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Abstract 

 
This article draws upon an early study of  the spring 2011 unrest in the Arab world to 
examine and compare how popular mobilization could take place under the repressive 
conditions of  the Tunisian and Moroccan regimes. The analysis is structured around 
concepts borrowed from Social Movement theory and Political Economy and tests 
their validity. The study finds that the Social Constructivist approach can best be 
adapted to understand the events of  early 2011. In particular, this article emphasizes 
how economic pressures had spurred the creation of  shared discourses and collective 
action frames which could be disseminated via Social Media in order to mobilize large 
groups. However, the role of  social media was overstated while the Tunisian 
revolution and protests in Morocco took place, and this article highlights the 
continued importance of  established forms of  collective organization such as the 
trade unions. This article also looks at variations in how the regimes reacted to the 
unrest. One conclusion is that the Moroccan regime benefited from its traditional 
legitimacy and was more flexible in its encounter with protesters than the regime of  
Ben Ali - These characteristics are strengths which protected the Moroccan monarchy 
during those tumultuous days.  
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Introduction 

 
The upheavals of  early 2011 across the Arab world took most analysts by surprise. 

The massive protests and subsequent regime changes in Tunis, Cairo, Tripoli and Sana'a left 
observers searching for explanations of  how this popular mobilization could take place so 
suddenly in a region generally known for its resilient authoritarian regimes.  
In this study, I attempt to answer the fundamental question as to how these regime changes 
and waves of  popular protest could take place and gain the momentum they did, when the 
authoritarian and semi-authoritarian states of  the region kept their oppressive powers until 
the very end. I have selected Tunisia and Morocco as cases for comparison and contrast, but 
we shall see that events in both countries seem to contradict prevailing theories on how 
popular contention and regime changes usually occur.  

Numerous studies make it clear that the economic and social conditions in several 
Arab countries had been on the decline in the decades prior to the 2011 unrest, and that the 
regimes in these countries had been increasingly unable to address the grievances of  their 
people. I will briefly discuss this history of  economic problems and the related political and 
social changes. This study confirms the direct link between these processes and the popular 
anger that became visible during those months. Secondly, I will explore the ways in which 
popular discontent could evolve into mobilization and street action, with a focus on 
challenging and updating pre-existing perspectives within the field of  Social Movement 
Theory (SMT). One interesting aspect that I discovered during this study was the ways in 
which the regime's character and response to the protests would fundamentally affect the 
outcome – we will examine this dimension last.  

Recent developments in the understanding of contentious politics 

 
In order to make sense of  the unrest in Tunisia and Morocco, I decided to borrow 

approaches and concepts from Social Movement Theory. This eclectic body of  theory 
encompasses various perspectives straddling the divides between sociology, psychology, and 
political science. The leading name within the field today is arguably Sidney Tarrow, and I 
have used elements of  his well-known Political Opportunity Model.  Tarrow views 
mobilization and contention as likely when political opportunity structures and constraints 
change. Opportunity structures are consistent dimensions of  the political struggle external to 
the protest movement itself, which encourage people to mobilize. Tarrow highlights seven 
such dimensions in his classic work on the subject, including: 1) Increased political access, 
mostly by means of  elections – 2) deepening divisions among elites, – 3) political 
realignments strengthening the protest movement– 4) influential elite groups defect to 
protesters’ camp – and 5) repression is moderate or inconsistent (1998, 77-80). He also brings 
in the more constant factors of  state strength and state repression. 

Tarrow admits that the social constructivist paradigm complements his own model of  
how protest politics emerge. Throughout the history of  Social Movement Theory, scholars 
have been struggling to solve the conceptual challenge about whether it is external causal 
mechanisms, or purposive agency, that drives contention forward (Tilly 1978, 6). The rise of  
the term intersubjectivity might offer a solution, according to social constructivists. 
Intersubjectivity refers to shared meanings which are constructed and renegotiated in 
interactions among people (Melucci 1995, 45). Doug McAdam (1982, 51) stated that people 
have to collectively define a situation as unjust before they resort to collective action. This 
process may generate a collective action frame, an interpretative scheme that makes sense of  
events and helps guide collective action (Snow 1986).  

I suggest that a combination of  Tarrow's opportunity structures and social 
constructivist concepts is most adequate to examine the uprisings in Tunisia and Morocco, 
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and in Arab countries with similar regimes and socio-economic problems.  

Authoritarian stagnation and economic decline in the Middle East 

 
It is commonly accepted that Arab countries such as Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, and 

Jordan, have attempted to reform their economies and state-society relations over the last 20-
30 years. Already in the 1970s, Tunisia and Morocco experienced the drawbacks of  their 
previous state-centered economic policies, and Tunisia in fact pioneered elements of  the 
Infitah “economic opening” policy early in the decade. Morocco followed suit with limited 
reforms in 1977, but became later one of  the Arab countries which implemented structural 
adjustment packages with most determination, from 1983 onwards (Richards and Waterbury 
2008, 243, 239). 

The adjustment packages these countries signed on,  included classical macro-
economic measures such as currency devaluations , promoting exports, reducing tariffs and 
import protectionist measures, deregulating the banking sector, raising real interest rates, 
privatization, and reducing budget deficits (Beau and Tuquoi 1999, 147). Typically, the IMF 
and the World Bank wanted governments to have deficits no higher than 4% of  GDP (Ibid, 
220; Layachi 1998b 58-60). Subsidies were to be removed or reduced to a minimum (Perkins 
2004, 170). In comparison to other Middle Eastern countries, both Tunisia and Morocco 
were seen as very compliant with these demands from the international financial institutions. 
Both countries also proceeded to increase the rate of  private and foreign investment in their 
economies, and sought free trade agreements with the EU, their main trading partner.  

Despite the impression that these two countries were actively liberalizing their 
economies, many challenges remained. Privatization of  major public companies became a 
drawn-out affair that was rarely transparent, and which created new constellations of  power 
(Alexander 2010, 82-84; Pfeiffer 1999, 24-25). Reducing budget deficits was not achieved by 
increasing revenue collection, but by cutting public expenditures, employment figures, and 
subsidies. Reductions in the public sector corresponded with a general economic downturn in 
the 1980s, which further compounded unemployment and poverty problems. Moreover, the 
lower – and lower-middle classes – reacted strongly to the cuts in subsidies. For instance, 
“bread riots” occurred intermittently in Casablanca and other major Moroccan cities, and 
opened up a space for contentious politics that has existed to this day (Sater 2010, 103) 

The authoritarian regimes of  Tunisia and Morocco were arguably both corporatist, in 
the sense that they sought to maintain a degree of  control over key sectors of  economic life 
and also subordinate major organized interests such as workers, students, and lawyers into a 
hierarchic structure where the focus was not on “horizontal” and class solidarity, but on 
vertical integration according to economic sector, with the state at the head (Eshteshami and 
Murphy 1996, 755). Morocco never provided as much welfare benefits to its people as 
Tunisia, so the Moroccan state also played a more limited role in the economy than its 
Tunisian counterpart. Correspondingly, the Tunisian regime, first under Habib Bourguiba, 
and later under Ben Ali, demanded stronger loyalty to its economic visions and policies. To a 
larger extent, Tunisia amounted to a classic example of  the “authoritarian bargain”, where the 
state ensures economic growth and development and a measure of  distribution, in return for 
strong control over society and intolerance towards any form of  dissent (Paczynska 2010, 
37). 

The essential argument here is that deregulation, privatization and decrease in public 
expenditures undermined this arrangement in authoritarian states across the Middle East. 
Regime legitimacy, a very complex variable, had in large part been founded on the regime's 
own discourse which had underlined the need for national unity and a strong statist 
involvement in the economy. With the retraction of  state welfare programs and subsidies, the 
authoritarian regimes lost legitimacy in the eyes of  their people, and increasingly had to resort 
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to repressive means to secure power.  
Reductions in public expenditures as part of  the turn towards neoliberal economic 

policy only exacerbated income disparities in each country, putting pressure on the emerging 
middle class, which had benefited most from the corporatist and state-centered economy.  
While this stratum moved downwards in relative economic terms, a demographic explosion 
in most Middle Eastern countries meant that huge cohorts of  youth graduated without being 
able to find adequate job opportunities (Farsoun and Zacharia 1995, 263). While more and 
more people found themselves unemployed, informally employed, or underemployed, the 
corruption and opulent lifestyles of  the autocrats became at the same time more obvious. 
This was especially the case in Tunisia, where all the evidence pointed towards the large scale 
corruption and take-over of  state assets by President Ben Ali, his family, and his infamous 
wife, Leila Trabelsi (Beau and Graciet 2009). Heavy censorship and control over the media 
entailed that Tunisian outlets could rarely comment on this power abuse and embezzlement, 
but this is exactly where the emergence of  new channels of  information became crucial. 
French journalists published stories (Lamloum and Ravenel 2002, Beau and Tuquoi 1999, 
Beau and Graciet 2009) comparing the Ben Ali regime to a mafia, and later, American 
diplomatic cables commenting on the Ben Ali's aggressive take-over of  private Tunisian 
companies were made public with Wikileaks (Nawaat Online 2010). With the advent of  
transnational television channels such as Al Jazeera, the Internet, and social media; such 
information became more widespread and gradually an awareness of  the blatant corruption 
spread among many Tunisians.  

In Morocco, corruption was also rampant and there was awareness about it, at least 
within large segments of  the literate and educated strata of  the population. However, regime 
corruption was perceived differently than in Tunisia. In the 1990s, Morocco experienced a 
gradual opening of  its political space which included multiparty elections and appointment 
of  ministers from opposition parties, along with the scaling back of  the security state through 
allowing limited space for debate and criticism in the media and civil society. Within this 
context, it became common to criticize the government and the courts for bias, inefficiency, 
mismanagement, and even corruption. However, the real challenge in Morocco was that the 
cabinet of  ministers and Parliament have limited real power, as the supreme authority still lies 
with King Mohamed VI and his close coterie of  advisors, which form part of  a wide network 
known in Morocco as the Makhzen (Boukhars 2011, 51-53; Sater 2010, 83). The idea of  the 
Makhzen has a long history in Moroccan political tradition, and is used today to describe an 
informal, loosely knit, nation-wide network consisting of  the King, his advisors, Army, 
Police, and Ministry of  the Interior officials, regional governors and local leaders as well as 
private businessmen. This network is tied by clientelism, family and friendship connections, 
and shared political interests, constituting – according to several observers – the true stem of  
the Moroccan regime (Layachi 1998, 31).  

While the Moroccan ministers might have been targets of  criticism for years, the King 
and his shadowy Makhzen remained elevated above these institutions. The King has even 
taken advantage of  the new governments and Parliament through bypassing them completely 
and addressing the people directly, reinventing a form of  royal populism which has ensured 
King Mohamed VI's continued popularity with most segments of  the Moroccan population 
(Boukhars 2011, 36). Foreign observers have repeatedly commented on the Monarchy's 
dealing with privatization and the Makhzen's accrual of  colossal wealth, but the regime setup 
has deflected such criticism towards other state institutions and prevented the Monarchy1 and 
Makhzen from becoming a direct target for grievances and perceptions of  injustice like the 
Ben Ali regime.  

The Moroccan regime has also handled civil society quite differently from Ben Ali. In 

                                                 
1 King Mohamed VI's status is also protected by old-rooted traditions. People consider the King a religious authority, 
and his person is seen as above criticism.  
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Tunisia, the regime strove to control and subjugate civil society. Under the pretext of  fighting 
radical Islamism, the government reverted to more and more authoritarian practices in the 
1990s, infiltrating human rights organizations, surveilling and arresting activists. The 
remaining non-governmental organizations (NGOs) critical of  the regime, such as the Ligue 
Tunisienne des Droits de L'Homme (LTDH) were thoroughly marginalized (Sadiki 2002, 69-71, 
Hibou 2011, 188-189). In Morocco, however, the Monarchy had found more subtle ways to 
control civil society. The regime acknowledged that human rights violations had taken place, 
notably under the repression of  King Hassan II in the 1970s and 1980s. However, by taking 
the initiative on human rights reform, the Moroccan regime was also able to control the 
direction and content of  the reforms, and prevent them from becoming a real threat. 
Furthermore, the Monarch and his government managed to delineate a limited sphere of  
issues which reformers could address: including women's, children's, and minority (Amazigh 
people) rights along with other social issues that did not challenge the regime's legitimacy 
directly (Layachi 1998, 97-98). Moreover, civil society in Morocco was not always intended to 
be a critical counter-weight to the regime. Oftentimes, NGOs had been set up by groups and 
individuals who used them more as a vehicle to receive funding, than as an independent voice 
in society (Sater 2007, 22). Many NGOs, both in Tunisia and Morocco, functioned as an 
extension of  state patronage networks, and the most successful ones were quite depoliticized 
and focused mainly on charity work. 

Specialists focusing on Morocco have generally viewed the Monarchy's role as that of  
an arbiter between different social and regime factions – a role the King has usually played 
very well. Morocco is geographically a large country with numerous regional, rural-urban, 
ethnic, economic, class, and other social fault lines, and the Monarch has mostly been able to 
balance different claims and maintain his relationships with these different parts of  his 
Kingdom (Sater 2010, 85-86). In contrast, Ben Ali was often perceived as ruling by means of  
an isolated, technocratic bureaucracy, which did not provide the same strong and varied 
channels to receive signals about the current situation in the country and the regime's 
popularity. In ways reminding one of  the Makhzen, Ben Ali had established his private 
patronage networks throughout the bureaucracy and security apparatus in order to retain 
personal control and ensure loyalty in case any challenges would arise (Interviews 2011). 
However, these networks did not prove strong enough in the face of  popular protest in 
January 2011.  

Regime popularity must have decreased sharply around the time of  the financial crisis 
of  2008. This is when we observe the first major riots in Tunisia, in the mining town of  
Gafsa. These riots were brutally suppressed, but inspired other Tunisians and left the country 
simmering with discontent. It became clearer to people both in Tunisia and Morocco that a 
neoliberal economy had not succeeded in providing growth for the many; rather, new wealth 
had accumulated within the regime and its entourage. Over the same years, the income gap 
widened and unemployment had long been on the rise. The middle class had been weakened. 
In 2008, a Tunisian family on average spent 36% of  their income on basic foodstuffs, which 
is a high figure for a country boastful of  its solid middle class and advanced levels of  
development (Schraeder and Derissi 2011, 7-8). Unemployment and a feeling of  
disenfranchisement were spreading within the populations of  both countries, resulting in  a 
high resentment of  the unjust and repressive political order. What is intriguing then is how 
the episode where one man immolated himself  in Sidi Bouzid, in the Tunisian countryside, 
on December 17, 2010, could spark an anger that would shake the Arab political order to its 
foundations.  
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Popular mobilization under authoritarian rule in Tunisia and Morocco 

 
The protests of  2010-2011 happened very suddenly, and there were few obvious signs 

that the political opportunity structure had changed markedly in either Tunisia or Morocco. 
Ben Ali was becoming older, and there were growing concerns about the succession at the 
palace in Carthage, but nothing pointed towards change in the immediate future. In Morocco, 
King Mohamed VI had only ruled for little more than a decade, and his regime was managing 
to deal with contention within the spaces which the regime itself  delineated and controlled. 
There were no signs of  increased political access, no new substantial divisions among elites, 
no major political realignments that opened a space for protest movements, and repression 
was stable – in Tunisia, the repressive security forces grew constantly under Ben Ali (Sadiki 
2002, 68).  

With little apparent changes in political opportunity structure, I shift to a more social 
constructivist approach to understand how mobilization could take place under such stable 
and unfavorable conditions. Klandermans (1997, 20), a Dutch sociologist and proponent of  a 
constructivist approach, underlines how people who experience grievances seek to confirm 
their understanding of  their own problems within informal networks such family, friends, the 
neighborhood, the mosque, etc. This interpersonal interaction allows for the creation of  a 
shared discourse on the existing political and socio-economic injustices in the country (Ibid.). 
Of  course, it is almost impossible to gauge the extent of  such informal, low-key discursive 
processes in an authoritarian state, where critical debate is not tolerated and where there is a 
lack of  media to publicize these emerging shared understandings. Furthermore, an 
atmosphere of  resentment does not necessarily lead to actual mobilization and protests: 
Authoritarian regimes create a political culture of  fear or apathy which makes collective 
action very difficult. Social constructivists conclude that for mobilization to be an option, 
people's sense of  agency has to be awakened (Ibid, 42). To sum up, there are many steps 
between the emergence of  a new shared discourse about injustice, and actual street action. 
Not only is there need for agency, but people must also realize who the target of  their claims 
is – the easier recognizable the target of  protest, the easier it is to mobilize people (Gamson 
1995, 90). 

In several interviews with activists and analysts of  events in Tunisia, and to a lesser 
extent, Morocco, it becomes clear that one of  the strongest driving forces behind the popular 
anger was the deeply felt and shared sense of  humiliation people experience under a non-
democratic regime. Especially the large cohorts of  youth who were unable to find jobs, who 
worked in the informal sector, or who saw few prospects for a better future, felt alienated 
within the neo-liberal, proto-modern economies that Ben Ali and the Moroccan Kings had 
set up. The special circumstance in the Arab countries was of  course that many of  these 
people suffering with unemployment and deteriorating living standards were educated, many 
having finished many years of  higher education. It has been a long-standing challenge of  
Middle Eastern societies to create enough jobs to absorb the new generations of  graduates 
resulting from the demographic explosion (Boukhars 2011; Richards and Waterbury 2008, 
119). Education systems in Tunisia and Morocco did not produce graduates in 
correspondence with what the new labor markets needed, and in any case economic growth 
and job creation lagged far behind population growth. Morocco, for instance, needs to create 
200,000 jobs a year to absorb new graduates – in 2009, only 95,000 new jobs were registered 
(Paciello 2010, 93). The result was that both Tunisia and Morocco had hundreds of  
thousands of  people who could not fulfill their aspirations, and who often felt that society 
did not appreciate or respect them.  

The regimes were unable to integrate these large groups back into society, but were 
mainly concerned with controlling them. Therefore, the police frequently harassed, arrested 
and searched unemployed youth, youth in street gangs, or people working illegally as street 
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vendors, and often treated them with great brutality (Hanafi 2011 Online; interviews July 
2011). This inhumane treatment only added to the strong feelings of  alienation and resent 
these groups felt towards the state. Ironically, the unemployed, marginalized youth, the 
informally employed and the impoverished lower-middle class actually made up the majority 
of  people in many neighborhoods or towns, and their shared frustration became an explosive 
mix which would drive popular anger after the “spark” was lit. Again, it was impossible to 
assess the importance of  this collective frame before street action actually took place. In any 
case, the frustration and humiliation was enough for one man, Mohammed al Bouazizi, to 
commit the most extreme act of  protest: Suicide by self-immolation.  

The Tunisian revolution  

 
On December 17, 2010, the riots in Sidi Bouzid were only local. People in the town 

clashed with police after the incident leading to Bouazizi's death, and mobilization spread fast 
through informal networks. These networks also extended to neighboring communities. 
When the police responded with great brutality, the ground was set for a massive escalation 
on both sides. There were two crucial differences between the riots of  December 2010, and 
previous unrest like the one in Gafsa two years earlier. First, the social media had emerged as 
a new essential resource for mobilization, and second, civil society in Tunisia made a 
conscientious decision to participate in escalating mobilization countrywide (interviews 
2011).  

Interestingly, my interviews with activists and NGO members in Tunisia provide two 
slightly different accounts of  how events unfolded after Sidi Bouzid. The young cyber-
activists tend to underline how social media became the main platform for spontaneous 
mobilization. From the first days, video clips, “tweets” and Facebook posts about police 
brutality spread on the Internet and stirred strong emotions. Tarrow’s (1998, 83) models 
acknowledge this mechanism of  mobilization: Ruthless repression paradoxically facilitates 
outrage, which might drive protests. With repression and humiliation becoming so palpable, 
many felt that they had little to lose as individuals; while conversely, the stakes for their 
communities were becoming higher by the day. Saad, a member of  the LTDH, suggested: 
“The regime was dressed down, exposed as totally tyrannical against its own people. Some of  
us had known this for a long time...for others; the violence was a wake-up call” (interview 
2011). Maha, member of  the NGO Conseil National des Libertés Tunisiennes argued similarly: 
“there was a human sentiment – an emotional aspect (…), and Facebook was a platform for 
provoking and expressing these feelings” (Interview 2011). Even though participation was 
dangerous, people descended on the streets in ever growing numbers. People did not make 
individual, rationally calculated decisions about whether to join or not – they were embedded 
in social relations and shared a discourse which compelled them to act. Ramzi, a radio 
journalist with the liberal channel Express FM said that social media allowed for a mise en 
scène, a horrifying spectacle towards which people could not stay neutral (interview 2011).  

The Tunisian Revolution represents a qualitatively new phenomenon because online 
platforms played a key role for organization and mobilization. Young activists I spoke to in 
Tunis made it clear that the cyber-movement had not needed an established structure or 
leadership. Online, coordination and sharing of  information became decentralized, 
horizontal, anonymous, and almost effortless. People demonstrated during the day and 
shared pictures during the night, but the youth insisted that there had not been a need for a 
social protest movement in the traditional sense. Facebook and other media allowed the 
activists to retain their own individuality and to opt in and out of  online communities 
without any social consequences per se. There was no need for the social integration and face-
to-face interaction which a traditional protest movement requires (Wanous, Rechers and 
Malik 1984, 671). Certainly, social media helped lower the threshold of  mobilization and 
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made it possible for people with no previous political experience to become activists 
overnight. In a matter of  weeks, awareness about the regime's brutality spread at an 
exponential rate, and people went from merely sharing in the opposition discourse to full 
action mobilization within a matter of  days. The fact that more and more people joined 
enhanced people's sense of  agency, and facilitated a self-reinforcing phenomenon 
culminating in hundreds of  thousands of  people from all ages, social classes and political 
views to join a truly decentralized mass movement in Tunis.  

When I interviewed activists from Tunisia's civil society, they had a different narrative 
to share. Especially members of  the powerful labor union Unione Générale Tunisienne du Travail 
(UGTT) and the Tunisian Bar Association claimed that they had played an important role in 
organizing and participating in the protests and that those online communities were not 
enough to sustain mobilization in the face of  relentless repression. Cadres of  UGTT argued 
that their offices had helped initiate the first rallies (Interviews, 2011). This was unexpected, 
because scholars like Hibou (2011) have reiterated that the regime had successfully co-opted 
the UGTT over the last few years. Local cadres refuted this, and illustrated how the UGTT 
had functioned as a counter-weight to the regime for many years (see also Perkins 2004). 
With its massive rank-and-file of  500,000 members and substantial organizational and 
economic resources, the UGTT turned into a core element of  the protest movements. Its 
members had a strong shared identity and saw demonstrating as a duty, and the labor union 
was adept at organizing rallies in traditional ways with leaflets, posters and SMS, thus reaching 
those who were not part of  the cyber-activist networks (Interview 2011). 

To a lesser extent, the Tunisian Bar Association and the human rights organization 
LTDH also spearheaded the demonstrations. The lawyers had a strong esprit de corps and a 
long-standing tradition of  critiquing the lack of  civil rights and due process in Tunisian 
courts, and when they went on strike this had a strong symbolic effect (Aljazeera English 
Online 2011). They were also easily recognizable in the marches with their black robes. All in 
all, my research revealed that the few NGOs in Tunisia, which could still be characterized as 
independent, played a much bigger role than what I expected in the mobilization. The 
successful escalation of  protests to a nationwide level, and to groups which were not 
members of  NGOs or the trade union, however, relied in large part on the cyber-activists 
and the youth. The regime had effectively prevented organizations like the LTDH from 
recruiting new members for many years, and mainstream youth was never formally organized 
(Ghorbal 2011). The success of  mobilization in Tunisia seems to be based on the well-
functioning cooperation between these two segments, which materialized despite cultural and 
generational differences.  

In fact, mobilization was so swift and unexpected that nobody was prepared to 
harness or really lead the spontaneous movement that emerged. NGO members, dissenting 
intellectuals and politicians jumped onto the opportunity for protests when it came, but they 
did not have the resources or the time to impose their own agendas on the movement. The 
Tunisian mass mobilization can be subdivided into three main categories – First, the 
traditional civil society members, second, the new young cyber-activists and bloggers, and 
third – the masses, which were inspired and mobilized by the first two. Ultimately, we cannot 
distinguish totally between these three: Cyber-activism, for instance, blurs the distinction 
between activists and the masses. I dare conclude that the Tunisian mass mobilization 
represents a new phenomenon because of  the role of  online channels, but I want to reiterate 
that the role of  civil society and the UGTT should not be underestimated.  

The February 20 Movement and protests in Morocco 

 
In Morocco, the unfolding of  events in the spring of  2011 was quite different. First 

of  all, events in Morocco were directly inspired by the revolutions in Tunis and Cairo. The 
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Arab spring is an excellent example of  the transnational diffusion of  contentious politics 
(Tarrow 1998). International media and online sources transmitted images of  the successful 
revolutions to people who had access to them in Morocco, and soon, people started 
discussing online whether the country could, and should experience something similar.  

It is immediately clear that Facebook and online communities played an essential role 
also in Morocco, providing for a decentralized, inclusive and nationwide dialogue among 
activists. And as I have shown before, the social and economic problems were arguably even 
more severe in Morocco than in Tunisia, and there was a sufficiently developed perception of  
injustice that people rioted with irregular intervals (Paciello 2010, 94). Due to the less 
oppressive regime, contentious politics and claims-making could be nurtured more openly, 
but I shall return to why these discourses turned out to be less potent than they were in 
Tunisia.  

Interestingly, interview respondents from different backgrounds in Morocco 
emphasized different forces which in their view drove mobilization. As in Tunisia, several of  
the youth, the bloggers and cyber-activists argued consistently that the protest movement had 
resulted from forums online, first and foremost on Facebook. A small group had taken the 
initiative by posting a video where they stated what they would want to change in the country, 
and then let people discuss it. This online manifesto was seemingly enough to unleash a mass 
movement in the streets (Interview with Selma, youth activist, 2011). The narrative about 
“spontaneous” mobilization coordinated online is a forceful one, and it reflects a wish not to 
be associated with pre-existing formal organizations, political parties or sectorial interests. 
Mobilization was in one way easier in Morocco, because people did not have to fear police 
violence to the same extent as in Tunisia. Conversely, however, this also meant that protests 
lacked the emotional impact that images from the clashes in Tunisia had on many Tunisians. 
As Tarrow (1998,83) puts it: Ruthless repression paradoxically facilitates outrage, which might 
drive protests.  

