TuNiSIA’S RENAISSANCE PARTY

The Rise and Repression of an Islamic Movement

By Emad Eldin Shahin

ompared to neighboring

Algeria, Tunisia projects the

image of a stable and econom-
ically prosperous country. The regime
has been trying hard over the past few
years to foster an image of what it
calls “a new era, based on respect for
the rule of law, human rights and
democracy.” There is, however, a
great disparity between the official
rhetoric and the actual methods the
government uses to maintain stability.
A look at the history of the govern-
ment’s treatment of the al-Nahda
(Renaissance) movement reveals a
legacy of political oppression against
this moderate Islamic opposition. In
what has since become known as the
“Tunisian solution,” the regime begin-
ning in 1990 has harshly repressed the
movement, arresting its leadership and
thousands of its followers, disman-
tling its organizational structure, and
harassing its leader Rashid al-
Ghannoushi into a self-imposed exile
in Britain.

The toleration of such policies by
Western governments could be under-
stood if a movement, Islamist or other-
wise, adopted violence and terrorism
as a means to achieve its objectives, or
did not respect democracy and plural-
ism in society. This, however, does not
apply to the case of al-Nahda, whose
leaders have consistently condemned
violence and declared their commit-
ment to the democratic process. They
attempted to work within the system
and obtain legalization as a political
party. The regime however, succeeded
in neutralizing the Western govern-
ments and media by exaggerating the
threat of al-Nahda, defaming the
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movement, and falsely protraying it as
a violent one.

Apolitical Beginnings

Rashid al-Ghannoushi was born in
1941 to a peasant family in southern
Tunisia. He was raised in a religious
household and as a child received an
Arabic and Islamic education. Unable
to gain entrance into the country’s
largely francophone universities,
Ghannoushi obtained a degree in phi-
losophy in 1968 from the University of
Damascus, Syria. After a year of grad-
uate studies in France, he returned to
Tunisia to become a philosophy
teacher. At that time, the country was
coming to the end of a five-year, social-
ist-inspired collectivization policy that
devastated the economy and posed a
threat to the legitimacy of Habib
Bourguiba’s regime.

Ghannoushi began to give regular
sermons and lectures in the capital’s
mosques. His style drew large crowds
from among the students, youth, and

poor. Along with a number of other

voung intellectuals, he subsequently -
organized an apolitical group that

focused on cultural, moral, and reli-

gious issues.

Ghannoushi and the other founders
of this group shared a number of ele-
ments in common. To begin with, they
all had an early religious education, a
factor not unusual in the traditions of
most Muslim families of the region,
which inculcate in children at an early
age the fundamental precepts and prac-
tices of religion., With their Arabic-
Islamic background, some of these men
faced early rejection and felt alienated
in Tunisia’s French-style educational
system. Thus, they had to attend insti-
tutions of higher learning in the Arab
East. Many returned to Tunisia after
having been exposed to the political
ideas current in the Mashreq at that
time, including Arab Nationalism and
reformist Islam.

The nascent movement had little in
the way of political consciousness,

Wives of jailed Islamist activists calling for the release of their husbands

29



however, and during the 1970s it con-
centrated on promoting Islamic educa-
tion and a return to Islamic values and
morals—especially in face of what they
claimed were the alien value systems
imposed by the government. When the
regime turned away from its socialist
program in the late-1960s, the religious
movement received an unexpected
boost as the government aided them in
efforts to combat leftist elements in the
universities and elsewhere in society.

Politicization and Expansion

While the economy improved under
Bourguiba’s program of eco-
nomic liberalization, the gap
between rich and poor
widened and, though some
businesses prospered, many
sectors of society suffered.
The workers and the young
were among the elements
that fared the worst under the
new economic program.

Through their powerful
and well-organized union—
the General Union of
Tunisian Workers (UGTT)
headed by Habib Ashour—
workers  pushed for
improvements in wage stan-
dards and social conditions.
After a series of negotia-
tions, strikes, and violent
clashes, the government
harshly disbanded the Union
in January 1978, arresting many of its
members and replacing its elected
leadership. The crackdown on the
Union worked to the [slamists’ benefit.
Until this point, they had been apoliti-
cal, preoccupied only with the moral
and religious aspects of reform. One of
the founders. Salah Eddin al-Jourshi,
recalled in a 1985 interview how “the
Islamic movement observed the 1978
incidents with indifference and were
surprised by them as everybody else
was. We were concerned with other
issues. Later, we began to realize the
significance of the social dimension
and the importance of bread.”

