Islamist parties emphasized the need 
to maintain strategic distance. With mounting internal labour and political demands, "expansive" and 
contra traditional foreign policy decisions catalysed domestic divisions; public opinion on government 
performance plummeted, and the sitting coalition was voted out. Tunisia's government publicly signalled 
its reversion to a posture of strategic distance from destabilizing regional politics and reiterated the 
need for regional collaboration to find solutions to collective security challenges – especially the 
mobility of weapons and fighters.97

In one form of reversion to strategic distance, Tunisia ramped up its deference to respected 
international legal frameworks and shared norms, in a move reminiscent of its long-held legalist 
position. For example, when Egyptian leadership reproached Tunisia for facilitating the GNA's 
installation in Libya, Tunisia merely reemphasized its commitment to regional stability under the 
broader UN effort.98 In addition, Tunisian foreign policy has since confirmed its interest in multilateral 
security coordination and deference to the lead of other North African states, in recognition of its 
inability to sway key issues throughout the region.99 This Tunisian approach persisted. For example, 
in October 2019, Foreign Affairs Minister Khémaies Jhinaoui proclaimed Tunisia's intention to step 
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up its presence throughout MENA. The minister's proclamation couched this expanded role within 
UN primacy, not along ideological/partisan lines.100 Moreover, there has been a discursive emphasis 
on Tunisia's particular pan-Islamic "moderate" identity, as distinct from arguably non-moderate 
Salafist and jihadist viewpoints. Within this moderate frame, Tunisian foreign policy is explained 
as being non-ideological.

Importantly, the ideological component of Tunisia's international posturing has been extensively 
retooled to bring it into harmony with international consensus. A related discursive shift regards Egypt's 
MB; it still has Tunisian support, but that support arguably has much reduced practical emphasis. This 
came through clearly in a 2015 interview with the secretary-general of Tunisia's Ennahda.101 Another 
recent example of this interest in distancing the Tunisian state from ideological polarization could be 
seen in Tunisia's position on the important ideological issue of normalization with Israel. While Prime 
Minister Mechichi rejected normalization with Israel, he offered simultaneous respect for the Moroccan 
decision to pursue it.102 Such postures speak to the delicate balancing of state interests and external 
appeasement,ncludeng that of the United States, which had facilitated those dialogues.103

Though the sense of a pan-Islamic integrationist duty remained a relevant political stream 
domestically, it was smothered by a shifting international climate that demanded primacy for security, 
internal development, and counterterrorism at home. Tunisia internalized pressure from the Arab world 
to revoke its regional aspirations, a process that was redoubled by external dialogues successfully 
incentivizing Tunisian actors to discontinue their ideological campaign with the prospect of aid.104 The 
reversion can thus in no way be ascribed exclusively to domestic political fluctuations independent of 
the regional rivalry context. Other substantive products of Tunisia's altered foreign policy include its 
reversal on Syria's suspension from the Arab league,105 as well as periodic displays of rapid diplomatic 
damage control, indicating heightened sensitivity to its reputation in North Africa – Tunisia's main 
audience.106

Expressions of an interest in strategic distance are part of a pattern that emerged early in the 
reversion timeline. For example, President Marzouki's speech before the European Parliament in 2013 
emphasized Tunisia's commitment to the "absorption strategy of the modernist, moderate fraction of 
Islamism." Drawing parallels between the Maghrebi integration project and the EU, Marzouki praised 
the latter, stating that "today, what makes us dream is a Maghrebi union, and later Arab, on the model 
of the European Union, that is a union of democratic states and free peoples, working together for the 
good of all. The European Union also fascinates us with what it has achieved – most remarkable, not 

100 See the statement of the Tunisian Foreign Affairs Minister at: "Khémaies Jhinaoui: La Tunisie sera la voix du monde arabe et de l'Afrique  
à l'ONU," La Presse.tn, 10/10/2019, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ihNaQ1

101 Yuksel Serdar Oguz, "Q&A with Secretary-general of Tunisia's Ennahda," Anadolu Agency, October 20, 2015, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3VVogmZ

102 See the Tunisian Prime Minister's statement: "Normalisation with Israel 'not on Agenda', Says Tunisian PM," Aljazeera, 15/12/2020,  
accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3VSQzlV

103 For example, Tunisia's tepid response to the Khashoggi assassination prioritized regional appeasement. See: Fayçal Métaoui, "Mohammed 
ben Salmane est plus ou moins le bienvenu au Maghreb," Presse-toi à gauche! 4/12/2018, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3iqGRtl

104 Silvia Colombo & Benedetta Voltolini, "The EU's Engagement with 'Moderate' Political Islam: The Case of Ennahda," LSE Middle East 
Centre Papers Series, no. 19 (London: LSE Middle East Centre, 2017), pp. 11-13, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GM6myK

105 For Tunisia's position on Syria, see: "Tunisia calls for Arab League to readmit Syria," Aljazeera, 26/1/2019, accessed on 4/2/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3IxPMUj

106 On Tunisia mending ties, see: Yosra Ouanes & Gulsen Topcu, "Tunisia Bids to Mend Ties with Algeria," Andalou Agency, 16/12/2020,  
accessed on 4/2/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3QqD1gl
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to say miraculous: the Franco-German reconciliation."107 This was a targeted appeal to his European 
audience, aimed at securing European approval of Tunisian-led Arab integration.

In essence, Tunisian foreign policy stabilized from 2014 to 2020. Confirming strategic distance 
required careful rhetorical shifts from leadership, taking two noteworthy forms. In one form, Tunisian 
political élites moved away from unintimidated criticisms of regional states' reactions to their domestic 
societal mobilization, to statements that were no longer indifferent to regional reaction.108 Many Tunisian 
élites themselves articulated the need to dial back hospitality to political Islam. In 2016, former Nidaa 
Tounes Secretary-general Mohsen Marzouk professed the party's need to abandon political Islam in an 
interview following his own desertion .109 While he admittedly hailed from the "secularist wing" of the 
party, Marzouk's statements still demonstrate a recognition of such politics' sullied international optics. 
Evidently the shifting landscape altered partisan politics, as well as foreign policy decision-making.

Elsewhere, Tunisia sought to bridge the gap with regional states under the rhetorical umbrella of 
greater Maghrebi unity through convergence on the security agenda. Tunisia's imperative to secure its 
population against substate militantism prioritized the need for regional accord with its policies.110 The 
security (counterterrorism) imperative that necessitates that Tunisia reconciles its agenda with North 
African states was leveraged domestically to justify an inward turn in policymaking.111 Tunisian foreign 
policy focused mostly on marketing the country's economic attractiveness; the precursor was securing 
the country and the neighbourhood through regional cooperation, providing an added affirmation for 
strategic distance.112 Reactions were supportive from regional states.113 Nevertheless, North African 
states remained close observers of Tunisia's domestic politics and potential foreign policy ramifications.114

107 See the speech of the 2013 Tunisian President to the EU Parliament: "Moncef Marzouki, Président de la République tunisienne," Europarl, 
accessed on 1/10/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ZmILM2

108 See the speech of Rached Ghannouchi at a Carnegie Endowment for International Peace event in Washington D.C. on 26 February 2014: 
"Rached Ghannouchi on Tunisia's Democratic Transition," Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, February 2014, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: 
https://bit.ly/3ioUU2s

109 Frédéric Bobin, "En Tunisie, 'le parti Nidaa Tounès est devenu une coquille vide'," Le Monde, 16/3/2016, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3IzL3lc

110 The March 2015 Bardo National Museum attacks in Tunis and the June 2015 attack on a hotel in Port El Kantaoui exposed the severity of 
threats posed by porous borders and the country's reliance on the security and intelligence apparatuses of neighboring states. These incidents confirmed 
that Tunisia's national interest is served by meeting regional expectations, especially when its economic performance is dependent on these regional 
states' security support. See: Abdennour Benantar, "Algeria's Security Policy: Transformations and Dilemmas in the Context of Regional Unrest and 
Internal Ḥirāk," AlMuntaqa, vol. 5, no. 2 (September 2022), p. 77.

111 "Tunisia's Ennahda Distances Itself from Political Islam," Aljazeera, 21/5/2016, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3ilxVp4
112 Attacks inside Tunisia highlighted the need for intra-regional security cooperation, as well as cooperation across the MENA and the Sahel; 

regional conflicts and rivalries especially between Algeria and Morocco impede the construction of robust security institutions. See: Samia Errazzouki, 
"Lost in the Debate: Beyond Dominant Narratives on the Western Sahara," Jadaliyya, 3/6/2013, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GYiDAl.

113 For the Algerian position, see for example: "Depuis Tunis, Abdelmalek Sellal déclare: La situation dans la région impose davantage de 
coordination," Radio Algérienne, 9/3/2017, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3WT8iuF

114 See for example a report by Radio France Internationale: "Les propos d'un responsable marocain sur la Kabylie fâchent l'Algérie," RFI, 
19/7/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023 at: https://bit.ly/3ZmoExO

Tunisia's 2020-2022 Political Impasse
The complex web of regional precarious balancing of interests that made abandoning strategic distance 
untenable persisted after 2020 and saw serious challenges recently, especially from discontented citizens. These 
challenges include anti regime protests such as the post 2020 Algerian uprisings, youth unemployment and 
fluctuating energy markets, and the destabilizing COVID-19 pandemic which has been severely demanding 
on an already struggling economy. We expect domestic pressures to keep Tunisian policy makers committed 
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to strategic distance. Since 2020, periodic failures have emerged from irreconcilable visions for governance 
among Tunisian actors. Street confrontations, especially in 2020-2021, galvanized by politicians' polarizing 
stances have been decidedly about domestic issues, especially economic decay, and the future of Ennahda – 
not only its political role, but its very existence as a unified movement. The Tunisian president's suspension 
of the constitution in July 2021 effectively sidelined the opposition role of Ghannouchi.115

Tunisia's North African audience has been a close observer of its domestic affairs given that this 
audience had its homegrown version of ideological/religious mobilization.116 In reaction to the July 2021 
constitutional shock, North African audiences took clear positions. Later that month, Tunisia's president 
received Morocco's foreign minister, in a show of Moroccan support for Tunisia's politics.117 A few days later, 
Algeria and Egypt issued a joint statement supporting Tunisia's president in the battle against Ghannouchi.118 
Their collective preference and expectation are for stability in Tunisian regional politics.119

115 Mohammed Fawzi, Aggravated Crises: Dimensions of the Wave of Resignations inside Tunisia's Ennahda, Al-Ahram Center for Political and 
Strategic Studies, 29/9/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3VVYezK

116 Nizar Bou-Lihya, "The Tunisia Crisis: What Implications on Maghrebi States?" Al-Quds Al-Arabi, 2/2/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/3VP2xgo

117 The visit was on 27 July 2021. See: Hadeel Hilal, "Moroccan Foreign Minister Hands a Letter from the King to the Tunisian President,"  
al-Shurouq, 27/7/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3GOsF6G

118 See the Egyptian foreign ministry statement on 1 August 2021: Samar Nasr, "Foreign Ministry: Egypt trusts the wisdom and ability of the 
Tunisian Presidency to overcome this crisis," Bawwabat al-Ahram, 1/8/2021, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3XgThTg

119 Tunisian predictability becomes more necessary given Turkey's regional interventions. Heba Saleh, "Egypt Threatens Military Action in 
Libya if Turkish-Backed Forces Seize Sirte," Financial Times, 21/6/2020, accessed on 10/1/2023, at: https://on.ft.com/3WT4vhh

120 Wehner & Thies, "Leader Influence in Role Selection Choices."

In Lieu of Concluding
Tunisia's transient change in foreign policy after 2011 allows for an observation of how ideas and 
personalities (as domestic-level factors) matter in foreign policy role formation and practice. Yet, this 
phase also provides a powerful confirmation of how regional imperatives have exerted influence on 
such roles. With such findings, the article supports the body of literature highlighting RT's potential to 
explain agent-structure dynamics.120 Tunisia's politicized foreign policy went against the felt interests of 
all regional states. Tunisia, especially given its fragile transition, could not afford such entanglements.

This article has demonstrated the importance of regional audiences in defining foreign policy 
roles, while showing how these roles also have a domestic component. Diverging from established 
approaches to Tunisian foreign policy, it explained why regional audience expectations had significantly 
more influence in defining Tunisian foreign policy than idiosyncratic personalities, regime type, or 
ideological commitments. The article further found that regional expectations persisted and were filtered 
via two different forms of domestic political settings: exclusionary and transitional. The "strategic distance" 
concept captured a phenomenon whereby stability-seeking and legalist foreign policies, the combination 
of which could be associated with democratic regimes (and peaceful regional orders), derived mainly from 
conflict-related pressures that influenced foreign policy choices of exclusionary, as well as democratically 
elected, governments. We believe this to be an important finding which merits further analysis especially 
in studies on regional orders (or regional security complexes) and regionalism, as the process of society 
building at the regional level pushes towards pacification of the regional order.
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ذوات في فضاءات متنازع عليها: أمننة اللغة الكردية في سورية

Abstract: Kurdish identity has been perceived as a security issue by the state in Syria. Therefore, successive 
governments have taken measures against the use and perceptibility of the Kurdish language, as a manifestation 
of Kurdish identity, in public spaces. The securitization of the language has not only operated through legal 
measures but has also spread to ordinary Arab Syrians perceiving the Kurdish language as an undesirable 
presence in public spaces. In Kurdish-majority areas, the effect of these measures could be minimized, and 
those opposing its use could be challenged. Drawing upon ethnographic data collected from interviews with 
Syrian Kurds, and the Foucauldian concept of power, this study analyzes the deep-rooted subjugation in Syrian 
social relations. It aims to understand power relations beyond the dichotomy of domination, and to recognize 
the power that a minoritized community facing repressive measures can exercize by reproducing and validating 
the use of a language.

Keywords: Kurdish Language; Syria; Kurds; Securitization; Public Space; Power Relations.

الملخص: نظرت الدولة في سورية إلى الهوية الكردية على أنها قضية أمنية؛ واتخذت بناءً على ذلك إجراءات ضد استخدام اللغة 
الكردية )بوصفها تعبيراً عن هذه الهوية( وحضورها المُدْركَ في المجال العام. ولم يدخل التمثل الأمني لهذه اللغة حيز الممارسة 
على مستوى الإجراءات القانونية فحسب، بل تعداه ليمسّ عامة الناس في استخدامهم إياها، معتبراً ذلك فعلًًا شائنًا ينبغي التصدي 
له في المجال العام. ومع ذلك فقد أمكن، في المناطق ذات الأغلبية الكردية وفي إطار العلاقات المتبادلة، الحد من أثر هذه 
الإجراءات وتحدّي أولئك المعارضين لاستخدام اللغة الكردية. تستند هذه الدراسة إلى معطيات إثنوغرافية جُمعت خلال مقابلات 
مع مستجيبين من الأكراد السوريين، وإلى مفهوم السلطة الفوكوي، لتقدّم تحليلًًا لمختلف علاقات الإخضاع المتجذرة بعمق في 
العلاقات الاجتماعية. وهي تهدف بذلك إلى الوصول إلى فهمٍ لعلاقات السلطة يتجاوز حدود علاقة السيطرة ثنائية البعد، وإلى 
التعرف إلى نوع السلطة التي يمكن أن تمارسها أقلية ما، بوصفها جماعة تواجه إجراءات قمعية، حينما تصرّ على استخدام لغتها 

الممنوعة وتعيد إنتاجها وتصدّق هذه الممارسات.

كلمات مفتاحية: اللغة الكردية؛ سورية؛ الأكراد؛ الأمننة؛ المجال العام؛ علاقات السلطة.
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Soon after the independence of Syria in 1946, the new Arab-dominated state accelerated assimilationist 
policies against its Kurdish population, by imposing restrictive measures targeting various aspects of life 
such as economics, education, demography, and cultural expressions such as the Kurdish language. The 
impact of these measures on the everyday life of people has been studied in great detail, and NGOs and 
foreign affairs offices in the region have widely reported on them.1 As the expression of Kurdish identity 
has primarily been repressed in the public space, the difficulties Kurds endured in these spaces were the 
focal point of these studies and reports. However, by shifting the focus from macro to micro relations and 
decentring the state, the Kurds can be seen to have also exercized a great deal of power, both as a community 
to minimize the impact of measures taken against the expression of their language in public spaces, and 
as individuals by challenging the security discourse among other Syrians.

The ethnographic data discussed in this paper reveals that a dichotomic analysis of power relations 
casts a shadow over the power that the Kurds have exercized as a community and the agency that they 
had as subjects. Limiting the complexity of everyday life relations to a dichotomy of domination leaves 
much of the power relations unexamined. The Foucauldian concept of power2 enables an examination of 
power relations in their regional forms, and this paper employs the concept to ensure a diffused power 
relations analysis. The concept is insufficient to fully address life under authoritarian regimes because for 
Foucauldian power relations to function, there is a need for some level of liberty. However, as the discourse 
securitizing Kurdish language goes beyond legal terms and also comes into effect in bodies who perceive the 
Kurdish language as an abject object, it enables an understanding of the subjugated bodies of the security 
discourse and the power relations rooted deep in reciprocal relations. In spaces where Kurds constitute the 
majority, measures against the use of the Kurdish language could be minimized, and interventions could be 
challenged; thus, a power relations analysis also helps us to recognize the agency that a minoritized group 
as a social body and as individuals could exercize under repressive domination.

The paper begins with a synopsis of restrictive measures taken against the use of the Kurdish language 
in public spaces, then continues with ethnographic data collected from semi-structured interviews conducted 
in 2018 and 2019 among Syrian Kurds in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. In collecting the data, categories 
such as gender, age, belief, education, and place of origin (such as rural and urban, and Kurdish-majority and 

https://bit.ly/3HOdDhC
https://bit.ly/3M3HOnj
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minority areas) were considered. Interviews took place with over 80 people in the Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and 
Duhok governorates, where I met participants in their houses, public spaces such as cafés, their workplaces, 
and refugee camps. Participants' personal experiences and observations shared during these interviews 
demonstrated how a discourse of securitization was internalized by ordinary people, and how it could be 
challenged and minimized. It employs the Foucauldian concept of power to analyse the ethnographic data, 
shedding light on how social domination functions through ordinary individuals who counter the state's 
domination of public space and its securitization of the Kurdish language.

Public space as a concept encompasses all areas belonging to the public and which the state attempts to 
regulate through legal measures. Hereafter, the term will mainly be used to refer to public institutions. The 
control of many of these spaces had fallen into the hands of the public since the state as an administrative 
body and mediator had fallen short in its ambitions. For example, the state no longer regulated discussions 
about speaking Kurdish, while state agents went beyond legal boundaries. These boundaries had never 
been recognized by the Kurds anyway, as the ethnographic data demonstrates.

3 Syria Unmasked; "Syria: The Silenced Kurds," p. 6; "Syria: End Persecution of Kurds"; Lowe, p. 235; Carsten Wieland, Syria at Bay: 
Secularism, Islamism and 'Pax Americana' (London: Hurst & Company, 2006), p. 47; Yildiz & Montgomery, pp. 98-99.

4 "Syria: The Silenced Kurds," p. 28.
5 Ibid.; McDowall, p. 476.
6 "Syria: The Silenced Kurds," p. 28.
7 Gunter, p. 21.
8 Myriam Ababsa, "The End of a World: Drought and Agrarian Transformation in Northeast Syria (2007–2010)," in: Raymond Hinnebusch & 

Tina Zintl (eds.), Syria from Reform to Revolt, vol. 1: Political Economy and International Relations (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2015); 
"Systematic Housing and Land Rights Violations against Syrian Kurds," Report, NGO Submission to the UN Human Rights Council, Universal Periodic 
Review of Syrian Arab Republic, Twelfth Session of the UPR Working Group, Habitat International Coalition, Housing and Land Rights Newtork in 
Special Consultative Status with ECOSOC, 3-14 October 2011.