My research in Rabat also revealed that well-established NGOs played a crucial role in 
setting up the February 20 Movement. Interviews with activists revealed that almost all of  
them had a connection with either Amnesty International Maroc or the Association Marocaine 
des Droits de l'Homme (AMDH). Especially youth from the latter helped to plan and coordinate 
protest activities. The first mass rally on February 20, 2011, which the movement was named 
after, was planned and announced weeks in advance, and AMDH in Rabat encouraged youth 
groups from the 90 local chapters of  the organization to hold local events as well. Amin, a 
member of  the AMDH Rabat, recalled how key activists had formed a coordination cell 
where people worked day and night together to prepare for the revolt (Interviews 2011). It is 
obvious here that pre-existing organizational bonds and networks played a decisive role in 
getting the movement started. Moreover, 99 Moroccan NGOs supporting the February 20 
Movement set up their own umbrella organization called the National Council to add political 
weight and resources to the movement. In contrast to Tunisia, labor union officials admitted 
that labor unions in Morocco were smaller and had been much more fragmented and co-
opted by the Makhzen than the UGTT, so that they could not play the same decisive role 
(interview with Abdallah, labor union official, 2011).  

Evidently, relying on formal civil society to start a new protest movement offered 
both advantages and drawbacks for the February 20 Movement. The use of  traditional 
methods for mobilization was relatively more important in Morocco than in Tunisia because 
fewer people have access to the Internet and new social media. 
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Table I. Percentage of  Individuals using the Internet in Tunisia and Morocco 2009-20102 

Country /Year 2009 2010 

Tunisia  41.3 49 

Morocco 34.1 36.8 

 
Table II. Literacy Rates and Gross Enrollment in Tertiary Education in Tunisia and 
Morocco3 

 Totalt Adult Literacy Rate Youth (15-24) 
Literacy Rate  

Gross Enrollment 
Ratios 

Country/Unit % % % 

Tunisia 78 96,8 34 

Morocco 55 77,9 13 

 
 
The February 20 Movement definitely benefited from the pre-existing networks 
organizational resources and commitment of  Amnesty and the AMDH. However, the 
movement expanded into a coalition with many more NGOs taking part, which is where the 
risk of  internal division surfaced. As the demonstrations dragged on throughout the spring 
of  2011, observers noticed the strained relationship between Islamists on one side and the 
plethora of  small Leftist groups on the other side (Interviews 2011). This fragmentation 
entailed that the movement could only agree on a lowest common denominator of  social and 
economic demands, and that the political demands lost some of  their prominence after the 
regime offered reforms in response to the protests. Apart from the internecine debates and 
risk of  fragmentation, the Makhzen could play a game of  divide-and-rule among the NGOs. 
Several of  the organizations were already perceived as co-opted by the regime or too close to 
the Makhzen to provide any real resistance. With the Islamists and the Leftists playing a 
pivotal role for mobilizing many followers, the Makhzen also accused the February 20 
Movement of  being run by “extremists”. All these issues weakened Moroccan civil society 
altogether (Boukhar 2011, interviews 2011).  

These problems illustrate why many of  the young activists preferred to be seen as 
completely independent. The February 20 Movement benefited from being portrayed as a 
genuine youth initiative and even the AMDH was careful to underline the autonomy and 
grass-roots character of  the movement. The role of  the senior members in the preparations 
was downplayed. Generational differences were also visible: One senior official of  AMDH 
revealed that he had been surprised by the level of  radicalism among the younger generation 
(Abdallah, interview 2011).  

Despite the commitment of  many activists, both online, at meetings, and in the 
streets, the February 20 Movement was never able to attain a critical mass. The first protest 
took place in 35 cities simultaneously, and was of  unprecedented magnitude. However, 
Abdallah (interview 2011) from AMDH estimated that the largest single rally had never 
exceeded 80,000 people, and that the total number of  protesters averaged 300,000 weekly. He 

                                                 
2 Source: International Telecommunications Union 2012. Free Statistics Database Online. URL: 
http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics/ (accessed January 25, 2012). 
3 Sources: UNESCO 2012. Higher Education Statistics Online. URL: 
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/tertiary-education.aspx (accessed January 25, 2012), and World Bank 
2012. World Bank Country Database Online. URL: data.worldbank.org/country (accessed January 25, 2012). Both 
databases warn of  major gender, income and regional disparities within each category and each country. Enrollment in 
higher education is clearly much more prevalent in Tunisia. It is interesting to note that youth literacy rates are high for 
both countries. 

http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics/
http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/tertiary-education.aspx
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supposed that they had to reach the millions for the regime to concede to its demands. It 
appears as if  the mobilization potential in Morocco had been relatively limited from the 
beginning. Seemingly, the shared fames of  injustice and grievances were less suggestive, and 
less emotionally charged, than the ones that prepared the ground for action mobilization in 
Tunisia. In Morocco, people mobilized more along class lines, and many lacked a refined 
understanding of  the political aspects of  demands (interview with Amin from AMDH, 
2011). In Tunisia, the protest movement was more coherent across class and other fault lines. 
Moreover, I have noted that most Tunisians had a very clear idea about Ben Ali's personal 
responsibility for the widespread corruption, which provided protesters with a clear target to 
address their grievances to. In Morocco, the King and his closest circles were shielded from 
most allegations of  this nature.  

The February 20 Movement advanced demands which were much more moderate 
than the ones that came from the streets of  Tunis. Moroccan protesters demanded 
constitutional reform and improvements in governance and transparency, in addition to their 
economic and social demands (February 20 Movement Online). By contrast, Tunisians 
descended on the streets shouting “Ben Ali dégage!” - Theirs was a clear-cut, spectacular 
demand that stirred people's emotions and shared feeling of  “making history”. Their call to 
restore dignity was also a very evocative response to the feeling of  humiliation shared by so 
many Tunisians. The protesters in fact dubbed the uprising “Révolution de la Dignité”. The 
radicalism of  demands helped fuel the intensity of  protests and incited people to join: They 
had a clear target and a clear demand, and they were many. Their sense of  shared identity, 
their sense of  agency, and the emotional impact of  sharing the collective frame with others 
were much more powerful than among their Moroccan counterparts. In social constructivist 
terms, then, there are considerable variations on key variables which affect the magnitude of  
mobilization, and the outcome of  protests (see Klandermans 1997 and Melucci 1995). 
However, I stress that the interaction between a protest movement and a regime is dynamic, 
so the regime's own properties and response to popular contention over time is an element 
that needs to be analyzed here. If  one makes a comparison in terms of  socio-economic 
grievances only, the mobilization potential in Morocco could have been comparable to that 
of  Tunisia. An official from Transparency Maroc explained that “the social and economic 
grievances in Morocco are the same as in other Arab countries, but the political regime is 
different, so the outcome must be different” (Interview 2011). In other words, the reason for 
why protests have been more modest in Morocco might lie as much with the regime as with 
society. It is to the political regimes that I now turn. 

Interactions between the Tunisian and Moroccan regimes and the protest 
movements 

 
When the outcome of  the wave of  protests differed so much between the Moroccan 

and the Tunisian contexts, it is partly because the speed and intensity of  mobilization was 
lower in Morocco, and partly because the regime there reacted very differently towards the 
nascent protest movement. In Tunisia, escalation was very swift, and the regime was unable 
to get ahead of  developments. In Morocco, the regime had much more time to respond to 
the popular demands. The Monarchy and the Makhzen might also have learned from the 
mistakes that Ben Ali and Mubarak had committed.  

Beyond police repression, the Ben Ali regime had no convincing way of  dealing 
politically with the crisis. Mamdouh, a political analyst and head of  an NGO, argued that  the 
government, the ruling party, and state institutions had been holed out and sidelined by the 
private patronage networks that the Ben Ali’s family had established within the state 
(interview 2011). This entailed that the remaining institutions lacked advisors and ideologists 
who had the possibility to devise a plan to stem the tide of  demands and retake the initiative. 
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The President’s promise to hold elections and reform the constitution was too little too late – 
popular demands evolved quickly, and Ben Ali's speeches to the nation only radicalized the 
protests even more (Ibid., Miladi 2011).Therefore, mobilization continued unabated. After 
100,000 people had gathered in the southern city of  Sfax on January 12, Tunisians started 
realizing that the point of  no return had been attained. The momentum then spiraled 
upwards again, and the regime was overtaken by events. On January 14, the UGTT called a 
general strike. The country’s leadership was already paralyzed. Ben Ali fled the same 
afternoon; defeated by a movement his private state apparatus had been unable to foresee (Al 
Jazeera English Online, 2011).  
 Tarrow (1998, 81) characterizes centralized states with a high capacity for policy 
implementation as “strong states”. The Ben Ali’s regime prior to December 17, 2010 
appeared relatively strong compared with many other Arab states, with a monolithic, 
hierarchic power apparatus and well developed, modern administrative – especially coercive – 
resources. This power structure offered demonstrators a centralized target of  protest. I have 
already noted that Ben Ali's regime had become more predatory and more isolated from 
societal pressures: With Hanspeter Kriesi, we can say that Ben Ali’s state was highly exclusionary 
(1995, 40-44). Ultimately, the state had become so unresponsive to the grievances of  Tunisian 
society that it was unprepared for the crisis. Paradoxically, these regime features amounted to 
an advantage for protesters (see Tarrow 1998, 82). 
 Ben Ali's regime had not grasped how its flawed rule had undermined its own power, 
and I want to highlight that the popular perception of  who is responsible for corruption has 
emerged as an important factor in this study. As we have seen repeatedly, the regime had, in 
contrast to the Monarchy in Morocco, been totally inflexible in its encounters with domestic 
resistance. Ben Ali relied overwhelmingly on force and saw no need to open his political 
system, not even to pre-empt challengers like King Mohamed VI. Another key independent 
variable is emerging here, which I associate closely with regime type: Regime rigidity/adaptability 
– the regime's capacity and willingness to compromise with or co-opt challenging forces in 
order to survive (see Korany 2012). 

The interaction of  the Moroccan regime with the February 20 Movement provides an 
intriguing contrast to that of  Ben Ali's. Until the mass protests started to stir up the popular 
districts in the late spring of  2011, the Moroccan state did not respond with much repression. 
 
Table III: Estimates of  Casualties in Tunisia and Morocco 20114 

Country Numbers 

Tunisia 219 

Morocco 2 

 
The King also decided to react politically to street demands. On March 9, he gave a speech 
where he declared that a constitutional reform would take place, the minimum wage would be 
increased, and other token social reforms carried out (Abdallah, interview 2011).  
 Thus, King Mohamed VI regained the initiative in the political process merely a few 
weeks after the protests had begun. He retained full control of  the constitutional reform 
process, but people responded with enthusiasm, claiming that the King had granted them 
their “Arab Spring” without violence. This meant that the mass protests lost a lot of  their less 
dedicated followers. The King had successfully appropriated the Movement’s own discourse 
to preserve his own hegemony. Nadia, coordinator with AMDH, deplored: “When the King 
says he wants to address poverty, and we also want to address poverty, this creates ambiguity 

                                                 
4 Sources: BBC News Africa 2011. Tunisia Protests left 200 dead says UN. Online, URL: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12335692 (accessed January 26, 2012) Estimate derived from UN probes. 
Morocco source:  Tel Quel (484) July 30.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12335692
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among people. Who are they going to believe?” (Interview 2011). One after another, 
Moroccan NGOs were confronted with the choice to boycott the reforms, or bandwagon 
with the King’s initiative. Almost all chose the last option.  

Mobilization in itself  is exhaustive and requires heavy involvement and commitment 
by participants and organizations. A true popular movement can rarely be sustained over time 
(O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986). In Morocco, the popular perception of  injustice was simply not 
emotionally intense enough to nurture prolonged levels of  contention, and the numbers 
receded through the spring of  2011. Dwindling support arguably affects the perception of  agency 
among less committed participants, and demobilization becomes a self-reinforcing 
phenomenon. 
 Analysts commented that the new Constitution that was approved by popular 
referendum on July 1, 2011 did not safeguard any gains in terms of  fundamental civic and 
political rights from future threats. In general, reforms in Morocco remain precarious, 
because the Makhzen prefers to rule by means of  ambiguity, nepotism, and traditionalism 
rather than codified laws (Sater 2007; Younes M’Jahid, interview 2011). The new Constitution 
has achieved little in terms of  improving predictability in governance or equality before the 
law, even though it was met with much optimism from civil society5. 
 The Moroccan regime has succeeded where Ben Ali failed – by creating a counter-
discourse to the protest movement, and dividing the Moroccan people accordingly. 
Interestingly, the more integrative mode of  governance in Morocco gave the regime an 
advantage when dealing with protests. In contrast to Ben Ali's exclusionary, isolated state, the 
Moroccan regime was much more adept at engaging with and balancing between diverse 
social, political and economic interests. King Mohamed's state is arguably less monolithic and 
more multi-centered than Ben Ali's technocracy. The ambiguous governance structures of  
the Monarchy, the superficially modern institutions of  Parliament and courts, and the faceless 
Makhzen that permeates the entire structure, make for a difficult protest target. Selma, a 
February 20 Movement activist, reflected on this: “people don’t know to whom, or how, to 
address their grievances” (Interview 2011). One understands immediately that the 
“perception of  injustice” factor suffered from such a lack of  an easily identifiable antagonist: 
Corruption and mismanagement were systemic and severe, but they were not associated with 
the Head of  State like they had been in Tunisia. This difference also informed people’s 
notion of  agency in each country differently (see Gamson 1995).  
 This discussion has shown that there were fundamental differences between how the 
Tunisian and Moroccan regimes interacted with challengers during the spring of  2011, and 
that this behavior reflects their more long-standing approaches to political opposition. With 
reference to the regime rigidity/adaptability variable I applied in the case of  Tunisia, I conclude 
that Morocco is situated much more towards the flexible/integrative end of  the spectrum 
and has been for a long time, and that this can explain why that country only saw the 
emergence of  a reformist movement with limited goals, which also gained fewer supporters 
and had a smaller impact on the regime than did contention in Tunisia. This is because the 
regime had already opened up a regulated arena for political contestation, it had implemented 
reforms which, albeit limited, had appeased some of  civil society's grievances and 
marginalized the more revolutionary voices, and the King took the political initiative at an 
early stage of  the spring 2011 cycle of  contention. 

Lastly, if  one looks for Tarrow’s (1998) other political opportunity structures in the 

                                                 
5Younes M'Jahid of  the Moroccan Journalist Union stated in an interview that he perceived that the new 
Constitution opened for an improved Press Code and more freedom of  expression. However, he also conceded 
that the Makhzen and the regime keep the degree of  censorship unpredictable on purpose: The “Red lines” 
which delimit the issues on which the regime does not tolerate criticism fluctuate with the political climate. This 
vagueness is precisely a tool for the Makhzen to keep critics disciplined, and it is a good example of  how the 
Moroccan regime uses ambiguity as a means of  control (interview 2011). 
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cases of  Morocco, we see that most of  them had not, and did not, materialize during the 
winter and spring of  2011. There were no major political realignments that helped the protest 
movement. People had gained political access several years before, although elections did not 
markedly influence the Makhzen's power. Moroccans felt emboldened by the successes in 
other Arab countries, and they protested in unprecedented numbers. Yet regardless of  how 
pressured the regime felt, contention could not fracture it. Elites did not defect to the 
protesters, and the Moroccan regime remained as pluralistic and flexible, yet as loyal to its 
leader, as it had always been. 

 

Conclusion 

 
This study supports my introductory argument that one needs to apply a social 

constructivist approach to identify how structural, long-term socio-economic and political 
changes could help spur sudden collective action. Despite the decline of  the authoritarian 
corporatist order, I have observed that both the Tunisian and Moroccan regimes were quite 
adept at retaining control of  their respective societies, albeit in different ways. Social and 
economic decline undermined regime legitimacy in the long run, but did not affect the 
regime's coercive capacities and ultimate control over their respective societies. I have 
attempted to provide an overview of  the complex interplay between traditional civil society, 
new online activists, the masses, and the regimes. In particular, the role of  civil society seems 
to have been understated in the run-up to the Tunisian revolution, although a lot of  action 
frames were also disseminated by independent activists and youth who were not affiliated 
with any organizations but used online platforms to mobilize. In Morocco, the February 20 
Movement was more a social protest movement in the traditional sense, relying heavily on 
NGOs to initiate and maintain support. So even though the case of  Tunisia arguably 
represents a qualitatively new form of  protest that is spontaneous, leaderless, and facilitated 
by social media, I want to highlight the role of  NGOs in both cases. Media coverage of  the 
Arab spring tended to overlook this aspect and only talked about the “Facebook revolutions”.  

Secondly, this study asserts that the regime's interaction with protests over time can 
help explain the outcomes of  the waves of  protest  - why Ben Ali had to flee, while the 
Moroccan King reasserted his control in a matter of  weeks. It is clear that the variable regime 
flexibility/adaptability is closely related to regime resilience. In the case of  Tunisia, the regime 
was not prepared for the crisis, and reacted only with repression. Attempts at negotiating 
with the protest movement came too late. Moreover, Ben Ali was the very visible leader of  a 
regime that most people perceived as corrupt and decaying. In Morocco, the regime was also 
seen as corrupt, but the King deflected criticism towards elected officials. Mohamed VI 
manages to control the country by means of  a discrete, yet omnipresent patronage network 
known as the Makhzen. The Moroccan regime has dealt with contention before and opened 
up certain spaces for political contestation and criticism – in fact, Morocco can be considered 
a semi-authoritarian state. In a move typical of  the regime, the King took control over the 
reform process in the country, in a move which appeased a lot of  the critics, but did not 
really yield substantive gains in terms of  improved governance, democracy, or reduced 
corruption. In short, we see that the Moroccan regime has managed to adapt itself  to 
emerging pressures, co-opting them while rarely ceding real power to independent entities 
(Boukhars 2011).  

Finally, differences in the level of  education and distribution across social class also 
shaped the speed and intensity of  mobilization. Tunisia's educated middle class was much 
larger than the one in Morocco, and its discourse of  humiliation and marginalization more 
radical. Against most predictions, this group spearheaded a movement that rose up in a 
sudden wave and overturned an authoritarian regime that had seemed strong and stable up to 
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its very last days. Now, I have argued that due to its flexibility and capacity to integrate new 
political demands, the regime in Morocco appears more shielded from the threat of  
revolution. However, it is always the unpredictable factor of  human agency which unleashes 
mass protests, sometimes against the predictions of  social scientists. Hence, no authoritarian 
regime can consider itself  completely safe from the power of  contentious politics.  

 
Table IV: Overview of  Structural and Discursive Variables for Tunisia and Morocco 
 

Variable / Country Tunisia  Morocco 

Economic liberalization Highly liberalized 

Liberalized, but 
national economy less 

modernized and 
integrated 

Political liberalization Not liberalized 
Limited reforms 

implemented 

Literacy and education 
levels 

High levels of  
literacy and 
education 

Relatively low for the 
region 

Civil society strength 
Weak, but strong 
monopoly trade 
union 

Few constraints on 
activity but relatively 

small and fragmented 

Regime 
type/adaptability 

Authoritarian and 
unwilling to 
reform 

Semi-authoritarian, 
demonstrating 

adaptability 

Popular perception on 
corruption 

Corruption seen 
as emanating 
from ruling 
family 

Corruption seen as 
endemic but not 

associated with Head 
of  State 

Perception on 
legitimacy/injustice 

Regime perceived 
as highly 
illegitimate 

Regime legitimacy in 
slow decline 

Extent of  consensus 
mobilization 

Widespread 
consensus 

Consensus on 
grievances divided 

along class and 
education lines 

Perception of  agency 
Widely shared 
and increasing 
notion of  agency 

Relatively strong in 
February 2011 but 

declining since then 

Speed of  mobilization 
Very rapid, 
spontaneous 

Gradual 

Magnitude of  
contention 

Very large Limited 

Radicalism of  
protesters’ demands 

Revolutionary – 
demanding 
regime change 

Reformist – political 
and social demands 

but not regime change 

 
This article is an abridged version of  my Master's Thesis Contentious Politics in the Maghreb: A 
Comparative Study of  Mobilization in Tunisia and Morocco (2011), submitted to the American University in 
Cairo. Please refer to the thesis for an extended discussion and bibliography. 
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Abstract 

Focusing on the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists in Egypt, the paper provides a 
framework combining two major models of research on social movements; namely, 
“Tarrow’s dimensions of Political Opportunity” and Diani’s “Inclusion Framework” 
respectively to answer the question of "when" and "how" Islamists’ have maximized 
their opportunities within the 25th of January revolution in Egypt.  The analysis has 
demonstrated that Tarrow's five dimensions; namely increasing access, shifting 
alignments, divided elites, influential allies, and repression could conspicuously account for the 
rise of the two Islamist groups within the Revolution.  Based on the analysis, the MB's 
relative superiority in availing changes in opportunities significantly corresponded to 
the level of its success compared to Salafists due to the former's long history of 
political involvement and organizational capacity as a social movement; hence 
supporting Tarrow's theorization. Drawing on Diani's formulation of four 
configurations of opportunity structures (Realignment, Antisystem, Inclusion, and 
Revitalization), the paper has shown how the two Islamist groups demonstrated 
substantially effective mobilization strategies by adopting an 'inclusion' frame within a 
single period. Once the two Islamist groups started to seek their own ideological goals 
at the expense of the nationalistic goals of the revolution, they gave up their inclusion 
frame to engage in framing contests. The paper is divided into three sections, where 
the first section provides a literature review of social movement theory and the 
political opportunity structure; the second section focuses on Islamists’ actions during 
the 25th of January Revolution within temporal political opportunity structures and 
inclusion framework; and the third explores Islamists’ actions within framing contests. 
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Introduction 

The 25th of January Revolution1 in Egypt has generated massive scholarly research within 
social movement theory.  Through this theoretical tradition, the concept of “political opportunity 
structure” could help explain the interplay of opportunity, mobilization, and political influence.  To 
this end, I provide a framework combining two major models of research on social movements to 
answer the question of “why” and “how” social movements have materialized; namely, Tarrow’s 
dimensions of political opportunity and Diani’s ‘inclusion framework’ respectively as a potential 
explanatory model for Islamists’ actions within the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt. The paper 
thus represents an endeavor to explain how Islamists, focusing on the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Salafists, could maximize their opportunities and augment their influence under certain historical 
circumstances (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1485). The paper2 is divided into three sections; the first 
section provides a literature review of social movement theory and the political opportunity 
structure; the second section focuses on Islamists’ actions during the 25th of January Revolution 
within temporal political opportunity structures3 and the inclusion framework; and the third explores 
Islamists’ actions within framing contests. 

Social Movement Theory 

Social movements could be defined as informal groups who hold common beliefs toward 
attaining a social goal (Weissmann, 2008, 7). Such a goal could incorporate either the application or 
the prevention of a change in society’s composition and values. Many social movements work on 
behalf of the economically disenfranchised with the purpose of pursuing economic justice through 
sharing society’s wealth and prospects (Goldstone, 2004, 334-335). They have often been depicted as 
movements outside the polity or as challengers working toward goals they cannot realize through 
institutionalized political processes. They emerge as essentially spontaneous collective actions of 
individuals who are bound by relationships that are not demarcated by rules or procedures but solely 
by embracing a common stance toward society (Weissmann, 2008, 7). Though social movements 
have ostensibly appeared as a permanent constituent of Western civilization since the 1960s, their 
existence as a phenomenon harks back to earlier times as witnessed, for example, in the anti-slavery 
movement.   

Contentious collective action is deemed to be the root of social movements, not because of 
the violent nature of movements, but because it is the principal and often the sole option that 
ordinary people have against powerful opponents or states (Tarrow, 1998, 3). This does not signify 
that such movements do nothing other than contend. They create organizations, develop ideologies, 
and establish and mobilize constituencies, and their members work on building collective identities.  
Though some movements are essentially apolitical and are more concerned with their own issues or 

                                                           
1Researchers have demonstrated variations in the way they would refer to the 25th  of January events in Egypt, where 
some regard it as a coup since the Military Council has taken control, and some believe it was too early at this stage to 
call it a revolution and thus would prefer to refer to the events as “uprisings”.  I believe the term revolution could be 
applicable to the 25th of January events since it represents a sudden change in the location of sovereignty where Egyptian 
people have put an end to Mubarak's regime, and since it has had a goal as shown from its motto “bread, freedom and 
social justice.” 
2 The paper tries to analyze the actions of Islamists, notably the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists within the 25th of 
January Revolution, based on a presentation given in the Davo Congress, Germany, 2011.  The last part of the 
conclusion was added following the results of the 2011 parliamentary elections. 
3 Throughout the paper, the term “temporal” will be used to describe political opportunity structures based on my 
assumptions that such opportunities which have generated movement emergence to movement success did not last; 
leading to a potential movement decline. 
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those of their affiliates, they might still confront authorities, as these authorities are usually the ones 
accountable for law and order and for establishing the standards of society. Organizers resort to 
contention to use political opportunities, build collective identities, assemble people in associations, 
and mobilize them against stronger adversaries. A great deal of the history of movements represents 
a duo of tactics and counter-tactics between movement activists and those in power. 

Before the 1980s, social movement actors were usually envisaged as outsiders who were 
barred from or marginalized in the political system (Goldstone, 2004, 337). The emergence of the 
middle class, elites, and students in what have become known as “new social movements” has 
somewhat changed the way social movement actors are viewed. New social movements as a concept 
does not represent a theory in the traditional sense, but stands as an approach placing more 
emphasis and importance on the individual as a main player posing the very question as to why 
social movements emerge (Weissmann, 2008, 8). The new approach critiques traditional politics and 
existing constitutions, and it recoups the existence of the individuals’ personal, collective, and public 
identities – thereby departing from class as an explanatory model along with the economic 
reductionism of vulgar Marxism. 