The movement began to pay atten-
tion both to the workers as an important
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social force in society. as well as to the
need to work among their ranks in the
Union. In response to the government’s
repressive measures against the work-
ers, the Islamists in the universities
issued a statement in which they
announced their objection to these
measures and declared their support for
the workers’ struggle and the indepen-
dence of their union. The blow against
the UGTT had deprived the workers of
an important channel for articulating
their demands and expressing their
grievances, and the Islamists took
advantage of this vacuum by advancing

66
he Islamic movement

observed the 1978 incidents with
indifference. We were concerned
with other issues. Later, we
began to realize the significance
of the social dimension and the

importance of bread.”

—Salah al-Jourshi
an MTI Founder

their message among the workers.
They began to address issues of con-
cern to the workers, such as the value of
work 1n Islam and the Islamic econom-
ic perspective. When the UGTT was
restored, the workers with Islamist
sympathies also joined the Union and
participated in some of its elections.
One year after the UGTT s major
strike and the ensuing repression of the
workers, Ghannoushi and his group
formed the Islamic Association, of
which he was elected president. The
main objective of this newly founded
organization was to address the politi-
cal, social, and economic problems of
society. The violent conflict between
the government and the Union brought

to the attention of the movement the
fact that other issues, in addition to
matters of belief and lack of belief,
existed in society. The politicization of
the movement increased its popularity
and invited the hostility of the regime.
The disenchantment of another
major sector of society, the youth (over
50 percent of the population is under
25), further contributed to the growing
popularity of the Islamic movements
during this period. Indeed, in recent
years, the young have represented a
major problem for the Tunisian govern-
ment and a potential source of instabil-
ity. The active recruitment of
teachers bore fruit as thou-
sands of students enlisted
with the movement as well.
The fact that many of the
movement’s leaders were
secondary school teachers
themselves provided them
with direct and continuous
contact with the students and
assisted them in attracting
and mobilizing the young.

Political Crystallization

When Bourguiba decided
in 1981 to briefly open up the
political system and legalize
political parties, the Islamic
Association transformed
itself into a political party
and adopted the name “The
Istamic Tendency
Movement” (MTI). Its leadership
applied to the Ministry of the Interior
for legalization. Ghannoushi and the
founders of the new party held a press
conference in June 1981 in Tunis, dur-
ing which they issued a communiqué
outlining the party’s platform.

While not calling for the establish-
ment of an Islamic state or the imple-
mentation of the shari‘g (Islamic laws),
the MTT stated five general objectives:
the resurrection of the Islamic identity
of Tunisia; the renewal of Islamic
thought in accordance with its funda-
mental principles and the requirements
of modernity; the restoration of the
legitimate right of the people to decide
their fate; the restructuring of the econ-
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Habib Bourguiba (left) and Zine al-Abdine Ben Ali: Tunisia’s post-

ndepedance leaders. While they each

pursued different policies towards the country’s Islamic movement, both, in the end, repressed it.

omy on a humanitarian basis, including
the fair distribution of national
resources; and the resurrection of the
cultural and political Islamic identity
on the national, Maghrebi, Arab, and
international level.

Ghannoushi and the MTI rejected
violence as a means for changing the
authoritarian one-party system. They
called for the recognition of the peo-
ple’s rights of free expression and
assembly, and political pluralism. The
MTI proposed cooperation with all the
political forces in the country to
achieve these objectives.

Crackdown

Though the regime had gone as far
as licensing a communist party, it
seemed unwilling to accept the chal-
lenge of a party formed on an Islamic
basis. The government argued that
legalizing the MTI would imply that
those who did not join it were not
Muslims. The MTI replied by assert-
ing that it did not impose any monop-
oly on Islam, nor did it claim to be its
sole representative. In addition, the
Islamic label of the would-be party
was not exclusive and did not deny
non-members the right of being
Muslims any more than the democrat-
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ic or socialist labels of other parties
denied non-members the right to be
democratic or socialist.

