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In January 2011, I sat at the edge of my seat while watching events 
unfold in the unprecedented protest movement leading to the Jasmine 
Revolution in Tunisia. From my living room in New England, I was 
awestruck with how resolute the Tunisian people remained in the face of 
security forces. Having studied the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region for decades, I knew that the odds against the protestors 
were insurmountable. Yet, they succeeded. Not only that, they also 
inspired the rest of the region to do the same: topple ruthless authoritar-
ian dictators who, for decades, have cheated the people from the rewards 
of their labor, education, and endurance in dealing with economic hard-
ships and violent repression.

I visited Tunisia during the dictator Ben Ali’s era in fall 2003. Then, I 
visited after the revolution, in March 2012 and again in July 2017. The 
differences have been remarkable, and the resilience of the Tunisian peo-
ple has been noticeable. Most of all, their determination to preserve 
Tunisia’s nascent democracy by means of engaging in dialogue, negotia-
tions, and compromises at various levels, including the highest levels of 
national political leadership, and maintaining peaceful, non-violent transi-
tions, has been exceptional. The Tunisians witnessed what happened in 
Libya, Egypt, Syria, and Yemen, with violent chaos and civil conflict caus-
ing shocking destruction and casualties. Tunisians have been steadfast in 
keeping the peace in their country, and Tunisia stands as a model of 
democracy and non-violent change, which are truly unprecedented in the 
MENA region.

Preface
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I have come across plenty of people from the MENA region, especially 
the oil-rich Persian Gulf Arab states, who have tried to discredit Tunisia’s 
democratization efforts. They have even sullied Mohamed Bouazizi’s 
name. Bouazizi is the young Tunisian man who lit himself on fire out of 
desperation in the face of gross corruption and abuse of power, and by so 
doing, he sparked the Jasmine Revolution. Most regimes, including the 
monarchies, in the MENA region detest the concept of democracy, 
because it rattles the status quo power structures and economic benefits 
that they have been enjoying for decades and generations.

As I write, the horrific disappearance and murder of the renowned 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Consulate in Turkey has 
dominated the news headlines and shocked the world of journalism. 
Realistically, this case is just the tip of the iceberg regarding the regimes’ 
hatred for democracy, freedoms, human rights, the free press, women’s 
empowerment, gender equality, and the international norms and values 
that promote them. They also hate any scrutiny of their actions. This is the 
sad reality even in the twenty-first century.

In post-revolution Tunisia, we see the opposite direction, one in which 
freedoms and rights, press freedoms, government scrutiny, women’s 
empowerment, and national dialogue in the spirit of non-violent 
discourse—which has won Tunisian civil society and labor unions the 
Nobel Peace Prize (2015)—are the prevalent values and processes in the 
newborn democracy. The most striking characteristic in modern Tunisian 
politics is the sincere effort of the secularists and Islamists to be civil 
toward each other, regardless of their deep-rooted differences, and to 
remain engaged in the national dialogue.

Similarly, it is highly impressive to see how focused the Tunisian civil 
society and activists are on the post-revolution national priorities, which 
comprise of improving the economy, especially to provide jobs for the 
desperate educated youth; fighting corruption; and ensuring security at 
the local and national levels. Tragically, Tunisia has suffered from some 
terrorist attacks, and thousands of Tunisians joined the Islamic State (IS) 
in Syria and Iraq during its peak. Fortunately, these have been the excep-
tions rather than the rule.

Tunisia has not presented itself as the “perfect” model of Arab democ-
racy, but it deserves to be seen as an important source of lessons from 
which the rest of the MENA region should learn. Tunisia faces daunting 
challenges, but the people are not deterred. There is no going back.
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Tunisia has a unique history, during the early Islamic period as well as 
during French colonialism. It has always stood out as unique, different, 
and unwilling to be merely compliant, whether to France or to the rest of 
the Arab and Muslim world. For that, Tunisia has always been impressive, 
and, perhaps, it is the main reason Tunisians dance to their own tunes, as 
they should, even if it means revolution.