Political Opportunity Structure 

Within social movement theory, the “political process” approach stresses the political, 
organizational, and compositional traits of social movements (Weissmann, 2008, 9). Researchers on 
social movements have posited that political activists do not craft history in circumstances they 
create, but they face constrictions and are offered opportunities constructed by the institutional 
arrangements and the dominant patterns of political power, which constitute the inexorable contexts 
of political action (Rootes, 1999, 1). Upon this understanding, political opportunity structure shapes 
the emergence, strategies, and success of social movement activities and collective actions. The 
notion of political opportunity structure has garnered considerable attention by theorists and 
researchers on political protests (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1457). Researchers have posited that 
political opportunity structures operate “as ‘filters’ between the mobilization of the movement and 
its choice of strategies and its capacity to change the social environment” (Kitchelt, 1986, 59).  

Analysts have shown variations in the level of activists’ cognition of changes in political 
opportunity (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1463-4). Some hold doubts concerning the cognizance and 
will of political activists; others have claimed that activists are naturally overly positive about 
opportunities and do not essentially gauge with any rigidity the potential vistas for successfully 
mobilizing or engendering policy reform. A third group regards activists as more or less rational 
entrepreneurs awaiting signs from the state and society regarding what demands to make and how. 
According to this understanding, social movements seem to comprise coalitions of rational 
discerning organizers who are relatively responsive to political opportunity changes. 

The notion of “framing” is deployed to conceptualize the political significance that social 
movements attribute (Snow & Benford, 1988, 198). Previous research has revealed that social 
movements frame or consign meaning to, and provide interpretation of, relevant events and 
situations in ways that are projected to mobilize potential advocates and constituents to garner 
support and to demobilize adversaries.  

Opportunities and Movement: Emergence or Success 

Within either of the aforesaid stances of the model, political opportunity structure is pivotal: 
the greater the opportunity, the more likely is a movement to emerge and grow; and the more the 
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movement grows and the more resources it can assemble, the more successful it will become 
(Goldstone, 2004, 346). Tarrow has posited that changes in political opportunities induce the 
initiation of new stages of contention (Tarrow, 1998, 7). He has identified five dimensions of 
changes in opportunity (Tarrow, 1998, 77-80). Those include: 1) increasing access, which posits that 
gaining partial access to participation (neither full access nor its absence) generates the greatest 
degree of opportunities; 2) shifting alignments, where the instability of political alignments fosters 
contention, as was the case in the Soviet Union; 3) divided elites, as conflicts within and among elites 
provide incentives for emerging movements; 4) influential allies, which could give protestors the 
confidence and models for collective action; 5) repression and facilitation, which could work 
independently or sometimes in close connection, so that the movement has the room to grow and 
to continue in its actions. Researchers have introduced some factors as more relevant to the 
emergence of movements, others to their success; some that work particularly with certain groups, 
and others as featured by all groups (Goldstone, 2004, 346). 

Mario Diani draws on two of Tarrow’s dimensions of changes in opportunity and access, or 
“opportunities for autonomous action within the polity” and the “stability of political alignments” 
(Diani, 1996, 1056-1057). Within Diani’s formulation, the combination of these two variables 
generates four different configurations where each mirrors a distinct perception of the political 
environment and could most likely trigger a certain type of framing strategy.  “Realignment frames” 
result from the presence of sufficient opportunities for independent action with the lessening 
capability of traditional alignments to contain collective identities and to construct political action, 
whereas “inclusion frames” are produced from the combination of high opportunities for 
autonomous action and stable political alignments. “Revitalization frames” occur when it is difficult 
for new political actors to emerge, so that challengers may only enter established political institutions 
with the aim of redirecting their goals and revitalizing their compositions from within. Finally, 
“antisystem frames” respond to crises of traditional alignments and the meager opportunities for 
autonomous action by challengers, thereby promoting a radical transformation of the polity. 

 

Islamists Movements during the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt: From 

Emergence to Success 

The above-mentioned dimensions of political opportunity could be applicable to crumbling 
authoritarian regimes (as the case of Egypt on the 25th January, 2011) where society starts to shift 
from a position in which social movements and protests are severely inhibited and perceived of as 
utterly illegitimate, towards a position in which social movements and protests are deemed as fairly 
legitimate aspirations toward increased access or more democratization (Goldstone, 2004, 348). The 
spontaneous grass roots movement of the 25th of January consisted of non-politicized Egyptians 
who chose to participate out of a feeling of social and political injustice. A second more influential 
and organizing echelon included a variety of political activists ranging from a significantly large 
contingent of Muslim Brotherhood members and Salafists to other independent groups such as 6 
April, Khaled Said, Kifaya, and a number of youth members of parties such as the Wafd, Nasserists, 
and Leftists, along with some of the dissenting Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya (Islamic Religious Society) 
members.4For the purpose of the present paper, I have focused on the actions of the Islamist 

                                                           
4See the paper titled “The True Salafist Stance toward 25 of January” published by The Arab Centre for Humanities” , 
March 21st, 2011, accessed at: 
http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1 

http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1
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movements, with a special focus on the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists and the political 
opportunity structure during the 25th of January Revolution.  

Islamist Movements in Egypt  

As a launching point, a definition of “Islamists” is a necessary prerequisite, for which I have 
adopted James Piscatori’s lucid and broad definition of Islamists as “Muslims who are committed to 
political action to implement what they regard as an Islamic agenda” (Reviewed in Martin 
&Barzegar, 2010, 27).   

In Mubarak-era Egypt, Islamist movements could be divided into different groups. We 
consider first the Salafist movement,5 which generally eschewed political participation as an 
abhorrence and considered Islamist involvement in parliamentary elections as sinful. For Salafists, 
the People’s Assembly was by and large unrefined and violated religious principles. The second 
trend is the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hassan El-Banna. It started 
with cooperative and charitable community services, the building of mosques, Islamist schools and 
clubs, hospitals and trade unions. However, it also worked within the framework of a larger political 
vision (Zahid & Medley, 2006, 693), as manifested, for example, in its involvement in the 1948 
Arab-Israeli war (Warburg, 2006, 1). A third trend represented by the Egyptian Jihad and Al-Jama’a 
Al-Islamiyya developed from within the Muslim Brotherhood and then splintered into independent 
violent groups (Stacher, 2002, 415), denouncing the country’s rulers as heretics and advocating for 
the violent toppling of the government. A fourth trend in the Islamist fold was the Wasat (Centrist) 
party, established by former members of the MB. Though its founders applied for a permit a long 
time ago, they were only granted official approval on February 19, 2011, following the demise of 
Mubarak’s regime. Finally came the Sufi movements; Sufism can be defined as the mystical 
dimension of Islam that focuses on the importance of repairing the heart by turning it away from 
anything but God. In Egypt, Sufism claims more than 15 million followers representing around 78 
Sufi orders, believed to be reflecting a socio-religious phenomenon rather than a political one. The 
next two sections will delineate the five Islamist movements prior to and during the 25th of January 
Revolution. 

Prior to the 25th of January Revolution 

Before the 25th of January, Islamist movements were generally banned and often harassed.  
They could benefit, however, from the state-controlled social freedom granted to them by the 
former regime to establish a strong and popular presence on the ground. Throughout the last two 
decades, the Muslim Brotherhood implemented adaptive strategies to ward off state repression and 
preserve their organizational survival (El-Ghobashy, 2005, 391). They always expressed their 
willingness to accomplish their goals by working within Mubarak’s political system (Abed-Kotob, 
1995, 328) – thereby distinguishing themselves from radical Islamists. Believing that the largest and 
most important step toward attaining their goals was to come to power, they spared no effort to 
maintain representation in professional syndicates and in the parliament.  Still, despite the degree of 
freedom allowed to the MB, they were denied official recognition by the state. In comparison, the 
Wasat party, the MB’s off-shoot, had unsuccessfully applied four times over the previous 14 years 
for a license to legally establish their party. Mubarak’s regime allowed more space to the Salafists, 
who generally embraced a proselytizing anti-political stance, so as to gain some religious legitimacy 
to counter the anti-Mubarak religious rhetoric of the MB. For instance, Al-Jam’iyaa Al-Shar’iyya, one 

                                                           
5Salafismis premised on resorting to the two sources of religion; the Qur’an and the Sunna. 
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of the official Salafist organizations, advocated for organized collective action outside the political 
arena and thus survived since its founding in 1912 because it did not pose a threat to the prevailing 
regime.  In the same vein, the Mubarak regime coexisted with Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya following the 
latter’s ideological revisions and renunciation of violence.  Similarly, successive political regimes have 
used the Sufi orders to bolster their legitimacy. Typically the regime was able to infiltrate the Sufis’ 
organizational structures to keep them under control.  

Islamists and the 25th of January Revolution 

With the 25th of January Revolution, Islamist movements shifted their activities in search of 
new roles and political gains, altering their positions on the political map.6 

The Muslim Brotherhood was not among the groups that first issued the call for the 25th of 
January Revolution; it rejected participation on the assumption that the protests would fail like 
previous ones. It subsequently toned down its refusal and allowed its members to participate on an 
individual basis rather than as MB representatives. It was not long after the Police Day (25th January) 
demonstration mobilized a surprisingly large number of protestors that the MB decided to take part.  
The group thereby perceived opportunities not solely in terms of changes in the structure of the 
state but chiefly in terms of the conceived strength of the opposition itself, which had already been 
mobilized. The widespread participation in the protests changed the “balance of power” between 
the state, the opposition, and other interest groups (Kurzman, 1996, 154-155). For the first time 
since its establishment in 1928, the MB launched a political party, the Freedom and Justice Party, 
conceived of as the MB’s political arm. The party was able to run in the parliamentary elections like 
any other secular party but with a religious silhouette that guaranteed a huge following of the 
religious grassroots. 

 The Salafist movement, generally speaking, took a proselytizing stance against political 
participation and rebelling against the ruler.7 Prior to and during the very first days of the 25th of 
January Revolution, the Salafi movement adopted an antagonistic attitude toward the revolution. 
Sheikh Mostafa al-Adawi warned Muslims against participating in the protests because such events 
never occurred in the times of Prophet Mohamed or his companions and since they would lead to 
evils.8 The vocal Salafist preacher Mohamed Hassan delivered words of caution against the 
demonstrations, describing the protests as “subversive and leading to bloodshed.”9 Ironically 
enough, the same Mohamed Hassan later portrayed the revolution as “blessed” and described the 
demonstrating youth as “rightfully claiming just and legitimate rights.”10 Salafists did not adopt a 
unified stance toward the revolution, but rather branched off into three principal trends. One was 
primarily focused on the practice of proselytization and emphasized removal from politics while 
being tacitly supportive of policies that could help foster the establishment of an Islamic State.  The 
second encouraged participation in Islamist political parties, not as a group but as individuals.  

                                                           
6 See in the Appendix a list of Islamist parties in Egypt. 
7 See Salafist Sheikh AbulIshaq Al-Howeini’s speech on ana al-Muslim li-l-Hiwaar al-Islamiyy network (I the Muslim for 
Islamic Dialogue), uploaded on October 16th, 2010, accessed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRnrb_dfGJ4&feature=related 
8 See Salafist Sheikh Mostafa El-Adawi’s speech on El-Rahma Satellite channel, Cairo, Egypt, uploaded on January 22nd, 
2011 at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqzRXfjxxak&feature=related 
9 See Salafist preacher Mohamed Hassan’s speech on El-Rahma Satellite Channel, Cairo, Egypt, uploaded on January 22nd, 
2011 at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULII2nNlUXo 
10 See interview with Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hassan’s on Al-Arabiyya Satellite Channel, uploaded on February 1st, 
2011 at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr-vGYc13QY&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRnrb_dfGJ4&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqzRXfjxxak&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULII2nNlUXo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr-vGYc13QY&feature=related
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Within this course, Sheikh Mohamed Hassan proposed that Salafists and Muslim Brothers found a 
strong coalition in the parliamentary elections.11 The third trend made further strides towards direct 
political involvement by calling for the creation of a Salafist political party, resulting in four new 
ones, namely, Al-Nour (Light), Al-Fadila (Virtue), Al-Asaala (Originality), and finally al-IslaaH 
(Reform) party.  Nader Bakkar, member of the Al-Nour party’s Highest Committee, justified their 
lack of participation on the 25th of January by asserting that Mubarak would have ordered the killing 
of protestors had they participated, under the guise that those who stirred the revolution were 
Islamists who wanted to rule the country.12 

Like others, Sufis participated in the revolution, but their appearance was not palpable 
compared to their Salafist and Muslim Brotherhood counterparts, partly owing to their lack of 
experience in politics. Subsequently some Sufi orders announced their intention to participate in the 
parliamentary elections, where they reckoned they could have made a strong representation since 
Egypt’s 15 million Sufis stand for the largest single voting community.  The rising aversion between 
the Sufis and the Salafists, whom the Sufis accused of being responsible for the demolition of six 
Sufi shrines, could have been the major factor behind their decision to take part in parliamentary 
elections. Sufis’ fears of the MB and Salafist rising force have given the impetus for the 
establishment of parties such as the Egyptian Tahrir party. As Alaa Abul Azayem, the Azmiyya 
Order Sheikh, explained, the MB and Salafists posed a threat to religious tolerance and necessitated 
the creation of a Sufi party.13 Sufists further proclaimed that they would not support any Salafist 
candidate for the presidency. 

In a similar fashion, a significant number of Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya members, but not their 
leaders, participated in the 25th of January Revolution.  For the most part they were dissenting 
members determined to express their deepest anger against the Egyptian system that had caused 
them to suffer in prison for so long. Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya witnessed a revival with the toppling of 
Mubarak’s regime, and it joined forces with Jihad, with whom it had carried out the assassination of 
President Sadat.  The new entity announced its plan to create a political party that would express its 
outlook of social justice and address the issues pertinent to its members. Structurally independent 
from Al-Jama’a, the Al-Binaa’ wa-t-Tanmiya (Building and Development) party was featured as 
having an Islamic vision. Al-Jama’a also announced that it would be nominating candidates in the 
elections in most constituents in collaboration with other Islamist groups, probably through a 
unified list. Conceivably, the biggest challenge confronting Al-Jama’a was social in nature, since most 
of the group’s 12,000 members who were set free from prison after the 25th of January became 
unemployed and had no source of support. 

                                                           
11Salafist Sheikh Mohamed Hassan has been quoted as saying, “if the Islamist groups and trends can overcome their 
differences, they will be able to create a powerful front capable of reviving the glories of the Islamic State and building a 
new nation based on constructive dialogue.” 
12 For further information see Nesma Ali & Ashraf Mostafa’s article, Al-Tahrir news online , September 15th, 2011, could 
be accessed at:  http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-
%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%
8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-
%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/ 
13 For further information see Walid Abdel Rahman, Asharq Al-Awsat, November 15th, 2011, Cairo, Egypt, accessed at: 
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=17&article=649861&issueno=12040 
  

http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=17&article=649861&issueno=12040
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Finally, the Wasat party – only licensed after the 25th of January Revolution – was expected to 
attract Islamist youth who were seeking a political party that would meet their aspiration for political 
involvement from a classical Islamist outlook, or those searching for a party that could dovetail 
authenticity and modernity in the same model of the Turkish Justice and Development (AKP) party. 

All of these Islamist groups took advantage of the new political opportunity structure 
projected in Egypt within and after the 25th of January Revolution.  In Tarrow’s words “the 
mobilization of resources external to the group” (Tarrow, 1998, 77) offered heaven-sent 
opportunities. The political frenzy and frailty of the state after the 25th of January raised Islamists’ 
hopes to attempt to metamorphose the new republic into an Islamic one, in compliance with the 
goals of the Islamist movement founders.   

Apparently, however, Islamist groups (not individuals) did not stand on equal footing, for the 
MB and Salafists projected themselves as the key players. The two Islamist groups achieved greater 
focus based on deep convictions that they would assume a more prominent stature in the 2011 
parliamentary elections and in the near future of Egypt compared to the other groups of Sufis, 
Wasat, and Jihadists. The question then is: when exactly did these movements seize such 
opportunities to maximize their influence during the revolution? And how have they presented 
themselves to other protestors as well as to Egyptians in order to assume such position? 

When Did The Political Opportunity Become Accessible? 

Applying Tarrow’s dimensions of changes in opportunity to emergence/success to the case of 
the MB and Salafists, we find that partial access was granted to the MBs after the 25th of January, 
after Egyptians had already been mobilized on Tahrir Square but were still under the threat of the 
regime.  Thereby, the MBs appeared, in Eisinger’s words, “in systems characterized by a mix of open 
and closed factors” (reviewed in Tarrow, 1998, 77).  The Salafist Sheikh Ahmed El-Naquib has 
asserted that there had been attempts by the regime to squelch the “Tahrir” demonstrators but the 
appearance of around 10,000 well-organized MBs thwarted the regime’s scheme and led to the 
movement’s success.14 According to Mostafa El-Fiqi,15 the MBs were the ones who fought in the 
Battle of the Camel and who protected Egyptian youth. Due to the organizational capacity of the 
MB, they were able to arrange field protestors in order to rescue Egyptians from the pro-regime 
thugs. Accordingly, their contribution to the success of the revolution was not based on numbers 
since the majority was comprised of average Egyptians, but on their organizational strategies and 
ability to afford protection to the remaining protestors.16 

The Salafists’ opportunity to emerge as a social movement crystallized once the security forces 
vanished in the course of the 25th of January Revolution.  The leaders of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya 
(Salafi Call) filled the vacuum by urging their followers to protect people and their properties and to 
sell cheap food items to the public in the face of the tremendous rise in prices.17 The Salafists’ 

                                                           
14 See Ahmed El-Naquib’s video, al-Basira, uploaded on Feb. 22nd, 2011, available at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related 
15Mostafa El-Fiqi was a prominent member of the ruling party, the National Democratic Party, and is thus known to 
have belonged to the old regime.  
16 See interview with Mostafa El-Fiqi, Al-Jazeera, uploaded on Feb. 22nd, 2011, available at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related 
Mostafa El-Fiqi’s words of witness were surprisingly reiterated by the secular businessman Naguib Sawiris. 
17 Yasser Borhamy’s interview on Safa (Salafi) channel, uploaded on Feb. 16th, 2011, available at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urVCBddRDjg 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urVCBddRDjg
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emergence as a group was then more on the social level working on accessing grassroots rather than 
as political actors in the revolution. 

The unexplainable and abrupt disappearance of the Egyptian security forces on 28thJanuary 
was the most palpable manifestation of instability. Periods of regime crises or widespread political 
instability foster activists’ efforts toward countering formerly dominant groups or coalitions 
(Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, 1988, 129). Accordingly, both formerly suppressed Islamist groups 
– the MBs and the Salafists – benefited from that opportunity for action, despite their relatively late 
participation. This fact relates to the third dimension of opportunity, namely the divided elites, since 
with the imminent fall of Mubarak and his governing elites and the differing political visions of the 
non-governing elites, the MB rose as the sole organized group and potential candidate for power.  
The Salafists, in comparison, still could not take advantage of the divided elites as they had yet to 
officially revise their self-induced prohibition of political involvement and articulate a new 
ideological stance. 

The influential allies dimension has shown to be specifically important in nondemocratic 
systems where new movements do not have access to many internal resources (Tarrow, 1998, 80).  
Comparing the two Islamist groups, we could find that the MB, with its long history of coalitions, 
was more likely to seek allies. Post 25th of January, the MB started to communicate with other 
political and social forces, which conspicuously included Coptic youth movements in Cairo and 
Qena and resulted in a coalition of Coptic and Muslim youth. The Brotherhood also reversed its 
negative stance toward the candidacy of women or Copts for Egypt’s presidency. It opened up lines 
of communication with other Islamist groups, including the Jihad, the Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya, as 
well as to Salafists and Sufis, with the aim of establishing common ground or a concerted vision that 
would embrace their collective political weight.  The MB also attempted to broaden its appeal to the 
youth and to form people’s committees in towns and villages in the provinces to prepare for 
parliamentary elections.  The two groups – MBs and Salafists – meanwhile reached understandings 
regarding a number of issues, notably concerning the constitutional referendum of March 2011 and 
political participation and coordination in the 2011 elections. The coalition seemed to have 
particularly worried secularists and liberals in Egypt. They waged war on the less politically 
experienced Salafists, occasionally rocking the Islamist coalition. 

The MB had more adequately learnt to make use of and adapt to repression compared to the 
Salafists, and had thus devised successful survival tactics over its long history (Munson, 2002, 20). 
Particularly since the 1990s, the MB had to cope with constant security crackdowns due to its illegal 
status (El-Ghobashy, 2005, 377), eliciting a great deal of sympathy for its cause.  The regime’s long-
standing repression of the MBs had helped produce, in Tarrow’s words, “a more effective 
organization of opponents” (1998, 84-85). For the MB, the 25th of January Revolution was a golden 
political opportunity to make use of its organized structure to rally forces and assume a front seat.   

 

How Have Islamists Framed Themselves? 

Diani’s inclusion framework helps to explain how the two Islamist groups have framed 
themselves to other protestors as well as to Egyptians at large. Diani underscores “new political 
actors’ aspirations to be recognized as legitimate members of a polity, in which definitions of the 
major actors are not altered” where they “emphasize their continuity with established political 
actors” rather than introduce new, different divisions in the polity (Diani, 1996, 1057). 
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In the first few days of the revolution, the MB did not boost its presence or slogans as an 
organization in Tahrir Square, and the scene was undoubtedly Egyptian with only the Egyptian flag 
raised. The Muslim Brotherhood in fact did not attempt to be at the forefront and their activities 
mainly revolved around organizational procedures, such as searching people who entered Tahrir 
Square, facilitating the provision of food and blankets for the demonstrators, or providing 
medication in case of injuries.  They, accordingly, prioritized inclusion in lieu of their “Islam is the 
Solution” slogan and their “Islamic State” goal in order to emphasize their continuity with 
established political actors (such as the Youth Coalition) rather than their willingness to introduce 
any divisions within the revolution. With the string of killings and violent confrontations with 
peaceful protestors, which reached its peak on 28thJanuary, the MB has managed to aggrandize the 
opportunity for inclusion by posing as the guardians of the revolution. The MBs then with their 
organized front seized the opportunity of the regime’s imminent fall to rally their forces and lead the 
other seemingly unorganized ones toward movement success.   

Compared to the MBs who embraced an inclusion framework from a political standpoint, the 
Salafists framed themselves on both social and religious grounds. With the proliferating state of 
instability in Egypt after 28th January, Salafists spread in the streets to protect people against regime 
thugs. Abdel Moneim El-Shahat, official speaker of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya stated that: “for 12 hours, 
only the Salafists were there in the streets (forming popular defense groups) from Saturday (28th 
January) at 8:00 a.m. until the military forces urged people to form popular defense groups at 8:00 
p.m.”18 Within such a state of chaos and instability resulting in the absence of certain commodities 
and the rise of prices of others, members of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya also worked on providing 
commodities at cheap prices and providing gas for citizens. 

Religious inclusion was reflected in the large number of lectures held by the Salafists following 
the 25th of January mainly in mosques, which, according to Munson, not only maintain a public 
space in a material sense, but also in the ideological sense (2002, 27).  One illustration of this type of 
discourse was the renowned Salafi Preacher Mohamed Hassan’s powerful lecture at Al-Nour 
mosque after the revolution: he combined religious and nationalist imagery in telling the youth that 
victory at this stage was to acknowledge Allah and to support their country.19 Seminars and 
conferences replicating this type of discourse were also held in youth centers in Cairo and 
Alexandria, as well as in the capitals of other governorates. 

Islamists and Framing Contests 

Until March 2011, the two groups adhered to the inclusion framework since all activists were 
working with one overarching goal: the demise of the former Egyptian regime and the subsequent 
fall of the people’s assembly, the Shura Council, as well as local councils and state security. Once 
these goals were achieved, framing contests emerged. A framing contest can be defined as “a 

                                                           
18 A number of videos on YouTube show the social activities provided by Salafists during the revolution, including 
forming lijaan sha’biyaa to protect people or prisons (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLi1yzNiKHQ), providing 
commodities at low prices (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuqelUVNHqw&feature=related), providing gas for 
citizens (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNnMeNZizl0), and returning stolen public and private properties to the 
army (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=346wktGrO6M&NR=1). Such actions of societal services on the part of 
Salafists have been established much earlier in the history of Egypt as during the British Imperialism when Sheikh 
Mahmoud El-Sobki, founder of the Salafi jam’iyaa shar'iyya (Legitimate Society) has called for boycotting British textile 
and commodities and has called for setting textile labs to produce Egyptian textile as an alternative.  
19 For the whole lecture See Sheikh Mohamed Hassan, El-Rahma Satellite channel, uploaded on October 26th, 2011, 
accessed at:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul1uMvflUoQ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuqelUVNHqw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNnMeNZizl0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=346wktGrO6M&NR=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul1uMvflUoQ
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struggle among various actors to determine whose definition of the situation will prevail” 
(Klandermans, 1992, 100). The Egyptian Constitutional Referendum of March 19, 2011, provided an 
evident example of framing contests, once a constitutional reform committee appointed by the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) overviewed the existing constitution and finally 
announced proposed revisions to it. Accordingly, the proposed amendments were to be approved or 
defeated as a package.20 Islamists, notably the MB and Salafists, were the major proponents of the 
constitutional amendments as they felt the amendments were suitable for the time being and that 
article 2 of the constitution, which stipulated that Islam be the religion of the state and that the 
principal source of legislation be Islamic jurisprudence, might be removed or changed if the 
proposed changes were not approved.21 More importantly, they believed that they would benefit 
most from early elections since they had already established the largest grassroots support compared 
to smaller and newly founded parties. The two Islamist groups thus engaged in framing contests 
with the government (represented by the SCAF) and other actors (such as Liberals) to urge people 
to vote in favor of the amendments. To that end, the Muslim Brotherhood’s leaders held meetings 
across Egypt and daily conferences encouraging people to vote “yes.” Mohamed Mursi, the Official 
Spokesperson of the group, hailed the amendments as the sole option to move from the existing 
transitional stage to stability, and to allow the military forces to return to their normal tasks of 
maintaining security.22 Concurrently, the MB’s conference on constitutional amendments declared 
that the group was encouraging people to vote yes to the amendments as a first step toward the right 
path for stability.23 

The Muslim Brotherhood’s official website also posted an article titled “A Suspect Campaign 
to Encourage Rejection of the Amendments,” accusing those opposing the amendments of 
receiving American funding and deluding the public.24 

In a parallel fashion but deploying different strategies, the Salafists campaigned for the 
constitutional amendments. One Salafi activist, Khaled Harbi, urgently called on Islamists to use the 
Muslim’s Friday prayer on 18th of March (the day before the referendum) to amass more than 10 
million votes for the constitution.25 Accordingly, a number of Sheikhs used Friday’s prayers in 
mosques allover Egypt to contend that a yes vote was a religious duty. In the “battle for the ballot 

                                                           
20 For further detail on the proposed amendments see Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Guide to Egypt’s 
Transition: Overview of Egypt’s Constitutional Referendum, March 16th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-
referendum 
21 The constitutional amendments committees have stated though that article 2 of the constitution will not be changed 
even if the proposed amendments are not approved. 
22 See Mohamed Morsi’s interview on  Misr an-nahaarda program, Egypt’s Satellite Channel, uploaded on March 13th, 
2011, accessible at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkI20K0Nto0 
23 For more detail see Ikhwantube (The MB official YouTube), uploaded on March 12th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDaRJvTGMaI 
24 The Website has been immediately removed by the MB following a massive attack by its readers. See International 
Quranic Center [ahl al-quran:  (Folks of the Quran)], March 17th, 2011, accessed at:  
http://www.ahl-alquran.com/arabic/show_news.php?main_id=16080 
25 For further information see Amira, Fouda, Alarabiya Online, March 15th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/03/15/141681.html 

http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-referendum
http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-referendum
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkI20K0Nto0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDaRJvTGMaI
http://www.ahl-alquran.com/arabic/show_news.php?main_id=16080
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/03/15/141681.html
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boxes” the prominent Salafi preacher Hussein Yacoub urged Muslims to say yes to the amendments 
because it meant yes to religion.26 

The two groups thus framed the same event with different discourses: for the MB, saying yes 
was for state stability and reform, whereas for the Salafists, it was equivalent to religious duty.  