This reasoning did little to convince
the regime, which in July 1981
responded to the group’s press confer-
ence by arresting Ghannoushi and 107
other members of the movement and
charged them with forming an unautho-
rized association. The crackdown on
the MTI alarmed the other opposition
parties and political forces in the coun-
try, and they all issued statements con-
demning these arrests for being unde-
mocratic and repressive, and demanded
the immediate release of the detained
MTI members. In a trial, described by
foreign observers as politically moti-
vated and conducted under abnormal
conditions, Ghannoushi was given a
sentence of 11 years imprisonment, and
other defendants received jail terms
ranging from 6 months to 11 vears. It is
noteworthy that throughout the trial,
the regime could not press any charges
of subversion or violence against
Ghannoushi and the MTL

For the next three years, the MTI
was exposed to harsh press campaigns,
and its members were sought out,
arrested, and tried. Nevertheless, the
movement was still able to keep itself

active by electing a new leadership,
maintaining its organizational struc-
ture, issuing secret leaflets, and pub-
lishing statements in the opposition and
independent press. The remaining
active members were also able to assist
the families of the prisoners financial-
ly, and keep up contacts with the other
opposition parties, the UGTT, and the
Tunisian Human Rights League.

Following the massive food riots of
1984 and pressured by increasing pop-
ular discontent, the regime finally
released Ghannoushi and the other MTI
members. As a prerequisite for their
release, Ghannoushi and the MTI lead-
ership reiterated their rejection of vio-
lence, commitment to work within the
system, and pledged to avoid links with
any foreign country. Nonetheless,
Ghannoushi was still forbidden to
speak in public places, teach, publish
his writings. or travel abroad.

The MTI re-entered the political
arena and worked on rebuilding its
structures and expanding its support
base. Still denied any legal recognition
despite its repeated requests for legal-
ization, the movement acted for three
years as a de facto political party. It
coordinated its activities with the other
political parties and organizations in

31



Ghannofushi: In His Own Words

Ghannoushi has produced over 15 books and hundreds of
schelarly articles and lectures. In these he addressed the
issues of the Islamie movement and modernization, public
[freedom in the Islamic stare, women and their role in soci-
ety, the rights of minorities and non-Muslims in a Muslim
society, Islam and the West, and the principles of democra-
cy and the origins of the Islamic political svstems.

Islam and Democracy

If by democracy it is meant the liberal model of govern-
ment prevailing in the West, a system under which the peo-
ple freely choose their representatives and leaders, in which
there is an alternation of power, as well as all freedoms and
human rights for the publie, then the Muslims will find noth-
ing in their religion to oppose democracy, and it is not in
their interests to do so anyway.

Istam, which enjoins the recourse to the shura (consulta-
tion) as a principal governing relations between the political
authority and the people, [inds in democracy the appropriate
instruments (elections, parliamentary system, separation of
powers, ete.) to implement the shura. This is a fundamental
principle of the religion [London Observer, Jan 19, 1992]

On Violence and Change

Al-Nahda does not believe in plotting or in violence. . . .
A party that has its roots in the masses does not need to take
recourse to short-cuts,

It is our duty to try to reform our society, to help solve
the endemic social and cconomic problems that blight the
life of the average Tunisian. It is our right to put lorward
our programme of running our collective affairs in a man-
ner that is just and equitable and that involves rather than
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Tunisia never raised the question of establishing an Islamic

- alienates Tunisians. Yes, al-Nahda is a party of change,

change through consultation and participation—and, .
unlike the regime, not coercion. The Islamic movement in

state, not because we do not believe in Islam as an all-
imclusive way of life. [Impact International, August 4=
September 10, 1992]

The West
It is a grave mistake to simply judge a complex multi-
[faceted] civilizational phenomenon such as the Western
civilization. The West . . . is not monolithic and neither is
Islam. . . . There are numerous models of and living exam-
ples of valuable contributions that highlight the riclme
the Western civilization. These include the we Wi
human rights organizations and the large numbtr of
thinkers, academicians and men of religion, and last butnot =~
least the brave heroes of the media who m..magd torelay -
pictures lo the Western public of the horrors that result from -~
heedless Western policies. This serves to prove that gener-
alizing about the West is indeed a big mistake. lAfliD‘ tour
(Arabic), July 14, 1993] ‘
The forces of goodliness. of cooperative mlewctlon and
integration are present in the West and the East. What we ek
need is vision penetrating through and through w ith unflinch :
ing rationality. What we need is direct, first hand cemmum o
cation. What we need is continued and sustained opportuni
tics for the meeting of minds, the sincere and honest dia-
logue, for cooperation in all fields of human achievement and
excellence, for sparing no efforts to save humanity from pol-
lution, drug abuse and wars. [ The Right 1o Nammalm Sra!m
of Non-Muslim Ci m*em m a Mmhm Nuurm ] s

society and succeeded in attracting new
followers from among middle-class
professionals, including doctors, engi-
neers, scientists, lawyers, teachers, and
university professors.