Public Domination Through Repressive Measures
As a fundamental characteristic of Kurdish identity, the Kurdish language has been a primary target of the 
Syrian state's assimilationist policies. Restricting the use of the Kurdish language, attempting to replace 
it with Arabic, and limiting the expression of other Kurdish cultural practices were key elements of the 
state's efforts to minimize the presence of Kurdish identity in the public sphere. Constraints on the use of 
the language included preventing its use in public services; forbidding the production of Kurdish cultural 
materials such as music, films, plays, and publications; prohibiting businesses without Arabic names in 
Kurdish-populated regions; refusing the use of Kurdish names for birth registrations; and forbiding Kurdish 
as the language of instruction in any means of education.3 In government directive No.15801 issued by the 
Ministry of Local Administration on 18 May 1977, the Kurdish names of towns and villages were replaced 
with Arabic names.4 By decrees, the use of Kurdish in workplaces was prohibited in 1986, and singing 
non-Arabic songs at weddings and festivals was forbidden in 1988.5 Beginning in 1992, people living in 
al-Hasakah province reported to Human Rights Watch that they had been prevented from registering their 
babies with Kurdish names. When asked about decree No.122 prohibiting Kurdish names, government 
officials attempted to justify it by pointing to the ban on the use of foreign languages (including Kurdish) 
in workplaces, and the absence in Arabic of some sounds or letters in the Kurdish language.6 Other reported 
legal measures included a resolution in May 2000 that prohibited trade in Kurdish music cassettes, videos, 
and discs and closed down Kurdish cultural centres and bookshops,7 and decrees No. 49 and No. 59 in 2008 
prohibiting any real estate sales on the border with Turkey to non-Arabs and the demolition of residential 
buildings in Kurdish areas under the pretext of urban planning.8

Although these restrictions did not specifically mention the Kurdish language, with the imposition 
of Arabic as the only means of communication in public institutions and then specifically permitting 
instructions and materials in Armenian, Syriac, Hebrew, French, English, Turkish, and other languages 
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but not Kurdish, it was evident that the Kurdish language was the sole target of the legal measures. Ethnic 
minorities such as Armenians, Assyrians, and Jews could continue to use their languages as that of instruction 
in private schools and places of worship.9 However, despite being native to Syria and constituting about 
20 per cent of the population, the Kurds were denied the collective rights that other ethnic groups could 
enjoy. Therefore, the policies of homogenization targeting ethnic minorities since 194910 and suppression of 
non-Arab communities11 mainly targeted the Kurdish population, as reflected in the reports of the Foreign 
Affairs offices in the region.12

An interesting example of this was also provided during the ethnographic research by Diyar, a man 
in his mid-30s from Qamişlo (Qamishli), the most populated Kurdish city in Syria, as follows:

Sometimes we would learn [writing] Kurdish ourselves at school. When I was 15 or 16, one 
takes it as a challenge, it was risky, but we did not know much about it (risk) When they would 
say it was forbidden, what would we do? For example, there was a class of gymnastics. They 
(students) would go out to play, but we would tell the Kurds to stay: 'do not go out to play; we 
have a Kurdish class'. There would be someone teaching us Kurdish. Once they caught me. 

There was an Arab girl that we liked very much. She was also a student.

When was this?

At school, when I was 16, in the tenth grade. She left her water bottle behind. We were on the 
third floor. When she came to fetch it, she saw us sitting, and me writing the letters on the 
board [he chuckles]. She passed by; we thought that she would not make any complaint about 
us, she would not tell. [But] just after she left, the principal (muhaccah) came in and asked: 
you are learning Kurdish, are not you? I knew a little bit of Turkish; in the last few years, I 
forgot much of it. The Kurdish letters are the same [similar] to the Turkish ones. There is not 
much difference. He came and asked us, 'you are learning Kurdish, are not you?' I said: 'no 
sir (ustad), I know Turkish, and they wanted to learn Turkish, so I am teaching them Turkish'. 
In this way, I saved the situation. I told him that he could take a photo and show anyone that 
knows Turkish, and they would say that they [the letters] are Turkish. He said: 'do not teach 

Turkish either, do not do it!'.

As the children knew that teaching Kurdish was forbidden, they would do it in such secrecy that Diyar 
described "being caught" as if he had been engaged in highly illegal activity. Since the use of Turkish 
was allowed, unlike Kurdish, Diyar used the similarities between their alphabets to avoid facing some 
disciplinary measures. Although there were no legal grounds to prevent students from learning a language 
by themselves, Diyar, the principal, students learning Kurdish, and their female colleague knew that it was 
dangerous to learn and teach Kurdish at school.

Diyar and the students engaging in Kurdish teaching and learning in secrecy, the female classmate 
reporting it, and the principal seeking to prevent it, all acted in line with a discourse that securitized the 
Kurdish language. Although the female Arab student was a classmate the Kurdish students liked, she felt 
that she had encountered an illegal action which she took as her duty to report immediately. Upon being 
notified, the principal felt the need to take immediate action to prevent the Kurdish language from being 

9 Thomas Colleto, Syria: A Country Study (Washington, D.C.: United States Govt Printing Office, 1988), pp. 68-70; "U.S. Department of State 
Country Report on Human Rights Practices 2006 – Syria."

10 Tejel, p. 41.
11 John McHugo, Syria: A Recent History, Paperback ed. (London: Saqi, 2015), p. 257.
12 Burdett.
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taught at the school. It is apparent that both the female classmate and the principal did not ponder why 
they should report and act against learning a language at school. The reactions to teaching Kurdish went 
in parallel with the discourse of securitization that triggered some prescribed behaviours in their bodies, 
where discourses reside as effects and function through their ontological actions.13

On the other hand, unlike in public spaces, in the social domain of everyday life where Kurds and 
Arabs lived together, securitization could not hold the ground. When I asked Henife, a woman in her early 
60s from Efrin, how she learned Arabic without going to school, she told me that in her community, they 
lived together with Arabs who also knew Kurdish very well:

Do you know Arabic?

Yes, I do.

How did you learn?

There were Arabs among us.

So, by interacting?

Yes, they visited us; we visited them. … They know Kurdish and Arabic; we also know Kurdish 
and Arabic.

They also speak Kurdish?

Of course, if they spoke Kurdish, you would not know that they were Arabs [her son sitting 
with us confirms]. If people spoke Arabic, you would not know that they are Kurds.

I see, so Kurds knew Arabic, and Arabs knew Kurdish.

Yes, they grew up in the village, and we also grew up in the village; we were all in one village.

The Arabs living with Kurds and interacting with them on a daily basis embraced the Kurdish language, 
just as Kurds living with Arabs adopted the Arabic language. The cleavage between the state-regulated 
public spaces and the social environment of everyday life was a matter of the discourse of securitization 
being internalized by one party and not the other. Therefore, despite the legal actions being in place at the 
macro level, the use of the language at the micro- and meso-levels not only continued with the reproduction 
of the conditions that validate the language (as Arab residents were able to learn it), but also could balance 
some macro-level measures such as the securitization of the language in public spaces, as the following 
section details.

13 Judith Butler, "How Bodies Come to Matter: An Interview with Judith Butler," Irene Costera Meijer & Baukje Prins (Interviewers), Journal of 
Women in Culture and Society, vol. 23, no. 2 (1998).

Domination and Power Relations in Contested Spaces
One fine summer's evening in August, I was exploring life in the Darashakran refugee camp, located 
about an hour's drive north of Erbil. The camp was mainly populated by Kurds from Qamişlo and Kobanê,  
a city turned into rubbles after the attack on the town by ISIS in 2014. Life in the camp was lively, as then 
it was Eid, and people were visiting their relatives and friends to celebrate the festival. With its bungalos, 
shops and restaurants, and people sitting outside the buildings in the late afternoons and evenings during 
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the summertime, the atmosphere was similar to that of a small Kurdish town. While walking, I met two 
friends, Ahmed and Mîran, and then Cemal who joined us later, sitting outside a house where Ahmed 
lived with his family. Ahmed and Mîran were enjoying the evening breeze in Erbil's hot summer when  
I approached to wish them a happy Eid and grab the opportunity for an interview. Fortunately, my request 
was kindly accepted, and I sat with them to begin. Ahmed (24) and Mîran (20) were from Qamişlo and 
had lived there until they left Syria, but Cemal (22) had lived in Damascus, in the district of al-Zabadani, 
for 15 years after moving there from Dêrik (al-Malikiyya).

When speaking of education, Ahmed told me how, although he initially experienced some difficulties 
in Arabic, his time at school was bearable; while speaking in Kurdish during class was not allowed, it was 
possible to speak the language with friends. Mîran confirmed Ahmed's statement, but not Cemal. He stated 
that the situation in Damascus was very different:

Speaking in Kurdish at school would cost you a three-day suspension, and for this reason, we 
had fights with some Arab students several times for spying on us and informing the school 

management.

Cemal continued by stating that if he and his friends were speaking in Kurdish and someone passed 
by, they would stop speaking until the person was safely out of earshot. Mîran continued the conversation 
by explaining that the situation in Qamişlo was different because of the large Kurdish population of the 
city. Ahmed remarked that as the number of Kurds was much higher in Qamişlo, the regime could not 
hope to dominate them in all aspects and would therefore turn a blind eye to issues such as language.  
As the number of Kurds in Damascus was far fewer, the regime could prevail there.

Cemal further mentioned that Kurdish students would sometimes fight some Arab students who called 
their Kurdish colleagues "Kirdi", a broken pronunciation of the word "Kurdi" (Kurdish) in Arabic. While 
Cemal would fight the students for their remarks, some of his teachers would also make such remarks when 
addressing their Kurdish students. This caused distress to Cemal, as he felt looked down upon and not 
recognized as an individual. Mîran clarified that there was no such thing in Qamişlo, again because of the size 
of the Kurdish community there. Cemal explained that Qamişlo was considered Kurdistan, and the regime 
could not mistreat Kurds there, but because Kurds were a minority in regions such as Damascus, the regime 
could do whatever they wanted. Due to the situation in Damascus, Cemal explained, he spoke Kurdish less 
over time, as he was mainly only able to talk to his family members and relatives in the language.

What made the circumstances better in Qamişlo compared to Damascus was being surrounded by 
Kurds, enabling the people to feel safe to speak among themselves, unlike Cemal who was spied upon. 
Rita (29), a woman from Qamişlo, told me that being surrounded by Kurds at school made a difference 
such that they could not only speak in Kurdish with each other in the schoolyard but also in the class when 
the teacher was also Kurdish:

It was not acceptable to speak Kurdish at school.

Not even with friends?

Well, with friends and in Qamişlo, it was not a big problem, because all of our teachers were 
also Kurds. But they would say: 'you cannot speak Kurdish in class, you need to speak Arabic'.

With friends?

We would speak in Kurdish with friends unless the teacher was an Arab; they would not allow it.
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If the teacher was a Kurd?

They would allow it.

Were there Arab students in the class? Would they say anything?

They also would learn Kurdish. As I told you, when there were a few Arabs among Kurds, they 
would also learn Kurdish.

Zayn (60), also from Qamişlo, began his education in a village. He related to this that in his time, 
the school in the city was stricter in preventing children from speaking in Kurdish even in the schoolyard. 
However, as most of the students were Kurds to the point that Arab students would stand out, they could 
speak it among themselves unless there was someone around whom they could not speak Kurdish. Unlike 
Rita who had more freedom, because most of her teachers were Kurds, most of Zayn's teachers were 
Arabs. Rodi (62), a man from Dirbêsîyê (Darbasiyah), stated that his aunt, several years older than him, 
recalled teachers from Egypt being posted to the town, and at his time teachers came from the coastal area 
of Syria rather than being local to the region. Later, with greater numbers of Kurdish teachers, students 
could speak in Kurdish more freely, and teachers would lapse into Kurdish to provide further explanations 
in their classes. However, as both Rodi and his aunt studied primary school in villages, as did Zayn, they 
encountered no problems with speaking in Kurdish, because everyone in the community was Kurdish, and 
the teachers working there would adapt to the life of the village rather than imposing another. When asked 
whether there was much difference between his life at school and outside it, Rodi replied

Was there much difference between your life at school and outside it?

Not at all! The school was a house in the village, where else could we go. Contrarily, the 
teacher would come and be like the Kurds. Even the chickens were Kurdish [laughs]. All the 
village was Kurdish; the villages around it were Kurdish; there were no Arabs, there were no 

Arabs among us.

However, where the Kurds were a minority, speaking in Kurdish was more of a challenge. Diyar, 
who studied and lived in Damascus for eight years, encountered difficulties when studying at Damascus 
University:

There was this guy from a province in the south of Syria, the far south, a town called Dara'a. 
Once, we were speaking in Kurdish with a friend at the university; he asked, 'what language 
is this that you are speaking?' I said: 'it is Kurdish'. He did not know about it; he probably 
didn't even know who Kurds were. All he said was 'Mamnu' tahki Kurdi,' which means that it is 
forbidden to speak Kurdish. I said, 'why is it forbidden; what have we done to you? The French 
came and persecuted you; they did things to your dignity/honour [namûs] and your women, 
but French is taught at the universities of Damascus and Aleppo […] Ibrahim Hanano was a 
Kurd and led the revolution against the French mandate to save you. Instead of thanking us, 

you come and say, 'Your language is forbidden'? He said nothing.

A similar incident was also experienced by Rita when she studied at Hama University, shortly before 
the civil war began. When talking with her friend in Kurdish, a lecturer warned her not to speak Kurdish 
on campus. She responded to him that she was not speaking with him, but with her Kurdish friend, and 
naturally she would speak to a Kurd in Kurdish. As the lecturer believed that she was being too stubborn 
to admit what she did was wrong and there was no legal ground to justify why she should not speak in 
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Kurdish on campus, he later asked a senior Kurdish student in the department to talk to Rita about what 
had happened. However, as the senior student did not believe that there was anything wrong with it, the 
lecturer could not insist further.

Social Body and the Power of Ordinary Relations
The difference between Kurdish-majority and minority areas, and public space and the social environment, 
is not only a clear demarcation of greater liberty to speak in Kurdish, but also to learn the language, which 
was limited to the anthropological margins of the Kurdish society. Kurds who spoke in Arabic in daily 
life in camps that I visited were an example of this. When asked why they did not know Kurdish, some 
participants reasoned that it was because they grew up in places where there were not many Kurds. As the 
use of Kurdish was pushed into private spheres, learning the language was also limited to what Yusuf, a 
man from Qamişlo in his early 60s, described as "Kurdish homes and Kurdish streets". Mainly, Kurdish 
could only be spoken with family members and relatives, as was the case of Cemal in Damascus. Faisal, 
a party representative and former schoolteacher in his late 50s from Qamişlo, told me how grateful he 
felt for growing up among Kurds when he met a Kurdish youth who did not know the Kurdish language:

When I was a child, I knew that I was a Kurd by my language […] For instance, yesterday 
we had a guest, a young man originally from Kobanê who grew up in Damascus. He does not 
know his language [i.e. Kurdish]. I remarked how lucky I was for not growing up in places 
like Damascus that I could learn my language, my cause and my [Kurdish] national question. 
It was a major privilege that we grew up in Kurdish society, where naturally one grows up 
like a Kurd. Also, when we were growing up, there was not much interaction with other ethnic 

groups, such that people in our village were all Kurds.

However, the differences between the Kurdish majority and minority areas were not always a matter 
of concern, as people could adapt to each other's way of life without seeking to replace one another. There 
were also many Kurds who were happy with their lives in Damascus and Aleppo, such as Ciwan, a man in 
his early 50s who had lived in Dêrik and Qamişlo for over 20 years before moving to Aleppo to study and 
remained there until he left in 2012. However, when discussing the differences between Kurdish majority 
and minority areas to express how happy he had been with his life in Aleppo, Ciwan also revealed more 
about the orienting power of the social body, which he referred to as a "shell":

Apart from any success in education, in my belief, the time spent in education, especially 
university, are the best years of life. In that stage, both mind and heart are opened, and 
you see a new culture and a new society, a diverse one. When we were living in the village  
[of Dêrik, until he was 12] and then in Qamişlo, which was a multi-ethnic city and we can say 
that all the constituents of Syria were present we were still in the shell of either our Kurdish 
nation, Kurdish society or the family group. At university, you see people from all provinces 
and all cultures, and we can say that there is an exchange that takes place between cultures 

and beliefs, and your individuality blossoms and develops.

What from the macro level may seem to be an ineffective entity, when the interactions of everyday 
life to which one is subjected are taken as the standpoint, and state apparatuses and legal actions are 
decentred, the orienting power that social life exercizes through ordinary people can be recognized.  
A detailed investigation into micro-level relations of everyday life reveals how individuals, who hold no 
other political power, are agents that have the force to impact the orientation of social life, similar to the 
state apparatuses that do so on a mass scale in public spaces. As these agents operate at the micro-level 
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of everyday life relations, in effect they act upon bodies in reciprocal relations. This is the case for both 
other bodies through which a security discourse could operate, and those who are the target of the security 
discourse – in the Syrian context, those who reproduce and validate the Kurdish language.

As interactions such as these exceed personal relations and are frequent and intensive in nature, 
taking place at every point in life, the "personal forces"14 have the impact of a "reciprocal shaping of 
individuals".15 Therefore, they are fundamental to the phenomenon of society and are constituent parts 
of any social life. Mead identified the phenomenon as "institutional functioning",16 operating through 
"institutionalized attitude[s]"17 practized by "institutionalized individual[s]".18 Bourdieu incorporated this 
notion in his concept of "habitus", standing for the internalized know-how characteristic of sociocultural 
life, including language and its use.19 He contends that these relations are what both inscribe the know-how 
in bodies through bodies acting on each other, and validate the habitual nature through maintenance of 
the ordinary life in which institutionalized attitudes "[go] without saying [and come] without saying".20 
In such a "multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate, and which 
constitute their own organization",21 the power that they exercize becomes omnipresent, practized by 
everyone momentarily "in every relation from one point to another" and grips every aspect of daily life 
as it "comes from everywhere".22

In Ciwan's statement, these relations were identified as the "shell" of Kurdish ethnicity, Kurdish society 
and the family group, from which he moved away when he went to Aleppo and encountered new ways of 
life different from that in which he grew up. Although in Qamişlo he was already living alongside Arabs, 
Assyrians, and Armenians, he did not find life there much different than his life in one of the villages of 
Dêrik. In the predominantly Kurdish-populated towns of Qamişlo and Dêrik, even under the rule of the 
Baathist regime which pursued the Arabization and the Baathist indoctrination policies, Kurdish life was 
still a strong shell. The power that everyday relations exercized continued to reproduce sociocultural 
characteristics of Kurdish society such as the Kurdish language, and validate its use in everyday life. Thanks 
to the intersubjective relations of mundane life through which bodies act upon each other, not only the Kurds 
but also Arabs living in Kurdish-majority areas could learn the Kurdish language to communicate with their 
neighbours, colleagues, and friends, just as Henife could learn Arabic thanks to her Arab neighbours. This 
was also restated by Rita, who observed the phenomenon of Arab inhabitants speaking in Kurdish when 
living in Kurdish-majority spaces. Reşît, a man in his early 40s from Efrin, shared a similar experience, 
of sending his children to learn Arabic with his Arab neighbour, so they would not encounter difficulties 
in later life:

For example, with my children, we had an Arab neighbour; when my children were young, 
we would send them to play with the neighbour's children, so they would learn Arabic. One 
week, two weeks later, their father told me 'Instead of yours learning Arabic, mine have learnt 

Kurdish' [chuckles].'

14 John Henry Wilbra Stuckenberg, Introduction to the Study of Sociology (New York: A. C. Armstrong and Son, 1898), p. 127.
15 Georg Simmel, The Sociology of Georg Simmel, Kurt H. Wolff (eds.), A Free Press Paperback (New York: Free Pr., 1967), p. 14.
16 George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self, and Society: From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist, Charles W. Morris (ed.), Works of George Herbert 

Mead, George Herbert Mead: vol. 1 (Chicago/ London: University of Chicago Press, 1967), p. 155.
17 Ibid., p. 264.
18 Ibid., p. 211.
19 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, Reprinted (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992); Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice,  

no. 28, Cambridge Studies in Social and Cultural Anthropology, 16 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
20 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, p. 167.
21 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 92.
22 Ibid., p. 93.
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Social environments, as the embodiment of sociocultural characteristics, are strong enough to 
undermine some anti-Kurdish policies. As Ahmed stated, the representatives of the regime would turn a 
blind eye on children speaking in Kurdish at school when the Kurdish population was relatively high; in 
Ciwan's words, the "shell" was tough to break. As this would prevent the state's discourse of security from 
holding ground, the state's plan for demographic changes aimed at geographically dispersing the Kurdish 
social network, through economic deprivation to encourage internal migration, and physically divide 
existing communities by building Arab settlements between them. However, as the participants observed, 
experienced, and described, the social body could resist these securitizing measures, although repressive 
measures persisted until the early 2000s, shortly before the civil war broke out in 2011.