Interestingly enough, the two groups also seemed to have grasped the pivotal role of internet 
resources, especially Facebook, during the revolution. They waged numerous campaigns on 
Facebook, the most important of which were: the “Yes to Constitutional Amendments,”27 “We Will 
Vote Yes,” and “Yes with All Confidence and Trust in God.” Such approaches undoubtedly 
affected the referendum results: out of around 14 million voters, 77.2 percent said yes to the 
amendments. 

Islamists once again engaged in framing contests with the SCAF when the latter announced 
the supra-constitutional principles to guide the making of a new constitution.  The Islamists rejected 
them as an attempt to hijack the will of Egyptian people. Apparently they expected a majority in the 
forthcoming parliamentary elections that would undertake the drafting of the constitution. Again 
they deployed a political rhetoric infused with religion as shown in the Salafi leader Yasser Barhami’s 
words, “nothing is above us but Allah.”28 Islamists gave the SCAF a grace period to rescind its 
directive, warning in case of non-compliance to summon the Egyptian people to Tahrir Square on 
Friday, 29th July. 

29th of July and Framing Resonance 

29th of July, the so-called ‘Friday of Unity’, was more of a demonstration of power on the part 
of the two Islamist groups than of any unity.29 Relations of power among framing contesters are 
held as crucial conditions impacting the chances of successful framing (Marullo, Pagnucco& Smith, 
1996, 3).  At least around two million protestors participated, but this time the voice of Islamists 
raising religious slogans and calling for the implementation of Shari’a led to the withdrawal of more 
than 22 parties, movements, and coalitions.  

Had the Islamists actually succeeded in demonstrating their power and become really 
“resonant?” Within framing contests some frames could be more successful or “resonate” than 
others, depending on their credibility and salience (Benford& Snow, 2000, 619-20). For a better 
understanding of Islamist resonance, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 28 Egyptians 

                                                           
26 See Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hussein Yacoub’s sermon, Rabaniyya, uploaded on March 21st, 2011 
at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTzoshMZGUo 
27 See http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-
%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861 
28 For further information see Ahmed Sabry, Al-Ahram Online, July 19th, 2011, accessible at: 
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D
8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-
%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9
%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-
%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx 
29 That was not the only so called ‘Islamist’ demonstration in Egypt post 25th of January. On November 9th, 2012 known 
as the Shari’a Friday more than 10,000 conservative Muslim protestors have demonstrated for a Shari’a-based 
constitution. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTzoshMZGUo
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
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http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
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during the week following the 29th of July, 2011, to assess their immediate reactions to the two 
Islamist groups’ framing on that day. The salience of the frame (which is described as frame 
amplification) could be indicated by whether participants had seen Egypt’s Friday of Unity as 
“Islamic” or “Egyptian.”Out of the 24 who have responded to that question, 21 saw the 
demonstration as Islamic whereas only three could see it as Egyptian. Ironically though, such a level 
of salience or amplification did not work in favor of Islamists.  Responding to a follow-up question, 
22 out of 28 participants stated that Egypt’s Friday of Unity demonstrated lack of unity rather than 
unity.30 Most participants who could refer to the salience of Islamists on 29th July were not in favor 
of their tactics, as shown by repeated comments from them: “they mobilize and make use of the 
simple and uneducated people by raising Islamic slogans.” 

 This in fact could reveal that the salience demonstrated by Islamists’ framing on 29th July did 
not actually succeed in affecting all targets of mobilization and may cast doubts about their 
credibility on cultural grounds. 

Based on previous research, “consistency” has been utilized as a way of measuring the 
credibility of the frame. To this end, I asked participants how the MB and Salafists appeared since 
the beginning of the 25th of January Revolution until the 29th of July. Interestingly enough, 20out of 
the 27 participants who responded to this question stated that the MB first appeared as Egyptians at 
the beginning and gradually displayed their Islamist identity, whereas only 7 stated that the MB 
appeared as Islamists from the beginning of the revolution.  An oft-repeated comment worth 
mentioning was the importance of differentiating between the MB as an organization and the MB 
youth: “there is a difference between the MB leaders and youth, so we can never put them all in one 
category and treat them in the same way. This is due to the fact that the MB youth took part in 
organizing for the 25th, but the leaders did not participate until the 28th of January.” 

On the other hand, 22 out of the 24 who responded to this question stated that Salafists 
adopted Islamist slogans since the inception of the revolution, while only two claimed that they 
adopted nationalist slogans in the beginning of the movement. Similarly, some respondents have 
differentiated between individual Salafists who have participated as such in the revolution and 
Salafists as a social movement. One of the participants commented: “some individual Salafists 
adopted nationalist slogans at the beginning of the revolution. I saw a lot of them during the full 18 
days on Tahrir square, and they did not take any part as a group except later.” 

 

Based on participants’ responses,31 MBs demonstrated greater inconsistency because they 
ostensibly framed themselves first as Egyptian nationalists but then gradually adopted a clear 
Islamist identity. In fact, the two recurring comments could support my very first hypothesis in the 
paper regarding the two Islamist groups’ “late” participation in the revolution in line with the 
dimensions of political opportunity structure. A prominent example of the respective groups’ 
credibility deficit is investigated in the results of internal incoherence among those imagined to be 
the rank and file. In spite of its outward strength, the MB was afterwards caught in a string of 
internal disagreements.  No sooner had the group announced that it would not field a presidential 
candidate than the prominent Abdel Moneim AbulFutuh, who was a member of the MB’s executive 
council, announced that he would run for the presidency, ostensibly challenging the group’s 

                                                           
30 Five participants in the interview have stated that Egypt’s Friday of Unity has shown unity, and one participant was 
neutral. 
31 The survey analysis is based on semi-structured interviews conducted by the researcher during the week following July 
29th. 
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leadership.  Abul Futuh’s announcement stirred up strong speculation both within the group and in 
political circles about his breaching the leadership’s decision not to run for the presidency, and in 
June he was dismissed from the MB guidance council. Apparently, the MB leadership was 
attempting to convey a message of reassurance to other political forces and to the masses that it was 
firmly conforming to its commitment not to nominate a presidential candidate. From another angle, 
the leadership was noticeably sending an implied message of warning to the rest of the members.   

Another type of internal rift seemed to exist among differing Salafi trends which, as noted 
earlier, had conflicting stances toward the 25th of January Revolution.32 These were then revisited in 
their differing attitudes toward demolishing statues and Sufi shrines. The renowned Salafi preacher 
Mohamed Hassan issued visibly contradictory directives.33 And in the famous “battle for the ballot 
boxes” when Yacoub equated yes to the amendments with yes to religion, he added that opponents 
should leave the country. Yacoub later withdrew his statement, saying that he was only joking.34 
Remarkably, due to Salafists’ previous detachment from politics, they seemed to be utterly deprived 
of a political or strategic vision for the nature of the revolution or the political environment. This 
could explain why the government did not invite them, unlike their Muslim Brotherhood 
counterparts, to be part of the post-revolution dialogue. 

Conclusion 

The successful emergence of Islamists, particularly the MB and Salafists, during the 25th of 
January Revolution could be described in light of the combination of two research models 
pertaining to political opportunity in order to answer the question of “when” and “how”; namely 
those composing Tarrow’s dimensions of political opportunity and Diani’s inclusion framework. 
Tarrow’s dimensions of political opportunity highlight the interplay of partial access, repression, 
shifting alignments, divided elites, and influential allies that brought the two Islamist groups to 
power. Islamists took advantage of the opportunities associated with changes in the structure of the 
state and, more importantly, in terms of the visible strength of an opposition that had already been 
mobilized. Within an inclusion frame of political opportunity, the two Islamist groups temporarily 
gave up their ideological aspirations and provisionally forsook their “Islam is the Solution” slogan in 
order to jump on the bandwagon when they sensed that success was at hand. The MB sought 
political inclusion on the basis of its long-established palpable presence in the political arena and its 
anti-British and anti-Zionist credentials (Esposito, 1998, 138). In this context, the MB instituted 
itself as a social movement operating as a political party (Pargeter, 2010, 9). Combining both political 
and proselytizing experience, the group appeared as the sole Islamist option on the political map, as 
compared to the other groups (including Salafists) that seemed to have no electoral platform or 
vision for an Islamic tactic to government.  

The Salafists, on the other hand, made use of their social and religious access to grassroots in 
their bid for self-framing. They had benefited from the relatively generous space allotted to them as 
a proselytizing anti-political group to spread widely throughout different sectors of the Egyptian 

                                                           
32 See the paper entitled “The True Salafist Stance toward 25 January” published by The Arab Centre for Humanities” , 
March 21st, 2011, accessed at: 
http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1 
33Mohamed Hassan has called for demolishing statues in one sermon and has denied saying that in a telephone 
interview. See Hassan’s video, El-Rahma Satellite Channel, uploaded on February 24th, 2011 at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPzaZVHGLm8 
34 See Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hussein Yacoub’s, alnas Satellite Channel, uploaded on March 23rd, 2011 at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9WuBlbmY6fQ&feature=related 
 

http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPzaZVHGLm8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9WuBlbmY6fQ&feature=related
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society. They also benefitted from their satellite channels, which attracted huge audiences. According 
to Khaled Said, official speaker of Salafi Front, “if Salafists want to create 20 parties, it will not be 
difficult for them to do so, as they have a huge popularity among grassroots compared to other 
political forces.”35 No matter how large Salafists’ actual support among grassroots in Egypt really is, 
Said’s words shed light on their confidence in the large support associated with religious and social 
inclusion. 

Once the two Islamist groups started to seek their own ideological goals at the expense of the 
nationalist goals of the revolution, they gave up their inclusion frame to engage in framing contests 
with other groups.  The question of whether the constitution or the elections should come first was 
a divisive one. The prominent MB member Mohamed El-Beltagy explained that the considerable 
decline in the number of demonstrators on 1st of July, 2011, could be partially due to the MB’s 
shunning of protest when “the constitution first” rose as one of the major protestor demands.  By 
contrast, the group made a last minute decision to participate on 8th of July when in place of “the 
constitution first” the mobilizing banner became “the revolution first.”36 The constitution issue 
could provide a tangible example of intra-movement framing contests evolving from dissimilar 
visions of reality, and the MB’s actions illustrated how social movement organizations seek to 
resolve such contests so as to create “an accepted version of reality” (Benford, 1993, 679), hence 
collective identity. Apparently, however, collective identity for Islamists was simply a means to 
maximize their gains. For instance, the MB’s Freedom and Justice Party subsequently adopted 
“naHmilu al-khayr li-miSr” (i.e. for the good of Egypt), a slogan for its Democratic Coalition 
encompassing more than 40 parties and coalitions, instead of its antiquated “Islam is the Solution”, 
only after previously resisting such a change. Ahmed Abu Baraka, the MB’s political consultant, 
insisted that the group still cling to its historical ‘Islam is the Solution’ slogan. But its priority fiqh (i.e. 
first things come first), was to obtain a majority in parliamentary elections. Ironically, within the 
same fiqh and the same goal, the group did not participate in the demonstrations on 28th October, 
2011, referred to as the Friday of the One Demand. As Mahmoud Ghazlan, the MB spokesperson, 
explained, “within the priority fiqh, we are focusing more on the parliamentary elections which 
should be our priority now.”37 Ideological conflicts were also suspended among other Islamist 
groups.  For instance, Said Abdel Azim, vice president of the Salafi Call organization, and the Sheikh 
of Sufi Refa’i Order attempted to improve relations between the two long-standing enemies, 
Salafists and Sufis. In the words of Nader Bakkar of the Salafi Al-Nour party, “we have one goal, 
namely the victory of Islamic Shari’a.”38  

                                                           
35 For further information, see Onislam’s article online, September 15th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.onislam.net/arabic/newsanalysis/special-folders-pages/new-egypt/egypt-after-the-january-25/134408-qq-
.html.Since we do not have reliable survey figures of Salafists’ penetration, our analysis is based on informal estimations, 
making their validity uncertain. 
36 For further information see Mohamed El-Beltagy’s interview, Al-‘aashiramasaa’ (The 10:00 p.m. program), Dream 2 
Channel, July 9th, 2011, 11:00 p.m., Cairo, Egypt.  
37This is based on a telephone interview on Al-Jazeera Mubashir Misr, Friday October 28th, 2011 at 14:25, Cairo, Egypt.  
Interestingly enough, within the collective identity spirit embraced by the MB in pursuance of the Fiqh Priority, the 
group has accepted to forsake its long standing “Islam is the Solution” slogan in order to attain its current objective; 
namely, get to parliamentary elections. The group has however chosen to forsake such collective identity when it has 
decided not to participate in the Friday of the One Demand in pursuance of the Fiqh Priority in order to attain the same 
objective. 
38 For further detail see Almasry Alyoum news article published on October 24th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=315012&IssueID=2298 

http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=315012&IssueID=2298
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Thus, if collective identities play a pivotal role in mobilizing and maintaining participation, for 
Islamists they are a means to make the best of the situation. Within the Democratic Alliance led by 
the MB’s FJP, the party would not accept to be allotted less than 40% of the votes in the 
parliamentary elections; otherwise it would forsake the coalition.39 Conspicuously discontented with 
their allotted shares in the new parliament, other Islamist parties led by the Salafi Al-Nour have 
abandoned the Democratic Alliance in favor of an Islamist one (Al-taHaaluf Al-Islamiyy), which was 
announced by the Salafi party on 29th September, 2011. This Islamic alliance included other Salafi 
parties, such as Al-‘Asaala, Al-Binaa’ wa-t-Tanmiyya, in addition to Al-TawHiid Al-‘Arabiy (Arab 
Unification Party) in order to be stronger in confronting the liberal bloc. Such disjoining however 
would not prevent the two Islamist sides from cooperating to defeat liberals and seculars. In order 
to achieve this target, and prior to the first round of parliamentary elections, the MB’s FJP, Salafists, 
and other Islamist groups published a “Charter of Honor” to support all Islamist candidates in the 
elections at a time when the revolutionary youth voice had been fragmented among different parties. 
Islamists’ persevering efforts crystallized in their landslide victory in the parliamentary elections of 
2011,with the FJP reaping 232 seats (46%) and the Salafi Al-Nour 113 seats (23%), totaling around 
70% of the new 498-seat Egyptian parliament. With FJP Secretary-General Saad El-Katatani 
nominated as Speaker of Parliament and Al-Nour’s Ashraf Thabet as one of the two deputies, an 
unprecedented presence of Islamists in the public political life did not escape notice. The MB’s 
significant success has perhaps not grabbed as much attention as the Salafists owing to the former’s 
long history of presence in the Egyptian political and social map, as they were given 88 out of the 
444 seats of the 2005 Egyptian parliament. Still, the Salafists’ unexpected victory could be largely 
explained in light of their religious and social inclusion. 

To recapitulate, the paper has provided a framework combining Tarrow's dimensions of 
changes in opportunity and Diani's inclusion framework as an explanatory model for Islamists’ 
actions, focusing on the MB and Salafists within the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt. The 
analysis has demonstrated that Tarrow's five dimensions – increasing access, shifting 
alignments, divided elites, influential allies, and repression – could account for the rise of the two 
Islamist groups during the revolution.  Within the analysis, the MB's relative superiority in availing 
changes in opportunities significantly corresponded to the level of its success then compared to 
Salafists due to the former's long history of political involvement and organizational capacity as a 
social movement, hence supporting Tarrow's theorization. Drawing on Diani's formulation of four 
configurations of opportunity structures (realignment, antisystem, inclusion, and revitalization), the 
paper has shown how the two Islamist groups have substantially demonstrated effective 
mobilization strategies by adopting an inclusion frame within a single period, which invites further 
research to draw comparisons of mobilization dynamics across time. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39This is based on an interview with Saad El-Katatny, FJP Secretary-General. See Shaaban, Mohamed &Alam Ad-din, 
Omar, Rosalyoussef, on September 26th, 2011. For further detail see 
http://www.rosaonline.net/Daily/News.asp?id=125819 
 

http://www.rosaonline.net/Daily/News.asp?id=125819
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Abstract 

The paper reflects on the use of short videos for teaching modules on 
nationalistic movements. It illustrates the author’s experience in introducing a 
seminar class on Arab nationalism with a subtitled operetta from the Nasserian 
period, explains the rationale of the activities that accompanied the projection 
and discusses the suggestions that emerged from a self-assessment 
questionnaire. This experience confirmed the intuition that video material can 
help students develop a deeper understanding of nationalism and of its 
emotional appeal, but also suggests that short videos might not allow the 
teacher to achieve a broad variety of learning outcomes and that their 
projection should ideally be accompanied by short and sharp activities. 
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Introduction 

 
Many teachers today use films and videos in their teaching. The positive contribution of 
visual media to achieve a variety of learning objectives in many sub-fields of political 
studies has been discussed at large in the literature. Evidence has been provided, in 
particular, to suggest that films as well as short clips can help students to concretize 
abstractions, facilitate connections between historical events and or dynamics (Rosenstone 
1994) and increase cultural awareness (Nelson 1982).  

While some famous movies have been used for decades by teachers for introducing 
complex political concepts or historical events, it was not until recently, with the increase in 
popularity of web-based platforms like YouTube, that the potentials of short clips have 
been fully understood by academics. The material available through these websites is very 
diverse and can have, from a didactic perspective, two obvious advantages over films: 
many short clips available online are primary sources in themselves, as valuable for teaching 
as archival documents; and short clips can often be efficiently integrated into lectures and 
seminars, instead of being projected in ad hoc sessions. 

Short clips can be particularly useful for the study of the development of the modern 
nation-state and the rise of nationalistic movements. Scott Waalkes (2003, 156) observes 
that very few students today “ever thought deeply about what loyalty to a flag or a republic 
or an “invisible nation” might really mean;"selected visual material, including scenes from 
relevant films, “can spark identification with political actors, encouraging students to 
“inhabit” their world, empathize with them, and face the choices they face.” Moreover, 
short videos can also be a source of important information that can reinforce and integrate 
existing knowledge of an historical event or period through a process of “active learning” 
(Kuzma and Haney 2001).  

To fully exploit the potential of this tool in the classroom, thus, teachers should 
accurately reflect on which side-activities can allow students both to “empathize” with the 
protagonists of the video and grasp the historical and scientific significance of the material. 
In this paper I review my attempt to effectively integrate these learning aims by introducing 
a seminar module on Arab nationalism in a second-year undergraduate course on “State, 
Nations and Empires” with a short clip from YouTube. The video portrayed the theatrical 
performance of one of the most famous politically-oriented operettas of the Nasserian era – 
Mohammed Abdel Wahab’s Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”) – and was 
preceded and followed by a series of seminar activities. At the end of each session, students 
filled a self-assessment questionnaire that allowed them to review their performance and 
express their opinions on how the clip impacted on their understanding of various aspects 
of Arab nationalism. 

The questionnaire results confirmed that clips can be very precious in helping 
students “empathize” with past nationalist movements and learn relevant foreign 
vocabulary that can help them understand their ideology, but also showed that many 
students, including those who had come to class prepared, struggled to get to grips with 
some of the historical references mentioned in the translated lyrics of the operetta. These 
results reinforce the idea that short clips can greatly benefit seminar classes or lectures and 
can be profitably integrated with other activities, but also support the suggestion that short 
clips are most effective when associated with fewer and relatively simpler learning 
outcomes than those traditionally pursued through the projection of films in political 
science courses. 
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Teaching Arab Nationalism: Mohammad Abdel Wahab and Al-Watan al-
Akbar 

 
The course “State, Nations and Empires” is a second-year optional undergraduate course 
which is taught in the Government department, but is also available for students enrolled 
in the International Relations, Economics, International History and Philosophy 
departments. The general aim of the course is to provide students with an overview of the 
evolution of state forms in world politics, spanning from the ancient empires to the system 
of nation-states and to the current “post-Westphalian” era, and to introduce them to a 
variety of theoretical approaches (focused in particular on the works of Michael Mann, 
Charles Tilly and Michael Doyle) which help understand the variety of state-forms which 
existed since antiquity and their evolutions into the current era. After an introductory 
lecture, four macro-modules introduce students to the study of ancient empires, pre-
modern and modern Europe, Arab nationalism and the era of globalisation, for a total of 
twenty lectures, each coupled with a seminar class.  

In this context, the macro-module on Arab nationalism is aimed at introducing 
students to a contemporary example of nationalistic movement which, at least in some 
stages, endeavoured to create an imperial-like union of nation-states, and in the process 
helps them to familiarise with the debate on the origin of nationalism in the context of 
state formation. The macro-module includes three lectures and seminars, each of which 
discusses a specific phase of the evolution of Arab nationalism and, more specifically, pan-
Arab ideals: their development (1876-1936); their climax (1937-1978); their decline (1979 
onwards).  

The presence of a module on Arab nationalism in the context of an introductory 
course on nationalism and theories of state formation poses a range of didactic challenges. 
If it is apparent that three weeks hardly provide enough space for exploring over one 
century of history and ideological developments, three lectures and three seminars are also 
arguably sufficient for providing an articulated picture of the Arab nationalism and to 
reveal, through this case study, a range of relevant ideological, emotional and psychagogic 
features shared by most contemporary nationalistic movements.  

The idea of putting students in the condition to understand the underlying cultural 
and emotional climate of a specific nationalistic movement can be justified by the simple 
fact that, as Scott Walkees (2003, 156) noted, “the average student […] has typically neither 
thought about the state, nor pondered how their political loyalties have been shaped by it.” 
In the case of Arab nationalism – and, one may argue, of most non-Western nationalistic 
movements – the need to help today’s students to identify the specific emotional chords 
that they were able to struck and the level of political and social support that they endured 
is particularly marked. As acutely noted by Bernhardsson and Charnow (2003, 171), the 
fact that the Middle East is constantly in the headlines is, from an academic and didactic 
perspective, a “mixed blessing:” this abnormal news coverage, which tends to accumulate 
in the students’ minds more information on the Middle East than on any other region of 
the world, might simply reinforce existing stereotypes and create a false feeling of 
intellectual satisfaction which ultimately hinders the development of critical academic 
understanding. 

These negative effects are reinforced by the fact that much of the ideological and 
political history of nationalism in the Middle East remains largely unknown to today’s 
students. In particular, ideological movements inspired by anti-colonial struggles, such as 
the pan-Arab side of Arab nationalism, are today almost forgotten or primarily 
remembered for their political failures and ideological shortcomings. Yet, these movements 
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were once able to inspire “the hopes of millions of people” (Fletcher 1997, 144) and to 
effectively propagate a peculiar ideological mix – which included a vibrant anti-colonial 
rhetoric and a political vocabulary influenced more by socialism than by Islam  – which left 
few recognisable marks in the region.  

Against this background, I decided to introduce the second seminar of the macro-
module – the one focused on Nasserism and the climax of pan-Arabism – with a subtitled 
operetta written and directed by the most celebrated contemporary Egyptian composer, 
Mohammad Abdel Wahab. Often defined as “a giant in the world of Middle Eastern 
entertainment,” and himself a devoted Nasserian, Abdel Wahab composed more than 
1,800 romantic and patriotic songs since the late 1930s until the 1970s for the major Arab 
singers of his time, including Umm Kulthoum and Abdel Haleem Hafiz (Salloum 1995). 
From the late 1950s, some of the most popular patriotic songs written in support of 
Nasser’s revolution were performed and video recorded in theatrical settings as short 
operettas, where major singers from the Arab world alternated on the stage singing one or 
more stanzas.1 

One of these songs, Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”), is arguably one of 
Abdel Wahab’s most famous compositions and is widely considered as the unofficial 
anthem of Nasser’s regime.2 In the most famous version of the song, performed as an 
operetta in 1962, six renowned Arab singers (four Egyptians, one Lebanese and one 
Algerian) alternate to sing seven stanzas which include declarations of love and devotion 
for the “bigger homeland” of the Arab people – the pan-Arab homeland that Nasser was 
endeavouring to create on the political stage – and which praise the achievements of the 
Arabs in the anti-colonial struggle. The operetta was clearly conceived and performed with a 
political purpose (as hinted by the pan-Arab composition of its cast), but was much more 
than a mere piece of regime propaganda; it was the reflection of a self-confident political 
and artistic culture, which heavily borrowed from the West but also reasserted with dignity 
and pride (although not without contradictions) its distinctive identity and its ambitions. It 
was also the product of the lively musical and cinematographic industry of the flourishing 
capital of Egypt and heart of the Arab world, Cairo, in the heyday of the pan-Arab 
movement, when Nasser’s charisma was only partially abated by the failure of the United 
Arab Republic. As such, Al-Watan al-Akbar probably provides one of the most effective 
snapshots of the cultural and emotional climate which surrounded the development of 
Arab nationalism in this crucial moment in the history of the contemporary Middle East. 