Bourguiba’s Last Stand

Concerned about the MTT's mcreas-
ing popularity and its insistence on
recognition as a political party, the
regime once again launched a major
crackdown on the movement in March
1987. Ghannoushi was arrested for
delivering a speech in one of the capi-
tal’s mosques without a license, and
forty MTI members were detained.
Immediately after this incident, France
announced the arrest of a group of sus-
pects, six of whom were of Tunisian
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origin, for the possession of arms.
While the French authorities later
announced that the six arrested
Tunisians had no connection with the
MTI. and in fact were members of the
Islamic Jihad and Hezbollah, the
Tunisian regime, without any evidence,
linked the two incidents together and
accused the MTTI of terrorism, relations
with Iran, and with attempting to topple
the government.

Over a two-month period, the
authorities arrested three thousand
members of the MTI, thus rapidly
escalating the confrontation and dis-
abling the movement. The government
also unleashed the leftists against the
Islamist students in the universities
and streets.

The state-controlled media launched
a fierce campaign against the MTT in an
attempt to set the stage for the possible
execution of its leaders. In August
1987, 99 MTI members faced trials and
were charged with forming an illegal
organization, plotting subversive
actions with Iran, and attempting to
overthrow the government. In his
defense of the movement, Ghannoushi
condemned violence, reconfirmed
MTT' s commitment to the democratic
processes in achieving its objectives,
denied any links with Iran, and
expressed reservations about the “dis-
appointing” Iranian revolution.

Seven MTI members were sen-
tenced to death and 69 received sen-
tences ranging from two years to life
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Minorities

Divine human nuhh in Islam .xppl\ to \luthx ‘and non-
Muslims living in a Muslim nation. These are umsxderul in -

1slam inalienable rights to every resident in'the lw[..muu state.
The image of Islam has been dlsmmd by those who claim
that under its laws non-Muslims are discriminated .mamst or
treated as second class citizens. This is a fallacy. Equally fal-
lacious is the baseless allegation that a convert to Islam is

expﬂ\td to the penalty of death if he opts out of 11 Mushmsf 5
sée no ohjection in allocating several seats in the

are required o treat non-Muslims with justice but one of the
glaring violations of this principle is that Muslims them-
selves in their inter-Muslim relationships are far away frum
applying it according to the Du ine cnmnmnd '
Itis considered in Islam
an act of lawlessness to
deprive a Christian or Jew
~of his human rights of
divine justice even by a =
- word or & hint or any subtle
form of shaming tech-
nigques or denigration, or
disparaging or abuse inany
conceivable manner. [The
Right to Nationality: Status
. of Non-Muslim un'ens (/R
a Musltm Nation. ]

3 Women 3
©lslam does not revent A

: pubhc ofbfjcc‘s ]
Jud:ual and leaderch:p

~of the society from ‘p.micipation and from being active in
“public life. As women
- they would be able 10 cxp‘md their awareness of the world
“and exercise control over it

instances becomes a duty, to participate in political life on

- Freedoms in the Islamic State).

& examples of valuable
~ contributions that hlghhght
“the richness of the Western

_civilization. These include

- the well-known human rlghts
-;orgamzatwns and the large

positions. Nothing in Islam justifies the exclusion of one half

ﬂdﬂltlpi\lll)ﬂ in QOLIC’IV increases,

- We, therefore, support the right of women. that in some

the basis of u.qu.zln\ and respect for the Islamic values.
Our society is in a dire need for women-leaders . . . We

Consultative (shura) Council for women members [Public

&

imprisonment. Ghannoushi received a
life term of forced labor. Commenting
on this trial, L.B. Ware wrote in the
Autumn 1988 issue Middle East
Journal: “The trials that took place in
October 1987 failed to produce any
evidence that the MTI was revolution-
ary and subversive, had used violence
against the regime, had operated clan-
destinely, or had, for that matter,
bombed hotels in the Tunisian Sahel.
“The October trial,” Ware contin-
ued, “was an embarrassment for the
government in part because
Ghannoushi’s interrogation and subse-
quent defense presented a very differ-
ent image of the movement’s activities
and political program than that held by
the government. . . . Ghannoushi’s
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defense convincingly laid the blame for
the radicalization of the MTI squarely
on Bourguiba in obstinately refusing to

acknowledge the indigenous roots of

the movement’'s grievances, and
attempting to portray its activities as
Iranian interference in Tunisian inter-
nal affairs.”