23 Joel S. Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1988), pp. 19-23.

24 Ibid., pp. 33-38.
25 Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971).
26 Michael Mann, "The Autonomous Power of the State: Its Origins, Mechanisms and Results," European Journal of Sociology, vol. 25, no. 2 (1984).
27 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge.

Subjects, Discourses, and Power Relations
Migdal attributes a phenomenon such as that described above to the weakness of a state, its inability to 
penetrate into society to regulate social relations. The Weberian model of the state that he followed entails 
the capacity to create inclinations in people towards prescribed behaviours,23 to bring order to social 
life.24 Therefore, the inability to generate such force over the social life is considered a weakness in the 
state's capacity. Although the state is more perceivable in its administrative body, as Weber emphasized, 
its repressive and ideological operations constitute its foundation, ideally through the rule of institutions 
in line with codified universal laws, as opposed to arbitrary treatments.25 In fact, the state, as a complex 
of apparatuses, functions to reproduce the conditions of its subsistence; therefore, one must read the 
attempt to bring order to social life as having the aim of reproducing its political and ideological ground. 
Therefore, although by Migdal's standards the state in Syria could be described as weak in its capacity to 
place itself in a strategic position where relations are regulated through its mechanisms, it is evident that 
it could exercize power through its repressive and ideological means to secure its political machinery and 
reproduce discourse of its ideological settings by prescribing behaviours in ordinary bodies. Although as 
an institution the state fell short in its infrastructural power,26 the normalization of repressive measures 
against the use of the Kurdish language, and the reactions shown by ordinary people to its use in public 
spaces, confirm a firm reproduction of the desired ideological conditions. Therefore, the reactions to the 
Kurdish language and the normalization of such measures must be read not through the repressive measures 
limited to the administrative body and its relations with individuals, but through the conditions in which 
ordinary people intervene to deepen the measures in private relations between colleagues, and between 
teachers and students. The state passed no law against individuals speaking in Kurdish among themselves 
in public spaces, and thereby there was no legal grounds for preventing people from speaking Kurdish 
among themselves at schools and on campuses. However, many ordinary people, who were not required 
to intervene, nevertheless were inclined towards enforcing the security discourse dominating the public 
space in reciprocal relations, by functioning as vehicles of the security discourse which was manifested 
in their perceptions and utterances. At different times and in different locations, such interventions were 
similar in citing the same discourse in their performative remarks.27 Although the discourse seemed to 
be targeting Kurds only, it was evident that those opposing the use of Kurdish were also targeted, as they 
carried the discourse to micro-level relations where the state apparatuses failed to operate. This made the 
interventions both arbitrary, such that Zayn and Cemal would stop speaking in Kurdish if someone they 
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did not know passed by to prevent any repercussions, and personal, as those who intervened did so by their 
will without being required to do so.

However, as these interventions were private in nature, there was some level of liberty to resist through 
moral and logical reasoning, as Diyar and Rita did. In these reciprocal relations operating at the micro-
level of everyday life, people could exercize power to repel such interventions; at a communal level, they 
also could keep them at bay or minimize their effects in places where Kurds constituted the majority. This 
was mainly because most people in close proximity were Kurds, and the intersubjective relations could 
both prevent a discourse of securitization from holding ground in places where Kurds and Arabs lived 
more harmoniously together and could reproduce and validate the use of language. Beyond the relations of 
dichotomic domination, the interpersonal and intersubjective relations that people lived by had more impact 
on the micro-level relations of everyday life than the state apparatuses. Power should not be contemplated 
as "formulated in terms of law" that localizes power at a macro-level in the hands of the state or an actor 
of political significance.28 Rather, it should be considered as diffused power relations at the interpersonal 
level that function at every point in daily life and disguise themselves by operating through people that 
have no political significance and exercise power to regulate social life through bodily actions on each 
other to inscribe and prescribe bodily behaviours such as language as an act.

Therefore, "subjects in their reciprocal relations; not sovereignty in its one edifice, but the multiple 
subjugations that take place and function within the social body" must be taken as the viewpoint "to 
understand the power in its most regional forms and institutions".29 This entails going beyond state-
centric and dichotomic group domination relations, to an analysis of diffused power relations30 which, as 
a network of relations, even if it creates density while passing through institutions and apparatuses, does 
not localize.31 These power relations are "multiple forms of domination that can be exercized in society" 
and "multiple subjugations that take place and function within the social body".32 This is the result of an 
analysis of power "in its most regional forms and institutions", where "its exercize becomes less and less 
judicial"33 and functions in private spheres of life where relations are personal. Domination in its dichotomic 
relations remains limited to state apparatuses where it can be sustained through repressive measures, but 
because power is not a possession that a group can hold on to, but is the effect of strategic positions that 
get diffused in social relations.34 This is mainly because, in power relations, there must be a certain level 
of liberty for the power to function35 and mask a considerable part of it to be tolerable.36 Therefore, unlike 
the material objects of repressive domination, in power relations the objective is the soul, the psyche, rather 
than external control of the body.37 However, as the ultimate aim is to discipline the body and employ it 
as a vehicle of its exercize, the body becomes both the vehicle and the ultimate target.38 This suggests that 
individuals as vehicles are a fragment of complete exercize of power, through whom the power is diffused 
in social relations.39As they act upon the acts of another, away from the public gaze,40 they carry the force 
deep into the social nexus to the extent that, without power relations, a society can only be an abstraction.41

28 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 87.
29 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 27.
30 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 92-93.
31 Ibid., p. 96.
32 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 27.
33 Ibid., pp. 27-28.
34 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 26.
35 Foucault, "The Ethics of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom," p. 123.
36 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, p. 86.
37 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 30.
38 Ibid., p. 170.
39 Ibid., p. 171.
40 Foucault, Power, p. 340.
41 Ibid., p. 343.
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Therefore, similar to the exercize of power in reciprocal relations between colleagues, there are 
multi-layered relations in everyday life, with a strength that Ciwan likened to a shell. As these relations are 
constitutive in their aim, they target bodies to discipline them through inscribing, prescribing, correcting, 
and preventing behaviours. Kurdish communities, constituting the majority across the northern parts of 
Syria, could continue to reproduce an institutionally functioning habitat that could subjugate bodies and 
inscribe dispositions to reproduce institutionalized individuals. The Kurdish language was a disposition 
of such relations that, despite restrictions on its use in public spaces and services, its inscription through 
bodily acts could maintain its reproduction in private spheres such as "Kurdish homes and Kurdish streets". 
The cleavage between Arab neighbours and friends learning Kurdish in Kurdish-majority spaces and 
Kurds who grow up in parts of the country such as Damascus not knowing the language, and, on the other 
hand, students who were able to speak in Kurdish at school in Kurdish-majority areas and those who faced 
difficulties in Kurdish-minority spaces, can be read as the impact of power relations which extend beyond 
the state's public domination. In such a social network, power is exercized and circulated as an effect in 
bodies, the basic atomistic components of society. Faisal ascribed being a Kurd and speaking in Kurdish 
as a natural outcome of growing up in a social network of this kind. Rodi humorously put it that "even the 
chickens were Kurdish" in his Kurdish-majority village, and Rita, in her argument against her lecturer at 
Hama University, that she would naturally speak to a Kurd in Kurdish. It was also natural that Kurds and 
Arabs living together learned each other's languages, such as Rita's observation of Arabs learning Kurdish 
when living among Kurds, Henfie and her Arab neighbours knowing each other's language, and Reşît's 
children exchanging their language with the children of his Arab neighbour. Although Ciwan resembled 
this network to a shell, which by its very nature constrains, it is also an enabling network that exemplifies 
the nature of subjection and also the ground for the agency through constraints.42 This interactive relation 
between a body and other bodies functions through collective actions acting upon bodily acts43 in a fashion 
that Bourdieu framed as the "performative magic of the social".44 As it takes place in a network, unlike the 
state mode of domination, it functions without a conductor being in charge.45

The body politics of the state aims at accessing such a performative ability, to not only mask its 
repressive and ideological apparatuses but also normalize them by performing through ordinary individuals 
who would intervene to correct, prescribe, and prevent certain bodily acts, such as speaking in Kurdish. In 
this game, individuals become the vehicles of power by acting on the actions of another in private spheres, 
citing disciplinary discourses and acting along with some strategic rules of truth production, giving rise 
to a collective prejudice and its normalization.46 This could be seen in the immediate reactions to the use 
of the Kurdish language, to a bodily act rather than a statement, and its normalization meaning that the 
reasons why it should not be spoken could go unquestioned. Here the integration of individuals into the 
state's ideological ground can be observed. A ground that imposes a structure of performative acts by 
placing a language in a strategic position for the sole domination at the expense of others by making it 
easier to access one language and difficult to access another language through restrictions and prohibitions.47 
Therefore, the normalization of the securitization of the language makes it not only less accessible but also 
less tolerable, in a way that can trigger impulsive interventions from ordinary people who are not required 
to intervene or spy.

42 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997).
43 Pierre Bourdieu, "Doxa and Common Life," New Left Review, vol. I, no. 191 (1992).
44 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, Reprinted (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990), p. 57.
45 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice.
46 Foucault, "The Ethics of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom," p. 129.
47 Foucault, "The Subject and Power."
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As these interventions in their nature aimed at subordinating bodies to correct them,48 when the desire 
for subordination was challenged from a rational and moral ground, the symbolic domination which came 
without saying and was expected to go without saying could not go further. This occurred when Diyar 
responded to the student from Dara'a by asking why speaking in Kurdish was forbidden despite the Kurds 
being part of the Syrian social fabric, and the student could not make further arguments in favour of his 
intervention. This was also the case with the lecturer who warned Rita to not speak Kurdish on campus, 
as he could not reason why she should not speak in Kurdish, unlike Rita who was clear in her position 
that she was speaking to a Kurdish friend and would naturally speak to a Kurd in Kurdish. The same trend 
can be seen in the students who spied on Cemal, the female classmate who informed the headmaster, and 
the teachers who opposed students speaking in Kurdish at school, who could not reason for their acts, but 
relied on the use of disciplinary measures such as suspension from school.

Both the reactions shown to the use of the Kurdish language and the continuation of the use in 
everyday life, are examples of enabling grounds. In public spaces, subjects of the security discourse could 
intervene to subordinate and "correct" those speaking in Kurdish, while Kurds in Kurdish-majority areas 
could continue to reproduce and validate the language through its use in everyday life, and challenge 
interventions in reciprocal relations. Although the Kurdish language was not perceivable in public spaces 
due to the restrictions and prohibitions, it could continue to be used in ideological state apparatuses such as 
schools and campuses, challenging the discourse in reciprocal relations. The continuation of the use of the 
language and challenging of its securitization also played a decisive role in preventing the normalization of 
such discourse in private spheres among Kurds, which could pose the danger of internalizing subordination 
that would inevitably deepen assimilation. By reproducing cultural dispositions such as language, and 
challenging the attempts to securitize the language in private relations, the state discourse could be limited 
to the public space where its apparatuses could operate. As Scott argues, such a dichotomy between private 
and public spheres can undermine the dichotomic relation of domination, even if it seems to go deep into 
the everyday use of language in public spaces.49

48 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997).
49 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven/ London: Yale University Press, 1990).

Conclusion
Although legal measures and their implementation through Syria's state apparatuses were more discernible, 
they were also fundamentally limited to their capacity to carry out and sustain the measures. The restrictions 
on the Kurdish language and other aspects of culture which have been cited in academic works, journalistic 
writings, and periodical official and non-official reports are mainly of this nature. However, the relations 
of domination did not end with the margins of the state apparatuses. In the vast spectrum of everyday life, 
the ideological affect went beyond the apparatuses by being actualized in ordinary bodies, who, as carriers 
of a security discourse, extended the securitization of the Kurdish language to the spontaneity of everyday 
life. The structural restrictions embedded in the modus operandi of the apparatuses could be limited and 
minimized in effect thanks to the social network and habitat validating and sustaining the use of the Kurdish 
language. However, reactions coming from self-ordained individuals, including public employees such as 
schoolteachers, spread it further. In spaces where Kurdish speakers were marginal in number and unequal 
relations held sway, such as in schools in Damascus, Kurds could fall victim to a collective prejudice and 
vulnerability before the other. But in reciprocal relations, interventions could be challenged through ethical 
and rational reasonings that revealed the impulsive nature of the interventions.
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The Foucauldian concept of power relations offers a ground of analysis beyond a mere dichotomic 
understanding of domination. This is to understand the state apparatuses in their affect in bodies, recognize 
the power exercize of the communal network that could sustain the targeted institutional dispositions, and 
reveal the function of power relations in reciprocal interaction. The body's function as the target, affect and 
carrier in power relations discloses the exercize of power in its regional operations, such as in the body 
of a teacher or a student, as a gaze and an ear, monitoring to intervene, correct and prevent, and also its 
effect in the bodies that can no longer perform the language or can only perform it to a limited extent. This 
understanding of power also helps us realize the exercize of power within the social body, in which bodies 
act upon others by institutional behaviours such as language. The transmission of embodied dispositions 
through bodies and the attempt to prohibit some exemplifies how bodies are fundamentally both operators 
and objects in power relations.

Although awareness of this fundamental role of bodies in power relations is vital for understanding 
the impact, target, and modus operandi of a security discourse, the structural restrictions embedded in the 
political body remain critical in frustrating a security discourse. Recognition of a language and its use by 
state apparatuses is crucial to tackling this problem. However, as the phenomenon of collective prejudice 
worldwide illustrates, addressing a security discourse circulating through bodies cannot be limited to state 
apparatuses; it requires extensive attention to the circulation itself.
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الملخص: تستهدف هذه الدراسة رصد ظاهرة تربية الخنزير محظورة الممارسة في المغرب خلال القرن التاسع عشر، وإبراز التأثير 
الأوروبي في انتشارها وتحوّلها إلى نشاط اقتصادي مُدرّ للدخل بعد أن كانت للتغذية فحسب، وما خلّفته من مشاكل أثّرت في 
النسيج الاجتماعي وأضرتّ بالمصالح الاقتصادية للمغاربة، أمام عجز السلطة المغربية )المخزن( عن مواجهة الضغوط الأوروبية 
التي واكبت انتشارها. تمثل هذه الدراسة فرصة للخوض في مسألة الصور الذهنية التي تختزنها الذاكرة الجماعية للمجتمع المغربي 

لهذا الحيوان، عبر استحضار الشواهد التاريخية التي تضيء جانبًا من علاقة المغاربة به.
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Introduction

1 Other examples include the trade in human bones, smuggled weapons, counterfeit currency, slaves, tobacco, wine, straw, among others.
2 Turki bin Ajlan al-Harthi, "Namādhij min al-Tajāwuzāt al-Ajnabiyya fī al-Maghrib al-Aqṣā khilāl al-Niṣf al-Thānī min al-Qarn al-Tāsiʿ ʿ Ashar," 

Majallat Jāmiʿat al-Malik ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, al-Adab wa-l-ʿUlūm al-Insāniyya, no. 6 (1993), pp. 103-134.
3 It must be emphasized that the absence of pig husbandry in Morocco before the nineteenth century was more to do with pigs raising than pigs' 

meat consumption per se. The religious ban on eating pigs' meat has been prohibited over a long span of time, which means that its spread was very 
limited and Moroccans had eaten pork in clandestine, individual consumption of hunted wild boar; and not of husbanded pigs. Yet with the increase 
of foreign influence during the nineteenth century, the conditions emerged in which pork turned from a prohibited foodstuff to an economic, revenue-
bearing activity (husbandry). This was due both to domestic demand (from Europeans mostly living in port cities) and export (the development of 
European interests due to unfair treaties). This situation was unprecedented in Moroccan history, as far as the documentary evidence shows. See: Lutfi 
Bu-Shantuf, "Tijārat al-Maḥẓūr fī al-Niṣf al-Thānī min al-Qarn 19m (Silʿatā al-Dukhān wa-l-Khamr Namūdhajan)," in: Aʿmāl Nadwat al-Tijāra fī 
ʿIlāqathā bi-l-Mujtamaʿ wa-l-Dawla ʿAbr Tārīkh al-Maghrib (al-Dār al-Baydaʾ: Manshūrāt Kulliyyat al-Ādāb wa-l-ʿUlūm al-Insāniyya, 1989), part 1, 
p. 118, footnote no. 4.

4 For more on the status of the pig in the people's imagination, see: Marvin Harris, Muqaddasāt wa Muḥarramāt wa Ḥurūb: Alghāz al-Thaqāfa, 
Ahmad M. Ahmad (trans.) (Doha/ Beirut: Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, 2017), chapter 2: "Muḥibū al-Khanzīr wa Kārihūh," pp. 39-60.

5 See: Deuteronomy (14:3-20).

The increasing flow of Europeans to Morocco in the nineteenth century brought with it an array of previously 
uncommon or unknown practices and led to Moroccans gradually adopting European lifestyles. This 
included illicit activities1 that had been limited in scope before the spread of European influence in Morocco, 
including pig husbandry. The expansion of this taboo practice in the nineteenth century has attracted some 
scholarly attention, notably from Turki Ajlan Al-Harthi, who described2 the phenomenon as one of several 
foreign transgressions in the Maghreb in the second part of the nineteenth century.

This study explores the spread and development of pig husbandry in Morocco in the nineteenth century, 
that followed the increasing presence and influence of Europeans in the country. It examines its impacts 
and consequences and whether or not Morocco was compelled, in its dealing with Europeans, to relinquish 
certain principles that had been essential to the country's identity – or, in contrast, whether pig husbandry 
was simply a banal, if illicit, activity of the kind seen in any society from time to time. It analyzes official 
documents and correspondence that reveal how the Makhzen dealt with activities that had hitherto been 
relatively uncommon.3 The research thus seeks a better understanding of Moroccan society, lifestyles and 
traditions in the nineteenth century and of the problems associated with the European presence both for 
the general public and the Makhzen (the governing establishment). The paper also investigates the status of 
the pig in the popular psyche4 and the process of acculturation it has undergone. the Makhzen'sapproaches 
towards activities that had hitherto been relatively uncommon.

This paper first demonstrates why pig farming was a banned, taboo activity in Morocco, and explores 
the animal's image in the popular psyche. It then examines how the activity spread with the European 
influence in Morocco, and how pigs transformed from an prohibited illicit food product into the focus of 
an illicit economic activity.

Moroccan Perceptions of the Pig: Between Scorn and Appreciation

1.	 The Pig in Islamic Law and the Maliki School of Jurisprudence

The majority of Moroccans ascribe to the Maliki school of jurisprudence within Islamic law, which 
addresses human interaction with pigs in detail. It bears mentioning, however, that all Abrahamic religions 
take positions and have regulations regarding the pig. Judaism prohibits the consumption of pork or even 
physical contact with pig corpses.5 Christianity, for the most part, did away with this interdiction and even 
explicitly permitted eating pigs, on the basis that Jesus Christ did not link a person's faith to what they ate, 
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whether meat or otherwise.6 Islam emphatically banned the consumption of pork, with both the Quran and 
the teachings of the Prophet Mohammad calling it rijs, a "shameful or dirty act"7 from which Muslims 
must abstain. The Quran makes several references to this prohibition. For example:

Say, 'I do not find In the Message received by me by inspiration Any (meat) forbidden To be 
eaten by one Who wishes to eat it, Unless it be dead meat, Or blood poured forth, Or the flesh 
of swine,– For it is an abomination –Or, what is impious, (meat) On which a name has been 

Invoked, other that God's. (Ṣūrat Al-Anʿām, 146).

Forbidden to you (for food) Are: dead meat, blood, The flesh of swine (Ṣūrat Al-Māʾidah, 3).

Numerous similar verses outlaw the eating of pork except in cases of absolute necessity and demand:

But if one is forced by necessity, Without wilful disobedience, Nor transgressing due limits,– 
Then is he guiltless. For God is Oft-forgiving Most Merciful. (Ṣūrat Al-Baqarah, 173).

Several Hadith (sayings of the Prophet Mohammed) confirm that eating and selling the animal is ḥarām 
(prohibited). Jabir Bin Abdullah reported that he had heard the Prophet say in 8 AH in Mecca: "Allah and 
His Apostle made illegal the trade of alcohol, dead animals, pigs and idols".8 Abu Hurayra also narrated 
that Prophet Mohammed ruled that "wine and its revenues are ḥarām, carrion and its revenues are ḥarām, 
pork its revenues are ḥarām.9 Thus, Islam explicitly outlaws all pork products.