 

The debate on learning aims 

 
But what exactly should be expected from the projection of a short video of this type in a 
class on nationalism? Kuzma and Haney (2001, 34), in discussing the importance of movies 
for teaching foreign policy issues, suggest that using films in the classroom can have five 
main positive contributions to learning. Film, they argue, “stimulates the senses, grounds 

                                                        
1 These include, apart from Al-Watan al-Akbar, operettas such as Al-Jil al-Saed (singing the praise of the social 
groups that contributed to the Nasserian revolution) and Sawt al-Gomhoria (primarily focused on the history of 
anti-colonial struggle of Egypt). Both are available, although not subtitled and in lower quality than Al-Watan 
al-Akbar, from YouTube. 
2 The subtitled version of Al-Watan al-Akbar used in the activity is available on YouTube at the address 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-rufSWw2aM (accessed: 4 March 2010). The subtitles have been added 
by user “gipsy8522” and provide an overall accurate translation of the lyrics.  
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abstract concepts, engages the emotions, contextualizes history, and facilitates an active-
learning classroom environment.” 

The first four contributions, at a closer look, seem to reflect various facets of the 
same general concept – that the main aim to be achieved by projecting a movie is to 
generate some form of empathy with a specific historical event or period. This effect 
certainly plays an important role in deciding to resort to a video as a didactic instrument, 
but the projection of a historical clip (itself a type of primary material) can also help 
learning in a another substantive way – by allowing students to consolidate existing 
knowledge or to reach a deeper understanding of a studied event through an interactive 
learning process, as implied in Kuzma and Haney’s mention of the role of videos in 
promoting “active-learning.” Indeed, it is possible to suggest that the success of an activity 
based on the projection of a video critically depends on the degree to which the instinctive, 
emotional reactions to the material dovetail with existing knowledge to generate an all-
rounded, multifaceted and cohesive understanding of a phenomenon, all the more if a 
video (as it is often the case with short clips) is projected not in ad hoc sessions, but in the 
heart of a lecture or seminar class.  

First and foremost, therefore, the projection of this clip was intended to provide a 
visual introduction to the political and cultural climate of Nasserian Egypt, which, as 
mentioned above, arguably bears few similarities with the ideological features that are 
nowadays associated with the Middle East. This aim would be achieved simply by exposing 
the students to the video, which reveals a sophisticated musical culture but also a range of 
probably unexpected features and mind-provoking contrasts – for instance between the 
Broadway-style setting and the harsh anti-colonial bursts of the song, or between the 
military march which opens the performance and the melodramatic tones of some of the 
singers.  

Articulating the idea of “active learning” into verifiable learning aims which would 
ensure some form of connection between the activity and the background knowledge of 
the students proved to be more difficult. After some reflection, I concluded that such 
connection could have taken place at two different levels. On the one hand, the operetta 
could have helped recapitulate some important aspects of the pan-Arab Weltanshauung 
which were discussed in the course lecture or in the assigned readings for the class, and 
which are mentioned in the lyrics of the song. These included the relevance of specific anti-
colonial struggles (such as the Algerian war) and international conflicts (such as the 1956 
Suez war and the British-Israeli invasion of Port Said) for the formation of a pan-Arab 
identity.  

On the other hand, the lyrics of the operetta provided a precious opportunity to 
revise some of the crucial words and concepts in the political vocabulary of pan-Arabism 
that cannot be effectively translated in English and which, again, received attention both in 
the course lecture and in the class readings. The title itself recalled one of the main rhetoric 
artifices through which pan-Arab politicians and thinkers managed to portray and “market” 
the pan-Arab project in a region in which each state sponsored its local nationalism within 
its own borders: pan-Arabism was concerned with the creation of a “homeland” (watan), 
like each nationalistic movement, but such watan would have been a “bigger,” common 
homeland – an ambiguity which blurs the political sensitivities associated with pan-Arabism 
without impinging on its emotional appeal (cf. Barnett and Solingen 2007, 181; Dawisha 
2003). The song also included many other politically-sensible words, some of which were 
among the keywords of the socialist substratum of Nasser’s ideology – including the 
repeated use of the word sha’b to indicate the Arab “people,” instead of the religiously-
connoted word umma (often used by Nasser himself in other contexts). 
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Keeping in mind the obvious problems in translating the first learning aim into a 
measurable learning outcome, the activity in its entirety was thus designed to help students 
achieve three main outcomes: 1) to develop increased awareness of the political, cultural 
and ideological climate of Nasserian Egypt; 2) to identify a set of concepts and events that 
help define the historical development and ideological background of pan-Arabism, 
including the outer boundaries and the “core” of the pan-Arab “homeland,” and the wars 
and anti-colonial struggles that played a role in the development of pan-Arabism; 3) to 
know the meaning of two words / concepts (Al-Watan al-Akbar and sha’b) and their 
relevance in the context of the pan-Arab ideology.  

 

The activity 

 
The video was played in three seminar groups in the second week of the three-week 
macro-module on Arab nationalism; 30 students altogether attended these classes, which 
typically lasted fifty-five minutes. The structure of the activity was the following: 

Phase 1 – Introduction. I introduced the activity and distributed a handout with five 
questions. My introduction included a brief outline of Abdel Wahab’s career, an 
explanation of the title of operetta with reference to the relevant readings, and an 
explanation of the questions included in the handout. The first question asked the students 
to decide whether the Arabic word which corresponds to the word “people” in the 
subtitles (for instance in the exclamations “Long live the Arab people!”) is sha’b or umma, 
while the other four questions aimed at highlighting various historical or geographic details 
that are mentioned in the lyrics (the geographical boundaries of the pan-Arab nation; which 
cities / states represented the “core” of the pan-Arab nation; the main anti-Western revolts 
and the main anti-colonial struggles mentioned respectively in the second and last stanzas) 
and specified which stanza would have provided the relevant information. This phase took 
approximately five minutes. 

Phase 2 – Projection. I played a selection of the operetta which excluded part of the 
initial section and the last two stanzas; while watching, students tried to answer the 
questions or took notes. This phase took approximately six minutes. 

Phase 3 – Pair-work. Students were asked to exchange views and compare their 
answers / notes with their neighbour. This phase took approximately five minutes. 

Phase 4 – Open discussion. I moderated a brainstorming session to collect views on 
the clip and then led a brief discussion on each of the questions on the handout. A small 
portion of the clip was re-played to confirm that the word used for “people” is sha’b, and 
we discussed at large the meaning of the geographical and historical references. I stressed 
the ambitiousness of the geographical boundaries mentioned in the second stanza (“the 
two oceans”); I highlighted the fact that the three nations (Yemen, Syria and Saudi Arabia) 
mentioned in the second stanza were also among the founding or earlier members of the 
Arab League; and we discussed the relevance that the first Lebanese civil war, the 1956 
invasion of Port Said and the anti-colonial wars in Algeria and Oman had for the 
development of pan-Arabism. This phase took from fifteen to twenty minutes.  

Phase 5 – Student presentation. A student delivered a short presentation on a pre-set 
question (“How far was pan-Arabism merely a tool in the hands of domestic elites?”), 
followed by a brief discussion aimed at connecting it directly to the readings for this 
module. This phase took approximately fifteen minutes. 

Phase 6 – Assessment. Before the end of the class, I distributed a self-assessment 
questionnaire on the activity. This phase took approximately five minutes.  
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Assessing the response 

 
My immediate impression after each session was that the activity in its entirety had been 
very successful. Students engaged immediately with the material and, as expected, enjoyed 
this chance of approaching this historical period through a different medium. Although 
one student did complain in the questionnaire on the quality of the subtitles and of the 
video, most showed both in the discussion session and in their written comments their 
enthusiasm for “see[ing] pan-Arab nationalism in practice” and reckoned the importance 
of this material for “conveying the level of emotions.” Among the comments that emerged 
in the class discussion, one student expressed amazement at the fact that the singers were 
not wearing headscarves and were dressed in Western-style soirees – opening the ground 
for a discussion on the place of Muslim beliefs and traditions within Nasserian Egypt.   

As for the performance of the students in the tasks detailed in the handout, the self-
assessment questionnaire overall provided an equally encouraging picture. Three in four 
students (22; 73%) declared that they answered correctly the first question on the use of 
the word sha’b; more than half of them (12; 40% of the total) did so “without problems” 
and the remaining ten (33% of the total) “with some difficulties.” Of the students who 
failed to answer the question or encountered problems, ten (33%) blamed the audio or the 
subtitles, while two (7%) stated that they did not understand the task. Also, almost all the 
students (28; 93%) declared that they answered correctly at least one of the four questions 
on the events mentioned in the song, and ten (33%) answered all of them. Of the students 
who encountered problems with the exercise, only one (3%) stated that she / he did not 
understand the task, while nine students (30%) struggled to find at least some of the 
required information in the subtitles.  

At a closer look, however, the questionnaire revealed a more complex picture. This is 
particularly the case if we consider the aggregate results of the six final questions, which 
asked students to self-assess the attainment of the three learning outcomes and state to 
what extent they agreed with three general statements on this activity (“The exercise was a 
good introduction to the following activities in class;” “The exercise was fun;” “Videos and 
music should be used more often in seminar classes”). The overall aggregate results were 
again encouraging: on a scale from 0 to 5, the average score for the questions on the 
attainment of the learning outcomes was 4, and for the three general questions on the 
activity 4.14. Yet, as shown in table 1, the breakdown of the self-assessment questions on 
the learning outcomes also reveals some relevant and statistically-significant differences 
between the results for the second and for the other learning outcomes. The question on 
the second learning outcome – which asked students if “the exercise allowed [them] to 
gather important historical information on the development of Arab nationalism” – 
registered a significantly lower result than the others. Table 2 shows that there is no 
statistically-significant difference between the answers provided by the students who came 
to class prepared (n=19) and those of the students who did not (n=11), although the 
standard deviations reveal a greater degree of variability in the self-assessment of the 
second outcome among prepared students, and of the third learning outcome for the non-
prepared students.3 

                                                        
3 The level of preparedness of the students was gauged in the first two questions of the self-assessment 
questionnaire. These multiple-choice questions focused on their readings (“How many readings have you 
done on the macro-module (three lectures and three classes) on Arab nationalism?” Options: 1. None; 2. One 
or two readings; 3. Three or more) and on their attendance of the lectures of the macro-module on Arab 
Nationalism (“How many of the lectures on Arab nationalism have you attended?” Options: 1. None; 2. One; 
3. Two; 3. All three). It should be noted that attendance of lectures was not compulsory (while the attendance 
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Table 1. Difference of means test, self-assessment of learning outcomes (aggregate) 

 

Aggregate means 
Mean difference (two-tailed significance) 

Outcome 1 Outcome 2 Outcome 3 

Outcome 
1 

4.27 n/a .767 (.001) .033 (.769) 

Outcome 
2 

3.50 -.767 (.001) n/a -.733 (.001) 

Outcome 
3 

4.23 -.033 (.769) .733 (.001) n/a 

 
Table 2. Difference of means test, self-assessment of achievement of learning outcomes 
(prepared vs. non-prepared students) 

 Prep.i N Mean 
Std. 

deviation 

Std. 
error 
mean 

Mean 
difference 

Std. error 
difference 

Significance 
(two-tailed) 

Outcome 
1 

PR 19 4.37 .684 .157 .278 .261 .297 

NP 11 4.09 .701 .211    

Outcome 
2 

PR 19 3.53 1.172 .269 .072 .389 .855 

NP 11 3.45 .688 .207    

Outcome 
3 

PR 19 4.37 .761 .175 .368 .324 .264 

NP 11 4.00 1.000 .302    
 

i
PR: Students who came to class prepared; NP: Students who were not adequately prepared (cf. note 3). 

 
 
The lower average score for the question on the second learning outcome could 

receive various interpretations. On the one hand, in hindsight it is possible to suggest that, 
in contrast to the other questions, the wording of the question could have been clearer and 
students might have not understood which specific part of the activity this question was 
asking them to assess. If we assume that students were fully aware of this, and if I 
triangulate this result with the natural feedback of the session and the outcome of the 
questions in the second section of the questionnaire, this result probably exposes the 
problems that many students encountered in identifying some of the references in the lyrics 
of the song. These events were all mentioned in the readings or in the lecture, but some 

                                                                                                                                                                  
of seminars is) and that, even if this seminar session focused on the second lecture, all three lectures of the 
macro-module had already taken place when this seminar class was held. Students' preparedness is 
operationalised by attributing a score to each answer according to the numbering mentioned above (e.g. 
students who did one or two readings and attended one lecture received a score of 2+2=4); students are 
considered as “prepared” if their aggregate score is 6 or 7. 
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(especially the war on Oman) only cursively; moreover, the lyrics are at times rather 
obscure and refer to these events only indirectly (e.g. the 1958 Lebanese war is mentioned 
in a line saying “I saw Beirut after the attack”). All these references were later reviewed and 
explained at large in the open discussion, but, also because some of the time that I had to 
spend in explaining them, this section became overcrowded and, at least in one class, 
somehow confused.  

The differences in the standard deviation values, especially the most relevant one on 
the second learning outcome, could also receive various interpretations. The fact that the 
students who had come to class prepared showed greater variance in their self-assessment 
of the most knowledge-intensive learning outcome could reflect not just their problems in 
getting to grips with the references included in the lyrics of the song (in fact, only four – 
20% of this group – answered all the last four questions on the handout), but also some 
degree of frustration with this component of the activity. This impression is confirmed by 
the natural feedback that I collected in the session and seems to reinforce the suggestion 
that the undue complexity of this section somehow spoiled what was, in its entirety, an 
effective learning experience. The fact that prepared students enjoyed the activity in its 
entirety, and in particular the section on the vocabulary of pan-Arabism, is confirmed by 
the fact that their scores for outcome 1 and 3 are higher than the overall average and 
respectively 7% and 9% higher than those of non-prepared students. The frustration 
experienced by prepared students could have also impacted on their answers to the three 
final questions (table 3), where the average results for prepared students were on average 
lower (although marginally) than those of non-prepared students. 

 
 

Table 3. Difference of means test, general questions on activity (prepared vs. non-
prepared students) 

 Prep.i N Mean 
Std. 

deviation 

Std. 
error 
mean 

Mean 
difference 

Std. error 
difference 

Significance 
(two-tailed) 

“Good 
introduction”  

PR 19 4.00 .882 .202 .000 .320 1.000 

NP 11 4.00 .775 .234    

“Was fun” 
PR 19 4.26 .806 .185 .100 .288 .730 

NP 11 4.36 .674 .203    

“Videos 
should be 

used more” 

PR 19 4.11 .875 .201 .077 .299 .800 

NP 11 4.18 .603 .182    
 

i
PR: Students who came to class prepared; NP: Students who were not adequately prepared (cf. note 3). 
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Conclusion 

 
On balance, this experience provides an interesting picture on the potential of short clips in 
teaching the ideology and social background of foreign nationalistic movements and, in 
general, for consolidating and expanding the understanding of a specific social 
phenomenon. Exposing students to visual primary material can be crucial to spur effective 
class discussions and generate interest in movements that can hardly be framed and 
understood on the basis of the current political and social context of a specific state or 
region. Moreover, the activity demonstrated that, if appropriately approached in the 
introductory and follow-up activities, the linguistic barrier typically posed by these clips can 
prove to be one of the most useful resources to generate interest, encourage “active 
learning” and leave the students the feeling of having penetrated and “emphasised” with 
that movement. The students who left the class having succeeded to catch an important 
keyword in a song performed in a foreign language, and understood its relevance, will 
surely be more likely to retain a vivid image of the debates surrounding Arab nationalism. 
The fact that, in the self-assessment questionnaire, prepared students demonstrated a 
higher degree of satisfaction with their attainment of the first and third learning outcome 
also goes some way to suggest that the activity effectively dovetailed with existing 
knowledge generated by the readings and lectures. 

As a general rule, though, the activities that accompany a short clip should be short, 
sharp and, ideally, focused on not more than a single task or question for each learning 
outcome. The comparatively disappointing results of the self-assessment questions on the 
knowledge-intensive section of the activity, in particular, provide some evidence to suggest 
that the presence of too many questions on the historical and ideological details contained 
in the lyrics created a form of frustration among the students and, probably, prevented 
them from concentrating on whatever cultural, ideological or political feature of the video 
that caught their attention. In sum, the time constraints posed by the sheer length of the 
video can force students to choose between engaging with the material and answering 
questions in the handouts, and this can seriously impact the attainment of some learning 
outcomes and the quality of their learning experience. 

What this activity seems to suggest, thus, is that a more careful assessment of the role 
of short clips in the academic learning experience may be needed. In this sense, this 
discussion proved that the direct advantages of short clips – including the fact that they can 
be integrated in lectures and seminar classes, instead of being projected in extra sessions – 
come at a price: to be effective didactic instruments, short clips should best be treated as 
one-dimensional tools that can reinforce or help explore circumscribed features of a debate 
or social phenomenon, but can hardly replicate the breadth and complexity of messages 
conveyed through long documentaries or movies. Understanding the specific contributions 
that each visual media can provide to teaching arguably represents one of the main 
didactical challenges posed to our discipline by the spread of internet-based sources. 
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Appendix: Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”) 

 

Refrain 
My beloved homeland, the bigger homeland, 
Day after day, your [lit. its] glory rises; 
And your victories filled your life. 
Our homeland is growing bigger and gaining its freedom. 
 
[Sabah, Lebanese singer] 
Beautiful is the glory filling our hearts, 
Beautiful is the victory wrapped around our flag, 
Beautiful is the unity gathering our nations, 
Beautiful is the sweetest melody in our lives;  
A melody flowing between the two oceans, 
Between Marrakesh and Bahrain. 
In Yemen, Damascus and Jeddah 
The same song goes for a magnificent unity, 
The unity of the whole Arab nation. 
 
[Fayda Kamel, Egyptian singer] 
We are protecting our nationalism 
With our lives, that surround it as candles; 
A smiling heaven for its friends, 
A raging hell towards its enemies. 
See Beirut after the savage attacks:  
Occupation and tyranny had taken over. 
The nation rose up again and its power triumphed 
And Port Said’s story has repeated itself. 
Long live the Arab nation! 
 
[Warda, Algerian singer] 
My homeland, you are a bastion against oppression. 
Fill our islands with fire, bring it to an end. 
Should we all fall martyrs 
The rocks of our mountains would still be fighting. 
The end of the occupation is near; 
These medieval acts should disappear from our world. 
Neither in Algeria nor in Oman 
Will the revolution slow down against tyranny? 
Until the victory of the Arab nation. 
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Islamists and the Question of Political Opportunity in the 25th of January Revolution: From 
Movement Emergence to Movement Success? 
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Abstract 

Focusing on the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists in Egypt, the paper provides a 
framework combining two major models of research on social movements; namely, 
“Tarrow’s dimensions of Political Opportunity” and Diani’s “Inclusion Framework” 
respectively to answer the question of "when" and "how" Islamists’ have maximized 
their opportunities within the 25th of January revolution in Egypt.  The analysis has 
demonstrated that Tarrow's five dimensions; namely increasing access, shifting 
alignments, divided elites, influential allies, and repression could conspicuously account for the 
rise of the two Islamist groups within the Revolution.  Based on the analysis, the MB's 
relative superiority in availing changes in opportunities significantly corresponded to 
the level of its success compared to Salafists due to the former's long history of 
political involvement and organizational capacity as a social movement; hence 
supporting Tarrow's theorization. Drawing on Diani's formulation of four 
configurations of opportunity structures (Realignment, Antisystem, Inclusion, and 
Revitalization), the paper has shown how the two Islamist groups demonstrated 
substantially effective mobilization strategies by adopting an 'inclusion' frame within a 
single period. Once the two Islamist groups started to seek their own ideological goals 
at the expense of the nationalistic goals of the revolution, they gave up their inclusion 
frame to engage in framing contests. The paper is divided into three sections, where 
the first section provides a literature review of social movement theory and the 
political opportunity structure; the second section focuses on Islamists’ actions during 
the 25th of January Revolution within temporal political opportunity structures and 
inclusion framework; and the third explores Islamists’ actions within framing contests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dina Hosni earned MA degrees in Comparative Politics, TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) and TAFL 

(teaching Arabic as a Foreign Language) from the American University in Cairo. She works as a Senior Student 

Liaison Officer at the Political Science Department at the American University in Cairo. This paper is based on a 

presentation delivered in the 18th International Davo Congress, Berlin, October 2011. The last part of the 

conclusion was added following the results of the 2011 parliamentary elections.  



 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................................................ 1 

Social Movement Theory .................................................................................................................................. 1 

Political Opportunity Structure ................................................................................................................... 2 

Opportunities and Movement: Emergence or Success ............................................................................ 2 

Islamists Movements during the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt: From Emergence to Success .. 3 

Islamist Movements in Egypt ...................................................................................................................... 4 

Prior to the 25th of January Revolution ...................................................................................................... 4 

Islamists and the 25th of January Revolution ............................................................................................. 5 

When Did The Political Opportunity Become Accessible? ........................................................................ 7 

How Have Islamists Framed Themselves? .................................................................................................... 8 

Islamists and Framing Contests ................................................................................................................... 9 

29th of July and Framing Resonance ......................................................................................................... 11 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................ 13 

Bibliography ...................................................................................................................................................... 16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

C
h

ap
te

r:
 I

n
tr

o
d

u
ct

io
n

 -
 H

o
sn

i 

 

 

1 

Introduction 

The 25th of January Revolution1 in Egypt has generated massive scholarly research within 
social movement theory.  Through this theoretical tradition, the concept of “political opportunity 
structure” could help explain the interplay of opportunity, mobilization, and political influence.  To 
this end, I provide a framework combining two major models of research on social movements to 
answer the question of “why” and “how” social movements have materialized; namely, Tarrow’s 
dimensions of political opportunity and Diani’s ‘inclusion framework’ respectively as a potential 
explanatory model for Islamists’ actions within the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt. The paper 
thus represents an endeavor to explain how Islamists, focusing on the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Salafists, could maximize their opportunities and augment their influence under certain historical 
circumstances (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1485). The paper2 is divided into three sections; the first 
section provides a literature review of social movement theory and the political opportunity 
structure; the second section focuses on Islamists’ actions during the 25th of January Revolution 
within temporal political opportunity structures3 and the inclusion framework; and the third explores 
Islamists’ actions within framing contests. 

Social Movement Theory 

Social movements could be defined as informal groups who hold common beliefs toward 
attaining a social goal (Weissmann, 2008, 7). Such a goal could incorporate either the application or 
the prevention of a change in society’s composition and values. Many social movements work on 
behalf of the economically disenfranchised with the purpose of pursuing economic justice through 
sharing society’s wealth and prospects (Goldstone, 2004, 334-335). They have often been depicted as 
movements outside the polity or as challengers working toward goals they cannot realize through 
institutionalized political processes. They emerge as essentially spontaneous collective actions of 
individuals who are bound by relationships that are not demarcated by rules or procedures but solely 
by embracing a common stance toward society (Weissmann, 2008, 7). Though social movements 
have ostensibly appeared as a permanent constituent of Western civilization since the 1960s, their 
existence as a phenomenon harks back to earlier times as witnessed, for example, in the anti-slavery 
movement.   

Contentious collective action is deemed to be the root of social movements, not because of 
the violent nature of movements, but because it is the principal and often the sole option that 
ordinary people have against powerful opponents or states (Tarrow, 1998, 3). This does not signify 
that such movements do nothing other than contend. They create organizations, develop ideologies, 
and establish and mobilize constituencies, and their members work on building collective identities.  
Though some movements are essentially apolitical and are more concerned with their own issues or 

                                                           
1Researchers have demonstrated variations in the way they would refer to the 25th  of January events in Egypt, where 
some regard it as a coup since the Military Council has taken control, and some believe it was too early at this stage to 
call it a revolution and thus would prefer to refer to the events as “uprisings”.  I believe the term revolution could be 
applicable to the 25th of January events since it represents a sudden change in the location of sovereignty where Egyptian 
people have put an end to Mubarak's regime, and since it has had a goal as shown from its motto “bread, freedom and 
social justice.” 
2 The paper tries to analyze the actions of Islamists, notably the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists within the 25th of 
January Revolution, based on a presentation given in the Davo Congress, Germany, 2011.  The last part of the 
conclusion was added following the results of the 2011 parliamentary elections. 
3 Throughout the paper, the term “temporal” will be used to describe political opportunity structures based on my 
assumptions that such opportunities which have generated movement emergence to movement success did not last; 
leading to a potential movement decline. 
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those of their affiliates, they might still confront authorities, as these authorities are usually the ones 
accountable for law and order and for establishing the standards of society. Organizers resort to 
contention to use political opportunities, build collective identities, assemble people in associations, 
and mobilize them against stronger adversaries. A great deal of the history of movements represents 
a duo of tactics and counter-tactics between movement activists and those in power. 

Before the 1980s, social movement actors were usually envisaged as outsiders who were 
barred from or marginalized in the political system (Goldstone, 2004, 337). The emergence of the 
middle class, elites, and students in what have become known as “new social movements” has 
somewhat changed the way social movement actors are viewed. New social movements as a concept 
does not represent a theory in the traditional sense, but stands as an approach placing more 
emphasis and importance on the individual as a main player posing the very question as to why 
social movements emerge (Weissmann, 2008, 8). The new approach critiques traditional politics and 
existing constitutions, and it recoups the existence of the individuals’ personal, collective, and public 
identities – thereby departing from class as an explanatory model along with the economic 
reductionism of vulgar Marxism. 