Ben Ali: More of the Same

Many observers consider the deteri-
orating relationship between the regime
and the MTTI as one of the factors which
led Defense Minister Zine al-Abdine
Ben Ali to remove Bourguiba on
November 7, 1987. Bourguiba insisted
that the leaders of the movement be
retried and executed, particularly its
symbol, Rashid al-Ghannoushi—a step

that many Tunisians believed could
have had drastic consequences.
Following the removal of Bourguiba,
the new President took several mea-
sures to stabilize the country and
increase the democratization of the
political process.

In 1988, Ben Ali released
Ghannoushi and most of the impris-
oned MT1 members. The MTT respond-
ed by expressing its support for Ben Ali
and democratic politics. They also
declared a willingness to cooperate
with the new regime. On November 5,
1988, Ben Ali met with Ghannoushi
and conducted talks which were
described as “cordial.” Two days later,
on the anniversary of his accession to
power, Ben Ali together with the coun-
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While these measures are eliminating any immediate threat of an Islamist

takeover of power in Tunisia, in the long run they will increase the level of

polarization in society. At stake here is the issue of identity and the type of
Islam the regime wants to maintain. |

try’s six legalized political parties, the
labor union, and representatives of the
still-unauthorized MTI signed a
National Pact, promising consensus,
political freedoms, and the right to
form political parties.

Ghannoushi, seeking official recog-
nition for his party and participation in
the coming elections, agreed to change
the MTI’s name and remove any refer-
ence to Islam from its title in order to
comply with the conditions of the party
formation code. Subsequently, in April
1989, Ghannoushi changed MTI's
name and redefined its objectives. He
announced the formation of Hizb al-
Nahda and applied to the authorities for
official recognition. In what came as a
surprise to many observers, the appli-
cation was turned down and al-Nahda
was forbidden from participating in the
legislative elections of April 1989.
Insisting on legal participation within
the system, al-Nahda’s candidates took
part in the elections as independents.

The legislative elections were a
turning point in the relations between
the Ben Ali regime and al-Nahda party.
Having succeeded in obtaining almost
15 percent of the votes. and up to 30
percent in some cities, including Tunis,
al-Nahda appeared to be the major
opposition force in the country.
Combined, the other legal political par-
ties received less than 5 percent of the
total votes. Moreover, Algeria’s recog-
nition of Islamist political parties, and
the stunning victory of the Islamic
Salvation Front (FIS) in the municipal
and provincial elections made Ben Al
determined to suppress al-Nahda and
eliminate it as a potential threat,

Frustrated by the regime’s harass-
ment and continued refusal to legalize
his party, Ghannoushi left the country in
May 1989 and went into voluntary exile
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in Britain, where he began to criticize the
autocratic nature of Ben Ali’s regime.

Soon after Ghannoushi’s departure,
the government’s campaign against
al-Nahda began in earnest, and
between September 1990 and March
1992 Amnesty International reported
the imprisonment of at least 8,000
Islamist sympathizers. Three thousand
of these have since been tried and con-
victed for belonging to an unautho-
rized association.

The regime used two incidents to
justify its harsh measures against al-
Nahda. The first occurred in February
1991, when three Islamists, allegedly
belonging to al-Nahda, attacked the
government party’s office in Bab
Souika and killed one guard and seri-
ously injured another. The incident was
officially condemned by al-Nahda.
According to the New York-based
Lawyers’ Committee for Human
Rights, the trials of the three defendants
in the Bab Souika case were character-
ized by irregularities and lack of evi-
dence to support the government’s
case. According to the Lawyers’
Committee report released in October
1993: “The prosecution’s case relied on
confessions allegedly made to police
officers, although these were retracted
when the accused appeared before an
examining magistrate.”

The second incident took place in
May 1991 when the Interior Minister
announced the discovery of a “plot” by
al-Nahda to seize power. Commenting
on the Interior Minister’s description of
the plot and the mass trials of the
Istamist defendants before military
courts, the Lawyers’ Committee assert-
ed that “there was no documentary or
other tangible evidence to link the sus-
pects to the weapons that had been
seized, or to tie the An-Nahda

[Lawyers” Committee spelling] move-
ment to any wide-ranging conspiracy.”
The Committee recommended that “all
defendants convicted in the Bab
Sa‘adoun and Bouchoucha trials before
military courts in August 1992 should
be released, or given a fair re-trial in
accordance with minimum standards of
international law.”