Moroccan experts in Islamic jurisprudence also emphasized this in their writings. Medieval theologian 
Abu Al-Abbas Al-Wanshrisi's Al-Miʿyār Al-Muʿarrab10 and others issued rulings to this effect. All four 
major schools of Islamic jurisprudence, including the Maliki school, agree that both eating and selling 
pig products is ḥaram, even if they differ on whether the animal itself is considered impure. Most Maliki 
scholars say that live pigs are not considered an abomination, as live beings are pure by their nature. By 
contrast, the Hanbali, Hanafiya, and Shafiʿi schools, as well as a few Malikis such as Ibn Al-Mashjoun, 
Sahnun, al-Qarafi, and Abu Umar Fairoun, consider pigs as najis al-'ayn, impure by nature and impossible 
to purify.11 Thus, Islamic scholars' views on pigs range from seeing them as outlawed to seeing them as 
impure.

These examples are presented not simply to summarize Islam's clear prohibition of pig products, but 
rather to point to other issues; most notably, the extent to which religious rulings contributed to creating a 
negative image of the pig in the Moroccan collective psyche as something foul and polluted, rather than 
simply prohibited. This was especially true after many scholars issued emphatic rulings and positions 
against eating pork.

However, in the Moroccan context, a review of primary sources shows that the Makhzen did not 
base its approach to the issue solely on religious arguments. "You can see the harm it causes, which is not 

6 The Gospel of Matthew, Chapter 15, Verse 11; the Acts of the Apostles, 10:15.
7 Rijs is a term used to refer to abhorrent acts, listed by al-Tahir ibn Ashur as: "the dirty, the transgressive, the corrupted, the detestable in private 

and public". See: al-Tahir ibn Ashur, Tafsīr al-Taḥrīr wa-l-Tanwīr (Tunis: Dār Saḥnūn, 1984), vol. 8, no. 24.
8 See: Abu Abdullah Muhammad bin Ismail al-Bukhari, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī (Damascus/ Beirut: Dār Ibn Kathīr lil-Ṭibāʿa wa-l-Nashr  

wa-l-Tawzīʿ, 2002), Kitāb al-Buyūʿ, "Bayʿ al-Mayta wa-l-Aṣnām," Ḥadīth no. 2236, p. 533.
9 Abu Dawud bin al-Ashʿath bin Ishaq bin Bashir al-Azadi al-Sajistani, Sunan Abī Dāwūd, Shuʿaib al-Arnaʾut & Muhammad Kamil Qarah Balali 

(eds.) (Damascus: Dār al-Risāla al-ʿĀlamiyya, 2009), Kitāb al-Buyūʿ, "Fī Thaman al-Khamr wa-l-Mayta," Ḥadīth no. 3485, part 5, p. 350.
10 Abu al-Abbas Ahmad bin Yahya al-Wansharisi, al-Miʿyār al-Muʿrab wa-l-Jamiʿ al-Mughrab ʿan Fatāwā al-Andalus wa-l-Maghrib (Rabat: 

Manshūrāt Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya lil-Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya, 1981), part 6, pp. 219-220.
11 Abdullah Muqbil Ali, "Naẓariyyat Bayʿ al-Muḥarramāt fī al-Fiqh al-Islāmī: Dirāsa Muqārana," PhD diss., Kulliyyat al-Ādāb wa-l-ʿUlūm al-

Insāniyya says, Fes, 2009, pp. 154, 156-157.
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acceptable in our law," one document reads.12 The discourse in these documents focuses on the material 
harm pig husbandry caused to people's property. It appears that a combination of European pressures and 
the Makhzen's need for customs revenue (including from pig exports) discouraged the authorities from 
taking strong measures against the trade.

2.	 The Pig in the Moroccan Psyche

Aside from religious rulings, which largely focus on the animal's impurity, Moroccan society assigns 
to the pig, commonly known as ḥallūf rather than the classical Arabic khanzīr,13 two main characteristics. 
Due to its strong build, it is seen as powerful and wild. Second, it is seen as inferior and disgusting due to 
"its revolting smell and the filth it leaves wherever it lives".14

This duality can be seen in several Moroccan vernacular sayings. One might say of a person known 
for his physical strength: "by God, he's a pig (ḥallūf )", meaning he is strong, dominant, and can beat a 
rival. The same word is used for someone lacking wisdom, knowledge, morals, or articulation. "He's just a 
ḥallūf" compares a person's behaviour to the perceived inferior behaviour of a pig. Moroccans also assign 
the animal negative views verging on contempt, referring to acts such as adultery, seen as abnormal or 
reprehensible, as "the work of pigs".

The pig also appears in other Moroccan sayings and folk stories which justify or refer to the animal's 
prohibition.15 One story runs that a hunter in the mountains killed a wild boar. He invited a friend to join 
him and skin, roast, and eat it. His friend replied: "Pig is totally forbidden, so how can we justify or excuse 
eating it?" The man replied: "That's true." So he headed off and returned with a basket of figs, saying: 
"Come on, let's eat what I bought with money from the hunt". His friend replied: "ḥallūf karmūs"16 (literally 
"pigs, figs"). This became a colloquial expression drawing a parallel between acts consensually viewed as 
ḥarām and others which are seen as ḥarām by scholars, yet accepted by society. Both pork and figs bought 
with the proceeds from selling it are ḥarām. The story provides a neat demonstration of Moroccan social 
attitudes towards pigs.

It is clear that religious edicts in the Quran itself and the sayings of the Prophet which prohibit the 
pig and denote it as an abomination have deeply entrenched negative views of the animal in the Moroccan 
collective psyche. This phenomenon, which remains to this day, was noted by Europeans in the nineteenth 
century. British Consul John Drummond Hay, in one account of a hunting trip, wrote that "Muslims (meaning 
specifically Moroccans) saw pigs as filthy".17 French sociologist Edmond Doutté wrote that the Chaoui 
(Amazigh) people despised and abstained from eating pork18.

Despite these negative references, the pig has a strong presence in the Moroccan collective psyche 
and the country's natural environment. Examples can be found in the names of many places across the 
country which carry the animal's name, as Table 1 demonstrates.

12 Khalid bin al-Sagheer, al-Maghrib fī al-Arshīf al-Biriṭānī: Murāsalāt John Drummond Hay maʿ al-Makhzan 1846-1886 (al-Dār al-Bayḍāʾ: 
al-Shirka al-Maghribiyya lil-Nashr – Wallāda, 1992), p. 216.

13 The term "Ḥallūf" (pl. Ḥalalīf) is found in dialects of Arabic across North Africa.
14 Muhammad Ramadani, "Ḥalūf," in: Muʿallimat al-Maghrib (al-Dār al-Bayḍāʾ: al-Jamʿiyya al-Maghribiyya lil-Taʾlīf wa-l-Tarjama  

wa-l-Nashr, 2000), part 11, p. 3550.
15 "Karmūs" is Moroccan dialect for "fig".
16 al-Hussein bin Ali bin Abdullah, Qiṣaṣ wa-Amthāl min al-Maghrib (Rabat: Dār Abī Raqrāq lil-Ṭibāʿa wa-l-Nashr, 2012), part 2, p. 145.
17 John Drummond Hay, "Reminiscences of Boar-hunting in Morocco," Murray's Magazine: A Home and colonial Periodical for the General 

Reader, vol 3, no. 15 (January-June 1888), p. 333.
18 Edmond Doutté, Marrākish, Abdurrahim Hazal (trans.) (Rabat: Manshūrāt Marsam, 2011), p. 49.
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Table 1 
Examples of Moroccan places bearing the name "Ḥallūf" (Pig)

Name Feature Region

Kidyat al-Ḥallūf Hill East

Shuʿbat al-Ḥallūf Road West

Ẓahr al-Ḥallūf/ Aqbat al-Ḥallūf Plateau Tetouan

Ḍāyat ʿAyn al-Ḥallūf Lake Casablanca

ʿAyn al-Ḥallūf19 Water source Taza

Banī Khanūs (The Small Pig's Offspring)20 Small group of villages Rif

Source: Prepared by author based on observation.

The names in Table 1 demonstrate the presence of the pig in Moroccan social life and the collective 
psyche. This shows that the animal has imposed its presence in the country's society and culture despite 
the negative images around it. Doutté notes that Moroccans were often happy to see pigs, believing that 
"the presence of a pig in a heard of goats could keep the evil eye away, which involves transferring the 
evil from one living thing to another, a phenomenon accepted by all 'primitive' peoples and an essential 
element in their magic ceremonies and religious rites." This led him to conclude that small pigs had been 
domesticated simply for the purpose of keeping away the evil that could befall a household and transferring 
the evil onto an animal seen as disgusting.21

Historical records dating to before the nineteenth century also show that finding and killing a pig was 
considered a good omen. Al-Duʿayif noted that in 1759, Sultan Mohammad bin Abdullah, whose hold on 
the throne was shaky, "went to the Maʿmūra forest. A huge wild boar came out, so he shot it between the 
eyes, and said: 'that's what we do at the [Kasbah of the] Udayas, it's a good omen.' He was happy to have 
killed the pig."22

While eating pork was prohibited, this did not mean necessarily that all Moroccans saw the animal 
in the same way. There are indications that some people broke this ban. For example, Doutté writes in his 
book Marrākish that some Moroccans did not abstain from pork, either due to necessity or desire, and that 
was a phenomenon found beyond the kingdom. "The eating of pork is not limited to Morocco, but is also 
found among the tribes of North Africa. This is something we found among the small tribes. The practice 
also exists in the Khroumirie region of Tunisia."23

According to Doutté, Moroccan pork consumption, regardless of colonialism,24 was a rare but locally 
varying phenomenon. This may have been what he meant when he wrote: "the people of Morocco do not 
adhere unbendingly to these [Islamic] rulings. While the people of one area of Chaouia may abstain from 
eating pork and find it disgusting, the same is not the case with the Chaoui tribes of Ziyayda or Bani Wara. 

19 This term is also found in a number of historical sources, including the writings of Mármol Caravajal who described ʿAyn al-Ḥallūf, a ruined 
Roman city. See: Mármol Carvajal, Ifrīqyā, Muhammad Hajji et al. (trans.) (Casablanca: al-Jamʿiyya al-Maghribiyya lil-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr; Rabat: 
Maktabat al-Maʿārif, 1984), part 2, p, 129.

20 Auguste Mouliéras, al-Maghrib al-Majhūl: Iktishāf al-Rīf, Izz al-Din al-Khatabi (trans.) (Rabat: Manshūrāt Tifrāznārīf; Maṭbaʿat al-Najāḥ 
al-Jadīda, 2007), part 1, p. 63.

21 Doutté, p. 51.
22 Muhammad al-Daʿeef al-Rabati, Tarīkh al-Ḍaʿīf (Tārīkh al-Dawla al-Saʿda), Ahmad Amari (ed.) (Rabat: Dār al-Maʾthūrāt, 1986), p. 168. de 

Torres also mentions Moroccan's optimism when seeing a pig. See: Diego de Torres, Tārīkh al-Shurafāʾ, Muhammad Hajji and Muhammad al-Akhdar 
(trans.) (Casablanca: al-Jamʿiyya al-Maghribiyya lil-Taʾlīf wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr, 1988), p. 185.

23 Doutté, p. 50. See also: August Mouliéras, "Le Maroc inconnu: Exploration des DJEBALA" (Paris: Éditions Augustin Challamel, 1986), Tome 
II, pp. 492-493.

24 Doutté's work, as is often the case with colonial writing directed at serving imperialist goals, was highly subjective and full of unacademic 
generalizations.



97Pig Husbandry in Morocco in the Nineteenth Century: A Study in the History of Taboos

They regularly eat the animal and claim that its meat is good for the body and helps to heal syphilis."25 He 
added that some Amazigh tribespeople living near Rabat, who worked with Europeans to raise and guard 
pigs, did not totally abstain from eating their meat.

Another historical reference comes in an account by August Mouliéras of the wanderings of darwish 
(poor guy) Mohammad Bin al-Tayyib among the tribes of the Rif region. Mouliéras relates that the 
tribespeople of Beni Khanūs raised pigs. "While [the darwish] was chewing on [some acorns] with difficulty, 
a group of domestic pigs startled him, making annoying yet meaningful noises. With one leap, the darwish 
stood up and was compelled, against his will, to give up to his new guests the greater part of the fruits… 
It will be noted that these people of little piety raise pigs with goats, and all live in the same cave, in great 
harmony… these are small pigs, and their boiled meat is good." He adds that the nearby Bani Sadāth people 
also hunted and ate wild boar.26

Yet the accounts of Doutté and Mouliéras refer to isolated examples. Their observations cannot be 
applied to Moroccans in general, but rather to clandestine, isolated practices by a small minority of people 
in particular circumstances, even though Doutté notes elsewhere that pigs are raised "even in Fez, in secret". 
He adds: "It should be noted that most of these tribes that eat unclean meat are found in forested or semi-
forested areas, where it is difficult to raise livestock, and their people have little alternative to the meat of 
these animals."27 He also considered that Moroccans mostly ate pork on a "whim" saying: "You also find 
this whim, if it is right to consider it as such."

Therefore, we can conclude that pork was consumed in Morocco during this period, but that it remained 
taboo, rare, and limited to a few geographical areas.

Image 1 
The Wild Boar found in Morocco

Source: Gallica, accessed on 22/2/2023, at: http://bit.ly/3m2jQyt

Having examined the presence of the pig in the Moroccan psyche, it is worth noting that during 
the nineteenth century, only foreigners appear to have been engaged in rearing the animal. There is no 
documentary evidence that Moroccans themselves had domesticated pigs. Rather, they suffered from the 

25 Doutté, p. 49.
26 Mouliéras, pp. 63-64.
27 Doutté, pp. 49-51.

http://bit.ly/3m2jQyt
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animal's presence due to the damage it could cause when grazing in their fields. The Makhzen's objections 
to pig farming were therefore not based on religious arguments and the ban on Muslims eating pork, but 
rather on efforts to prevent pigs causing yet more damage to Moroccans' property.28 The authorities only 
rarely used religious arguments to justify their objections to Europeans raising pigs.

This is observable in the Makhzen documents examined in this study, which focus entirely on the 
damage caused by pigs to people's fields and farms,29 without any reference to objections on religious 
grounds. There is a single exception to this: al-Khadeem Mohammed Barqesh, after talking of the damage 
a pig could do to farmland, told John Drummond Hay: "its harmfulness is not hidden from you, and it is 
unacceptable in our law".30 He then wrote further of the material damage the animal could do to fields and 
villages, without referring again to the religious aspect.

28 Document 127, Portfolio 56, Tetouan public records office.
29 See, for example: Document 8, Portfolio 52, Tetouan public records office; Document 24, Portfolio 80, Tetouan public records office.
30 al-Saghee , p. 216.
31 In 1868, Sultan Mohammed IV ordered Abdulsalem Bin Mohammed Bin Al-Cherif Al-Saloui, whom he was charging with captaining the 

Bazarkan (a ship), "not to transgress the laws between us [the Makzhen] and the Christians, and not to carry on his ship such things as wine and pork  
[or he risked] being exposed to God's wrath and our punishment." See: Abdulrahman bin Zidan, Itḥāf Aʿlām al-Nās bi-Jamāl Ḥāḍirat Miknās, Abdulhadi 
al-Tazi (ed.), 2nd ed. (al-Dār al-Baydāʾ: Maṭābiʿ Idyāl, 1990), part 5, p. 151.

32 See: Muhammad Nahleel, Rasāʾil Arshīfiyya, al-Jilali al-ʿAdnani & Abderrahim binhadda (intro.) (Rabat: Manshūrāt Kulliyyat al-Ādāb wa-l-
ʿUlūm al-Insāniyya, 2013), p. 57.

33 The word "Iyala" is a politically or administrative entity with set frontiers. The term can refer to an entire country or a small geographical area 
and its ruler. Until recently, Morocco was referred to as "al-Iyāla al-Sharīfa". See: Naeema Haraj al-Tuzani, al-Umanāʾ bil-Maghrib fī ʿAhd al-Sulṭān 
Mūlāy al-Ḥasan 1290-1311h/ 1873-1894: Musāhama fī Dirāsat al-Niẓām al-Mālī bil-Maghrib (Rabat: Manshūrāt Kulliyyat al-Ādāb wa-l-ʿUlūm al-
Insāniyya, 1979), p. 57.

The Prohibition on Pig Husbandry and its Geographical Spread

1.	 Pig Husbandry in Morocco in the Nineteenth Century and the Path to Prohibition

The growing presence and influence of Europeans in Morocco in the nineteenth century forced the 
Makhzen to allow them to live their normal lifestyles, despite the fact that this entailed practices that conflicted 
with Moroccans' beliefs, such as drinking alcohol and consuming pork. As these practices were outlawed 
by Islam, it became necessary to issue legislation that would allow Europeans to live these lifestyles, while 
guaranteeing respect for the society in which they lived. Foreigners and dhimmis (non-Muslim religious 
minorities protected under Islamic law) were allowed to import sufficient but reasonable quantities of wine31, 
and in a similar way, were allowed to rear and consume pigs according to conditions that protected the material 
and moral rights of the country's citizens. This was achieved through a special agreement between Morocco 
and the European states, allowing foreigners to raise pigs for personal consumption.

Before the reign of Sultan Mohammed IV, official documents make no mention of pig-farming.  
It appears that the influx of foreigners after the signing of the Anglo-Moroccan Treaty of 1856, which 
increased European presence in the economy, played a major role in the spread of the practice. This seems 
to have been a haphazard process, until Moroccans started complaining about the damage it was causing, 
which in turn played a critical role in the signing of the agreement.32

According to a letter sent by Barqesh to military official Mohammed al-Khadr al-Saloui, Europeans 
started raising pigs in this administrative division ("Eyalet") in around 1864.33 Given the amount of damage 
being caused by the proliferation of pig-farming, a law was passed in 1868 to regulate and limit the practice. 
In his letter, Barqesh says: "Without hiding from you what we wrote some four years ago regarding the 
rise of pig farming in this happy Eyalet, when we had allowed those who were doing so to export the 
animals provided they did not return to raising them, as previously mentioned. Now we have heard that 
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the practice has re-appeared in some places and increased, and that people have been harmed by it. So, we 
again discussed how to address this, and set out laws to limit the practice, so people may be relieved from 
the damage it causes."34 This was the context in which the two sides met in Tangiers in February 1868 to 
negotiate the terms of an agreement.

