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TUNISIA IS NO LONGER A REVOLUTIONARY POSTER-CHILD 
Rachel Shabi 

The Guardian, Feb. 7, 2013 
 

Amid the shock and grief at a terrible murder, there is an angry accusation. When forthright opposition 
leader Chokri Belaid was gunned down in broad daylight outside his home in Tunis, furious protesters 
marched on the offices around the country of the ruling Ennahda party. Belaid's brother, Abdel Majid, 
accused the Islamist party – which dominates the three-way coalition government – of the murder. 
Ennahda has denounced the assassination. Chillingly, Belaid, a secularist and vocal critic of Ennahda, 
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warned of the rise of political violence when he appeared on Tunisian TV the night before he was 
killed. 
 

Jalila Hedhli-Peugnet, president of the NGO Think Ahead for Tunisia, reflected the prevailing 
sentiment on Wednesday when she told France 24 that Belaid "was not assassinated under the 
dictatorship of Ben Ali, now he is assassinated under the democracy of Ennahda". If the government 
didn't kill him, she said, it also didn't protect him from such a tragedy. 
 

Tension has been building, then, within a revolution that is too often billed a success story. Tunisia has 
not suffered the level of turmoil and violence of Egypt, or the agonising death and displacement of 
Syria, and so it appears to be handling the transition from dictatorship to democracy well. Other post-
uprising countries look to Tunisia as both inspiration and weathervane. But Tunisians themselves 
bemoan their role as revolutionary poster-child as it can lead to the outside world ignoring or 
dismissing the very real problems there. 
 

One such problem is the escalating political violence in Tunisia in the past year. A report just released 
by Human Rights Watch cites attacks on activists, journalists, intellectual and political figures – all the 
incidents apparently "motivated by a religious agenda". 
 

Others have worried that the perpetrators of attacks on secular figures are not pursued rigorously by 
the coalition, thereby encouraging more of them. There's concern that Ennahda has failed to act on 
verbal and physical attacks (for instance against a TV station, intellectuals and an art gallery last year) 
by the ultra-religious Salafi movement. And opposition groups, the General Labour Union and 
campaigners, including the Centre for Press Freedom, have voiced mounting concern at the Leagues 
for the Protection of the Revolution – neighbourhood protection groups claiming to fight corruption 
and old regime remnants. The opposition views them as Ennahda enforcers (though the party has 
dismissed claims of any affiliation with the leagues), and some Tunisians suspect them of being behind 
the murder of Belaid. Belaid is reported to have described the leagues as "Ennahda-backed goon 
squads that attacked opposition rallies". 
 

When Lofti Naqdh, a co-ordinator with Nida Tounes, a new opposition party, died after violent 
political clashes with one of these leagues in Tataouine last October, the ministry of interior said he 
had suffered a heart attack. But Al-Jazeera reports that a new autopsy, requested by Naqdh's family, 
last week confirmed that he was the victim of fatal beatings, with the head of one of these league local 
branches implicated in the killing. 
 

Last month Amnesty warned that Tunisia's latest draft constitution, albeit an improvement on previous 
versions, is still ambiguous on issues such as gender equality, freedom of expression and judicial 
independence. 
 

It's possible that any post-revolutionary party, once in power, would face the same accusations over 
missed deadlines for political progress, lack of justice, and a surge in youth unemployment. But in 
Tunisia this is compounded by the fact that, while most accept the democratic process that created an 
Islamist-heavy government, there's a worry that Islamists don't really do the sort of power-sharing 
required in post-revolutionary periods. 
 

Amid calls for a general strike tomorrow and French schools in Tunisia closing because of continuing 
unrest, Ennahda's prime minister, Hamdi Jebali, pledged to form an interim cabinet of technocrats to 
prevent an impending political crisis. The idea was to finally agree a constitution and hold elections in 
June. Then Ennahda's leadership announced that Jebali had spoken out of turn and rejected his plan. 
 