Newport, RI, USA� Hayat Alvi
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

He who finds a new path is a pathfinder, even if the trail has to be found 
again by others; and he who walks far in advance of his contemporaries  

is a leader, even though centuries may pass before he is recognized as such 
and intelligently followed.

—Ibn Khaldun

Ibn Khaldun was a renowned fourteenth-century Tunisian historian, phi-
losopher, and sociologist, whose observations about Arab, North African, 
and Middle Eastern social and leadership structures still resonate today. 
His theories reflect the social bonds, struggles, and tensions between reli-
gion and politics that persist in modern-day Tunisia as well as throughout 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). His mapping of historical 
cycles deserves attention in the post-2011 Arab Awakening MENA region. 
From these historical observations, one can see that certain patterns run 
through the region. Such patterns pertain to socioeconomic and resource 
deficiencies; authoritarianism in political and religious institutions; iden-

The original version of this chapter was revised. The name of the first president 
of Tunisia has been corrected from Ghannouchi to Moncef Marzouki in this 
revised version. A correction to this chapter can be found at  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-17050-9_9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-17050-9_1&domain=pdf
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tity politics and the need for bonding based on tribal, ethnic, sectarian, 
and national classifications; marginalization of women and minorities; and 
yearning for reconstructing the “Golden Age” of past empires and Islamic 
civilization.

For Ibn Khaldun, the Golden Age “was the time of Mohammed and 
the first four caliphs. He looked back with huge nostalgia for when things 
were simpler and people didn’t wear fancy clothes, and they didn’t eat 
expensive meals.”1 Ibn Khaldun expressed disdain for the “city-state” and 
the urban scene. He preferred the rural nomadic setting, where, according 
to his theories, social bonding drives politics, economics, trade, security, 
and survival—in general, life. He referred to the social bonding as 
Asabiyyah. The MENA region’s political economy has long been based on 
the desert culture and way of life and has evolved from them. In fact, “The 
German travel writer Wilfred Thesiger describes how [Asabiyyah] develops 
in the desert because you’re heavily dependent on each other to survive. 
But it’s not just esprit de corps, it’s also elan vital, a drive to conquer, 
supplement that with religion and you’re just about unbeatable.”2

Fast forward to the twenty-first century, and it is clear that not much has 
changed in the MENA region. Moreover, rather than bonding and unity, 
the region has never been more divided along political, socioeconomic, and 
religious fault lines. Asabiyyah is what the people in the MENA region may 
have aspired to achieve throughout generations, but due to centuries of 
authoritarianism and religious schisms, the goals of social bonding at a 
larger scale have remained unrealized. The problems of authoritarianism, 
illiteracy and undereducation, and marginalization of women persist and 
have continued to plague the region well into the modern era.

For instance, if we examine the groundbreaking 2002 report entitled 
the Arab Human Development Report (AHDR) 2002, we see that nothing 
much has changed in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region in 
political economy terms even after the earthshaking 2011 Arab Awakening 
uprisings and revolutions. The AHDR 2002, which followed the model of 
the annual United Nations Human Development Report, serves as a signifi-
cant marker to analyze the MENA region’s political economy even today.

The report encompasses the political, economic, and sociocultural vari-
ables of Arab states in the Middle East. The conclusions of the AHDR 2002 
are described in three “deficiencies” based on these findings: (1) deficiencies 
in freedoms and rights, and the preponderance for authoritarian rule in the 
region; (2) deficiencies in a knowledge-based society, that is, concerning 
literacy and education standards, and intellectual productivity in the form of 
patents, book publishing and translations of books, and research and devel-
opment and innovations; and (3) deficiencies in women’s empowerment.3

  H. ALVI
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The twenty-first century continues to pummel the MENA region’s 
economies, politics, and societies with continuous, seemingly implacable 
challenges. This book examines the comparative traits and components of 
political Islam along with the political economy of the MENA region since 
the 2011 Arab uprisings and revolutions, as well as the secular and reli-
gious ideologies affecting and shaping societies. This book also provides a 
special case study analysis of Tunisia since its 2011 “Jasmine Revolution.” 
While most of the MENA countries suffer from political and economic 
problems and deficiencies, in some cases manifesting themselves in violent 
conflicts, Tunisia has mostly maintained stability throughout its post-
revolution transitions, notwithstanding some serious obstacles and tribu-
lations. Tunisia is the “outlier,” or the anomaly in the region. The reasons 
behind its uniqueness in securing political and economic stability—however 
fragile—require examination and elucidation.