The meeting was attended by Barqesh, representing the Makhzen, and delegates from several European 
countries. The resulting deal stipulated that:

the pig should not be in the cities, and that a family of foreigners living in the countryside should 
not have the right to have more than one pig per family. Whoever has more should be fined one 
riyal per head. These pigs should be in an enclosed space, away from public roads, and anyone 
who allows a pig to roam in the countryside will be fined one riyal the first time and two riyals the 
second time. Whoever finds a pig roaming outside its enclosed area has the right to kill it without 
compensating its owner. We order you to talk again to the delegates of the (European) states in 
Tangiers and tell them to order their traders to respect this deal and uphold their obligations in 
the cities and the countryside, as outlined above. We have also ordered the district governors 

[ʿummāl] concerned to respect it too. Faithfully, 5 Shaaban 1309 (4 March 1892).35

The text of this agreement shows that pig-farming had become widespread in both the countryside 
and the cities, necessitating efforts to limit the damage it was causing. This was only made possible by 
adherence to the deal, which limited the number of pigs per person and where they could be raised. It further 
prohibited pigs from being grazed on commons or rough ground near the cities where they could damage 
people's property, especially as pigs could easily defile sacred places such as cemeteries. The agreement 
also gave pig-breeders:

a period of 60 days from the district governor's announcement to the qanāṣī [consuls]36 or 
their successors to export their animals. After the 60 days, anyone found in possession of more 
than one pig, in an enclosed space, may pay one riyal for each animal additional to the one 
permitted and dispose of the excess either by export or slaughter. If he has not done so after 
eight more days, he may pay another riyal per head beyond the one permitted animal, and 
this will be repeated each Friday, on the condition that it be kept outside the city … this is the 

substance of the established laws, so it is your duty to enforce it.37

A number of later letters lay out other conditions based on the deal. These cover exceptions for 
exporting a pig during the allotted period, which prescribes a fee of 20 riyals per head and what would 
happen if a pig was found outside its enclosure and killed (the owner would bear full responsibility). If 
a pig arrived from Europe after the allotted time, it would not be accepted at the ports. One letter cited 
by Nahleel says: "Our consideration required that we set a period of 60 days for them to rid themselves 
of (the pigs) they have, and after 60 days anyone who wants to export them must pay 20 riyals per head, 
and if any are left after the set period then nothing will be accepted at the ports or elsewhere."38

After the deal was reached, the representatives of the European countries requested that the 60 days 
begin after the lifting of the "Karanṭīna" (quarantine)39 in Gibraltar and Spain. The Sultan accepted this and 
ordered officials to allow them to export their pigs in order to resolve the problem entirely. It is clear that the 

34 Letter from Sultan Mohammed IV to Mohammed Khadr El-Saloui on 14 April 1868. Document 2, Portfolio 96, Tetouan Public Records Office.
35 Letter from Molay Abdulaziz to Mohammed Bin Laarbi Al-Taris on 5 March 1892. Document 113, Portfolio 10, Tetouan Public Records Office.
36 "Qanāṣī" was a term in Moroccan dialect for consuls. See: Abdullatif al-Shazli, Muʿjam al-Muṣṭalaḥāt al-Idāriyya wa-l-Alfāḍ al-ʿĀmiyya 

wa-l-Ajnabiyya al-Wārida fī Baʿḍ al-Wathāʾiq wa-l-Muʾallafāt al-Maghribiyya (Rabat: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Malakiyya, 2007), p. 102.
37 Letter from Sultan Mohammed IV to Mohammed Khadr El-Saloui.
38 Nahleel, p. 57.
39 "Karanṭīna" referred to a quarantine that European countries had urged the Makhzen to impose during epidemics and plagues, so that pilgrims 

and others were isolated until they could be confirmed as not carrying the infections in question.
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Makhzen wanted to deal decisively with pig-breeders, giving them just two months' grace in order to sell their 
herds and export them, while conceding that foreigners could continue to keep one animal per household, 
outside the city and in an enclosed area, so it would not cross people's paths. Whoever did not respect the law 
would bear full the responsibility, and his financial penalties would multiply. He would also lose the right to 
seek compensation if the animal was slaughtered by Moroccan authorities or by farmers whose property was 
damaged. But to what extent was this agreement implemented? Was it enough to rein in the spread of pigs?

As with all the agreements they concluded with Morocco during the nineteenth century, European 
countries used cunning means to violate the accord. This is reflected in a letter sent by the Italian commissioner 
to the Arab deputy for foreign affairs, al-Turais, which read: "We inform you that we ordered our successor 
in the aforementioned port [Larache] to prevent subjects of the state of Italy and people under its protection 
from owning or herding pigs within the city or the nearby fields. We stressed to him that no family shall 
have more than two pigs, provided that the provincial governments do not consent to the violation of 
these orders by the subjects of other countries and the people under their protection."40 Thus, the Italian 
commissioner ostensibly acknowledged his commitment and that of his successor in Larache to the terms 
of the agreement, whilst in reality committing to breaking it, by conditioning compliance on a new term 
that was not in the original deal. In other words, as far as the Italian official was concerned, a breach by 
one party would imply that the deal had been breached by all sides.

The Spanish appeared particularly determined to violate the agreement between themselves, the 
other foreign parties and the Makhzen. Spanish officials repeatedly defended their nationals by presenting 
alternative readings of the agreement to serve their interests, even if these ran counter to the actual text of 
the accord. This was confirmed in a letter by Spanish official Theodor de Conias in which he demanded 
compensation for Spanish pig owners and argued that the terms of the deal allowed for owners of more than 
one pig to pay a fine, so that their excess animals would not also be slaughtered.41 It is clear that Europeans 
were exploiting loopholes in the agreement, or rather, that the latter was vaguely worded. It allowed for 
owners to be fined once, fined double the second time, then for pigs to be slaughtered without compensation. 
A person who slaughtered a pig found outside its enclosure would have no obligation towards the owner.

Yet on another occasion, a Tetouan official issued orders, under the agreement, for the slaughter of 
71 pigs belonging to Spanish merchants Manuel Mentes and Manuel Martins, after the animals damaged 
a field. This move was met with disapproval from the Spanish commissioner, who considered it a flagrant 
violation of the agreement and an official infringement on the rights of the two merchants, rather than the 
other way around. In a letter, he wrote: "In view of this act and what was agreed between the honourable 
presence [the Makhzen] and the [European officials], … our consul quickly contacted him and informed 
him that he was responsible for the damages incurred by the Spaniards. He replied that he was authorized 
to kill the pigs if they had caused harm or strayed into the roads. It is no secret to you that this official's 
version is incorrect. You will not be surprised to know that we also doubt that this official was authorized 
to issue such orders, as they violate both the letter and the spirit of the pig [agreement]."42

2.	 The Geographical Spread of Pig-Breeding

Before attempting to describe the geographical prevalence of pig farming in Morocco during the 
nineteenth century, we must note that the wild boar's presence has been common for centuries throughout 
most of the country, from south to north.43 What is relevant is not the geographical range of the wild animal, 
but rather the locations where it was raised domestically during this period. Boar is present in most regions 
of Morocco and is part of the country's ecological diversity and natural geography.

40 A letter from the Italian commissioner to Larbi al-Taris on 28 April 1885, in Document 56, Portfolio 11, Tetouan public record office.
41 Document 114, Portfolio 37, Tetouan Public Record Office.
42 Document 163, Portfolio 36, Tetouan Public Record Office.
43 Ramadani, p. 3549.
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There are many historical references to the presence of wild boar in Morocco. Al-Badsi mentions that 
it was found in the Rif44. During the sixteenth century, it was found in the Dkala region45, while al-Wazzan 
mentions its presence near Tagasa, in the coastal province of Haha,46 which was confirmed by Marmol 
Carvajal at the end of the century.47 Carvajal also referred to other areas where wild boar roamed, such 
as al-Jabal al-Akhdar in the Dkala region48 and Mount Celilgo in the Fez area.49 In the late nineteenth 
century, a nomad noted its presence in the Middle Atlas mountains50 and on the shores of the Haha region, 
stretching from Essouaira (Mukador) to Agadir.51

As for pig farming, all of the documents consulted indicate that Europeans were solely responsible for the 
practice, which was thus inevitably limited to the cities and regions where Europeans lived. This consists of 
a region extending along the Atlantic coast from Tangiers to al-Jadida, as well as the town of Tetouan and its 
hinterland on the Mediterranean coast. A good number of these documents indicates that the city of Larache 
and the western region in general housed the main contingent of Europeans, especially Spaniards, who raised 
pigs in Morocco during the nineteenth century.52 It is possible to summarize this data in the following map.

Image 2 
A map showing the spread of pig-breeding in Morocco in the nineteenth century
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Source: Prepared by author based on the documents cited throughout this study

44 In the context of his translation of the Wālī Yahya bin Makhlouf. See: Abdulhaq al-Badsi, al-Maqṣad al-Sharīf wa-l-Manzaʿ al-Laṭīf fī  
al-Taʿrīf bi-Ṣulaḥāʾ al-Rīf, Saeed Aʿrab, 2nd ed. (Rabat: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Malakiyya, 1993), p. 123.

45 Ahmad Busharb, Dakalah wa-l-Istiʿmār al-Burtughālī Ilā Sanat Ikhlāʾ Āsfī wa-Azmūr (al-Dār al-Baydāʾ: Dār al-Thaqāfa, 1984), p. 74.
46 al-Hassan bin Muhammad al-Wazzan, Waṣf Afrīqiyā, Muhammad Hajji & Muhammad al-Akhdar (trans.), 2nd ed. (al-Dār al-Bayḍāʾ:  

al-Jamʿiyya al-Maghribiyya lil-Taʾlīf wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr; Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1983), part 1, p. 105.
47 Carvajal, vol. 2, p. 9.
48 Ibid., p. 105.
49 Ibid., p. 283.
50 Charles de Foucauld, al-Taʿarruf ʿAlā al-Maghrib, al-Mukhtar bilarbi (trans.) (Casablanca: Dār al-Thaqāfa, 1999), part 1, p. 79.
51 Ibid., p. 247.
52 See, for example: Document 127.
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This shows that pig-farming was mainly practised in the northwest of Morocco, in cities that housed 
large numbers of European settlers such as Tangiers, Larache, Casablanca, and Rabat. It also indicates that 
the practice arrived in Morocco along with European settlement, as a practice otherwise alien to Moroccans 
themselves. Evidence for this is found in various Makhzen documents indicating irritation at European 
settlers. There are no mentions of Moroccans themselves rearing pigs. There are also European testimonies 
confirming this, such as Doutté: "The Europeans of Rabat used to raise pigs [...] It is worth noting that 
pig-raising, which is common today in many coastal cities, used to be strongly opposed by the Makhzen".53

Most of the documents consulted indicate that pigs were commonly found in the western region, as 
well as in Moroccan port cities there.54 Such references include a letter dated 4 March 1892, stating that 
"a complaint against the workers of the Badia tribes, especially those of the western tribe, came as foreign 
pig-herders encroached on their country, until it became like a country of sheep."55 The writer of another 
letter noted that "foreign herders have started taking [pigs] out to graze in the western country like they were 
herds of sheep."56 These documents confirm that the western region was the main centre of pig-farming, 
with some references specifically focusing on the city of Larache. This raises the question as to why 
Larache was the focus of this activity. Was this due to its geography, climate, and generally stable political 
situation, or to the high number of Spanish subjects there and a Spanish cultural tendency to raise pigs?

53 Doutté, p. 50.
54 Document 127.
55 Document 113.
56 Document 83, Portfolio 37, Tetouan Public Record Office.
57 Based on 20 primary documents reviewed in this study, categorised by the nation they concerned then calculated as percentages.
58 Spanish diplomats strongly defended their countrymen and used all tactics to cover up for them. See: Document 158, Portfolio 36, Tetouan 

Public Record Office.
59 Document 140, Portfolio 36, Tetouan Public Record Office.

Growing European Involvement in Pig-Farming and the Resulting 
Problems

1.	 More Europeans Raising Pigs

A review of contemporary documents related to pig-breeding presents an array of data, notably the 
variety of European nationalities involved in this practice: Spanish, English, French, Italians, and to a lesser 
extent Portuguese. Spaniards then the English dominated this activity and caused many problems by not 
adhering to the terms of the agreement with the Makhzen. Of around 20 documents on this subject, about 
40 percent related to Spain, 27 percent to England, and 13 percent to Italy, while the rest were equally 
divided between France and Portugal.57

The Spanish were the most keenly involved in pig farming, and the documents associate the phenomenon 
with the names of specific people, such as Manuel Monti, Manuel Mantis, Manuel Martins, Antonio, Jose, 
and Javier. The Spanish commissioner justified his compatriots' actions and attempted to clear their names, 
even to the extent of demanding they be rehabilitated and compensated. This is reflected in all the tactics 
adopted by the Spanish commissioner, who at times used attack as a means of defence and at others sought 
a truce, haggled, or delayed.58

The Spanish used diverse methods in responding to the Moroccan side. One letter shows the commissioner 
denying responsibility for pig-related damage: "Our consul in Larache told us the aforementioned Spaniards 
Jose and Manuel sold the pig in their charge to an Englishman, and they now have no livestock, no sheep 
or cattle, left in the west."59
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The primary evidence that Spanish subjects and their state were the most enthusiastically involved 
in pig farming is not the large number of documents that refer to them, but rather their demonstrations of 
keenness to practice this activity, even at the cost of violating the agreement with the Makhzen. This is 
shown in tendentious interpretations of that agreement, designed to serve their interests.60 The Spanish 
commissioner used multiple spurious grounds to justify his position. In his letters, he himself recognized 
that Spanish nationals had allowed pigs to graze in people's fields, yet he continued to reject local officials' 
rights to kill the animals as per the agreement, arguing that the deal provided for the payment of a fine 
rather than slaughter.61 This was a bare attempt to circumvent the text of the agreement.

As we have seen, the agreement recognized provincial governors' right to kill pigs that caused damage. 
Fines were imposed for pigs held in excess of one animal per European family. The agreement was that pigs 
would remain within their fences, but if they went out into people's fields, the agreement stipulated that they 
should be killed, not that their owners simply face additional fines. This stipulation was acknowledged by 
the Italian commissioner in his response to a letter from Larbi al-Taris: "We ordered him [the commissioner's 
successor] also to prevent [Italian subjects] from releasing pigs into the streets and fields, and we warned 
him that if he violated this order, provincial governors and others are authorized to shoot them, and that 
the owner cannot request compensation for the damage."62 So why did the Spanish side refuse to acquiesce 
in the agreement while Italian officials accepted it?

Before answering this question, it is worth examining the Spanish commissioner's logic in rejecting 
the Tetouan governor's decision: "It was [the governor's duty] not to rush this act until he had asked our 
consul to compensate the damage that the pig had done to the aforementioned field… if the governor had 
asked for recompense from our consul, there is no doubt that he would have received a fair resolution."63

The Spanish commissioner's proposed solution thus clearly contradicts the content of the agreement. 
The accord does not state anywhere that in the event that a pig damages a field, the owner could resolve 
the issue by paying compensation. Rather, the agreement clearly states that if a pig is found grazing in the 
streets, it can be killed by a governor or anyone else, and the owner has no right to compensation.64

A close examination of the commissioner's letters reveals his clear attempts to bypass these previously 
agreed terms, even by accusing the Moroccan governor of violating them, despite the fact that the latter's 
actions applied the agreement to the letter. Furthermore, the Spanish official does not offer a single example 
of the conditions that he claims have been breached. This is evident in many examples: "[Referring to] 
this action and what was agreed by [European representatives and the Makhzen], our consuls made haste"; 
"To do what he did was in violation of the terms and conditions of the pig [agreement]".65 This was in 
contrast to the Italian commissioner's approach in the letter mentioned above, in which he cited several 
terms from the agreement, including the right to slaughter pigs found in public roads and fields, without 
paying compensation.

The Spanish commissioner's consistent lack of clarity on the terms indicates that he did not see them 
as serving the interests of his compatriots. The possession of more than one pig was in itself a violation of 
the agreement, let alone a herd of 71. The agreement required that all but one of those animals be killed 
without compensation, in view of the damage they caused to people's crops. Their existence demonstrates 

60 Document 114.
61 Documents 163 & 114.
62 Document 11, Portfolio 56, Tetouan public record office.
63 Document 163.
64 Document 83.
65 Document 163.
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that Spanish subjects were not abiding by the agreement to limit their pig herds, suggesting that they were 
raising them for export rather than for personal use.

Moreover, the Spanish commissioner focused not on his compatriots' actions, as the cause of the 
dispute, but rather on the Moroccan response. Despite the fact the latter was a literal implementation of 
the agreement, he insisted on presenting his consul and the two merchants as the aggrieved party, with 
such phrases as "our consul drew attention to the damages incurred by the Spaniards." He blamed the 
local governor: "He is liable… This governor is violating the rules in this case… since this violation took 
place with his permission and he did not follow the relevant conditions." The commissioner presented the 
local governor's actions as a violation of the agreement in order to pressure his interlocutor and weaken 
his position. The Spanish official also cast doubt on the permission given to the local governor by Qaid 
Mohammed bin Mohammed al-Labadi66: "It is no secret to you, Your Excellency, that the governor's version 
of events is without basis, and you should not be surprised that we have doubts about the permission the 
governor claims he received to do what he did."67

The Spanish commissioner doubled down on his position and considered that the infringement would 
not be resolved unless the governor paid compensation for the pigs killed, to cover the damages incurred 
by the two merchants, even though the agreement did not provide for such compensation under any 
circumstances. The commissioner argued that al-Labadi should order the governor to pay compensation, 
otherwise he would raise the matter to the Makhzen itself:

In light of what we have presented, we ask your Excellency to order the aforementioned 
governor to quickly give our consul 1,775 riyals, the price of seventy-one pigs killed, at 25 
riyals a head, since this transgression took place with his permission, and he has ignored what 
was agreed. In the event that he does not comply with this request, [we ask you] to raise this 
case with the honourable presence [the Makhzen], in our name, to settle the issue immediately 

and in a sound and benevolent manner.68

2.	 Problems Resulting from Pig Breeding

British commissioner John Drummond Hay recognized the damage that pig farming was causing. 
During one of his hunting trips, he noted that the Spanish had allowed their pigs to graze in peasants' fields 
at night, prompting the latter to file complaints with the Makhzen.69 We find echoes of this in a letter from 
the Sultan to Mohammad Ibn al-Arabi al-Taris in a document dated 4 March 1892, which reads: "workers 
from the Badia tribes, especially the western tribe, have complained that foreign subjects have been grazing 
pigs in their region, to the point that it has become like a nation of sheep, and caused severe harm to their 
property by digging up graves and spoiling their fields and gardens."70

The spread of pigs on their land and the resulting damage sparked outcry from the Moroccan public. The 
situation prompted the Makhzen to confront the Europeans and demand they comply with the agreement.71 
Europeanss had not abided by what they had signed, something indicated by al-Taris in a letter addressed 
to the Spanish commissioner, Don Francisco, adding that "pigs have been causing ever worse and greater 
damage, to the point where the Europeans have been raising it as a flock in the western area as the citizens 

66 A notable from a prominent Tetouan family, who worked for Dār Al-Niyāba in Tetouan in 1862 and was nominated by Minister Muhammad 
Barkash as his deputy before he appointed Muhammad al-Taris. See: Mustafa Boushaara, "Settlement and the Protectorate in Morocco" (Rabat: The 
Royal Press, 1984), vol. 1, p. 417.

67 Document 163.
68 Document 163, Portfolio 32, Tetouan public records office.
69 Hay, p. 333.
70 Document 113.
71 See, for example: Document 8, Portfolio 79, Tetouan public records office.
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of this country would do with sheep, and there are a huge number of complaints about the damage it is 
causing."72

Other nationalities followed a similar pattern of disregard for local law. The English commissioner, 
for example, wrote in response to a complaint: "We have received your letter regarding the complaint that 
you placed eight months ago regarding the damage caused by the foreign-owned pig in the Larache area. 
You have now renewed your demand to alert its owners that if the aforementioned pig is found on Muslim 
property, it will be shot."73

It thus appears that pigs were continuing to cause damage, something reflected in the following 
message:

We inform you that the pig has been bred here in great abundance, to the extent that its owners 
allow it to graze on the properties and farms as if they were sheep or cows. They often send 
them inside the city. People have started complaining frequently about the resulting harm. We 
have discussed this with the consuls of the pigs' owners, but their responses contradicted the 
rules established in this regard. Your Excellency is aware of the prior correspondence on this 
issue with the Spanish consul. The harm the people have suffered was such that they wrote us 
a card, which is attached hereto, and they mentioned that no one is permitted to kill [the pig] 
as the agreement requires, because due to the audacity of its owners they could fall into [the 
forbidden]. What should happen is that the family remove with their own hands the harm they 

cause. Your Excellency has a broader view of how this matter may be resolved.74

It seems clear, then, Europeans of all nationalities took part in pig-breeding and refused to abandon it, 
despite all the complaints that the Makhzen raised to European representatives. Accordingly, the problems 
resulting from this activity oblige us to add it to a list of violations committed by European settlers during 
the nineteenth century, in the broader context of colonial pressures. It is very clear that Moroccan subjects 
were aware of the Makhzen's weak position in the face of these excesses. Mohammad al-Taris wrote many 
times to foreign representatives to urge them to abide by the agreement on pig-raising. He repeatedly received 
promises that their merchants and their subjects would halt their violations, but violations continued. In 
another letter, the Italian commissioner acknowledged the rules that had been laid out, and promised to 
oblige Italian citizens to respect them, saying: "What you said in this regard is correct and just, and for 
my part, I was seriously engaged to remove the damage mentioned by our subjects."75 However, these 
remained empty promises.

With lack of determination to enforce the agreement, and with repeated empty promises to implement 
it, led foreign nationals to disregard the agreement and show indifference to the penalties it supposedly 
laid out, whether fines for breeders with more than the permitted number of animals or punitive slaughter 
of pigs that were found outside their enclosures.

This research did not find a single document indicating that the stipulated financial penalties had 
been imposed on Europeans whose pigs exceeded the limit, nor that pigs had indeed been slaughtered as 
per the agreement, with the sole exception of the 71 Spanish-owned pigs ordered slaughtered by Tetouan 
governor Mohammad Ibn Mohammad al-Labadi, in accordance with the agreement. This act sparked 
Spanish official condemnation and demands for compensation despite the fact such a request was clearly 
not provided for in the agreement. No other documents were found to indicate that the agreement was 
implemented in other cases.