Political Opportunity Structure 

Within social movement theory, the “political process” approach stresses the political, 
organizational, and compositional traits of social movements (Weissmann, 2008, 9). Researchers on 
social movements have posited that political activists do not craft history in circumstances they 
create, but they face constrictions and are offered opportunities constructed by the institutional 
arrangements and the dominant patterns of political power, which constitute the inexorable contexts 
of political action (Rootes, 1999, 1). Upon this understanding, political opportunity structure shapes 
the emergence, strategies, and success of social movement activities and collective actions. The 
notion of political opportunity structure has garnered considerable attention by theorists and 
researchers on political protests (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1457). Researchers have posited that 
political opportunity structures operate “as ‘filters’ between the mobilization of the movement and 
its choice of strategies and its capacity to change the social environment” (Kitchelt, 1986, 59).  

Analysts have shown variations in the level of activists’ cognition of changes in political 
opportunity (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1463-4). Some hold doubts concerning the cognizance and 
will of political activists; others have claimed that activists are naturally overly positive about 
opportunities and do not essentially gauge with any rigidity the potential vistas for successfully 
mobilizing or engendering policy reform. A third group regards activists as more or less rational 
entrepreneurs awaiting signs from the state and society regarding what demands to make and how. 
According to this understanding, social movements seem to comprise coalitions of rational 
discerning organizers who are relatively responsive to political opportunity changes. 

The notion of “framing” is deployed to conceptualize the political significance that social 
movements attribute (Snow & Benford, 1988, 198). Previous research has revealed that social 
movements frame or consign meaning to, and provide interpretation of, relevant events and 
situations in ways that are projected to mobilize potential advocates and constituents to garner 
support and to demobilize adversaries.  

Opportunities and Movement: Emergence or Success 

Within either of the aforesaid stances of the model, political opportunity structure is pivotal: 
the greater the opportunity, the more likely is a movement to emerge and grow; and the more the 
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movement grows and the more resources it can assemble, the more successful it will become 
(Goldstone, 2004, 346). Tarrow has posited that changes in political opportunities induce the 
initiation of new stages of contention (Tarrow, 1998, 7). He has identified five dimensions of 
changes in opportunity (Tarrow, 1998, 77-80). Those include: 1) increasing access, which posits that 
gaining partial access to participation (neither full access nor its absence) generates the greatest 
degree of opportunities; 2) shifting alignments, where the instability of political alignments fosters 
contention, as was the case in the Soviet Union; 3) divided elites, as conflicts within and among elites 
provide incentives for emerging movements; 4) influential allies, which could give protestors the 
confidence and models for collective action; 5) repression and facilitation, which could work 
independently or sometimes in close connection, so that the movement has the room to grow and 
to continue in its actions. Researchers have introduced some factors as more relevant to the 
emergence of movements, others to their success; some that work particularly with certain groups, 
and others as featured by all groups (Goldstone, 2004, 346). 

Mario Diani draws on two of Tarrow’s dimensions of changes in opportunity and access, or 
“opportunities for autonomous action within the polity” and the “stability of political alignments” 
(Diani, 1996, 1056-1057). Within Diani’s formulation, the combination of these two variables 
generates four different configurations where each mirrors a distinct perception of the political 
environment and could most likely trigger a certain type of framing strategy.  “Realignment frames” 
result from the presence of sufficient opportunities for independent action with the lessening 
capability of traditional alignments to contain collective identities and to construct political action, 
whereas “inclusion frames” are produced from the combination of high opportunities for 
autonomous action and stable political alignments. “Revitalization frames” occur when it is difficult 
for new political actors to emerge, so that challengers may only enter established political institutions 
with the aim of redirecting their goals and revitalizing their compositions from within. Finally, 
“antisystem frames” respond to crises of traditional alignments and the meager opportunities for 
autonomous action by challengers, thereby promoting a radical transformation of the polity. 

 

Islamists Movements during the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt: From 

Emergence to Success 

The above-mentioned dimensions of political opportunity could be applicable to crumbling 
authoritarian regimes (as the case of Egypt on the 25th January, 2011) where society starts to shift 
from a position in which social movements and protests are severely inhibited and perceived of as 
utterly illegitimate, towards a position in which social movements and protests are deemed as fairly 
legitimate aspirations toward increased access or more democratization (Goldstone, 2004, 348). The 
spontaneous grass roots movement of the 25th of January consisted of non-politicized Egyptians 
who chose to participate out of a feeling of social and political injustice. A second more influential 
and organizing echelon included a variety of political activists ranging from a significantly large 
contingent of Muslim Brotherhood members and Salafists to other independent groups such as 6 
April, Khaled Said, Kifaya, and a number of youth members of parties such as the Wafd, Nasserists, 
and Leftists, along with some of the dissenting Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya (Islamic Religious Society) 
members.4For the purpose of the present paper, I have focused on the actions of the Islamist 

                                                           
4See the paper titled “The True Salafist Stance toward 25 of January” published by The Arab Centre for Humanities” , 
March 21st, 2011, accessed at: 
http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1 

http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1
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movements, with a special focus on the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists and the political 
opportunity structure during the 25th of January Revolution.  

Islamist Movements in Egypt  

As a launching point, a definition of “Islamists” is a necessary prerequisite, for which I have 
adopted James Piscatori’s lucid and broad definition of Islamists as “Muslims who are committed to 
political action to implement what they regard as an Islamic agenda” (Reviewed in Martin 
&Barzegar, 2010, 27).   

In Mubarak-era Egypt, Islamist movements could be divided into different groups. We 
consider first the Salafist movement,5 which generally eschewed political participation as an 
abhorrence and considered Islamist involvement in parliamentary elections as sinful. For Salafists, 
the People’s Assembly was by and large unrefined and violated religious principles. The second 
trend is the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hassan El-Banna. It started 
with cooperative and charitable community services, the building of mosques, Islamist schools and 
clubs, hospitals and trade unions. However, it also worked within the framework of a larger political 
vision (Zahid & Medley, 2006, 693), as manifested, for example, in its involvement in the 1948 
Arab-Israeli war (Warburg, 2006, 1). A third trend represented by the Egyptian Jihad and Al-Jama’a 
Al-Islamiyya developed from within the Muslim Brotherhood and then splintered into independent 
violent groups (Stacher, 2002, 415), denouncing the country’s rulers as heretics and advocating for 
the violent toppling of the government. A fourth trend in the Islamist fold was the Wasat (Centrist) 
party, established by former members of the MB. Though its founders applied for a permit a long 
time ago, they were only granted official approval on February 19, 2011, following the demise of 
Mubarak’s regime. Finally came the Sufi movements; Sufism can be defined as the mystical 
dimension of Islam that focuses on the importance of repairing the heart by turning it away from 
anything but God. In Egypt, Sufism claims more than 15 million followers representing around 78 
Sufi orders, believed to be reflecting a socio-religious phenomenon rather than a political one. The 
next two sections will delineate the five Islamist movements prior to and during the 25th of January 
Revolution. 

Prior to the 25th of January Revolution 

Before the 25th of January, Islamist movements were generally banned and often harassed.  
They could benefit, however, from the state-controlled social freedom granted to them by the 
former regime to establish a strong and popular presence on the ground. Throughout the last two 
decades, the Muslim Brotherhood implemented adaptive strategies to ward off state repression and 
preserve their organizational survival (El-Ghobashy, 2005, 391). They always expressed their 
willingness to accomplish their goals by working within Mubarak’s political system (Abed-Kotob, 
1995, 328) – thereby distinguishing themselves from radical Islamists. Believing that the largest and 
most important step toward attaining their goals was to come to power, they spared no effort to 
maintain representation in professional syndicates and in the parliament.  Still, despite the degree of 
freedom allowed to the MB, they were denied official recognition by the state. In comparison, the 
Wasat party, the MB’s off-shoot, had unsuccessfully applied four times over the previous 14 years 
for a license to legally establish their party. Mubarak’s regime allowed more space to the Salafists, 
who generally embraced a proselytizing anti-political stance, so as to gain some religious legitimacy 
to counter the anti-Mubarak religious rhetoric of the MB. For instance, Al-Jam’iyaa Al-Shar’iyya, one 

                                                           
5Salafismis premised on resorting to the two sources of religion; the Qur’an and the Sunna. 
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of the official Salafist organizations, advocated for organized collective action outside the political 
arena and thus survived since its founding in 1912 because it did not pose a threat to the prevailing 
regime.  In the same vein, the Mubarak regime coexisted with Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya following the 
latter’s ideological revisions and renunciation of violence.  Similarly, successive political regimes have 
used the Sufi orders to bolster their legitimacy. Typically the regime was able to infiltrate the Sufis’ 
organizational structures to keep them under control.  

Islamists and the 25th of January Revolution 

With the 25th of January Revolution, Islamist movements shifted their activities in search of 
new roles and political gains, altering their positions on the political map.6 

The Muslim Brotherhood was not among the groups that first issued the call for the 25th of 
January Revolution; it rejected participation on the assumption that the protests would fail like 
previous ones. It subsequently toned down its refusal and allowed its members to participate on an 
individual basis rather than as MB representatives. It was not long after the Police Day (25th January) 
demonstration mobilized a surprisingly large number of protestors that the MB decided to take part.  
The group thereby perceived opportunities not solely in terms of changes in the structure of the 
state but chiefly in terms of the conceived strength of the opposition itself, which had already been 
mobilized. The widespread participation in the protests changed the “balance of power” between 
the state, the opposition, and other interest groups (Kurzman, 1996, 154-155). For the first time 
since its establishment in 1928, the MB launched a political party, the Freedom and Justice Party, 
conceived of as the MB’s political arm. The party was able to run in the parliamentary elections like 
any other secular party but with a religious silhouette that guaranteed a huge following of the 
religious grassroots. 

 The Salafist movement, generally speaking, took a proselytizing stance against political 
participation and rebelling against the ruler.7 Prior to and during the very first days of the 25th of 
January Revolution, the Salafi movement adopted an antagonistic attitude toward the revolution. 
Sheikh Mostafa al-Adawi warned Muslims against participating in the protests because such events 
never occurred in the times of Prophet Mohamed or his companions and since they would lead to 
evils.8 The vocal Salafist preacher Mohamed Hassan delivered words of caution against the 
demonstrations, describing the protests as “subversive and leading to bloodshed.”9 Ironically 
enough, the same Mohamed Hassan later portrayed the revolution as “blessed” and described the 
demonstrating youth as “rightfully claiming just and legitimate rights.”10 Salafists did not adopt a 
unified stance toward the revolution, but rather branched off into three principal trends. One was 
primarily focused on the practice of proselytization and emphasized removal from politics while 
being tacitly supportive of policies that could help foster the establishment of an Islamic State.  The 
second encouraged participation in Islamist political parties, not as a group but as individuals.  

                                                           
6 See in the Appendix a list of Islamist parties in Egypt. 
7 See Salafist Sheikh AbulIshaq Al-Howeini’s speech on ana al-Muslim li-l-Hiwaar al-Islamiyy network (I the Muslim for 
Islamic Dialogue), uploaded on October 16th, 2010, accessed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRnrb_dfGJ4&feature=related 
8 See Salafist Sheikh Mostafa El-Adawi’s speech on El-Rahma Satellite channel, Cairo, Egypt, uploaded on January 22nd, 
2011 at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqzRXfjxxak&feature=related 
9 See Salafist preacher Mohamed Hassan’s speech on El-Rahma Satellite Channel, Cairo, Egypt, uploaded on January 22nd, 
2011 at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULII2nNlUXo 
10 See interview with Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hassan’s on Al-Arabiyya Satellite Channel, uploaded on February 1st, 
2011 at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr-vGYc13QY&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRnrb_dfGJ4&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqzRXfjxxak&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULII2nNlUXo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr-vGYc13QY&feature=related
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Within this course, Sheikh Mohamed Hassan proposed that Salafists and Muslim Brothers found a 
strong coalition in the parliamentary elections.11 The third trend made further strides towards direct 
political involvement by calling for the creation of a Salafist political party, resulting in four new 
ones, namely, Al-Nour (Light), Al-Fadila (Virtue), Al-Asaala (Originality), and finally al-IslaaH 
(Reform) party.  Nader Bakkar, member of the Al-Nour party’s Highest Committee, justified their 
lack of participation on the 25th of January by asserting that Mubarak would have ordered the killing 
of protestors had they participated, under the guise that those who stirred the revolution were 
Islamists who wanted to rule the country.12 

Like others, Sufis participated in the revolution, but their appearance was not palpable 
compared to their Salafist and Muslim Brotherhood counterparts, partly owing to their lack of 
experience in politics. Subsequently some Sufi orders announced their intention to participate in the 
parliamentary elections, where they reckoned they could have made a strong representation since 
Egypt’s 15 million Sufis stand for the largest single voting community.  The rising aversion between 
the Sufis and the Salafists, whom the Sufis accused of being responsible for the demolition of six 
Sufi shrines, could have been the major factor behind their decision to take part in parliamentary 
elections. Sufis’ fears of the MB and Salafist rising force have given the impetus for the 
establishment of parties such as the Egyptian Tahrir party. As Alaa Abul Azayem, the Azmiyya 
Order Sheikh, explained, the MB and Salafists posed a threat to religious tolerance and necessitated 
the creation of a Sufi party.13 Sufists further proclaimed that they would not support any Salafist 
candidate for the presidency. 

In a similar fashion, a significant number of Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya members, but not their 
leaders, participated in the 25th of January Revolution.  For the most part they were dissenting 
members determined to express their deepest anger against the Egyptian system that had caused 
them to suffer in prison for so long. Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya witnessed a revival with the toppling of 
Mubarak’s regime, and it joined forces with Jihad, with whom it had carried out the assassination of 
President Sadat.  The new entity announced its plan to create a political party that would express its 
outlook of social justice and address the issues pertinent to its members. Structurally independent 
from Al-Jama’a, the Al-Binaa’ wa-t-Tanmiya (Building and Development) party was featured as 
having an Islamic vision. Al-Jama’a also announced that it would be nominating candidates in the 
elections in most constituents in collaboration with other Islamist groups, probably through a 
unified list. Conceivably, the biggest challenge confronting Al-Jama’a was social in nature, since most 
of the group’s 12,000 members who were set free from prison after the 25th of January became 
unemployed and had no source of support. 

                                                           
11Salafist Sheikh Mohamed Hassan has been quoted as saying, “if the Islamist groups and trends can overcome their 
differences, they will be able to create a powerful front capable of reviving the glories of the Islamic State and building a 
new nation based on constructive dialogue.” 
12 For further information see Nesma Ali & Ashraf Mostafa’s article, Al-Tahrir news online , September 15th, 2011, could 
be accessed at:  http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-
%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%
8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-
%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/ 
13 For further information see Walid Abdel Rahman, Asharq Al-Awsat, November 15th, 2011, Cairo, Egypt, accessed at: 
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=17&article=649861&issueno=12040 
  

http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=17&article=649861&issueno=12040
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Finally, the Wasat party – only licensed after the 25th of January Revolution – was expected to 
attract Islamist youth who were seeking a political party that would meet their aspiration for political 
involvement from a classical Islamist outlook, or those searching for a party that could dovetail 
authenticity and modernity in the same model of the Turkish Justice and Development (AKP) party. 

All of these Islamist groups took advantage of the new political opportunity structure 
projected in Egypt within and after the 25th of January Revolution.  In Tarrow’s words “the 
mobilization of resources external to the group” (Tarrow, 1998, 77) offered heaven-sent 
opportunities. The political frenzy and frailty of the state after the 25th of January raised Islamists’ 
hopes to attempt to metamorphose the new republic into an Islamic one, in compliance with the 
goals of the Islamist movement founders.   

Apparently, however, Islamist groups (not individuals) did not stand on equal footing, for the 
MB and Salafists projected themselves as the key players. The two Islamist groups achieved greater 
focus based on deep convictions that they would assume a more prominent stature in the 2011 
parliamentary elections and in the near future of Egypt compared to the other groups of Sufis, 
Wasat, and Jihadists. The question then is: when exactly did these movements seize such 
opportunities to maximize their influence during the revolution? And how have they presented 
themselves to other protestors as well as to Egyptians in order to assume such position? 

When Did The Political Opportunity Become Accessible? 

Applying Tarrow’s dimensions of changes in opportunity to emergence/success to the case of 
the MB and Salafists, we find that partial access was granted to the MBs after the 25th of January, 
after Egyptians had already been mobilized on Tahrir Square but were still under the threat of the 
regime.  Thereby, the MBs appeared, in Eisinger’s words, “in systems characterized by a mix of open 
and closed factors” (reviewed in Tarrow, 1998, 77).  The Salafist Sheikh Ahmed El-Naquib has 
asserted that there had been attempts by the regime to squelch the “Tahrir” demonstrators but the 
appearance of around 10,000 well-organized MBs thwarted the regime’s scheme and led to the 
movement’s success.14 According to Mostafa El-Fiqi,15 the MBs were the ones who fought in the 
Battle of the Camel and who protected Egyptian youth. Due to the organizational capacity of the 
MB, they were able to arrange field protestors in order to rescue Egyptians from the pro-regime 
thugs. Accordingly, their contribution to the success of the revolution was not based on numbers 
since the majority was comprised of average Egyptians, but on their organizational strategies and 
ability to afford protection to the remaining protestors.16 

The Salafists’ opportunity to emerge as a social movement crystallized once the security forces 
vanished in the course of the 25th of January Revolution.  The leaders of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya 
(Salafi Call) filled the vacuum by urging their followers to protect people and their properties and to 
sell cheap food items to the public in the face of the tremendous rise in prices.17 The Salafists’ 

                                                           
14 See Ahmed El-Naquib’s video, al-Basira, uploaded on Feb. 22nd, 2011, available at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related 
15Mostafa El-Fiqi was a prominent member of the ruling party, the National Democratic Party, and is thus known to 
have belonged to the old regime.  
16 See interview with Mostafa El-Fiqi, Al-Jazeera, uploaded on Feb. 22nd, 2011, available at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related 
Mostafa El-Fiqi’s words of witness were surprisingly reiterated by the secular businessman Naguib Sawiris. 
17 Yasser Borhamy’s interview on Safa (Salafi) channel, uploaded on Feb. 16th, 2011, available at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urVCBddRDjg 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urVCBddRDjg
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emergence as a group was then more on the social level working on accessing grassroots rather than 
as political actors in the revolution. 

The unexplainable and abrupt disappearance of the Egyptian security forces on 28thJanuary 
was the most palpable manifestation of instability. Periods of regime crises or widespread political 
instability foster activists’ efforts toward countering formerly dominant groups or coalitions 
(Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, 1988, 129). Accordingly, both formerly suppressed Islamist groups 
– the MBs and the Salafists – benefited from that opportunity for action, despite their relatively late 
participation. This fact relates to the third dimension of opportunity, namely the divided elites, since 
with the imminent fall of Mubarak and his governing elites and the differing political visions of the 
non-governing elites, the MB rose as the sole organized group and potential candidate for power.  
The Salafists, in comparison, still could not take advantage of the divided elites as they had yet to 
officially revise their self-induced prohibition of political involvement and articulate a new 
ideological stance. 

The influential allies dimension has shown to be specifically important in nondemocratic 
systems where new movements do not have access to many internal resources (Tarrow, 1998, 80).  
Comparing the two Islamist groups, we could find that the MB, with its long history of coalitions, 
was more likely to seek allies. Post 25th of January, the MB started to communicate with other 
political and social forces, which conspicuously included Coptic youth movements in Cairo and 
Qena and resulted in a coalition of Coptic and Muslim youth. The Brotherhood also reversed its 
negative stance toward the candidacy of women or Copts for Egypt’s presidency. It opened up lines 
of communication with other Islamist groups, including the Jihad, the Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya, as 
well as to Salafists and Sufis, with the aim of establishing common ground or a concerted vision that 
would embrace their collective political weight.  The MB also attempted to broaden its appeal to the 
youth and to form people’s committees in towns and villages in the provinces to prepare for 
parliamentary elections.  The two groups – MBs and Salafists – meanwhile reached understandings 
regarding a number of issues, notably concerning the constitutional referendum of March 2011 and 
political participation and coordination in the 2011 elections. The coalition seemed to have 
particularly worried secularists and liberals in Egypt. They waged war on the less politically 
experienced Salafists, occasionally rocking the Islamist coalition. 

The MB had more adequately learnt to make use of and adapt to repression compared to the 
Salafists, and had thus devised successful survival tactics over its long history (Munson, 2002, 20). 
Particularly since the 1990s, the MB had to cope with constant security crackdowns due to its illegal 
status (El-Ghobashy, 2005, 377), eliciting a great deal of sympathy for its cause.  The regime’s long-
standing repression of the MBs had helped produce, in Tarrow’s words, “a more effective 
organization of opponents” (1998, 84-85). For the MB, the 25th of January Revolution was a golden 
political opportunity to make use of its organized structure to rally forces and assume a front seat.   

 

How Have Islamists Framed Themselves? 

Diani’s inclusion framework helps to explain how the two Islamist groups have framed 
themselves to other protestors as well as to Egyptians at large. Diani underscores “new political 
actors’ aspirations to be recognized as legitimate members of a polity, in which definitions of the 
major actors are not altered” where they “emphasize their continuity with established political 
actors” rather than introduce new, different divisions in the polity (Diani, 1996, 1057). 
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In the first few days of the revolution, the MB did not boost its presence or slogans as an 
organization in Tahrir Square, and the scene was undoubtedly Egyptian with only the Egyptian flag 
raised. The Muslim Brotherhood in fact did not attempt to be at the forefront and their activities 
mainly revolved around organizational procedures, such as searching people who entered Tahrir 
Square, facilitating the provision of food and blankets for the demonstrators, or providing 
medication in case of injuries.  They, accordingly, prioritized inclusion in lieu of their “Islam is the 
Solution” slogan and their “Islamic State” goal in order to emphasize their continuity with 
established political actors (such as the Youth Coalition) rather than their willingness to introduce 
any divisions within the revolution. With the string of killings and violent confrontations with 
peaceful protestors, which reached its peak on 28thJanuary, the MB has managed to aggrandize the 
opportunity for inclusion by posing as the guardians of the revolution. The MBs then with their 
organized front seized the opportunity of the regime’s imminent fall to rally their forces and lead the 
other seemingly unorganized ones toward movement success.   

Compared to the MBs who embraced an inclusion framework from a political standpoint, the 
Salafists framed themselves on both social and religious grounds. With the proliferating state of 
instability in Egypt after 28th January, Salafists spread in the streets to protect people against regime 
thugs. Abdel Moneim El-Shahat, official speaker of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya stated that: “for 12 hours, 
only the Salafists were there in the streets (forming popular defense groups) from Saturday (28th 
January) at 8:00 a.m. until the military forces urged people to form popular defense groups at 8:00 
p.m.”18 Within such a state of chaos and instability resulting in the absence of certain commodities 
and the rise of prices of others, members of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya also worked on providing 
commodities at cheap prices and providing gas for citizens. 

Religious inclusion was reflected in the large number of lectures held by the Salafists following 
the 25th of January mainly in mosques, which, according to Munson, not only maintain a public 
space in a material sense, but also in the ideological sense (2002, 27).  One illustration of this type of 
discourse was the renowned Salafi Preacher Mohamed Hassan’s powerful lecture at Al-Nour 
mosque after the revolution: he combined religious and nationalist imagery in telling the youth that 
victory at this stage was to acknowledge Allah and to support their country.19 Seminars and 
conferences replicating this type of discourse were also held in youth centers in Cairo and 
Alexandria, as well as in the capitals of other governorates. 

Islamists and Framing Contests 

Until March 2011, the two groups adhered to the inclusion framework since all activists were 
working with one overarching goal: the demise of the former Egyptian regime and the subsequent 
fall of the people’s assembly, the Shura Council, as well as local councils and state security. Once 
these goals were achieved, framing contests emerged. A framing contest can be defined as “a 

                                                           
18 A number of videos on YouTube show the social activities provided by Salafists during the revolution, including 
forming lijaan sha’biyaa to protect people or prisons (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLi1yzNiKHQ), providing 
commodities at low prices (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuqelUVNHqw&feature=related), providing gas for 
citizens (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNnMeNZizl0), and returning stolen public and private properties to the 
army (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=346wktGrO6M&NR=1). Such actions of societal services on the part of 
Salafists have been established much earlier in the history of Egypt as during the British Imperialism when Sheikh 
Mahmoud El-Sobki, founder of the Salafi jam’iyaa shar'iyya (Legitimate Society) has called for boycotting British textile 
and commodities and has called for setting textile labs to produce Egyptian textile as an alternative.  
19 For the whole lecture See Sheikh Mohamed Hassan, El-Rahma Satellite channel, uploaded on October 26th, 2011, 
accessed at:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul1uMvflUoQ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuqelUVNHqw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNnMeNZizl0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=346wktGrO6M&NR=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul1uMvflUoQ
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struggle among various actors to determine whose definition of the situation will prevail” 
(Klandermans, 1992, 100). The Egyptian Constitutional Referendum of March 19, 2011, provided an 
evident example of framing contests, once a constitutional reform committee appointed by the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) overviewed the existing constitution and finally 
announced proposed revisions to it. Accordingly, the proposed amendments were to be approved or 
defeated as a package.20 Islamists, notably the MB and Salafists, were the major proponents of the 
constitutional amendments as they felt the amendments were suitable for the time being and that 
article 2 of the constitution, which stipulated that Islam be the religion of the state and that the 
principal source of legislation be Islamic jurisprudence, might be removed or changed if the 
proposed changes were not approved.21 More importantly, they believed that they would benefit 
most from early elections since they had already established the largest grassroots support compared 
to smaller and newly founded parties. The two Islamist groups thus engaged in framing contests 
with the government (represented by the SCAF) and other actors (such as Liberals) to urge people 
to vote in favor of the amendments. To that end, the Muslim Brotherhood’s leaders held meetings 
across Egypt and daily conferences encouraging people to vote “yes.” Mohamed Mursi, the Official 
Spokesperson of the group, hailed the amendments as the sole option to move from the existing 
transitional stage to stability, and to allow the military forces to return to their normal tasks of 
maintaining security.22 Concurrently, the MB’s conference on constitutional amendments declared 
that the group was encouraging people to vote yes to the amendments as a first step toward the right 
path for stability.23 

The Muslim Brotherhood’s official website also posted an article titled “A Suspect Campaign 
to Encourage Rejection of the Amendments,” accusing those opposing the amendments of 
receiving American funding and deluding the public.24 

In a parallel fashion but deploying different strategies, the Salafists campaigned for the 
constitutional amendments. One Salafi activist, Khaled Harbi, urgently called on Islamists to use the 
Muslim’s Friday prayer on 18th of March (the day before the referendum) to amass more than 10 
million votes for the constitution.25 Accordingly, a number of Sheikhs used Friday’s prayers in 
mosques allover Egypt to contend that a yes vote was a religious duty. In the “battle for the ballot 

                                                           
20 For further detail on the proposed amendments see Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Guide to Egypt’s 
Transition: Overview of Egypt’s Constitutional Referendum, March 16th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-
referendum 
21 The constitutional amendments committees have stated though that article 2 of the constitution will not be changed 
even if the proposed amendments are not approved. 
22 See Mohamed Morsi’s interview on  Misr an-nahaarda program, Egypt’s Satellite Channel, uploaded on March 13th, 
2011, accessible at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkI20K0Nto0 
23 For more detail see Ikhwantube (The MB official YouTube), uploaded on March 12th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDaRJvTGMaI 
24 The Website has been immediately removed by the MB following a massive attack by its readers. See International 
Quranic Center [ahl al-quran:  (Folks of the Quran)], March 17th, 2011, accessed at:  
http://www.ahl-alquran.com/arabic/show_news.php?main_id=16080 
25 For further information see Amira, Fouda, Alarabiya Online, March 15th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/03/15/141681.html 

http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-referendum
http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-referendum
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkI20K0Nto0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDaRJvTGMaI
http://www.ahl-alquran.com/arabic/show_news.php?main_id=16080
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/03/15/141681.html
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boxes” the prominent Salafi preacher Hussein Yacoub urged Muslims to say yes to the amendments 
because it meant yes to religion.26 

The two groups thus framed the same event with different discourses: for the MB, saying yes 
was for state stability and reform, whereas for the Salafists, it was equivalent to religious duty.  