But this is not a time for power politics; it is a time for consensus. If Ennahda doesn't get it right now, 
it won't just risk losing the forthcoming election – it could lose Tunisia's revolution too. 
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Rachel Shabi is the author of Not the Enemy: Israel's Jews from Arab Lands 
 

Top of Page 

 

POST-MUBARAK EGYPT: UTOPIA TURNS SOUR 
Roi Kais 

Ynet News, Feb. 11, 2013 
 

Egypt is celebrating the two-year anniversary of toppled President Hosni Mubarak – with a protest 
against current President Mohamed Morsi. On that same revolutionary Friday, two years back, the 
citizens of the land of the Nile celebrated the dramatic announcement made by then-Vice President 
Omar Suleiman, that Mubarak is handing the reins over to the Supreme Military Council. 
 

A resident of Alexandria told Ynet on Monday that "there was a feeling of utopia then, it was amazing 
and tomorrow is a sad day." The country's main opposition coalition, the National Salvation Front, 
never misses an opportunity to hit the streets and called upon Egypt's citizens to protest on Tuesday 
against Morsi in Tahrir Square and near Morsi's presidential palace. 
 

Reasons for protesting are abundant – fatal clashes in the streets, a financial crisis, a controversial 
constitution and Morsi's multitudinous decision-makings. April 6, the group which led the anti-
Mubarak uprising and the secular oppositional movement, declared that Tuesday's "activities are being 
held to demand Morsi's fall and to commit the latter alongside Prime Minister Hisham Kandil and 
Interior Minister General Mohammed Ibrahim to trial for the recent murder of protesters." 
 

Two separate processions are expected to march towards Tahrir Square, leaving from two Cairo 
mosques and two more are expected to begin at two other mosques and end at the presidential palace. 
Tension fills the Egyptian capital and cautionary measures are being taken for fear of violent riots, as 
seen in the past weeks. All this is at the backdrop of the threats made by the underground, oppositional 
group Black Bloc to storm the palace. The latter has already been defined by the Egyptian court as a 
"terrorist organization." 
 

In the northern city of Alexandria, the secular opposition has called for demonstrations on Tuesday 
under the banner "nothing has changed aside from Mubarak being replaced by Morsi." The 
anniversary of Mubarak's fall is expected to yield anti-Morsi shows of strength in various nationwide 
districts. 
 

In a conversation with Ynet, a resident of Alexandria who chose to remain anonymous, recalled the 
historic day, "Two years ago I was at Tahrir Square when Mubarak was ousted, and it was utopia. It 
was unbelievable. The nation suddenly felt powerful. Everyone danced and sang patriotic songs. It was 
amazing – and tomorrow is a sad day." 
  

"Two years have lapsed and nothing has changed. On the contrary, it seems as if things are worse. 
When I go to stores or bus stations, people tell me that it was better under Mubarak. The Muslim 
Brotherhood are amateurs and they have been proven as such. At least Mubarak was economically and 
militarily experienced." 
 

The most central of the nation's worriment stems from the economic state of affairs. "People aren't 
working, businesses are closing, inflation is high and the government is doing nothing about it. When 
the prime minister was at the World Economic Forum in Davos recentlly and protests were 
simultaneously being held in the country, he said that Egypt's economy is going in the right direction. 
What is he talking about?" 
 

http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4343471,00.html


 4
 

Morsi's political leadership is also being harshly criticized. "Before he became president, he declared 
that there won't be anymore emergency laws and recently declared a state of emergency in three cities. 
But the citizens there ignored his orders and went out and opened their stores and coffee houses. The 
army remained outside of the picture. That just proves how weak Morsi is." 
 

"Unfortunately, the solution is that the military will take the reins. If Morsi and the government 
continue conducting themselves in this poor manner, the army will intervene. It will take time until 
Morsi falls and it will be ugly, but in my opinion there is no chance he will finish his term." 
 