72 Document 83.
73 See, for example: Document 24, Portfolio 42, Tetouan Public Record Office.
74 Document 90, Portfolio 42, Tetouan Public Record Office.
75 Document 127.
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A similar lack of concern is found in the English official's response to a complaint sent to him by 
al-Taris, regarding damage caused by pigs which had already been mentioned in a previous letter. The 
response only came eight months after the initial complaint and repeated follow-ups.

This response reflected utter disdain for the agreement between the Makhzen and the European officials: 
"We had commanded all the [European officials] whose deputies we are representing to issue warnings to 
subjects of the aforementioned countries. This permission has remained the same, but under your wishes 
we renewed our order to the aforementioned officials to renew the warning, therefore our interpreter will 
read you the letter we wrote, so all servants of the consuls can hear it, including the Belgians".76

The document makes it clear that theM oroccans ide could onlycomplain and threaten but had no no 
capacity to implement effective punitive measures. This is clear from the British commissioner's remark 
that he had received a complaint about pig-caused damage eight months ago, according to the date of the 
document, then his comment that he was aware of the punishment, and finally that his order to his subject 
in this regard had been issued before his letter arrived.

The language of the document indicates that the British Commissioner's dealings with the complaints 
of the Sultan's deputy aims to appease the Moroccan side – but not to the extent of actually preventing 
foreign nationals from continuing their practices or of enforcing the conditions in the agreement. The British 
official indicates that the warning had already been issued, but "based on request, we renewed [it]", as if 
the matter was limited to appeasing the deputy.

In the same context, there was another issue related to the pig in nineteenth century Morocco: pig fat. 
At the beginning of his account "A week in Paris", written in the early decades of the twentieth century, 
Mohammed Bin Abdulsalem refers to the issue of lard: "I had written: Something frequently asked about 
these days is the evidence for the prohibition of lard, as what is prohibited in the Quran is [pig] meat, not 
lard."77 What concerns us here is not so much the Islamic legal position but the question itself, which reflects 
a reality on which historical information is scarce. Bin Abdulsalem himself offers no further information, 
instead moving directly to clarifying the religious position on the matter.78

The only other document that could be found on this subject is dated 17 December 1889. It states that 
the British commissioner raised the issue of a group of merchants' loss of a box of pork ghee to Mohammad 
al-Taris, blaming negligence by port officials who had failed to preserve it. The merchants were therefore 
seeking compensation for their loss.79 The document did not indicate whether the ghee was destined for 
consumption by Moroccans or by Europeans alone. With the exception of this little data on the topic, there is 
no other information that gives an indication of how widespread the use of pork ghee was in Moroccan society.

76 Document 24, Portfolio 42.
77 Muhammad bin Abdelsalam al-Sayeh, Usbūʿ fī barīs 1922, Sulayman al-Qurashi (ed.) (Abu Dhabi: Dār al-Suwaydi lil-Nashr wa-l-Tawzīʿ; 

Beirut: al-Muʾassasa al-ʿArabiyya lil-Dirāsāt wa-l-Nashr, 2004), p. 92.
78 Bin Abdulsalem ruled that lard was ḥarām as the term "meat" included lard both linguistically and legally.
79 Document 154, Portfolio 42, Tetouan Public Record Office.

Conclusion
While pig farming in Morocco in the nineteenth century appears to be a fringe subject, it is one that reveals 
cultural, religious, social, political, and economic aspects of the country's history at the time, associated 
with the increased foreign presence in Morocco. This reflects the extent to which Europeans penetrated 
and influenced the smallest details of Moroccan society.

It is notable that most of the relevant Makhzen documents do not focus on the pig's uncleanliness, 
nor the religious position that raising them is prohibited, despite the fact that both the Quran and Islamic 
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jurisprudence take a clear position against both eating pork and profiting from it materially. Rather, these 
documents are more concerned with the fact that the practice was just one way in which Europeans 
disrespected and caused damage to Moroccan society.

This paper thus argues that pig farming, which spread in Morocco in the nineteenth century due to 
European demand, was an issue that went beyond the religiously prohibited matter of pork consumption, 
which in any case was extremely limited among Moroccan citizens. Rather the practice represented an 
economic activity introduced by Europeans, that brought large herds of animals and caused problems to 
farmers and the general population alike, as well as to the Makhzen, which regularly received complaints 
from citizens affected by the resulting damage. As such, it constituted just one manifestation of the pressures 

on Moroccan authorities during the period of colonial infiltration.
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Abstract: While Iran has expressed interest in pursuing neighbourly relations over the years, negative perceptions 
of Iran persist in Arab countries. A majority of Arab citizens view Iran's policies as a source of threat to their 
respective countries and to the security and stability of the region. Iran has consistently been considered the third 
most threatening country to most respondents' countries since 2011. Conversely, the most unfavourable views 
toward Iran were reported in Iraq, among both the Sunni and Shia respondents. However, the sectarian divide in 
opinion toward Iran is more evident in Lebanon, where its Shia population maintains favourable views toward 
the Islamic Republic. This paper examines Arab opinion toward Iran based on data from the 2022 Arab Opinion 
index, a regular survey implemented by the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies in 14 Arab countries.

Keywords: Iran; Arab Opinion Index; Arab Countries.

الملخص: عبّرت إيران عن رغبتها في إقامة علاقات مع دول الجوار على مرّ السنوات، إلّّا أنّ التصوّرات السلبية عن إيران لا تزال 
مستمرة في الدول العربية، فغالبية المواطنين العرب ينظرون إلى سياسات إيران على أنّها مصدر تهديد لدولهم ولأمنِ المنطقة 
ت إيران ثالث أكثر الدول تهديدًا بالنسبة إلى معظم الدول التي شملها الاستطلاع منذ عام 2011، وشكّلت  واستقرارها. لقد عُدَّ
الأصوات العراقية النسبة الأكبر من الآراء السلبية تجاه إيران بين المستجيبين السنة والشيعة، في حين أنّ الانقسام الطائفي في 
الرأي في لبنان تجاه إيران كان الأشد وضوحًا، فآراء الشيعة إيجابية تجاه الجمهورية الإسلامية. تستعرض هذه الورقة الرأي العام 
العربي تجاه إيران استنادًا إلى بيانات استطلاع المؤشر العربي لعام 2022، وهو مسح ينفذه المركز العربي للأبحاث ودراسة 

السياسات في 14 دولة عربية على نحو منتظم.

كلمات مفتاحية: إيران؛ استطلاع المؤشر العربي؛ الدول العربية.
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Introduction

1 For an assessment of Raisi's policies, see: Mehran Kamrava & Hamideh Dorzadeh, "Back to the Future in Iran: Political and Policy Implications 
of the 2021 Presidential Elections," The Muslim World, vol. 113, no. 1-2 (2023).

2 For an analysis on how Arab attitude toward Iran has evolved over time see: Mehran Kamrava & Hamideh Dorzadeh, "Arab Opinion Toward 
Iran 2019/2020," Studies, Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, 22/10/2020, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/2WERha8

The majority of Arabs consider Iranian policies a major source of insecurity and instability in the region. Data 
from the 2022 Arab Opinion Index (AOI), published by the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies 
(ACRPS), and based on interviews with respondents from fourteen Arab counties (Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and Tunisia) 
show that Iran has consistently topped the list of external powers posing a threat to Arab countries. Negative 
Arab attitudes toward Iran were exacerbated following the 2011 Arab Spring, with Iran's involvement in 
Syria and Yemen. Since coming to Office in 2021, President Ebrahim Raisi has called for a revival of 
regionalism and good neighbourliness, in particular with Iran's Arab neighbours.1 In addition to Tehran's 
interest in good regional relations and the proposal of regional security initiatives such as the Hormuz Peace 
Endeavor (2019), it has put greater effort into repairing its ties with the West, in particular during the two 
administrations of Hassan Rouhani. However, the shift in Iran's foreign policy approach from Rouhani 
to Raisi reflects its policy's broader trajectory toward the East. Most importantly, the recent agreement 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, announced in March 2023, to restore diplomatic relations is a testament 
to its move away from tensions to diplomacy for greater regional stability. Nevertheless, according to the 
2022 Arab opinion poll, such efforts have not yet enhanced Iran's image in the Arab world.

An Assessment of Arab Attitudes toward Iran and its Policies
Iran has consistently been considered the third most threatening country to most respondents' countries 
since 2011.2 As Table 1 demonstrates, looking at threat perceptions over time, Israel has experienced a 
decline from 51 percent in 2011 to 38 percent in 2022. The perception of the US as the primary source of 
threat has varied since 2011, when it was 22 percent, peaking at 29 percent in 2019/2020, before falling 
back down to 21 percent in 2022. Arab public opinion of Iran as a threat has increased gradually, from 4 
percent in 2011 to 7 percent in 2022. However, perception of Iran as the most threatening country is much 
lower than both Israel and the United States. In fact, the percentage of respondents who identified Iran as 
the most threatening country dropped by 5 percent in 2022 since its peak in 2019/2020.

Table 1 
Longitudinal Comparison of Arabs' Most Threatening Countries (2011-2022)

2011
2012/ 
2013

201420152016
2017/ 
2018

2019/ 
2020

2022Country respondent

5152424541393738Israel

2221242227282921United States

469101010127Iran

23555755Arab Countries

------13213Russia

--1211112European Countries

10.3111112Other countries

0.2--0.111011Other

19.416181310121322No Threats/ Refuse to Answer

https://bit.ly/2WERha8
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Table 2 
Arab Public Opinion on Most Threatening Countries (2022)

No 
Threats/ 
Refuse to 
Answer

Other 
Countries

EthiopiaRussiaTurkeyFrance
Arab 

Countries
Iran

United 
States

Israel
Country 

respondent

400100311279Palestine

8001005191453Lebanon

500004200444Algeria

2300100391844Jordan

7120591114932Egypt

151112001932227Sudan

4410106601025Mauritania

18106201222524Kuwait

49001215130109Tunisia

5001150344247Iraq

24003204140227Libya

486021122326Morocco

720000002033Saudi Arabia

380000041225Qatar

2512245891328Average

However, the 2022 country-specific breakdown of threat perception (Table 2) shows that most of 
the negative attitudes toward Iran stem from Iraq and Saudi Arabia. In Iraq, 44 percent of respondents 
reported that Iran is the most threatening country, in comparison to only 24 percent for the United States 
and 7 percent for Israel. The percentage of Saudi respondents seeing Iran as a threat is approximately 7 
times more (20 percent) than those who view Israel and the United States as a threat to Saudi Arabia (3 
percent for both). An overwhelming number of Saudi respondents refused to assess Islamic Republic's 
policies toward Yemen.

The majority of Saudis, 72 percent, declined to answer or identified no threats to their country. The 
growing crackdown on freedom of expression and oppression against those who speak out in Saudi Arabia 
following the appointment of Mohammed bin Salman as crown prince could explain these figures.3

Other countries with the highest perception of an Iranian threat are Kuwait (22 percent) and Lebanon 
(19 percent). Iran's policies and involvement in the Arab Mashreq and the Gulf, as well as sectarian 
tendencies, are two important factors that could explain negative trends in threat perceptions over the 
years (Table 1). Significantly, when comparing these numbers with those of the Arab Maghreb, where 
Iran does not have a significant influence, the majority of respondents have reported low numbers for 
Iran as a source of threat to their countries: 3 percent in Morocco, and 0 percent in Algeria, Mauritania, 
Tunisia, and Libya. Respondents from Egypt (4 percent) and Sudan (3 percent) followed suit. In addition 
to Israel and the United States, an overwhelming number of respondents in the Maghreb saw Arab 

3 "Saudi Arabia 2022," Amnesty International, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/43V3FU4

https://bit.ly/43V3FU4
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countries, France, Turkey, and Ethiopia as threating their countries, while others declined to answer or 
recognized no threats.

	 Arab respondents not only see Iran as a threat, but they also consider its policies to be undermining 
regional security and stability. As shown in Figure 1, in 2022, Iraqis overwhelmingly (82 percent) perceived 
Iranian foreign policy as a threat to the region, with only 17 percent considering its policies in a positive 
light. The negative perception of Iran's foreign policy could be a result of Tehran's extensive influence over 
Iraq's military, security, economy, and society. Looking at Iraqi respondents' views through sectarian lines, 
it is evident that both Sunnis and Shias view Iran's policies negatively, 90 and 75 percent respectively. In 
comparison to only 10 percent Sunni respondents, 25 percent of Shia Iraqis view Iranian policies positively, 
claiming that they do not pose a threat to the region's security.

Exploring Iraqi views over time, it is evident that Shia perceptions of Iran's policies changed negatively 
since 2020, coinciding with the assassination of the Quds Force commander, Qasem Soleimani, in 
January 2020. The rise in negative perceptions of Iranian policies from 37 percent in 2016 to 76 percent 
in 2022 may be a result of the continued inter-Shia rivalries and power struggle in the aftermath of 
Soleimani's assassination, as well as increased discontent over the role of Iran and its allies in Iraq (see 
Figure 2).4 Public anger and a change in Shia sentiments toward Iran were also evident in the targeting 
of the Iranian consulates in Najaf and Karbala during the November 2019 protests.5 In almost the 
majority of other Arab countries, as Figure 1 illustrates, more than half of the respondents perceived 
Iranian policies as threatening to the security and stability of the region: Libya (80 percent), Jordan  
(78 percent), Sudan (68 percent), Kuwait (65 percent), Lebanon (61 percent), Egypt (60 percent), Morocco 
(53 percent), and Palestine (51 percent).

Figure 1 
Do Iranian policies pose a threat to the security and stability of the region? (2022)
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4 Ranj Alaaldin, "What will happen to Iraqi Shiite militias after one key leader's death?," Brookings, 3/3/2020, accessed on 20/6/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/43Vxxj4

5 "Iraq unrest: Protesters set fire to Iranian consulate in Najaf," BBC, 28/11/2019, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3NEL21E

https://bit.ly/43Vxxj4
https://bit.ly/3NEL21E
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Figure 2 
Iraq: Do Iranian policies pose a threat to the security and stability of the region? (2016-2022)
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A striking finding from the 2022 AOI is that Saudi respondents, among other Arab respondents, reported 
the lowest percentage of negative perceptions toward Iranian policies, with only 29 percent of respondents 
having unfavourable views of Iran's policies. Considerably, 62 percent of Saudis declined to answer, 
comprising the highest percentage of refusal in comparison with other Arab countries. Iran's policies are 
unpopular among both Sunni and Shia Saudi respondents when their views are broken down in sectarian 
terms. All Saudi Shias negatively assess Iranian policies, sharing similar views with 76 percent of Sunnis. 
This is because Saudi Shias have distanced themselves from Iran given that they are constantly accused of 
being its agents, and instead follow other clerics such as Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani.6 Interestingly, 24 
percent of Saudi Sunni respondents have favourable views of Islamic Republic's policies, as in Figure 3. 
In Kuwait, while the majority of respondents, Sunnis (74 percent) and Shias (54 percent), thought of Iran's 
policies as having a negative impact on the security of the region, 26 percent of Sunnis and 46 percent of 
Shias believed otherwise, as demonstrated in Figure 4. Qatari respondents' views were also split (Figure 5): 
55 percent of Sunnis and 48 percent of Shias expressed unfavourable views, while 45 percent of Sunnis 
and 52 of percent Shias had favourable views.

Figure 3 
Saudi Arabia: Do Iranian policies pose a threat to the security and stability of the region? (2022)
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6 Omaima Al Najjar, "The Saudi Shia: Between an Iranian rock and a Saudi hard place," Al Jazeera, 8/5//2019, accessed on 20/6/2023,  
at: https://bit.ly/45WrDAh

https://bit.ly/45WrDAh
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Figure 4  
Kuwait: Do Iranian policies pose a threat to the security and stability of the region? (2022)
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Figure 5 
Qatar: Do Iranian policies pose a threat to the security and stability of the region? (2022)
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In Lebanon, where Iran has a greater influence due to its close ties with Hezbollah, a divide in 
opinion toward Iranian policies among Sunni and Shia respondents is more pronounced. In fact, the highest 
percentage of Shia respondents with favourable views toward Iran was reported for Lebanon. Nearly 80 
percent of the Shia respondents reported that Islamic Republic's foreign policy does not pose a threat to 
regional security, with 83 percent of Sunnis, 80 of percent Christians, and 81 percent of Druze expressing 
disapproval of Iranian policies (Figure 6). Iran's continued support for Hezbollah is perhaps a leading factor 
for resentment toward its policies by a significant majority of Lebanese Christians, Druze, and Sunnis.

Figure 6

Lebanon: Do Iranian policies pose a threat to the security and stability of the region? (2022)
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	 Examining Arab views on Iranian policies in the region across various ages shows that respondents 
held similar positive (ranging from 34 to 39 percent), and negative views (ranging from 61 to 67 percent) 
(Figure 7). Support for Iranian policies was the highest among those aged 45-54 (approximately 39 percent). 
Those aged 18 to 24 years maintained the highest percentage of unfavourable views on Iranian policies in the 
region (67 percent). Iran's unpopularity among Arab youth is not surprising when looking at the latest results 
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of the Arab Youth Survey (AYS), conducted with youths from 17 Arab countries. In 2021, nearly two-thirds 
of Arab youth (64 percent) aged 18-24 years, considered Iran to be an enemy of their country and only 33 
percent of them saw the Islamic Republic as an ally.7 At 88 percent, Israel was second on the list, with 11 
percent of the youth considering it an ally. A significant number of Arab youths viewed other Arab countries 
such as Egypt, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia as allies. Based on the 2022 AYS, only 7 percent of youth believed 
that Iran has the most influence on the Arab world. While the percentage viewing Iran as an adversary was 
higher in 2019 (67 percent), 13 percent of respondents believed that Iran has increased its influence in the 
Arab world the most over the past five years.8 Nearly 36 percent of respondents considered the US as the 
dominant player in the Arab world. Saudi Arabia was second on the list, standing at 11 percent. However, 73 
percent of young Arabs strongly or to an extent support US's disengagement in the Middle East region.9

Figure 7 
Attitudes Toward Iranian Policies Based on Age Group (2022)
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Figure 8 
Do you think that the policies of some international and regional powers threaten the 

security and stability of the region? (2022)
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7 "Arab Youth Survey 2021 – Top 10 Findings," Survey, Arab Youth Survey, 13th Annual Edition, 2021, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.
ly/3MOt8b0

8 Full findings of the 2019 AYS could be seen here: "A Call for Reform," Survey, Arab Youth Survey, 11th Annual ASDA'A BCW Arab Youth 
Survey, 2019, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/45Is3tU

9 The 2022 AYS survey was conducted with 3,400 young Arabs from 17 countries: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Algeria, 
Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestinian, Syria, and Yemen. Access survey findings here: "Findings," Arab Youth 
Survey, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3WSia8T

https://bit.ly/3MOt8b0
https://bit.ly/3MOt8b0
https://bit.ly/45Is3tU
https://bit.ly/3WSia8T
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Figure 9 
Do you think that the policies of some international regional powers threaten the security 

and stability of the region? (2016-2022)
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Significantly, percentage of respondents negatively viewing Iran's policies toward the region has 
declined from 73 percent in 2016 to 57 percent in 2022.

Figure 8 demonstrates Arab assessments of international and regional powers towards the region. 
Comparing Iran's policies with those of other countries shows that Israel is the most threatening country 
to the security and stability of the region according to 84 percent of respondents. United States was the 
second most threatening country, with 78 percent of respondents expressing unfavourable views. Other 
countries perceived to be threatening are Russia (57 percent), France (53 percent), China (37 percent), 
Turkey (35 percent), and Japan (23 percent). These views toward regional and international actors and 
their ranking in terms of threat perceptions have been consistent since 2016 (see Figure 9). Significantly, 
the percentage of respondents negatively viewing Iran's policies toward the region has declined from 73 
percent in 2016 to 57 percent in 2022. This shows Arab that respondents' perception of Iranian policies 
improves when they are asked to evaluate them in comparison to those of the United States and Israel. As 
discussed below, when survey questions focus on Iran's policies alone, negative sentiments of the country 
are more pronounced.
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Given that 76 percent of all Arab respondents believe that the Palestinian cause concerns all Arabs, 
it is significant that the majority of the respondents, regardless of their countries' geographic proximity to 
Iran, perceived Iranian policies toward Palestine as "bad" or "very bad" (Figure 10). Negative sentiments 
on Iran's policies toward Palestine were the highest among Algerian respondents (70 percent). Other 
respondents from countries such as Iraq (64 percent), Jordan (62 percent), Libya (60 percent), and Morocco 
(54 percent), shared similar views. Significantly, negative attitude toward Iran's Palestine policies was the 
lowest among Saudi respondents (33 percent). This is because the majority of Saudis (62 percent) "did not 
know" or "declined to answer" due to self-censorship. Approximately 50 percent of Saudis also declined 
to offer their opinions on US policies toward Palestine.