Interestingly enough, the two groups also seemed to have grasped the pivotal role of internet 
resources, especially Facebook, during the revolution. They waged numerous campaigns on 
Facebook, the most important of which were: the “Yes to Constitutional Amendments,”27 “We Will 
Vote Yes,” and “Yes with All Confidence and Trust in God.” Such approaches undoubtedly 
affected the referendum results: out of around 14 million voters, 77.2 percent said yes to the 
amendments. 

Islamists once again engaged in framing contests with the SCAF when the latter announced 
the supra-constitutional principles to guide the making of a new constitution.  The Islamists rejected 
them as an attempt to hijack the will of Egyptian people. Apparently they expected a majority in the 
forthcoming parliamentary elections that would undertake the drafting of the constitution. Again 
they deployed a political rhetoric infused with religion as shown in the Salafi leader Yasser Barhami’s 
words, “nothing is above us but Allah.”28 Islamists gave the SCAF a grace period to rescind its 
directive, warning in case of non-compliance to summon the Egyptian people to Tahrir Square on 
Friday, 29th July. 

29th of July and Framing Resonance 

29th of July, the so-called ‘Friday of Unity’, was more of a demonstration of power on the part 
of the two Islamist groups than of any unity.29 Relations of power among framing contesters are 
held as crucial conditions impacting the chances of successful framing (Marullo, Pagnucco& Smith, 
1996, 3).  At least around two million protestors participated, but this time the voice of Islamists 
raising religious slogans and calling for the implementation of Shari’a led to the withdrawal of more 
than 22 parties, movements, and coalitions.  

Had the Islamists actually succeeded in demonstrating their power and become really 
“resonant?” Within framing contests some frames could be more successful or “resonate” than 
others, depending on their credibility and salience (Benford& Snow, 2000, 619-20). For a better 
understanding of Islamist resonance, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 28 Egyptians 

                                                           
26 See Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hussein Yacoub’s sermon, Rabaniyya, uploaded on March 21st, 2011 
at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTzoshMZGUo 
27 See http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-
%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861 
28 For further information see Ahmed Sabry, Al-Ahram Online, July 19th, 2011, accessible at: 
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D
8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-
%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9
%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-
%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx 
29 That was not the only so called ‘Islamist’ demonstration in Egypt post 25th of January. On November 9th, 2012 known 
as the Shari’a Friday more than 10,000 conservative Muslim protestors have demonstrated for a Shari’a-based 
constitution. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTzoshMZGUo
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
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during the week following the 29th of July, 2011, to assess their immediate reactions to the two 
Islamist groups’ framing on that day. The salience of the frame (which is described as frame 
amplification) could be indicated by whether participants had seen Egypt’s Friday of Unity as 
“Islamic” or “Egyptian.”Out of the 24 who have responded to that question, 21 saw the 
demonstration as Islamic whereas only three could see it as Egyptian. Ironically though, such a level 
of salience or amplification did not work in favor of Islamists.  Responding to a follow-up question, 
22 out of 28 participants stated that Egypt’s Friday of Unity demonstrated lack of unity rather than 
unity.30 Most participants who could refer to the salience of Islamists on 29th July were not in favor 
of their tactics, as shown by repeated comments from them: “they mobilize and make use of the 
simple and uneducated people by raising Islamic slogans.” 

 This in fact could reveal that the salience demonstrated by Islamists’ framing on 29th July did 
not actually succeed in affecting all targets of mobilization and may cast doubts about their 
credibility on cultural grounds. 

Based on previous research, “consistency” has been utilized as a way of measuring the 
credibility of the frame. To this end, I asked participants how the MB and Salafists appeared since 
the beginning of the 25th of January Revolution until the 29th of July. Interestingly enough, 20out of 
the 27 participants who responded to this question stated that the MB first appeared as Egyptians at 
the beginning and gradually displayed their Islamist identity, whereas only 7 stated that the MB 
appeared as Islamists from the beginning of the revolution.  An oft-repeated comment worth 
mentioning was the importance of differentiating between the MB as an organization and the MB 
youth: “there is a difference between the MB leaders and youth, so we can never put them all in one 
category and treat them in the same way. This is due to the fact that the MB youth took part in 
organizing for the 25th, but the leaders did not participate until the 28th of January.” 

On the other hand, 22 out of the 24 who responded to this question stated that Salafists 
adopted Islamist slogans since the inception of the revolution, while only two claimed that they 
adopted nationalist slogans in the beginning of the movement. Similarly, some respondents have 
differentiated between individual Salafists who have participated as such in the revolution and 
Salafists as a social movement. One of the participants commented: “some individual Salafists 
adopted nationalist slogans at the beginning of the revolution. I saw a lot of them during the full 18 
days on Tahrir square, and they did not take any part as a group except later.” 

 

Based on participants’ responses,31 MBs demonstrated greater inconsistency because they 
ostensibly framed themselves first as Egyptian nationalists but then gradually adopted a clear 
Islamist identity. In fact, the two recurring comments could support my very first hypothesis in the 
paper regarding the two Islamist groups’ “late” participation in the revolution in line with the 
dimensions of political opportunity structure. A prominent example of the respective groups’ 
credibility deficit is investigated in the results of internal incoherence among those imagined to be 
the rank and file. In spite of its outward strength, the MB was afterwards caught in a string of 
internal disagreements.  No sooner had the group announced that it would not field a presidential 
candidate than the prominent Abdel Moneim AbulFutuh, who was a member of the MB’s executive 
council, announced that he would run for the presidency, ostensibly challenging the group’s 

                                                           
30 Five participants in the interview have stated that Egypt’s Friday of Unity has shown unity, and one participant was 
neutral. 
31 The survey analysis is based on semi-structured interviews conducted by the researcher during the week following July 
29th. 



 

 

C
h

ap
te

r:
 C

o
n

cl
u
si

o
n

 -
 H

o
sn

i 

 

 

13 

leadership.  Abul Futuh’s announcement stirred up strong speculation both within the group and in 
political circles about his breaching the leadership’s decision not to run for the presidency, and in 
June he was dismissed from the MB guidance council. Apparently, the MB leadership was 
attempting to convey a message of reassurance to other political forces and to the masses that it was 
firmly conforming to its commitment not to nominate a presidential candidate. From another angle, 
the leadership was noticeably sending an implied message of warning to the rest of the members.   

Another type of internal rift seemed to exist among differing Salafi trends which, as noted 
earlier, had conflicting stances toward the 25th of January Revolution.32 These were then revisited in 
their differing attitudes toward demolishing statues and Sufi shrines. The renowned Salafi preacher 
Mohamed Hassan issued visibly contradictory directives.33 And in the famous “battle for the ballot 
boxes” when Yacoub equated yes to the amendments with yes to religion, he added that opponents 
should leave the country. Yacoub later withdrew his statement, saying that he was only joking.34 
Remarkably, due to Salafists’ previous detachment from politics, they seemed to be utterly deprived 
of a political or strategic vision for the nature of the revolution or the political environment. This 
could explain why the government did not invite them, unlike their Muslim Brotherhood 
counterparts, to be part of the post-revolution dialogue. 

Conclusion 

The successful emergence of Islamists, particularly the MB and Salafists, during the 25th of 
January Revolution could be described in light of the combination of two research models 
pertaining to political opportunity in order to answer the question of “when” and “how”; namely 
those composing Tarrow’s dimensions of political opportunity and Diani’s inclusion framework. 
Tarrow’s dimensions of political opportunity highlight the interplay of partial access, repression, 
shifting alignments, divided elites, and influential allies that brought the two Islamist groups to 
power. Islamists took advantage of the opportunities associated with changes in the structure of the 
state and, more importantly, in terms of the visible strength of an opposition that had already been 
mobilized. Within an inclusion frame of political opportunity, the two Islamist groups temporarily 
gave up their ideological aspirations and provisionally forsook their “Islam is the Solution” slogan in 
order to jump on the bandwagon when they sensed that success was at hand. The MB sought 
political inclusion on the basis of its long-established palpable presence in the political arena and its 
anti-British and anti-Zionist credentials (Esposito, 1998, 138). In this context, the MB instituted 
itself as a social movement operating as a political party (Pargeter, 2010, 9). Combining both political 
and proselytizing experience, the group appeared as the sole Islamist option on the political map, as 
compared to the other groups (including Salafists) that seemed to have no electoral platform or 
vision for an Islamic tactic to government.  

The Salafists, on the other hand, made use of their social and religious access to grassroots in 
their bid for self-framing. They had benefited from the relatively generous space allotted to them as 
a proselytizing anti-political group to spread widely throughout different sectors of the Egyptian 

                                                           
32 See the paper entitled “The True Salafist Stance toward 25 January” published by The Arab Centre for Humanities” , 
March 21st, 2011, accessed at: 
http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1 
33Mohamed Hassan has called for demolishing statues in one sermon and has denied saying that in a telephone 
interview. See Hassan’s video, El-Rahma Satellite Channel, uploaded on February 24th, 2011 at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPzaZVHGLm8 
34 See Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hussein Yacoub’s, alnas Satellite Channel, uploaded on March 23rd, 2011 at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9WuBlbmY6fQ&feature=related 
 

http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPzaZVHGLm8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9WuBlbmY6fQ&feature=related
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society. They also benefitted from their satellite channels, which attracted huge audiences. According 
to Khaled Said, official speaker of Salafi Front, “if Salafists want to create 20 parties, it will not be 
difficult for them to do so, as they have a huge popularity among grassroots compared to other 
political forces.”35 No matter how large Salafists’ actual support among grassroots in Egypt really is, 
Said’s words shed light on their confidence in the large support associated with religious and social 
inclusion. 

Once the two Islamist groups started to seek their own ideological goals at the expense of the 
nationalist goals of the revolution, they gave up their inclusion frame to engage in framing contests 
with other groups.  The question of whether the constitution or the elections should come first was 
a divisive one. The prominent MB member Mohamed El-Beltagy explained that the considerable 
decline in the number of demonstrators on 1st of July, 2011, could be partially due to the MB’s 
shunning of protest when “the constitution first” rose as one of the major protestor demands.  By 
contrast, the group made a last minute decision to participate on 8th of July when in place of “the 
constitution first” the mobilizing banner became “the revolution first.”36 The constitution issue 
could provide a tangible example of intra-movement framing contests evolving from dissimilar 
visions of reality, and the MB’s actions illustrated how social movement organizations seek to 
resolve such contests so as to create “an accepted version of reality” (Benford, 1993, 679), hence 
collective identity. Apparently, however, collective identity for Islamists was simply a means to 
maximize their gains. For instance, the MB’s Freedom and Justice Party subsequently adopted 
“naHmilu al-khayr li-miSr” (i.e. for the good of Egypt), a slogan for its Democratic Coalition 
encompassing more than 40 parties and coalitions, instead of its antiquated “Islam is the Solution”, 
only after previously resisting such a change. Ahmed Abu Baraka, the MB’s political consultant, 
insisted that the group still cling to its historical ‘Islam is the Solution’ slogan. But its priority fiqh (i.e. 
first things come first), was to obtain a majority in parliamentary elections. Ironically, within the 
same fiqh and the same goal, the group did not participate in the demonstrations on 28th October, 
2011, referred to as the Friday of the One Demand. As Mahmoud Ghazlan, the MB spokesperson, 
explained, “within the priority fiqh, we are focusing more on the parliamentary elections which 
should be our priority now.”37 Ideological conflicts were also suspended among other Islamist 
groups.  For instance, Said Abdel Azim, vice president of the Salafi Call organization, and the Sheikh 
of Sufi Refa’i Order attempted to improve relations between the two long-standing enemies, 
Salafists and Sufis. In the words of Nader Bakkar of the Salafi Al-Nour party, “we have one goal, 
namely the victory of Islamic Shari’a.”38  

                                                           
35 For further information, see Onislam’s article online, September 15th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.onislam.net/arabic/newsanalysis/special-folders-pages/new-egypt/egypt-after-the-january-25/134408-qq-
.html.Since we do not have reliable survey figures of Salafists’ penetration, our analysis is based on informal estimations, 
making their validity uncertain. 
36 For further information see Mohamed El-Beltagy’s interview, Al-‘aashiramasaa’ (The 10:00 p.m. program), Dream 2 
Channel, July 9th, 2011, 11:00 p.m., Cairo, Egypt.  
37This is based on a telephone interview on Al-Jazeera Mubashir Misr, Friday October 28th, 2011 at 14:25, Cairo, Egypt.  
Interestingly enough, within the collective identity spirit embraced by the MB in pursuance of the Fiqh Priority, the 
group has accepted to forsake its long standing “Islam is the Solution” slogan in order to attain its current objective; 
namely, get to parliamentary elections. The group has however chosen to forsake such collective identity when it has 
decided not to participate in the Friday of the One Demand in pursuance of the Fiqh Priority in order to attain the same 
objective. 
38 For further detail see Almasry Alyoum news article published on October 24th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=315012&IssueID=2298 

http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=315012&IssueID=2298
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Thus, if collective identities play a pivotal role in mobilizing and maintaining participation, for 
Islamists they are a means to make the best of the situation. Within the Democratic Alliance led by 
the MB’s FJP, the party would not accept to be allotted less than 40% of the votes in the 
parliamentary elections; otherwise it would forsake the coalition.39 Conspicuously discontented with 
their allotted shares in the new parliament, other Islamist parties led by the Salafi Al-Nour have 
abandoned the Democratic Alliance in favor of an Islamist one (Al-taHaaluf Al-Islamiyy), which was 
announced by the Salafi party on 29th September, 2011. This Islamic alliance included other Salafi 
parties, such as Al-‘Asaala, Al-Binaa’ wa-t-Tanmiyya, in addition to Al-TawHiid Al-‘Arabiy (Arab 
Unification Party) in order to be stronger in confronting the liberal bloc. Such disjoining however 
would not prevent the two Islamist sides from cooperating to defeat liberals and seculars. In order 
to achieve this target, and prior to the first round of parliamentary elections, the MB’s FJP, Salafists, 
and other Islamist groups published a “Charter of Honor” to support all Islamist candidates in the 
elections at a time when the revolutionary youth voice had been fragmented among different parties. 
Islamists’ persevering efforts crystallized in their landslide victory in the parliamentary elections of 
2011,with the FJP reaping 232 seats (46%) and the Salafi Al-Nour 113 seats (23%), totaling around 
70% of the new 498-seat Egyptian parliament. With FJP Secretary-General Saad El-Katatani 
nominated as Speaker of Parliament and Al-Nour’s Ashraf Thabet as one of the two deputies, an 
unprecedented presence of Islamists in the public political life did not escape notice. The MB’s 
significant success has perhaps not grabbed as much attention as the Salafists owing to the former’s 
long history of presence in the Egyptian political and social map, as they were given 88 out of the 
444 seats of the 2005 Egyptian parliament. Still, the Salafists’ unexpected victory could be largely 
explained in light of their religious and social inclusion. 

To recapitulate, the paper has provided a framework combining Tarrow's dimensions of 
changes in opportunity and Diani's inclusion framework as an explanatory model for Islamists’ 
actions, focusing on the MB and Salafists within the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt. The 
analysis has demonstrated that Tarrow's five dimensions – increasing access, shifting 
alignments, divided elites, influential allies, and repression – could account for the rise of the two 
Islamist groups during the revolution.  Within the analysis, the MB's relative superiority in availing 
changes in opportunities significantly corresponded to the level of its success then compared to 
Salafists due to the former's long history of political involvement and organizational capacity as a 
social movement, hence supporting Tarrow's theorization. Drawing on Diani's formulation of four 
configurations of opportunity structures (realignment, antisystem, inclusion, and revitalization), the 
paper has shown how the two Islamist groups have substantially demonstrated effective 
mobilization strategies by adopting an inclusion frame within a single period, which invites further 
research to draw comparisons of mobilization dynamics across time. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39This is based on an interview with Saad El-Katatny, FJP Secretary-General. See Shaaban, Mohamed &Alam Ad-din, 
Omar, Rosalyoussef, on September 26th, 2011. For further detail see 
http://www.rosaonline.net/Daily/News.asp?id=125819 
 

http://www.rosaonline.net/Daily/News.asp?id=125819
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Abstract 

The paper reflects on the use of short videos for teaching modules on 
nationalistic movements. It illustrates the author’s experience in introducing a 
seminar class on Arab nationalism with a subtitled operetta from the Nasserian 
period, explains the rationale of the activities that accompanied the projection 
and discusses the suggestions that emerged from a self-assessment 
questionnaire. This experience confirmed the intuition that video material can 
help students develop a deeper understanding of nationalism and of its 
emotional appeal, but also suggests that short videos might not allow the 
teacher to achieve a broad variety of learning outcomes and that their 
projection should ideally be accompanied by short and sharp activities. 
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Introduction 

 
Many teachers today use films and videos in their teaching. The positive contribution of 
visual media to achieve a variety of learning objectives in many sub-fields of political 
studies has been discussed at large in the literature. Evidence has been provided, in 
particular, to suggest that films as well as short clips can help students to concretize 
abstractions, facilitate connections between historical events and or dynamics (Rosenstone 
1994) and increase cultural awareness (Nelson 1982).  

While some famous movies have been used for decades by teachers for introducing 
complex political concepts or historical events, it was not until recently, with the increase in 
popularity of web-based platforms like YouTube, that the potentials of short clips have 
been fully understood by academics. The material available through these websites is very 
diverse and can have, from a didactic perspective, two obvious advantages over films: 
many short clips available online are primary sources in themselves, as valuable for teaching 
as archival documents; and short clips can often be efficiently integrated into lectures and 
seminars, instead of being projected in ad hoc sessions. 

Short clips can be particularly useful for the study of the development of the modern 
nation-state and the rise of nationalistic movements. Scott Waalkes (2003, 156) observes 
that very few students today “ever thought deeply about what loyalty to a flag or a republic 
or an “invisible nation” might really mean;"selected visual material, including scenes from 
relevant films, “can spark identification with political actors, encouraging students to 
“inhabit” their world, empathize with them, and face the choices they face.” Moreover, 
short videos can also be a source of important information that can reinforce and integrate 
existing knowledge of an historical event or period through a process of “active learning” 
(Kuzma and Haney 2001).  

To fully exploit the potential of this tool in the classroom, thus, teachers should 
accurately reflect on which side-activities can allow students both to “empathize” with the 
protagonists of the video and grasp the historical and scientific significance of the material. 
In this paper I review my attempt to effectively integrate these learning aims by introducing 
a seminar module on Arab nationalism in a second-year undergraduate course on “State, 
Nations and Empires” with a short clip from YouTube. The video portrayed the theatrical 
performance of one of the most famous politically-oriented operettas of the Nasserian era – 
Mohammed Abdel Wahab’s Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”) – and was 
preceded and followed by a series of seminar activities. At the end of each session, students 
filled a self-assessment questionnaire that allowed them to review their performance and 
express their opinions on how the clip impacted on their understanding of various aspects 
of Arab nationalism. 

The questionnaire results confirmed that clips can be very precious in helping 
students “empathize” with past nationalist movements and learn relevant foreign 
vocabulary that can help them understand their ideology, but also showed that many 
students, including those who had come to class prepared, struggled to get to grips with 
some of the historical references mentioned in the translated lyrics of the operetta. These 
results reinforce the idea that short clips can greatly benefit seminar classes or lectures and 
can be profitably integrated with other activities, but also support the suggestion that short 
clips are most effective when associated with fewer and relatively simpler learning 
outcomes than those traditionally pursued through the projection of films in political 
science courses. 
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Teaching Arab Nationalism: Mohammad Abdel Wahab and Al-Watan al-
Akbar 

 
The course “State, Nations and Empires” is a second-year optional undergraduate course 
which is taught in the Government department, but is also available for students enrolled 
in the International Relations, Economics, International History and Philosophy 
departments. The general aim of the course is to provide students with an overview of the 
evolution of state forms in world politics, spanning from the ancient empires to the system 
of nation-states and to the current “post-Westphalian” era, and to introduce them to a 
variety of theoretical approaches (focused in particular on the works of Michael Mann, 
Charles Tilly and Michael Doyle) which help understand the variety of state-forms which 
existed since antiquity and their evolutions into the current era. After an introductory 
lecture, four macro-modules introduce students to the study of ancient empires, pre-
modern and modern Europe, Arab nationalism and the era of globalisation, for a total of 
twenty lectures, each coupled with a seminar class.  

In this context, the macro-module on Arab nationalism is aimed at introducing 
students to a contemporary example of nationalistic movement which, at least in some 
stages, endeavoured to create an imperial-like union of nation-states, and in the process 
helps them to familiarise with the debate on the origin of nationalism in the context of 
state formation. The macro-module includes three lectures and seminars, each of which 
discusses a specific phase of the evolution of Arab nationalism and, more specifically, pan-
Arab ideals: their development (1876-1936); their climax (1937-1978); their decline (1979 
onwards).  

The presence of a module on Arab nationalism in the context of an introductory 
course on nationalism and theories of state formation poses a range of didactic challenges. 
If it is apparent that three weeks hardly provide enough space for exploring over one 
century of history and ideological developments, three lectures and three seminars are also 
arguably sufficient for providing an articulated picture of the Arab nationalism and to 
reveal, through this case study, a range of relevant ideological, emotional and psychagogic 
features shared by most contemporary nationalistic movements.  

The idea of putting students in the condition to understand the underlying cultural 
and emotional climate of a specific nationalistic movement can be justified by the simple 
fact that, as Scott Walkees (2003, 156) noted, “the average student […] has typically neither 
thought about the state, nor pondered how their political loyalties have been shaped by it.” 
In the case of Arab nationalism – and, one may argue, of most non-Western nationalistic 
movements – the need to help today’s students to identify the specific emotional chords 
that they were able to struck and the level of political and social support that they endured 
is particularly marked. As acutely noted by Bernhardsson and Charnow (2003, 171), the 
fact that the Middle East is constantly in the headlines is, from an academic and didactic 
perspective, a “mixed blessing:” this abnormal news coverage, which tends to accumulate 
in the students’ minds more information on the Middle East than on any other region of 
the world, might simply reinforce existing stereotypes and create a false feeling of 
intellectual satisfaction which ultimately hinders the development of critical academic 
understanding. 

These negative effects are reinforced by the fact that much of the ideological and 
political history of nationalism in the Middle East remains largely unknown to today’s 
students. In particular, ideological movements inspired by anti-colonial struggles, such as 
the pan-Arab side of Arab nationalism, are today almost forgotten or primarily 
remembered for their political failures and ideological shortcomings. Yet, these movements 
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were once able to inspire “the hopes of millions of people” (Fletcher 1997, 144) and to 
effectively propagate a peculiar ideological mix – which included a vibrant anti-colonial 
rhetoric and a political vocabulary influenced more by socialism than by Islam  – which left 
few recognisable marks in the region.  

Against this background, I decided to introduce the second seminar of the macro-
module – the one focused on Nasserism and the climax of pan-Arabism – with a subtitled 
operetta written and directed by the most celebrated contemporary Egyptian composer, 
Mohammad Abdel Wahab. Often defined as “a giant in the world of Middle Eastern 
entertainment,” and himself a devoted Nasserian, Abdel Wahab composed more than 
1,800 romantic and patriotic songs since the late 1930s until the 1970s for the major Arab 
singers of his time, including Umm Kulthoum and Abdel Haleem Hafiz (Salloum 1995). 
From the late 1950s, some of the most popular patriotic songs written in support of 
Nasser’s revolution were performed and video recorded in theatrical settings as short 
operettas, where major singers from the Arab world alternated on the stage singing one or 
more stanzas.1 

One of these songs, Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”), is arguably one of 
Abdel Wahab’s most famous compositions and is widely considered as the unofficial 
anthem of Nasser’s regime.2 In the most famous version of the song, performed as an 
operetta in 1962, six renowned Arab singers (four Egyptians, one Lebanese and one 
Algerian) alternate to sing seven stanzas which include declarations of love and devotion 
for the “bigger homeland” of the Arab people – the pan-Arab homeland that Nasser was 
endeavouring to create on the political stage – and which praise the achievements of the 
Arabs in the anti-colonial struggle. The operetta was clearly conceived and performed with a 
political purpose (as hinted by the pan-Arab composition of its cast), but was much more 
than a mere piece of regime propaganda; it was the reflection of a self-confident political 
and artistic culture, which heavily borrowed from the West but also reasserted with dignity 
and pride (although not without contradictions) its distinctive identity and its ambitions. It 
was also the product of the lively musical and cinematographic industry of the flourishing 
capital of Egypt and heart of the Arab world, Cairo, in the heyday of the pan-Arab 
movement, when Nasser’s charisma was only partially abated by the failure of the United 
Arab Republic. As such, Al-Watan al-Akbar probably provides one of the most effective 
snapshots of the cultural and emotional climate which surrounded the development of 
Arab nationalism in this crucial moment in the history of the contemporary Middle East. 

