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he rise of Islamist parties to power along much of the southern Mediterranean presents an

unfamiliar landscape. Looking for indications of what to expect from Islamist

governments, their secular and liberal domestic critics and their foreign, especially
Western, observers—including governments, the media, and investors—scrutinize their
ideological agendas. Will debates about revising national constitutions currently under way in
several countries in transition ultimately confirm Islamic Sharia as the principal source of law?
Will the views of more conservative Islamic figures about the “complementary”—rather than
equal—place of women in society be reflected in legislation or enforced in practice?

The violence accompanying some public displays of Muslim societies’ sensitivity to perceived
slights to Islam has influenced those postures. The murder of the U.S. ambassador to Libya and
assaults by Tunisian Salafists on universities, cinemas, and art exhibitions have only heightened
anxiety in those countries and abroad that Islamist politics will be shaped primarily by
ideological values and that relations with others will be complicated by deepening cultural rifts.

But the Islamists in power are also on unfamiliar ground. They must learn how to function as
legally registered political parties—rather than outlawed “societies”—within nascent multiparty
political systems. And instead of dealing only with tightly knit, inward-looking, and loyal
memberships, Islamist party leaderships must now be transparent and accountable to the general
electorate, which is diverse in its composition and expectations.

The “rules of the game”—both formal and informal—are still being developed through
negotiation in parliaments and constituent assemblies, and occasionally through the hurly-burly
of public contestation in the streets. This, moreover, takes place within broader struggles over
constitutional frameworks. Key questions are up for debate, relating not to the place of sharia but
to the balance of power between heads of state, prime ministers, and parliaments as well as to the
independence of the judiciary.
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Ultimately, the fates of governments headed by Islamists or in which Islamists are significant
partners—in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Morocco—will hinge on whether they succeed or fail in
addressing the massive socioeconomic challenges they face. Topping the list are widespread
poverty, rising unemployment, and widening income disparities—which all reinforce the
marginality of significant social sectors. Governments will have to reverse these trends in the
face of declining or fluctuating economic growth and low foreign direct investment in productive
sectors. Meanwhile, the speculative sectors of real estate and the stock market that are favored by
those with capital tend to further entrench the concentration of wealth and income disparities.

Islamist governments are in a bind. They came to power in large part because their authoritarian
predecessors failed to meet the same challenges. But the newcomers must now deal with the
additional consequences of the economic disruption and loss of investor confidence (both
domestic and foreign) that inevitably accompanied the social and political upheaval that has been
playing out since 2011.

Islamist parties, moreover, have the misfortune of being responsible for governments’ reactions
to global trends that are beyond their control. The world faces a renewed sharp rise in food
prices—the third since the increases of 2008 and late 2010 that did so much to intensify social
strains and prepare the way for Arab uprisings. The euro crisis and attendant shrinking of
investor confidence worldwide persists. And youth unemployment, which is set to worsen over
the next five years according to the International Labour Organization, is hitting the Middle East
and North Africa region hardest—Ilevels there are expected to reach 27-28 percent by 2017.

Governments of any other political persuasion, whether secular or otherwise, would have faced
the same challenges and would almost certainly have responded in similar ways. Further,
concerns that Islamist ideological agendas will lead to political instability deter foreign and some
domestic investors but have not prompted Western governments to curtail trade agreements, non
commercial credit facilities, or assistance programs.

The real challenges facing the new governments of the southern Mediterranean have little to do
with their Islamist character. But if they fail, it will be regarded as the failure of a specifically
Islamist model of government.

Yet, their model is entirely familiar, and far from alien. The mainstream Islamist parties now in
government—*“centrist,” as they label themselves—all espouse neoliberal social and economic
agendas. Indeed, their strong attachment to private property, faith in free market economics,
desire to replace the state as the primary provider of social welfare with charitable tithing,
conservative social values, and faith-based approach to gender issues make them ideological kin
to the Christian Right and Republicans generally in the United States or to Christian Democrats
in Europe.

Despite these general similarities between mainstream Islamist parties in the southern

Mediterranean, there is no “Islamic club.” There are no signs of a strategic reorientation of
economic relationships—Iet alone of foreign policy—toward establishing common economic
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zones with each other or with the wider community of Islamic countries. Nor is there a serious
South-South dialogue or move toward the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa)—
Egyptian President Mohammad Mursi’s visit to China notwithstanding—as an alternative to
bilateral ties with long-standing trading partners and sources of credit in the United States and
Europe.

Moreover, the Islamist governments of the southern Mediterranean are marked by as much
diversity in their political arrangements and economic behaviour as their predecessors were.
Morocco’s Justice and Development Party has been partially integrated into the structured
corruption of the system. Meanwhile, it suffers renewed encroachment by King Mohammed VI
on the functions and prerogatives of the prime minister and his cabinet. Islamist parties in
Algeria that have joined parliament since the end of the country’s civil war a decade ago wield
little real power. But they have also been drawn into the system of state patronage—partly
through the distribution of ministerial portfolios and certain commercial licenses. Libya’s oil
wealth means that its legacy of state-based employment, investment, and patronage is unlikely to
disappear, no matter what the ideological identity of its government. In Tunisia and Egypt,
emerging Islamist elites may open up their economies aggressively to allow rapid growth among
small and medium enterprises or they may seek to simply supplant old, secular elites in
controlling concentrated wealth.

But in all countries of the southern Mediterranean, the looming social crisis of unemployment,
housing shortages, declining public services, and inadequate utilities (including clean water)—
amid increasingly fragile social safety nets—means that the opportunity for Islamist
governments to “get it right” will be short.

Note: This article was originally published in Arabic in Al Hayat and in English in Carnegie
Middle East Center, Beirut.
Web Link: http://carnegie-mec.org/publications/?fa=49725&lang=en
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