Respondents in Mauritania (55 percent) and Lebanon (48 percent), saw Iranian policies on Palestine 
as "good" or "very good". In Palestine, the percentage of respondents rating Iran's policies toward their 
country as "good" or "very good" was 42 percent, only 2 percent higher than those considering them 
"bad" or "very bad". While Palestinian attitude toward Iran has been negative over the years, this recent 
improvement could be a result of Iran's close affiliation with Hamas and increased Israeli aggression.10 Arab 
perceptions of Iran's foreign policy toward Palestine since 2016 show that the percentage of respondents 
rating the Islamic Republic's policies as "good" or "very good" has increased from 24 percent in 2016 to 
31 percent in 2022 (Figure 11). Those who considered Iran's policies as "bad" or "very bad" declined from 
61 percent in 2016 to 52 percent in 2022.

Figure 10 
Country-Specific of Public Opinion on Iran's Policies toward Palestine (2016-2022)
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	 Iran's policies in Yemen are viewed negatively in light of the country's increased, yet limited, support 
for the Houthis over the last decade.11 Previous surveys of the AOI have demonstrated that the Arab public 
opinion is critical of Iran's policies in Yemen, with over 60 percent rating them as "bad" or "very bad".12 The 
2022 AOI only surveyed Saudi respondents on their opinion toward Iran's policies in Yemen. According to 

10 Public Opinion Polling Unit, "Palestinian Public Opinion Trends Towards Iranian Foreign Policy," Siyasat Arabiya, no. 22 (September 2016).
11 On Iran's role in Yemen and its support for the Houthis, see: Thomas Juneau, "Iran's policy towards the Houthis in Yemen: a limited return on 

a modest investment," International Affairs, vol. 92, no. 3 (May 2016).
12 Kamrava & Dorzadeh, "Arab Opinion Toward Iran 2019/2020."
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Figure 12, while 32 percent viewed Iran's policies as "bad" or "very bad", a considerably high percentage 
of Saudi respondents (61 percent) responded "do not know" or "declined to answer". Again, suppression 
of free expression has made it challenging for Saudis to openly discuss topics such as their views on Iran, 
which may be considered sensitive.

Figure 11 
Public Opinion on Iran's Policies toward Palestine (2016-2022)
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Figure 12 
Saudi Public Opinion on Iran's Policies Toward Yemen (2022)
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The 2022 AOI also does not survey Yemen. However, results from the 2018-2019 Arab Barometer 
reveal that about 17 percent of Yemeni respondents favour stronger relations with Iran, a decline of 10 
percent from 27 percent in 2013. Findings also show that support for ties with Iran is stronger among 
respondents from Houthi-controlled areas (27 percent), with only 4 percent of those from government-
controlled areas favouring the same. This is not surprising given the Iranian backing of the Houthis. Thus, 
Yemenis are generally not supportive of stronger ties with Iran.13 Recent Gallup data also demonstrate that 
80 percent of Yeminis disapprove of Iran's leadership.14

13 "Arab Barometer V: Yemen Country Report," Report, Arab Barometer, 2019, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3qphhJ0
14 Jay Loschky, "Saudi Arabia's Soft Power Outshines Iran's," Gallup, 19/4/2023, accessed on 20/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3CcNw0p

https://bit.ly/3qphhJ0
https://bit.ly/3CcNw0p
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Conclusion
Iran and its policies continue to be evaluated negatively by most Arabs. Unlike previous AOI surveys, 
the 2022 results show that negative perceptions toward Iran are the highest in Iraq, even among its Shia 
population. The majority of Iraqi respondents also perceived Iran as a threat and were critical of its policies 
toward Palestine. Saudi Arabia had the lowest negative perception of Iranian policies, even though the 
majority of the respondents considered Iran a bigger threat. As the data presented here demonstrates, a 
sectarian split on opinions toward Iran is more prevalent in Lebanon. The Lebanese Shia have the most 
favourable Iranian sentiments, while the Druze, Christians, and Sunnis have all maintained their resentment 
towards Iranian policies. Perhaps the biggest takeaway from the recent AOI survey is that Arab perception 
of Iran appears to be far better than that of Israel and the US. The findings nevertheless demonstrate that 
Raisi's increased concern for better relations with Arab neighbours has not yet significantly changed how 
the Arab world views Iran. It also remains to be seen whether the Saudi-Iran agreement will lead to any 
improvement in Iran's image for the Arab public. 
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The Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies has 
published two books on populism: a translation of an 
edited volume titled Populism and World Politics: 
Exploring Inter- and Transnational Dimensions;1 and 
an extended study titled "The People Want": When 
Democracy Is Eroded.2 These books come within efforts 
by the Center, in conjunction with the Doha Institute for 
Graduate Studies, dedicated to the study of populism,3 as 
a populist resurgence takes hold in several parts of the 
world, including the USA. In many countries, populism 
has taken control of state institutions and captured the 
minds of voters in every electoral context. Such a "populist 
assault", as it has been described, has recently surfaced 
in Arab politics.4

That populism today has reclaimed its lustre could be 
attributed, in one respect, to a fundamental political factor 
related to what Bishara regards as "the perpetual structural 
crisis of liberal democracy",5 the effects of which are 
evident in established and nascent democracies alike. In 
another respect, it may also relate to the deterioration of 
the political landscape in many countries.

Moreover, deteriorating social and economic factors 
produce inequity and anger among broad segments of the 

1 Frank Stengel et al. (eds.), al-Shaʿbawiyya wa-l-Siyāsa al-ʿĀlamiyya: Sabr al-Abʿād al-Dawliyya wa-l-ʿĀbira lil-Ḥudūd, Mohamed Hemchi 
(trans.) (Beirut: ACRPS, 2022). The book was published in English in 2019 with the title "Populism and World Politics: Exploring Inter- and 
Transnational Dimensions".

2 Aymen Boughanmi, al-Shaʿb Yurīd: Ḥīna Taʾkul al-Dīmuqrāṭiyya Nafsahā (Beirut: ACRPS, 2022).
3 In the introduction of Populism and World Politics, the translator presents these research activities and provides links for electronic access  

(pp. 19-22, 32). The ACRPS has published three such works on the topic: Azmi Bishara, What Is Populism? [Fī-l-Ijāba ʿan Suʾāl: Mā-l-Shaʿbawiyya?] 
(Beirut: ACRPS, 2019); Cas Mudde & Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser, Populism: A Very Short Introduction [Muqaddima Mukhtaṣara fī al-Shaʿbawiyya], 
Said Bakkar & Mohamed Bakkar (trans.) (Beirut: ACRPS, 2020); Pierre Rosanvallon, Le Siècle du populisme: histoire, théorie, critique [Qarn min al-
Shaʿbawiyya: al-Tārīkh wa-l-Naẓariyya wa-l-Naqd], Mohamed Rahmouni (trans.) (Beirut: ACRPS, 2022).

4 Stengel et al., pp. 393, 31-32; The People Want, p. 247.
5 Bishara, pp. 12-13. Chapter 1: Populism and the Perpetual Crisis of Democracy, pp. 15-53.
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population, and intensifies "socioeconomic trauma".6 These factors among others make populism above 

all a "crisis rhetoric", meaning a discourse born out of and fed by a crisis. Populist discourse, therefore, is 

invigorated by crises and subsists on the very rampant vulnerability to which it contributes.7

Despite their contrasting objectives, methodologies, and findings, both publications share three main 

traits explored below.

6 Boughanmi, pp. 18-19, 24, 27, 232-234; Bishara, pp. 18-19, 22, 33-34.
7 Bishara, p. 189.
8 Stengel et al., p. 129.
9 Ibid., pp. 29, 248.
10 Ibid., p. 98.
11 Ibid., pp. 29, 32.
12 Ibid., pp. 363, 287-288.

1.	Contributing to the Diverse Academic Perspectives on Populism
Interest in populism is nothing new. It has been "well-established since at least the 1960s",8 usually 
with emphasis on two main dimensions. The first is theoretical; as the dominant literature has focused 
on addressing issues such as the concept, the substance of populist rhetoric, the intended strategy for 
mobilizing and influencing the masses, and the traits of populist figures. The second dimension is regional; 
the scholarship has either been limited to specific cases in specific countries or on the political trajectory 
of a particular leader, with a comparative analysis of leaders' personalities.

Populism and World Politics is distinct in its attempt to fill a gap in previous works on populism. 
The book considers the "international dimension" of populism's development and expansion as a "global, 
transnational phenomenon" that ought to be studied as it relates to regional and international foreign policy 
and one of an organic association with international relations according to how "the contemporary world 
generates overlap between domestic and foreign policies".9 This methodology necessitated comparative 
analysis to contrast the different manifestations of the populist rhetoric in domestic, regional, and international 
politics, as is evident in many cases expounded through each chapter of the book. The fascinating research 
approach gives grounds to reconsider a question in need of greater analysis, that is, the possibility of the 
rise of a global or transnational populism making a claim toward "transnationally representing underdog 
people".10

By placing populism in a framework that transcends the local and the individual, the chapters of this 
book serve as a catalyst for an interdisciplinary investigation of populism, in theory and praxis (e.g., political 
science, history, economics, political sociology, political discourse analysis) in a way that recognizes it as 
a complex, multidimensional, and transnational phenomenon.11 By comparing and contrasting different 
different cases (the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Nicaragua, 
Venezuela, El Salvador, Brazil, Bolivia, Peru, New Zealand, India, Russia, and Germany) and various 
issues (e.g., domestic and foreign policy, international economics and commerce, opposition to genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs), media, migration) and ideological currents (national, transnational, and global 
populism; Latin American populism, whether normative-classical, neo-(liberal), or progressive-Bolivarian; 
etc.), the articles provide "a theoretical framework that enables us to conceptualize the relationship between 
populism, nationalism, and ideology as well as the nexus between populism and foreign policy".12 This 
approach challenges established conventions in the study of populism.
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Meanwhile, the author of The People Want first undertakes a theoretical-methodological review to 
remedy common misconceptions and reductive mainstream narratives on democracy. According to the 
author, the book's objectives do not include the study of democratic transition; rather, "the phenomenon of 
democratization whose aim is to transcend representative democracy by drawing closer to direct democracy".13 
Here, Boughanmi aims to convey a rational, objective academic understanding that clarifies how democracy 
is broadly understood, in values and in practice, and debunks widely-held assumptions about democracy 
that are plagued by oversimplification and inconsistency, to say nothing of their appeals to impulse and 
emotion.14 The author also critically deconstructs a characteristic contradiction of populist rhetoric, which 
appears in two incompatible yet indivisible traits. First, there is the adoption of democracy as an aim and 
aspiration in the context of dictatorial regimes, placing it at the core of the democratic transition period by 
calling for its institutionalization while disregarding its liberal aspects. Second, once democracy has taken 
hold in many countries, it is followed by a rejection of the institutions of liberal representative democracy 
as an outright betrayal of popular sovereignty.15

In both cases, Boughanmi argues that this contradiction, regarded as a hallmark of those who 
call for "democratizing democracy", progresses to the level of what he terms "obsession with 
democratization" [al-hawas bi-l-damaqraṭa], a populist ideal that calls for revolt against liberal 
representative democracy in practice, inciting the masses against it in theory, as well as unreasonably 
expecting "the people" to bear the responsibility for reform and its consequences. Hence, it comes 
at an exorbitant cost, perhaps most dangerously at at the risk of "sliding toward the collapse of 
democracy as a system of governance". 16 Experience has shown "how often the belief in democracy's 
superiority carries the seeds of despotism".17

At various points in his book, Boughanmi defends the argument that "democracy is the least bad 
political system"18 and that its outcomes and costs must be weighed relative to other systems of governance. 
It is neither a solution to all problems nor "a cure for all political ailments", and under no circumstances is 
it acceptable to treat it as dogma.19 On the other hand, he argues that amplifying calls to "democratize" and 
wholly radicalize democracy is not, as populists and their supporters insist, a solution to the all-consuming 
crisis of the day. Rather, it should be believed that the only escape from the spectre of representative 
democracy's perpetual structural crisis, according to Boughanmi, is by upholding authentic democratic 
values. To do so necessitates the objective study of democratic experiences, guided by a deep, critical 
awareness of their limitations based on the methodological distinction between democratic "ideals" and 
the institutions that embody them.20 The objective here is to understand the structural causes that block 
the way of nascent democracies (to be consolidated) and impede the function of established democracies 
(to be more deeply entrenched).

Here, it should be mentioned that this book, which has not explored any Arab country, Tunisia included, 
has a peripheral objective of "responding to Tunisian exceptionalism" – a conviction that may indicate that 

13 Boughanmi, p. 36, note 59. Boughanmi takes care to differentiate between "the democratization of democracies" and "the democratization of 
dictatorships" (p. 17); see also: pp. 27-28, 34, 37.

14 Ibid., p. 26.
15 Ibid., pp. 15-16.
16 Ibid., p. 28; see: pp. 120, 129.
17 Ibid., p. 18.
18 Ibid., p. 39.
19 Ibid., pp. 17-18, 28-29.
20 Bishara, pp. 113-116; see the issue of citizens of "fledgling democracies in developing countries" not distinguishing between the government 

and the democratic system. Populism exploits this conflation to mobilize against democratic institutions and deepen the chasm between the masses and 
the political elite.
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its proponents do not actually understand what is going on in their regional and international environment.21 
More than a decade after Tunisia's "gentle"22 democratic transition, those familiar with the country's political 
situation may notice that, through Boughanmi's analyses of the question of "democratizing democracy" and 
its theoretical and procedural requirements, The People Want intends on some level to call into question 
(or, to refute) the notion of the Tunisian exception in transitology. In so doing, Boughanmi relies on 
developments in Tunisia that have been accompanied by much discussion of representative democracy's 
faults and the need to overcome them through novel political formulations.

Despite Boughanmi's attention to deconstructing the discourse of advocates for "democratizing 
democracy" in various contexts (e.g., the United States, France, Argentina, Venezuela, Britain, Germany, 
Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic, the Nordic states, Japan, Belgium, Switzerland), he nevertheless 
writes as a Tunisian citizen with the indelible memory of Tunisia's unfolding experience of democratic 
transition following the 2010-2011 revolution in mind.

In the book's conclusion, titled "One Final Note",23 we find a candid disclosure of the goal to which 
Boughanmi alludes in his introduction:24 working toward an answer to the question of how to move from 
democratic transition to democratic consolidation to prevent democracy from "falling prey to many of 
democratization's pitfalls".25

21 Boughanmi, p. 13.
22 Ibid., p. 247.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid., pp. 13-14.
25 Ibid., p. 247; see also: p. 37, note 60.
26 Stengel et al., pp. 89-90, 97, 222-223, 233, 248-249, 361-362, 366, 368, 371, 474-476; Boughanmi, pp. 23, 110. For more, see: Bishara, pp. 

14, 31, 33, 62-63, 74, 82, 134, 190-191. Mudde & Kaltwasser, pp. 27-34.

2.	Evaluating Constants and Variables: Pro-populist Ideological 
Discourse and Populist Political Praxis

Authors of both books do not overlook, in their methodological choices, the theoretical investigation 
of the concept of populism. Hardly a chapter does not identify a set of attributes associated with 
populist rhetoric: theoretically in its distinct relationship with liberal democracy, and practically as 
it relates to political praxis at the domestic, regional, and global levels. Of these traits, the following 
are most notable:

1.	 The ambiguity of the concept of "the people", the discursive core of populism. It cannot be precisely 
defined despite its centrality in populist rhetoric because "the people" is a broad, vague concept. It is 
an amorphous, imagined, hypothetical entity, an "empty signifier", something opaque with no actual 
basis in reality. The term, if it is to mean anything at all, refers merely to a theoretical depiction of 
one group (the 'us'), characterized as pure, virtuous, real, and homogeneous, standing before another 
group (the 'them') represented by a renegade, corrupt, artificial elite that poses a threat to the unity of 
the national ranks and an imminent danger to the people's interests. Regarded as a lurking enemy of 
the state and the public, this elite becomes the subject of conspiracy theories. It may then be said that, 
in populist rhetoric, "the People" is no more than a "discursive structure" that perpetuates a dichotomy 
dividing society into an imagined "us" and "them" that are susceptible to discourse manipulation. It 
ought to be further further said that the concept of "the Elite" is no clearer or more precise than its 
counterpart, "the People".26
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2.	 The lack of a functional manifesto that proposes tangible, realistic, and effective solutions to the 
crisis and helps solve actual problems, here and now. Populist rhetoric generally evades political 
responsibility, as well as the distinctive oversight and accountability of the democratic system.

3.	 Coinciding with the lack of a manifesto, there exists an established tendency to view the crisis as the 
product of representative democracy. On this basis come slogans of "democratizing democracy" and 
calls for direct, participatory, local, or de-centralized democracy to embody the dream of "giving power 
back to the people". In contrast, another rallying cry that has been a mainstay of populist rhetoric is 
"the people want…" [al-shaʿb yurīd], in reference to the people regaining their power beyond the 
traditional constraints of political action. These mechanisms have been depleted (if not eliminated), 
their work disgraced, their connection to "the people's interests" severed, and themselves labelled as 
"harmful to democracy" to such an extent that, after this purification and elimination of party activity 
is complete, we will arrive at "democracy without parties" [dīmuqrāṭiyya bilā aḥzāb].27

One of the constants of populist praxis is that the leader must be "pure", "clean", unpolluted by 
conventional party activity, and from outside the regime. Generally, this figure is a political "outsider" who 
has never held office or has no experience in statecraft (e.g., coming from the business world or the media). 
Still, the moral characteristics (integrity, honesty, etc.) of the nation's "charismatic leader", "patriotic military 
man", and "social leader" – a liberator who represents the people's rightful will, sovereignty, and disposition 
(which he embodies and, thus, has the legitimacy to represent) – are what qualifies him to monopolize how 
"the routes to national liberation" are defined, using the most effective methods to resolve crises and lead 
the charge against "corrupt, treasonous" elites "opposed to the forces of good".28

The targeting of democratic institutions and forms of traditional political organization and the 
rejection of pluralism coincide with a systematic undermining of the role of mediating bodies (e.g., unions, 
associations, and civil society organizations). These institutions have begun to lose their allure and usual 
appeal due to their inability to update their discourse, align it with the demands of the present, as well as to 
democratize their management procedures and propose creative, realistic solutions for the successive crises 
rocking society. Further, most are unable to solidify their visions against mounting precarity in all domains.29

27 Boughanmi, pp. 30-31, 92-93, 104, 142, 158.
28 Stengel et al., pp. 105-125, 264, 224-225, 366; Boughanmi, pp. 16, 30-31. For more, see: Bishara, pp. 34, 39, 41.
29 Stengel et al., pp. 224-225, 264; Boughanmi, p. 102. For more, see: Bishara, chapter 4: "Has Democracy Lost Its Appeal?", pp. 151-187.
30 Boughanmi, p. 231; Stengel et al., pp. 29, 46, 49.

3. Broadening the Horizons of Academic Research on Populism
These two important publications leave ample room for the discussion of their ideas, promoting the 
establishment of an objective, sober academic discourse on populism in its various dimensions – in 
isolation from trite ideological categorizations and hasty media coverage via attitudes that most resemble 
"superficial" commentary or politicized reactions shaped by the logic of derision and skulduggery. It 
is well-established that inheriting conventional wisdom and inclining toward spreading "preconceived 
notions" and "simplistic", reductive views on populism would surely prevent us from from transitioning 
"from seeing to understanding".30

As such, several issues that both books cover, or that can be derived from the books' readings of 
populism,, are worthy of consideration. These fit into two categories.