While the three major deficiencies continue to plague the MENA region 
since 2002, the Republic of Tunisia, with approximately 11 million people, 
has initiated a fearless internal regime change through the 2011 Jasmine 
Revolution, demanding freedoms, rights, economic opportunities, justice, 
and, most importantly, dignity. In the process of post-revolution transfor-
mation (i.e., evolution), Tunisia has implemented anti-corruption action 
plans, economic and foreign direct investment (FDI) initiatives, and politi-
cal and electoral developments and transitions in the face of daunting chal-
lenges to the country’s stability and security. Tunisia has also secured a 
substantial measure of democracy, which it has not experienced in its past 
and which remains elusive throughout the MENA region. Tunisia has 
achieved these goals, albeit with degrees of success, because of (a) the 
Tunisian people’s commitment to dialogue, negotiations, and compromise 
in the domestic political processes; (b) the emergence and functions of a 
vibrant civil society, which could not operate freely and openly under the 
dictatorship; and (c) lessons learned from the democracy failures and vio-
lent repression in Egypt, Bahrain, Libya, Syria, and Yemen, the latter three 
of which have precipitated into bloody civil conflicts.

Tunisia’s 2011 Jasmine Revolution provided the inspiration and impetus 
for other countries in the MENA region to follow its example and carry out 
uprisings and revolutions within their own settings. The 2011 uprisings 
caught on like dominoes throughout the region. However, democratization 
efforts have been far from successful in other countries, mainly because of 
the violent repression against pro-democracy movements at the hands of 
preexisting political elites, the military (in the case of Egypt and Syria), and 
remnants of the previous regimes. Civil society in these other countries has 
not been allowed to flourish, and democracy as a concept in and of itself has 

1  INTRODUCTION 
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been vilified by both secular and religious forces, even though the latter has 
opportunistically sought empowerment through elections in post-revolu-
tion political systems (e.g., the case of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 
and Libya; the Salafist party in Egypt; and the case of Ennahda in Tunisia). 
The post-2011 regimes and political institutions in Egypt, Syria, Libya, and 
Bahrain have sought to maintain the status quo ante, mainly because these 
regimes and political elites have benefited greatly from the pre-2011 eco-
nomic, political, and security systems and apparatuses. Their systems have 
included extreme corruption, violent repression with torture, and long-
term detentions of political and human rights activists as well as journalists, 
and boundless appetites for power through authoritarian rule. Wherein the 
protestors have demanded rule of law, accountability and transparency, 
observance of basic human rights, the freedoms and right to political repre-
sentation, and access to education and economic opportunities, the regimes 
in the MENA region have delivered the opposite.

In fact, the notion of self-imperialism, or auto-imperialism, is what vari-
ous MENA regimes and political elites have been inflicting on their respec-
tive countries. Auto-imperialism is a modern take on the traditional 
concept of imperialism, but instead of foreign forces pursuing imperial 
economic and political advantages in developing countries, the govern-
ments and regimes of a given state are pursuing “conquest” by means of 
military, security apparatuses, socioeconomic and political forces, and 
overall “dominion” over others, in this case one’s own populace.