Describing the nature of the rela-
tions between the Ben Al regime and
al-Nahda and the authorities’ flagrant
human rights abuse, the Committee
wrote: “It is in the context of this sin-
gle-minded determination to liquidate
the Islamist threat to the government’s
monopoly on power that respect of
human rights in Tunisia has declined in
the past three years. Supporters and
sympathizers of An-Nahda have not
been the only victims of officially sanc-
tioned lawlessness. Tunisia’s legal pro-
fession has been intimidated; its press
freedom has been restricted; and the
country’s only independent human
rights organization has been silenced as
political debate has degenerated into a
witch-hunt against An-Nahda.”

Regime Success?

The Tunisian regime still insists on
consensus as the basis for political con-
duct and admission into the political
process. According to Justice Minister
Sadok Chaabane, the regime “wants to
open the door to recognized parties that
share the same model of society and
same principles.” In the presidental
elections of March 1994, Ben Al
received the usual 99.91 percent of the
votes. In the parliamentary elections,
his  party, the  Democratic
Constitutional Rally, garnered over 95
percent of the vote (144 out of 163
seats), continuing a long history of a
single party, centralized state. While 19
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seats in the new parliament were
reserved for the opposition parties, the
actual number of seats were increased
by 38 (from 125 to 163) further diluting
the opposition’s strength in the legisla-
ture. The legal opposition parties,
themselves, have been weak, divided,
and lacking credibility, resulting in
poor electoral performance with only
3.4 percent of the total votes. On the
other hand, while this is no more than a
cosmetic development, the participa-
tion of opposition parties in parliament
still represents a first for Tunisia’s 40
years of post-independence history.
Still, the regime’s policy of “drying
up the sources and cutting off the
limbs” of Islamic extremism has con-
cerned many human rights groups. The
government uses the threat of political
Islam as a pretext to gain the support of
Western countries internationally and
justify its preservation of a police state
domestically. Intolerant of any dissent,
the authorities suppressed the Tunisian
League for Human Rights in 1992, and
subsequently arrested its former head,
Muncif al-Marzuqi, in 1994, when he
attempted to challenge Ben Ali’s candi-
dacy in the 1994 elections. Amnesty
International and other human rights
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organizations have condemned the
regime for practices such as arbitrary
arrests of political opponents, wide-
spread use of torture, sexual abuse of
female relatives of imprisoned al-
Nahda activists, use of military courts
to try political cases, harassment of
defense lawyers representing political
prisoners, domestic press censorship,
and the muzzling of foreign reporters.
Two months after the elections, 100
intellectuals, doctors, journalists, and
university professors signed a petition
entitled “An Appeal for Democracy,”
requesting the government for a greater
degree of freedom and respect for indi-
vidual rights.

The government’s concerted efforts
to remove any independent Islamic
influences from Tunisian society
includes the systematic arrest of al-
Nahda’s sympathizers, denying family
members work, banning Islamic dress
in educational and government institu-
tions, appointing a Marxist as an edu-
cation minister, changing the curricu-
lum of Islamic subjects in schools to
conform with the state’s interpretation
of Islam, closing the mosques immedi-
ately after each prayer, and controlling
the appointment all mosque imams.

JANUARY-FEBRUARY

Despite the government’s claims of the
success of this policy, however, the
issue of the al-Nahda movement is far
from over.

While these measures are eliminat-
ing any immediate threat of an Islamist
takeover of power in Tunisia, in the
long run they will increase the level of
polarization in society. At stake here is
the issue of identity and the type of
Islam the regime wants to maintain.
The choice will remain, as is the case in
other Arab countries, between an elite
that imposes its secular values on soci-
ety and an opposition party that associ-
ates itself with the identity and domi-
nant belief-system of the majority of
the people. While it has now been
effectively dismantled, the history of
Tunisia’s Islamic movement has
proven its ability to withstand repres-
sion, rebuild its organizational struc-
ture, and reemerge as an effective polit-
ical force. While in exile, Ghannoushi
himself is turning for many into a sym-
bol advocating pluralism, freedom, and
respect for individual and public rights.
Should popular discontent with the
increasingly authoritarian policies of
the regime grow, he could easily spear-
head the inevitable cycle of change. m
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