The first category relates to populism as such:



128Populism and World Politics: Exploring Inter- and Transnational Dimensions 
“The People Want”: Democracy Is Eroded

1.	 Removing the ambiguity of the concept of "the people", which would:

a.	 Give value to this "empty signifier", such that it may serve as a concept in academic research, 
and in critiquing the exploitation of its amorphousness in populist discourse and its debates.

b.	 Deconstruct the intended meaning of buzzwords such as "the people's will", "the people's 
sovereignty", and "giving power back to the people" and reveal their ideological foundations and 
procedural, institutional, and political consequences for established and nascent democracies 
alike.

c.	 Attend to the demands of academic rigour when determining populism's nature, identity, and 
areas of intervention (politics, economics, culture, etc.); its mode of operation and proliferation 
among the masses; and the ways in which it intersects with other movements with which it may 
share several determinants, the particularities of which must be considered in cases ranging from 
populism in Western democracies, in dictatorial regimes, or in democratic transition processes. 
The goal here is not to put contrasting populisms all in the same basket and, thus, fail to attend 
to their varying times and places of emergence, different waves, contrasting national and 
transnational dimensions, nor to their assorted right- and left-wing ideological authorities. To 
avoid conflating them with other political movements from whom they differ more often than 
they resemble, the "foggy boundaries" that separate them must be removed;31 in this way, we 
may discover what separates populist policies from their popular counterparts.32

2.	 Appreciating the academic value of studying populism(s) by attending to their international and 
transnational dimensions.

3.	 Not restricting research on populism to (albeit valuable) theoretical consideration. It is useful to 
direct attention to analysing populist discourse (written, spoken, and visual, across different media) 
as produced by populist leaders via media platforms and public speeches, during election campaigns, 
in propaganda leaflets, and other components that could constitute an inclusive corpus of populist 
narratives.

4.	 Testing the validity of the hypothesis that populism has a strong presence, in a state of latency, and 
may come to pass in practice when the conditions are met. This hypothesis argues "that populism 
is an always possible logic of the political. Every political situation can always become populist".33

The second category relates to the issue of democracy in general:

1.	 Delving deeper into the link between democracy and populism and the extent to which the populists' 
calls to abandon democracy are sound.

2.	 How might a shift occur from a democratic transition period with the goal of establishing democratic 
institutions, toward a democratic consolidation process?34

3.	 Assuming that democracies truly are in need of democratization, what are the options to pursue in 
order to develop the democratic process and steer it away from structural faults and away from the 
discourse of "democratic scepticism" and casting doubt upon its processes?

All in all, the two books are alike in that each offers a thoughtful academic contribution to bridging 
the documented "gap" in the literature on populism while avoiding hasty, superficial remedies. There is 

31 Stengel et al., pp. 37-38, 99, 129, 258-261, 287, 322.
32 Bishara, pp. 12-13.
33 Stengel et al., p. 92.
34 Boughanmi, p. 247.
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no doubt that both projects seek, theoretically and practically, to diagnose this phenomenon in its national 
and transnational dimensions. They critically deconstruct its discourse to determine its rules of production 
and its publicity strategies – not to mention exploring the causes of its success and failure.
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After the "Arab Spring", a significant number of peer-
reviewed articles, books, workshops, and conferences 
sought to comprehend, scrutinize, and theorize the 
extraordinary series of events that caught the region's 
specialists off guard. Yet no book has synthesized the 
findings and reflected on these remarkable quantities of 
scholarly works. The Political Science of the Middle East: 
Theory and Research Since the Arab Uprisings, published 
by Oxford University Press, brings together more than 

forty scholars from within and outside the Arab region to address this gap. This book review essay begins 
by outlining the main ideas and arguments of the book, dividing them into three broad research themes: 
authoritarianism, conflict and armies, and the state. It then highlights the value of these contributions as 
well as their limitations.

1 Marc Lynch, "Introduction: The Project of Middle East Political Science: Research Agendas for a Maturing Field," in: Marc Lynch, Jillian 
Schwedler & Sean Yom (eds.), Political Science of the Middle East: Theory and Research Since the Arab Uprisings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2022), p. 4.

2 "Preface and Acknowledgments," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), p. vii.
3 Lynch, "Introduction."
4 Ibid., p. vii.

Research Objectives and Main Arguments
This edited volume seeks three primary aims. First, it identifies the new directions that the Arab uprisings 
have sparked in the study of the Middle East, both in domestic politics and international relations. It thus 
pays particular attention to "the theoretical developments, methods, and data which emerged"1 in the field 
of political science since the Arab uprisings. Central to this objective is the need to surpass the conventional 
exceptionalism lens that has historically characterized much of Western scholarship on Middle East politics. 
Second, the book highlights the necessity of "regional expertise"2 for knowledge production in political 
science. This is particularly salient because Middle East political science has been subject to excessive 
critique in the US academia and politics as "prone to insularity, resistance to methodological innovations… 
preference for rich description over theoretical rigor… overpoliticization, and failure to anticipate the 
most important events and trends in the region" such as the Arab uprisings.3 In other words, the book aims 
to demonstrate how the development of political science can be fostered theoretically and empirically 
through Middle East political science. Third, during the past decade, Middle East political science in US 
universities has become more inclined towards "intellectual collaboration"4 and pluralism that transcend the 
traditional work division between "indigenous" data collectors and Western-based "theoreticians", which 
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Mona Abaza, the Egyptian sociologist, described as a labour division.5 The book is a successful attempt 
to affect intellectual collaboration.

To meet these objectives, the book is structured in 12 chapters: an introductory chapter by Marc Lynch, 
ten thematic chapters, with collaboration among more than forty scholars, in addition to and a concluding 
chapter by Lisa Anderson. The chapters ultimately fall (directly or indirectly) under one of four broad 
themes that typically dominate the research agenda in Middle East political science: (1) Authoritarianism 
in the region; (2) The role of religion in Middle East politics; (3) The study of armed conflicts in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA); and (4) The state in the Arab world.

5 Mona Abaza, "Academic tourists sight-seeing the Arab Spring," Ahramonline, 26/9/2011, accessed on 24/6/2023, at: https://bit.ly/3PoCvRs
6 André Bank et al., "Authoritarianism Reconfigured: Evolving Forms of Political Control," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), p. 35.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid., p. 41.
9 Ibid., p. 46.
10 Nermin Allam et al., "Between Two Uprisings: The Study of Protest in the Middle East, 2010–20," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), pp. 

62-85.
11 Ibid., p. 65.
12 Ibid., p. 63.

The "New Face" of Post-2011 Middle East Authoritarianism
The study of democracy, or rather its absence, in the region, has been an essential subject in Middle East 
political science at least since the 1980s. In particular, scholars have long considered MENA as one of 
the most suitable world regions for studying, developing, and testing theories related to the resilience 
of authoritarian regimes.6 The initial stages of the Arab uprisings have questioned the validity of these 
claims of resilience, yet the subsequent democratic backsliding has reinvigorated this thesis. Central to 
the study of regimes in the region today is knowing to what extent the current authoritarian regimes in 
the Middle East resemble those of the pre-2011 era. According to Bank et al.,7 the research on this topic 
shows two new trends. First, there is a strong tendency toward regime personalization, meaning that 
"both republics and monarchies, have become even more personalized" than they were in the pre-2011 
era.8 Second, using technology as a tool of control and repression has become a new characteristic of the 
region's authoritarianism.9

The critical role of technology, specifically social media, is emphasized in Allam et al.'s chapter on 
protest movements.10 The interest of scholars in the role of modern technologies in contemporary politics 
is not a new research subject. With the Arab uprisings of 2011, Middle East political scientists have started 
to take the study of this topic, especially social media, more seriously since those events are believed to be 
"some of the first mass movements to be at least partly organized through online platforms".11 However, 
with the dramatic ends of most of the politically motivated protest movements in the MENA during the 
last decade, scholars have started to turn their attention to what is labelled the "non-revolutionary" forms 
of protest or "the routine protests". An interesting new trend here appears to be the analysis of role-played 
emotions as a dependent variable.12 Clearly, more research is needed on how emotions trigger political 
behaviour in the MENA region.

Conflicts, Armies, and the Emergence of New Actors
In Middle East political science, the study of armed conflicts is perhaps the oldest research topic. The 
emergence of "Middle East Politics" as a subfield in the 1950s and 1960s in US academia was associated 

https://bit.ly/3PoCvRs
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with the growing interest of American policymakers in the region and initial US involvement there. In the 
chapter co-authored by Darwich et al.,13 the authors argue that three major trends reflecting the region's 
new political configurations can be identified in the international relations literature of post-2011. First is 
the reconfiguration of the regional power balance with a diminishing US role in the Middle East, changing 
alliances, and rising regional powers. Second is the emergence of several intra-state civil conflicts fed by 
foreign interventions. Third is the growing role played by non-state actors with their own goals and logic 
of actions. Some cases, such as in Syria, those non-state actors have become even more powerful than 
the internationally recognized government.14 Yet the post-2011 bloody politics cannot be studied without 
particular attention to the militaries.

In the fifth chapter "Militaries, Militias, and Violence," Holger et al.15 reviewed the major progress in 
research on the behaviour of military leaders. A particularly striking element is how the military leadership's 
response to the 2011 popular uprising bewildered scholars with a theoretical paradox. Their response 
challenged existing theories on civil-military relations in the region, as the consequences of their choices 
and decisions (for instance on how to deal with the protesters) were significantly divergent. Another aspect 
that they highlight is how "emerging forms of governance [in post-2011] involving both state and nonstate 
armed organizations have challenged long-standing distinctions between state and nonstate actors".16 In 
sum, the study of armed organizations in the Middle East during the last decade not only questions the 
traditional approach based on the distinction between state and non-state actors; but also emphasizes the 
need to take the fundamental differences between regional armies more seriously.17

13 May Darwich et al., "International Relations and Regional (In)security," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), pp. 86-107.
14 Ibid., p. 86.
15 Holger Albrecht et al., "Militaries, Militias, and Violence," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), pp. 108-131.
16 Ibid., p. 108.
17 Ibid., pp. 108-109.
18 Masoud, Tarek et al., "Islam and Islamism," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), p. 156.
19 Ibid., p. 157.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid., p. 159.
22 Ibid., p. 161.

Identity Politics: Is Religion Central to Middle East Politics?
The place of religion in Middle East politics is a theme covered by three chapters (7, 8, and 9). While often 
a secondary research topic in political science worldwide,18 religion, "particularly the political implications 
of Islam, have been […] central to the political science of the Middle East and North Africa".19 Of particular 
interest is the study of Islamist political organizations such the Muslim Brotherhood that gained new 
momentum after the Arab uprisings of 2011. The seventh chapter by Masoud et al.20 reflects on the so-called 
inclusion-moderation thesis of Islamist parties. Traditionally, the theorization of the political relevance 
of Islam has oscillated between seeing it as a trigger of submission to authoritarianism, favouring anti-
democratic values, and as feeding the violence of jihadist groups.21 Yet with Islamist parties winning elections 
in the wake of the uprisings and forming governments in Tunisia and Morocco, and even electing a president 
in Egypt, academia started to "assess the effects of such electoral participation on those movements",22 
the impact of electoral success on a more moderate political agenda. Answering such questions was made 
possible with the unprecedented development of polling in the region and the available data on public 
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opinions, such as the Arab Barometer and the Arab Opinion Index.23 One of the crucial findings is "that 
Islamic attachments generally had little bearing on Arab political attitudes".24

Religion is also present in the study of politics of identity and sectarianism in the MENA region. 
According to Fanar et al. the "2011 popular uprising left an indelible mark on the politics of identity in the 
ME…it appeared that sectarian sentiments had come to dominate the regional public sphere…Yet not a 
decade later, a far different image emerged."25 They later warn against conceptualizing Arab countries as a 
collection of religious sects or sectarianism as an innate characteristic of Middle East societies. Therefore, 
it is sectionalization, as "the process by which sect-based differences become politicized",26 that is worthy 
of study rather than sectarianism. The claims made by primordialist conceptualizations of identity regarding 
the role of religion in the MENA region, they argue, should be categorically dismissed,27 as evidenced by 
the "second wave" of the Arab spring. In this wave, significant cross-sectarian protests occurred in political 
systems that have been for decades organized around explicit sectarian lines and divides,28 such as those 
in Lebanon and Iraq. Fanar et al.'s29 chapter on sectarianism30 disagrees with Masoud et al.'s argument 
that Islam is an important variable in the examination of Middle Eastern politics. Those disagreements 
between the authors of some of the most interesting chapters are intellectually fruitful. If there is a domain 
in which Middle East political science has the potential to considerably contribute to the theoretical debate, 
it is clearly that of identity politics.

23 Lindsay J. Benstead, Justin Gengler & Michael Robbins, "Public Opinion," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), pp. 206-231.
24 Ibid., p. 209.
25 Fanar Haddad et al., "The Politics of Identity and Sectarianism," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), p. 182.
26 Ibid., p. 184.
27 Ibid., p. 183.
28 Ibid., p. 182.
29 Ibid., pp. 182-205.
30 Ibid.
31 Ferdinand Eibl, Shimaa Hatab & Steffen Hertog, "Political Economy and Development," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), pp. 132-155.
32 Rawan Arar et al., "Migration and Displacement," pp. 232-255.
33 Janine Clark et al., "Toward a Relational Approach to Local Politics," in: Lynch, Schwedler & Yom (eds.), pp. 256-280.
34 Eibl, Hatab & Hertog, "Political Economy and Development," p. 132.
35 Ibid., pp. 131-134, 143.

The "Arab State" and the Emerging Trends in Middle East Political 
Science
While less extensively studied than the first three, the state is still an important topic of interest in Middle East 
political science. It is a significant factor for analysing the political economy,31 migration and displacement 
of the population,32 and local politics in the MENA region. How politics and economy interact may affect 
any country's development. Therefore, the well-being of the country's population is also a central question 
of political economy.33 At this level, the divergent socio-economic conditions experienced by Arab countries 
have fed extensive interrogation. According to Eibl, Hatab, and Hertog, regarding "economic development, 
the MENA region appears as a place of paradox. It contains some of the world's wealthiest societies…but 
also among its poorest peoples, mired in conflict and corruption".34 Most Middle political economists will 
agree that those differences can only be understood by considering the state's role in each national context 
or its characteristics. What explains these divergent characteristics? Traditionally, scholars have focused 
on structural explanations such as the differences in the impact of colonialism, institutional settings, the 
existence or not of rentier revenues, etc. Yet according to the authors of the chapter on political economy, 
today, it is hard to ignore the role of agency-related factors such as the elites' choices and group interests, 
crony state-business ties, policy decisions, etc.35
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The state is also a key player in studying migration and displacement in the MENA region. Research on 
this topic has exponentially grown since 2011, with the considerable population displacement experienced 
in countries such as Syria, Iraq, and Yemen resulting in the new armed conflict that engulfed several Arab 
countries in the aftermath of the 2011 uprisings. Yet, according to Rawan et al. in chapter 10, if most of those 
studies take "2011 as the point of departure or disjuncture for these population movements […] few of the 
questions of interest to political scientists of the modern Middle East can be understood without reference 
to those myriad past episodes".36 On the other hand, population movements in the MENA region cannot 
be confined to only forced displacements. The region has a long-standing history of labour migration. In 
the past decade, however, the issue of segregation that Syrian refugees face in host countries has garnered 
most of the scholarly attention. For instance, how "[s]tates have…used policies to enforce temporal and 
spatial segregation, such as Lebanon's municipal curfews targeting Syrians since 2012"37 is a research 
topic that has been widely studied.

Finally, despite not being totally absent before 2011, the study of local politics in the MENA region 
has emerged as a new important subject of research during the last decade. Through an analytical review 
of the scholars on the issue, Clark et al. argue that Middle East political science should give more room 
for the study of the subnational politics in the Arab world as it "can enrich the scholarship on comparative 
politics at large".38 This can be useful for discussing the differences that do exist between the Arab states 
at the level of institutional settings and opposition to authoritarianism and in-state socio-economic and 
developmental disparities, but also could produce valuable knowledge to the field of subnational political 
science that currently totally "ignores research on the MENA".39

36 Arar et al., "Migration and Displacement," p. 233.
37 Ibid., p. 240.
38 Clark et al., "Toward a Relational Approach to Local Politics," p. 258.
39 Ibid., pp. 260, 262.

Main Contributions and Limitations
The Political Science of the Middle East: Theory and Research Since the Arab Uprisings is a valuable effort 
that assesses the state of Middle East political science following a decade of an unparalleled sequence of 
events that will most likely have long-lasting effects on the region. The book is a must-read for anyone 
interested in Middle East politics and merits recognition for at least two reasons.

First, it will become a reference work for students and teachers of Middle East political science. It is 
as an ideal starting point for any new student of Middle East politics, especially those in graduate schools 
aiming to gain a deep knowledge of the literature that dealt with the Arab uprisings but is not limited to 
it. The extensive literature review in it clearly depicts the current research landscape on important topics 
in Middle political science. It identifies the discipline's central theoretical debates and controversies and 
their connection to the broader field of political science. It has brought together scholars in the discipline 
known for their expertise in the topics covered by the book. Additionally, the book highlights potential 
research gaps that need to be addressed and could be developed into in-depth projects. Consequently, even 
experienced scholars of Middle East politics will find interest in reading the book.

While some contributors were committed to the book's comparative approach between pre-2011 and 
post-2011 research directions and concluded with a discussion of how latest findings on the subject may 
be linked to the broader debate of the field, some contributions lacked these perspectives. Therefore, they 
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missed the chance to identify how new knowledge production on the topics under scrutiny enhances the 
theoretical debate outside the scope of the region.

Second, the book's efforts to be inclusive is noteworthy and deserving of recognition. Notably, the 
initiative to bring together Middle East Politics experts from both Western and Middle Eastern backgrounds 
(despite most of the latter working in Western universities) must be applauded. This is quite important for 
the Middle East political science that has been historically seen in the region as a "folk of Yankees" with 
a superficial knowledge of the region and inadequate Arabic language skills. For some, they were a group 
of well-intentioned idealists. For others, they have an "imperialist" agenda in service of US foreign policy. 
If the Middle East political science research community has struggled for decades to earn recognition in 
US academia, however, I firmly believe that gaining recognition within Arab academia is equally essential.

It is, therefore, imperative to promote collaborations with Arab political scientists who may not have 
published in English. The significance of perspectives and analyses developed outside of Western academia 
should not be overlooked. So, it is regrettable that not one of the volume editors is an Arab scholar based 
in an Arab institution. It would have been a sign that Arab scholars based in the Arab region are accepted 
as capable theoreticians and not merely data collectors. More importantly, that would help overcome the 
impression that it is a book mainly targeting Western academia, or more particularly US academia, in 
other words, a book edited by US scholars for US students and teachers. Any well-intentioned inclusive 
approach cannot fulfil its potential without considering the scholarship in Arabic. Despite the significant 
contributions made by Arab political scientists in comprehending, conceptualizing, and examining the 
post-2011 political event in the region, the book did not acknowledge them.
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The ACRPS employs resident researchers and 
administrative staff in addition to hosting visiting 
researchers, and offering sabbaticals to pursue full time 
academic research. Additionally, it appoints external 
researchers to conduct research projects.

Through these endeavours the ACRPS contributes to 
directing the regional research agenda towards the 
main concerns and challenges facing the Arab nation 
and citizen today.

The Doha Institute for Graduate Studies (DI) is an 
independent institute for learning and research in 
the fields of Social Sciences, Humanities, Public 
Administration and Development Economics in Doha.

Through its academic programs and the research 
activities of its professors, the DI aims to achieve 
its mission of contributing to the formation of a 
new generation of academics and intellectually 
independent researchers who are proficient in 
international scholarship standards and modern 
interdisciplinary research methodologies and tools, 
and leading professionals who can advance human 
knowledge and respond to the needs of the Arab 
region, resulting in social, cultural and intellectual 
development. 

The DI seeks to establish an intellectual hub that will 
benefit the Arab region in particular. The DI supports 
academic research that deals with Arab issues, in an 
atmosphere of institutional and intellectual freedom.

The DI works in cooperation with the ACRPS and 
the Doha Historical Dictionary of Arabic Language 
to facilitate its students and faculty members in their 
research of the most important current issues related to 
the Arab world and the wider international community. 
The involvement of students in the most important 
research projects is at the heart of the DI’s interests.

The DI adopts Arabic as its official and primary 
language for education and research. English serves 
as an accompaniment to Arabic, with both languages ​
used in presenting and research.
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