According to Oxford’s traditional definition of imperialism, it connotes 
“the dominion brought by way of the conquest, imperialism is in sub-
stance a form of large-scale political organization as old as recorded his-
tory. Varying both in terms of territorial expanse and formal institutional 
organization, all imperialism entails a fundamental political inequality 
between the imperial nation and its various subject nations or tribes.”4 
The political and economic inequality imposed on a state’s subjects (i.e., 
population, especially the underprivileged) is the regime’s objective in 
auto-imperialism. This is achieved through corruption, violent repression 
and authoritarianism, and, not surprisingly, the three principal deficiencies 
that the AHDR 2002 has outlined. Auto-imperialism is something that 
Tunisia has been trying hard to eliminate from its political and economic 
domains, while the governments in the rest of the MENA region, for the 
most part, strive to implement auto-imperialistic policies, because they 
gain significant advantages from doing so.

Moreover, following the 2011 uprisings, various Islamist parties have 
claimed to represent the people’s interests, promised social justice and 
equity, and presented their religious platforms as compatible with democ-

  H. ALVI
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racy. However, political Islam has not proven to deliver on its post-2011 
promises. In this area, Tunisia has also illustrated an exception to the rule 
with the actions and decisions of Ennahda, the Islamist party led by Rachid 
al-Ghannouchi, which are analyzed in detail.

Nevertheless, the political economy of the MENA region continues to 
decline. The preponderance of conflicts and wars, and the humanitarian 
crises arising from them, also contribute to political and economic stagna-
tion. Natural disasters and climate change exacerbate these realities, espe-
cially in the form of water and food insecurity and basic human insecurity. 
Refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) proliferate throughout 
the region due to the combination of violent conflicts, economic despair, 
and human insecurity. Hence, many aspects of the AHDR’s (2002) assess-
ment of the MENA region’s political economy remain true today. Where 
the regional actors should have made great strides in political and eco-
nomic development since 2002, and especially following the 2011 upris-
ings, they have failed to make progress for their respective countries. In 
fact, the status quo elements of authoritarianism, corruption, violent 
repression, and suppression of democracy, freedoms, and rights persist 
throughout the MENA region (Map 1.1).

Map 1.1  Map of North Africa and the Middle East. (Source: Perry-Castañeda 
LibraryMap Collection, University of Texas at Austin http://legacy.lib.utexas.
edu/maps/africa.html)

1  INTRODUCTION 

http://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/africa.html
http://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/africa.html


6

The Political Economy of the Middle East 
and North Africa

In order to set the stage for this analysis, relevant concepts and terms must 
be addressed and defined. Among the concepts and terms to address is 
political economy.

What is political economy? According to the School of Oriental and 
African Studies (SOAS), political economy examines

how political forces influence the economy and economic outcomes. 
However, the interactions run both ways and political economy is interested 
in both. Thus, it is economic activity that generates the resources that are 
required to sustain political activity, for example, election campaign expenses. 
Moreover, whilst policy might lead to a certain economic activity prosper-
ing, this success in itself can generate a political constituency with an interest 
in maintaining the economic activity, because a sizeable number of people 
now benefit from it.5

Politics and economics are interdependent; what happens in one affects 
the other. This requires sound political and economic policies and good 
governance that positively affect the public simultaneously in diverse sec-
tors including education, health systems, employment, technology, infra-
structure, investments, trade, secure financial institutions and systems, 
currency value, equitable income/wealth distribution, and sustainable eco-
nomic growth. All of these variables need to adjust for population growth 
and resource scarcities. In the mostly desert climates of the MENA region, 
water source is the most critical issue, and where there might be water inse-
curity, food insecurity is likely. Predictions indicate that climate change is 
not going to be kind to the MENA region, and that would only worsen 
regional stability and security. Hence, we see that all of these elements and 
variables are interconnected. Governance, then, is the crucial factor that 
could make or break a state’s economy and interconnected variables. Thus, 
the health of the political economy of the MENA region lies in the hands 
of policy-makers, and so far, their track record has been far from stellar.

In fact, the causal factors leading to the 2011 uprisings and revolutions 
have pertained primarily to socioeconomic deficiencies, which, through 
interdependence with politics, translate into poor governance and impru-
dent policy-making along with gross mismanagement and stifling corrup-
tion. As Melanie Cammett et al. emphasize in A Political Economy of the 
Middle East, “As implied by the slogan ‘Bread, freedom, and social jus-

  H. ALVI