Meanwhile, the Egyptian opposition is preparing for April's parliamentary elections and continues to 
demand the amendment of the constitution and  institution of a national salvation government. Some 
of its factions are demanding the removal of Morsi from the government in light of what they call, 
"exaggerated violence" by security forces during recent demonstrations. Thus, it seems that on 
Tuesday, two years after the fact, we will re-hear the calls heard in the country's squares back then, 
"The nation wants to topple the government." 
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RISE OF RADICAL MUSLIM GROUPS IN LIBYA 
Daniel Wagner & Giorgio Cafiero 

Real Clear World, Jan. 23, 2013 
 

It would be an understatement to say that the National Transition Council (NTC) has failed to govern 
Libya effectively since the fall of Gaddafi. The majority of territory outside Tripoli has fallen under 
the control of armed militias that have refused to disarm. Violent campaigns along tribal and 
ideological lines have been waged by Libyans determined to settle old scores and influence the 
ongoing political transition. Libya's armed Islamists are well positioned to shape the course of events. 
This year the NTC will be challenged to integrate the Islamists into the national political system, yet 
failure to do so will likely result in marginalized militants playing the spoiler. If current events in 
Algeria and Mali are an indication of what the future holds for Libya, Islamists may be expected to 
wage armed attacks against their opponents and western targets, which can only further damage 
Libya's investment climate. 
 

Although the majority of Libya's Islamists supported the 2011 uprising, they hold a diverse set of 
political views and are divided by tactics. The Libyan Muslim Brotherhood (LMB), National Front for 
Salvation of Libya (NFSL), Islamic Rally Movement (IRM), and Libyan Islamic Movement for 
Change (LIMC) have all expressed an interest in non-violence and participatory democracy. Last June 
the LMB's political wing -- the Justice and Construction Party (JCP) -- participated in the election for 
the General National Congress, winning 17 of 80 seats. The LIMC, previously a guerilla jihadist group 
in the 1990s, renounced violence several years before the uprising and consented to the NTC's 
authority in 2011, reflecting a willingness to share power with non-Islamists. However, these groups' 
long-term political agendas and commitment to democracy have been questioned by analysts who 
suggest that their acceptance of electoral democracy is a tactic to gain power and fend off Western 
criticism during the transition period. 
 

By contrast, other Libyan Islamists reject democratic practices and actively promote violent jihad. The 
Salafist Ansar al-Sharia (AaS, or Protectors of Islamic Law) is one of the most heavily armed factions 
in Libya and adheres to an extremist ideology not unlike the Taliban in Afghanistan, Jabhat al-Nusra 
in Syria, or Ansar Dine in Mali. Believing democratic elections are "un-Islamic", the organization 
vows to remain armed until a strict version of sharia law is implemented across Libya. Based in 
Benghazi and Derna, AaS is a product of the uprising and believes that it owns the revolution as a 

http://www.realclearworld.com/articles/2013/01/23/rise_of_radical_muslim_groups_in_libya_100499.html
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result of resisting the regime before the NATO no-fly zone was imposed. In June the group attempted 
to assassinate the British Ambassador and during late August, it made international headlines after 
bulldozing ancient Sufi shrines in Tripoli and Zlitan. The September 11 attacks on the U.S. consulate 
in Benghazi were carried out by the AaS, according to Libyan President El-Megarif. 
 

AaS is heavily armed with anti-aircraft weaponry and automatic weapons, and numbers up to 5,000, 
but the group has gained legitimacy among a variety of non-militant groups within Libya, particularly 
after it assumed responsibility for guarding one of Benghazi's main hospitals last year, which was 
previously forced to operate under the threat of violence. While the NTC must eventually tackle 
groups like AaS, in the short-term it is forced to rely on autonomous armed battalions such as the AaS 
to ensure security, while seeking the longer-term objective of either disarming them or bringing them 
into a national military. 
 

The vast majority of Libyans reject the type of extremism posed by AaS. Last July, Libyan voters 
expressed a preference for secular parties -- even over the moderate Muslim Brotherhood. Whereas the 
Egyptian and Tunisian Muslim Brotherhood secured the greatest number of seats in their respective 
elections, nearly half of the seats reserved for political parties in Libya's General National Congress 
were carried by Mahmoud Jibril's liberal coalition, and the JCP received less than one quarter. 
Following AaS's actions in Benghazi and the Sufi tombs, widespread demonstrations were held to 
protest the group's brand of Islamism and violent tactics. Public opinion will therefore hamper AaS's 
ability to implement its ultra-conservative agenda, but given Libya's current power vacuum, hard 
power carries more weight among a portion of the electorate than democratic principles. Assuming 
that AaS continues to be heavily armed and highly disciplined, and that the factionalism that currently 
defines Libya's political landscape continues, AaS and similar groups are positioned to maintain the 
power they have acquired since 2011, implying that compromise will not be a dominant part of the 
political lexicon in the near term. 
 

Numerous countries that trade with and invest in Libya have an interest in seeing the country become a 
functional democracy and achieve stability. As Africa's top oil producer and fourth biggest natural gas 
producer, Libya has held substantial leverage with countries in the region that lack indigenous natural 
resources. While during the uprising oil and gas exports naturally tumbled, production has nearly 
returned to pre-uprising levels. So while Libya's traditional oil and gas importers are hopeful about the 
future, if extremists were to assume power, it is reasonable to expect these countries to turn elsewhere 
for their energy supplies. 
 

Prior to the uprising, Libya was Italy's number three supplier of natural gas, meeting approximately 10 
percent of the country's demand. At that time, Italy was Libya's top importer of crude oil, with nearly a 
quarter of Italy's total oil consumption coming from Libya. The only pipeline from Libya to Europe is 
the Greenstream pipeline, which transfers natural gas to Italy as part of the Western Libyan Gas 
Project - a 50/50 joint venture between the Libyan state-owned National Oil Corporation (NOC) and 
the Italian energy firm Eni. At its peak, eight billion cubic meters of natural gas were exported from 
Libya to mainland Europe via the pipeline. Acts of sabotage against this pipeline would severely 
impact Italy's ability to rely on Libyan gas, compelling Rome to become increasingly dependent on 
Russian gas - something no western European country desires. 
 

Spain is also a major stakeholder in Libya's future. Prior to the uprising, Spain imported 13 percent of 
its oil from Libya. Following the outbreak of the uprising 2011, the Spanish government introduced 
measures to reduce national oil consumption. Like Italy, Spain's economy remains fragile; increased 
energy costs resulting from an interruption of Libyan supplies would only add to the nation's economic 
ills. Madrid therefore has much to lose from greater instability in Libya. Increased turmoil, or a rise in 
militarism in Libya, would likely result in an influx of immigrants from Libya to Europe. Given the 
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poor state of the EU's economy and the rise of the anti-Muslim Right in Europe, a rise in North 
African refugees would not be well received and could contribute to greater economic strain and the 
propensity for social unrest, which would have an impact far beyond Spain. 
 

The rise of militant factions in Libya could also have a host of negative implications for North Africa. 
As the Tunisian government addresses its own violent Salafi extremists, the rise of the AaS in Libya 
could embolden Tunisia's ultra-conservative Islamic militants to increase their own activity. And as 
has already been proven as a result of the Libyan jihadists' contribution to the Algerian gas plant 
hostage tragedy, much of North Africa is already being impacted. 
 

None of this bodes well for the decades-long effort to create a Arab Maghreb Union, resolve the 
lingering dispute over the Western Sahara, or increase foreign direct investment in the region. The 
high levels of mistrust and paranoia between Libya's armed tribes further undermines the prospects for 
building a unified state in Libya. This is not welcome news for Libya in the longer term, those 
countries dependent on it for energy, or other countries in the region that either have a jihadist 
presence or are failed states. 
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