 

The debate on learning aims 

 
But what exactly should be expected from the projection of a short video of this type in a 
class on nationalism? Kuzma and Haney (2001, 34), in discussing the importance of movies 
for teaching foreign policy issues, suggest that using films in the classroom can have five 
main positive contributions to learning. Film, they argue, “stimulates the senses, grounds 

                                                        
1 These include, apart from Al-Watan al-Akbar, operettas such as Al-Jil al-Saed (singing the praise of the social 
groups that contributed to the Nasserian revolution) and Sawt al-Gomhoria (primarily focused on the history of 
anti-colonial struggle of Egypt). Both are available, although not subtitled and in lower quality than Al-Watan 
al-Akbar, from YouTube. 
2 The subtitled version of Al-Watan al-Akbar used in the activity is available on YouTube at the address 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-rufSWw2aM (accessed: 4 March 2010). The subtitles have been added 
by user “gipsy8522” and provide an overall accurate translation of the lyrics.  
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abstract concepts, engages the emotions, contextualizes history, and facilitates an active-
learning classroom environment.” 

The first four contributions, at a closer look, seem to reflect various facets of the 
same general concept – that the main aim to be achieved by projecting a movie is to 
generate some form of empathy with a specific historical event or period. This effect 
certainly plays an important role in deciding to resort to a video as a didactic instrument, 
but the projection of a historical clip (itself a type of primary material) can also help 
learning in a another substantive way – by allowing students to consolidate existing 
knowledge or to reach a deeper understanding of a studied event through an interactive 
learning process, as implied in Kuzma and Haney’s mention of the role of videos in 
promoting “active-learning.” Indeed, it is possible to suggest that the success of an activity 
based on the projection of a video critically depends on the degree to which the instinctive, 
emotional reactions to the material dovetail with existing knowledge to generate an all-
rounded, multifaceted and cohesive understanding of a phenomenon, all the more if a 
video (as it is often the case with short clips) is projected not in ad hoc sessions, but in the 
heart of a lecture or seminar class.  

First and foremost, therefore, the projection of this clip was intended to provide a 
visual introduction to the political and cultural climate of Nasserian Egypt, which, as 
mentioned above, arguably bears few similarities with the ideological features that are 
nowadays associated with the Middle East. This aim would be achieved simply by exposing 
the students to the video, which reveals a sophisticated musical culture but also a range of 
probably unexpected features and mind-provoking contrasts – for instance between the 
Broadway-style setting and the harsh anti-colonial bursts of the song, or between the 
military march which opens the performance and the melodramatic tones of some of the 
singers.  

Articulating the idea of “active learning” into verifiable learning aims which would 
ensure some form of connection between the activity and the background knowledge of 
the students proved to be more difficult. After some reflection, I concluded that such 
connection could have taken place at two different levels. On the one hand, the operetta 
could have helped recapitulate some important aspects of the pan-Arab Weltanshauung 
which were discussed in the course lecture or in the assigned readings for the class, and 
which are mentioned in the lyrics of the song. These included the relevance of specific anti-
colonial struggles (such as the Algerian war) and international conflicts (such as the 1956 
Suez war and the British-Israeli invasion of Port Said) for the formation of a pan-Arab 
identity.  

On the other hand, the lyrics of the operetta provided a precious opportunity to 
revise some of the crucial words and concepts in the political vocabulary of pan-Arabism 
that cannot be effectively translated in English and which, again, received attention both in 
the course lecture and in the class readings. The title itself recalled one of the main rhetoric 
artifices through which pan-Arab politicians and thinkers managed to portray and “market” 
the pan-Arab project in a region in which each state sponsored its local nationalism within 
its own borders: pan-Arabism was concerned with the creation of a “homeland” (watan), 
like each nationalistic movement, but such watan would have been a “bigger,” common 
homeland – an ambiguity which blurs the political sensitivities associated with pan-Arabism 
without impinging on its emotional appeal (cf. Barnett and Solingen 2007, 181; Dawisha 
2003). The song also included many other politically-sensible words, some of which were 
among the keywords of the socialist substratum of Nasser’s ideology – including the 
repeated use of the word sha’b to indicate the Arab “people,” instead of the religiously-
connoted word umma (often used by Nasser himself in other contexts). 
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Keeping in mind the obvious problems in translating the first learning aim into a 
measurable learning outcome, the activity in its entirety was thus designed to help students 
achieve three main outcomes: 1) to develop increased awareness of the political, cultural 
and ideological climate of Nasserian Egypt; 2) to identify a set of concepts and events that 
help define the historical development and ideological background of pan-Arabism, 
including the outer boundaries and the “core” of the pan-Arab “homeland,” and the wars 
and anti-colonial struggles that played a role in the development of pan-Arabism; 3) to 
know the meaning of two words / concepts (Al-Watan al-Akbar and sha’b) and their 
relevance in the context of the pan-Arab ideology.  

 

The activity 

 
The video was played in three seminar groups in the second week of the three-week 
macro-module on Arab nationalism; 30 students altogether attended these classes, which 
typically lasted fifty-five minutes. The structure of the activity was the following: 

Phase 1 – Introduction. I introduced the activity and distributed a handout with five 
questions. My introduction included a brief outline of Abdel Wahab’s career, an 
explanation of the title of operetta with reference to the relevant readings, and an 
explanation of the questions included in the handout. The first question asked the students 
to decide whether the Arabic word which corresponds to the word “people” in the 
subtitles (for instance in the exclamations “Long live the Arab people!”) is sha’b or umma, 
while the other four questions aimed at highlighting various historical or geographic details 
that are mentioned in the lyrics (the geographical boundaries of the pan-Arab nation; which 
cities / states represented the “core” of the pan-Arab nation; the main anti-Western revolts 
and the main anti-colonial struggles mentioned respectively in the second and last stanzas) 
and specified which stanza would have provided the relevant information. This phase took 
approximately five minutes. 

Phase 2 – Projection. I played a selection of the operetta which excluded part of the 
initial section and the last two stanzas; while watching, students tried to answer the 
questions or took notes. This phase took approximately six minutes. 

Phase 3 – Pair-work. Students were asked to exchange views and compare their 
answers / notes with their neighbour. This phase took approximately five minutes. 

Phase 4 – Open discussion. I moderated a brainstorming session to collect views on 
the clip and then led a brief discussion on each of the questions on the handout. A small 
portion of the clip was re-played to confirm that the word used for “people” is sha’b, and 
we discussed at large the meaning of the geographical and historical references. I stressed 
the ambitiousness of the geographical boundaries mentioned in the second stanza (“the 
two oceans”); I highlighted the fact that the three nations (Yemen, Syria and Saudi Arabia) 
mentioned in the second stanza were also among the founding or earlier members of the 
Arab League; and we discussed the relevance that the first Lebanese civil war, the 1956 
invasion of Port Said and the anti-colonial wars in Algeria and Oman had for the 
development of pan-Arabism. This phase took from fifteen to twenty minutes.  

Phase 5 – Student presentation. A student delivered a short presentation on a pre-set 
question (“How far was pan-Arabism merely a tool in the hands of domestic elites?”), 
followed by a brief discussion aimed at connecting it directly to the readings for this 
module. This phase took approximately fifteen minutes. 

Phase 6 – Assessment. Before the end of the class, I distributed a self-assessment 
questionnaire on the activity. This phase took approximately five minutes.  
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Assessing the response 

 
My immediate impression after each session was that the activity in its entirety had been 
very successful. Students engaged immediately with the material and, as expected, enjoyed 
this chance of approaching this historical period through a different medium. Although 
one student did complain in the questionnaire on the quality of the subtitles and of the 
video, most showed both in the discussion session and in their written comments their 
enthusiasm for “see[ing] pan-Arab nationalism in practice” and reckoned the importance 
of this material for “conveying the level of emotions.” Among the comments that emerged 
in the class discussion, one student expressed amazement at the fact that the singers were 
not wearing headscarves and were dressed in Western-style soirees – opening the ground 
for a discussion on the place of Muslim beliefs and traditions within Nasserian Egypt.   

As for the performance of the students in the tasks detailed in the handout, the self-
assessment questionnaire overall provided an equally encouraging picture. Three in four 
students (22; 73%) declared that they answered correctly the first question on the use of 
the word sha’b; more than half of them (12; 40% of the total) did so “without problems” 
and the remaining ten (33% of the total) “with some difficulties.” Of the students who 
failed to answer the question or encountered problems, ten (33%) blamed the audio or the 
subtitles, while two (7%) stated that they did not understand the task. Also, almost all the 
students (28; 93%) declared that they answered correctly at least one of the four questions 
on the events mentioned in the song, and ten (33%) answered all of them. Of the students 
who encountered problems with the exercise, only one (3%) stated that she / he did not 
understand the task, while nine students (30%) struggled to find at least some of the 
required information in the subtitles.  

At a closer look, however, the questionnaire revealed a more complex picture. This is 
particularly the case if we consider the aggregate results of the six final questions, which 
asked students to self-assess the attainment of the three learning outcomes and state to 
what extent they agreed with three general statements on this activity (“The exercise was a 
good introduction to the following activities in class;” “The exercise was fun;” “Videos and 
music should be used more often in seminar classes”). The overall aggregate results were 
again encouraging: on a scale from 0 to 5, the average score for the questions on the 
attainment of the learning outcomes was 4, and for the three general questions on the 
activity 4.14. Yet, as shown in table 1, the breakdown of the self-assessment questions on 
the learning outcomes also reveals some relevant and statistically-significant differences 
between the results for the second and for the other learning outcomes. The question on 
the second learning outcome – which asked students if “the exercise allowed [them] to 
gather important historical information on the development of Arab nationalism” – 
registered a significantly lower result than the others. Table 2 shows that there is no 
statistically-significant difference between the answers provided by the students who came 
to class prepared (n=19) and those of the students who did not (n=11), although the 
standard deviations reveal a greater degree of variability in the self-assessment of the 
second outcome among prepared students, and of the third learning outcome for the non-
prepared students.3 

                                                        
3 The level of preparedness of the students was gauged in the first two questions of the self-assessment 
questionnaire. These multiple-choice questions focused on their readings (“How many readings have you 
done on the macro-module (three lectures and three classes) on Arab nationalism?” Options: 1. None; 2. One 
or two readings; 3. Three or more) and on their attendance of the lectures of the macro-module on Arab 
Nationalism (“How many of the lectures on Arab nationalism have you attended?” Options: 1. None; 2. One; 
3. Two; 3. All three). It should be noted that attendance of lectures was not compulsory (while the attendance 
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Table 1. Difference of means test, self-assessment of learning outcomes (aggregate) 

 

Aggregate means 
Mean difference (two-tailed significance) 

Outcome 1 Outcome 2 Outcome 3 

Outcome 
1 

4.27 n/a .767 (.001) .033 (.769) 

Outcome 
2 

3.50 -.767 (.001) n/a -.733 (.001) 

Outcome 
3 

4.23 -.033 (.769) .733 (.001) n/a 

 
Table 2. Difference of means test, self-assessment of achievement of learning outcomes 
(prepared vs. non-prepared students) 

 Prep.i N Mean 
Std. 

deviation 

Std. 
error 
mean 

Mean 
difference 

Std. error 
difference 

Significance 
(two-tailed) 

Outcome 
1 

PR 19 4.37 .684 .157 .278 .261 .297 

NP 11 4.09 .701 .211    

Outcome 
2 

PR 19 3.53 1.172 .269 .072 .389 .855 

NP 11 3.45 .688 .207    

Outcome 
3 

PR 19 4.37 .761 .175 .368 .324 .264 

NP 11 4.00 1.000 .302    
 

i
PR: Students who came to class prepared; NP: Students who were not adequately prepared (cf. note 3). 

 
 
The lower average score for the question on the second learning outcome could 

receive various interpretations. On the one hand, in hindsight it is possible to suggest that, 
in contrast to the other questions, the wording of the question could have been clearer and 
students might have not understood which specific part of the activity this question was 
asking them to assess. If we assume that students were fully aware of this, and if I 
triangulate this result with the natural feedback of the session and the outcome of the 
questions in the second section of the questionnaire, this result probably exposes the 
problems that many students encountered in identifying some of the references in the lyrics 
of the song. These events were all mentioned in the readings or in the lecture, but some 

                                                                                                                                                                  
of seminars is) and that, even if this seminar session focused on the second lecture, all three lectures of the 
macro-module had already taken place when this seminar class was held. Students' preparedness is 
operationalised by attributing a score to each answer according to the numbering mentioned above (e.g. 
students who did one or two readings and attended one lecture received a score of 2+2=4); students are 
considered as “prepared” if their aggregate score is 6 or 7. 
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(especially the war on Oman) only cursively; moreover, the lyrics are at times rather 
obscure and refer to these events only indirectly (e.g. the 1958 Lebanese war is mentioned 
in a line saying “I saw Beirut after the attack”). All these references were later reviewed and 
explained at large in the open discussion, but, also because some of the time that I had to 
spend in explaining them, this section became overcrowded and, at least in one class, 
somehow confused.  

The differences in the standard deviation values, especially the most relevant one on 
the second learning outcome, could also receive various interpretations. The fact that the 
students who had come to class prepared showed greater variance in their self-assessment 
of the most knowledge-intensive learning outcome could reflect not just their problems in 
getting to grips with the references included in the lyrics of the song (in fact, only four – 
20% of this group – answered all the last four questions on the handout), but also some 
degree of frustration with this component of the activity. This impression is confirmed by 
the natural feedback that I collected in the session and seems to reinforce the suggestion 
that the undue complexity of this section somehow spoiled what was, in its entirety, an 
effective learning experience. The fact that prepared students enjoyed the activity in its 
entirety, and in particular the section on the vocabulary of pan-Arabism, is confirmed by 
the fact that their scores for outcome 1 and 3 are higher than the overall average and 
respectively 7% and 9% higher than those of non-prepared students. The frustration 
experienced by prepared students could have also impacted on their answers to the three 
final questions (table 3), where the average results for prepared students were on average 
lower (although marginally) than those of non-prepared students. 

 
 

Table 3. Difference of means test, general questions on activity (prepared vs. non-
prepared students) 

 Prep.i N Mean 
Std. 

deviation 

Std. 
error 
mean 

Mean 
difference 

Std. error 
difference 

Significance 
(two-tailed) 

“Good 
introduction”  

PR 19 4.00 .882 .202 .000 .320 1.000 

NP 11 4.00 .775 .234    

“Was fun” 
PR 19 4.26 .806 .185 .100 .288 .730 

NP 11 4.36 .674 .203    

“Videos 
should be 

used more” 

PR 19 4.11 .875 .201 .077 .299 .800 

NP 11 4.18 .603 .182    
 

i
PR: Students who came to class prepared; NP: Students who were not adequately prepared (cf. note 3). 
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Conclusion 

 
On balance, this experience provides an interesting picture on the potential of short clips in 
teaching the ideology and social background of foreign nationalistic movements and, in 
general, for consolidating and expanding the understanding of a specific social 
phenomenon. Exposing students to visual primary material can be crucial to spur effective 
class discussions and generate interest in movements that can hardly be framed and 
understood on the basis of the current political and social context of a specific state or 
region. Moreover, the activity demonstrated that, if appropriately approached in the 
introductory and follow-up activities, the linguistic barrier typically posed by these clips can 
prove to be one of the most useful resources to generate interest, encourage “active 
learning” and leave the students the feeling of having penetrated and “emphasised” with 
that movement. The students who left the class having succeeded to catch an important 
keyword in a song performed in a foreign language, and understood its relevance, will 
surely be more likely to retain a vivid image of the debates surrounding Arab nationalism. 
The fact that, in the self-assessment questionnaire, prepared students demonstrated a 
higher degree of satisfaction with their attainment of the first and third learning outcome 
also goes some way to suggest that the activity effectively dovetailed with existing 
knowledge generated by the readings and lectures. 

As a general rule, though, the activities that accompany a short clip should be short, 
sharp and, ideally, focused on not more than a single task or question for each learning 
outcome. The comparatively disappointing results of the self-assessment questions on the 
knowledge-intensive section of the activity, in particular, provide some evidence to suggest 
that the presence of too many questions on the historical and ideological details contained 
in the lyrics created a form of frustration among the students and, probably, prevented 
them from concentrating on whatever cultural, ideological or political feature of the video 
that caught their attention. In sum, the time constraints posed by the sheer length of the 
video can force students to choose between engaging with the material and answering 
questions in the handouts, and this can seriously impact the attainment of some learning 
outcomes and the quality of their learning experience. 

What this activity seems to suggest, thus, is that a more careful assessment of the role 
of short clips in the academic learning experience may be needed. In this sense, this 
discussion proved that the direct advantages of short clips – including the fact that they can 
be integrated in lectures and seminar classes, instead of being projected in extra sessions – 
come at a price: to be effective didactic instruments, short clips should best be treated as 
one-dimensional tools that can reinforce or help explore circumscribed features of a debate 
or social phenomenon, but can hardly replicate the breadth and complexity of messages 
conveyed through long documentaries or movies. Understanding the specific contributions 
that each visual media can provide to teaching arguably represents one of the main 
didactical challenges posed to our discipline by the spread of internet-based sources. 
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Appendix: Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”) 

 

Refrain 
My beloved homeland, the bigger homeland, 
Day after day, your [lit. its] glory rises; 
And your victories filled your life. 
Our homeland is growing bigger and gaining its freedom. 
 
[Sabah, Lebanese singer] 
Beautiful is the glory filling our hearts, 
Beautiful is the victory wrapped around our flag, 
Beautiful is the unity gathering our nations, 
Beautiful is the sweetest melody in our lives;  
A melody flowing between the two oceans, 
Between Marrakesh and Bahrain. 
In Yemen, Damascus and Jeddah 
The same song goes for a magnificent unity, 
The unity of the whole Arab nation. 
 
[Fayda Kamel, Egyptian singer] 
We are protecting our nationalism 
With our lives, that surround it as candles; 
A smiling heaven for its friends, 
A raging hell towards its enemies. 
See Beirut after the savage attacks:  
Occupation and tyranny had taken over. 
The nation rose up again and its power triumphed 
And Port Said’s story has repeated itself. 
Long live the Arab nation! 
 
[Warda, Algerian singer] 
My homeland, you are a bastion against oppression. 
Fill our islands with fire, bring it to an end. 
Should we all fall martyrs 
The rocks of our mountains would still be fighting. 
The end of the occupation is near; 
These medieval acts should disappear from our world. 
Neither in Algeria nor in Oman 
Will the revolution slow down against tyranny? 
Until the victory of the Arab nation. 
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* This paper was written prior to the June 2013 abdication of Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-
Thani in favor of his son Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad. Aged 33, the Emir is the youngest 
leader in the Gulf region, and the first Qatari ruler to ascend to power following a voluntary 
abdication. Additionally, Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim al-Thani – the Foreign and Prime 
Minister at the time – was also replaced with Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa Al Thani, who 
was previously the Minister of Interior Affairs. Both Sheikh Tamim and Abdullah bin Nasser 
were key figures in the Qatari-Saudi Joint Coordination Council; formed in 2008 to improve 
relations between the two neighbor countries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sara Pulliam received her BA in Anthropology from the University of California, Los Angeles 
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Introduction 
 

In the past decade, but particularly in the context of the Arab Spring, Qatar has 
played a much larger role in regional affairs than its small size would suggest.1 Its robust 
foreign policy agenda does not cater to a particular ideology or bloc because Qatar engages 
in relations with a wide range of states and actors from both the Arab region and the West. 
It has ties to Islamists, including Hamas and Hezbollah, and is a second home to individuals 
like Yusuf Al Qaradawi. It has semi-normalized relations with Israel at the same time that it 
has close relations to Iran and Syria. It hosts a large US base yet often works counter to how 
the US would like it to behave. Furthermore, it is home to Al Jazeera, a complex and 
significant media phenomenon that has been a major player in the coverage of the uprisings 
of the Arab Spring (and played a significant role previously in coverage of other events such 
as the second intifada). Another puzzling contradiction is that Qatar is imbued with an image 
as a progressive and semi-liberal state, yet it is almost an absolute monarchy and has minimal 
semblance of a true democratic process.  

Qatar’s foreign policy objectives, unlike other Arab regimes and monarchies, do not 
appear to be directed towards regional stability. Qatar’s dominant role at the Arab League 
and its military intervention in Libya, in addition to its leading role in condemning Syria’s 
Bashar Al Assad, have been seemingly contradictory policies and generally run counter to 
maintaining the regional status quo. Furthermore, it appears that the Qatari government did 
not constrain Al Jazeera in its coverage of the uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen. 
However, in contrast to this “pro-revolution” stance; Qatar was nominally silent about the 
mass mobilization in Bahrain. Though there is no overt evidence of government 
interference, Al Jazeera Arabic also turned a semi-blind eye to the same events although its 
English language counterpart did air an in-depth documentary of the uprising called 
“Shouting in the Dark.” In the case of Bahrain, it is possible that the interest in maintaining 
the stability of the GCC monarchies was still of prime importance. However, the question 
remains: Why has Qatar pursued foreign policies directly counter to regional stability in the 
context of the Arab Spring? Why has it pursued foreign policies that are frequently 
antagonistic to Saudi Arabia’s interests, and enraged other Arab regimes2, to the extent that 
Qatar could potentially jeopardize its own regional security and relationships?   

This paper argues that Qatar’s recent regional actions during the past year’s uprisings 
are an escalation of the regime’s prior foreign policy patterns, which emanate from the vision 
of a few elite members within the ruling family such as the emir, the prime minister, and 
some advisors. Qatar’s past and current foreign policies are oriented towards cultivating a 
positive international image of a progressive, innovative, business friendly and neutral state 
whose policies conform to international norms and values. Furthermore, these individuals 
believe that there exists more opportunity and security for Qatar in being internationally 
respected as opposed to depending on and lying in the shadow of Saudi Arabia. Due to 
Qatar’s small size, homogenous national population, and significant wealth, this small cadre 

                                                 
1 Shadid, Anthony, “Qatar Wields an Outsize Influence in Arab Politics,” NY Times (November 14, 2011), 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/15/world/middleeast/qatar-presses-decisive-shift-in-arab-
politics.html?pagewanted=all 
2 “Qatar’s Leadership is Politically Astute,” http://gulfnews.com/opinions/columnists/qatar-s-leadership-is-
politically-astute-1.949632 
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of individuals responsible for Qatar’s foreign policy can afford to be flexible in ideology and 
actions without real risk of internal destabilization or pursuit of legitimate domestic political 
reform. Furthermore, Qatar’s foreign policy decision-makers believe that their courtship of 
Western powers and nimble foreign policy abilities have kept them relatively secure from any 
regional threat which might emerge as a result of their unconventional behavior, so that they 
are able to continue their precarious balancing act in the future.  

The Unique Case of Qatar 
 

Qatar is a small, prosperous, and ethnically and religiously homogenous state.3 Apart 
from the significant expatriate community, there are no marginalized groups or minorities 
within Qatari society who are politicized as such. (Though women may be marginalized for 
the most part they are not currently politicized.) It has a “very high” human development 
rank in the UN’s 2010 Human Development Report4 and a relatively small “youth bulge” 
compared to its neighbors. Its gross national income per capita makes it one of the richest 
countries in the world and unemployment is not an issue. Unlike Bahrain and other GCC 
countries, Qatar’s natural gas and oil reserves are projected to last for decades, relieving 
some pressure to diversify the economy and opening the possibility to continue a rentier 
mentality. Though it initially cut back on spending during the fiscal crisis of the 1990s, Qatar 
did not experience the same impact as other MENA countries.5 In spite of such incentives 
and inherent wealth, Qatar has attempted to diversify its economy and invest abroad as part 
of its far-sighted vision to build for the future. 

Qatar is a monarchy with little democratic process. In spite of this fact, “there is no 
evidence of any real domestic demand for either elections or increased women’s rights, 
certainly not demand of a kind that would have threatened the regime.”6 Furthermore, civil 
society is very limited, political parties are outlawed, and there exist very few institutions for 
Qataris to engage in politics. For example, there are no official mechanisms for Qatari 
society to express any disapproval they may have of the state’s relations with Israel (if they 
hold them). Whether or not a negative public perception of these relations exists, and is 
relevant, is left very much to the judgment of the regime. There are no coalitions, pressure 
groups, parliamentary players, etc. (even illegal ones) that pressure or communicate to the 
regime or influence its ideology and action. In fact, society is disconnected from the regime 
to the extent that it is possible for members of the regime to hold a completely different 
vision of the world than Qatari society in general. This fact does not mean, however, that the 
regime is not liked or does not enjoy legitimacy. The majority of Qataris are very content 
with the regime and look to the emir as a leader and the guide who will push society to new 
heights.7  

Overall, Qatar has no significant structural pressures, either domestically or 
regionally, that push the regime to implement economic liberalization or political reform. 
According to conventional understandings, the dynamics of both the domestic and 
international domains should be pressuring Qatar to do exactly the opposite of what it has: 

                                                 
3 Rabi, 444. 
4 2010 UN Human Development Report, http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_2010_EN_Tables_reprint.pdf 
5 Lambert, “Political Reform in Qatar,” 94. 
6 Ibid., 96. 
7 Miles, Al-Jazeera, 22. 
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to not undergo any political or economic reform and not encourage regional regime change. 
Therefore, attempts to understand Qatar’s behavior require looking beyond the economic 
pressures and societal push for change that characterize traditional literature, to the regime 
and the decision-makers.  

The choice of an individual level of analysis does not assume that all non-democratic 
states have relatively little or no domestic constraints or influences that impact maneuver 
space within foreign policy. There exist differences in the types and strengths of these 
factors from regime to regime and country to country. Qatar happens to be an exceptional 
case that, as discussed above, has relatively few domestic constraints, though this does not 
mean that they are not relevant whatsoever. Even in the case of Qatar, domestic issues can 
be detrimental to the regime if their dynamics are misjudged by unskilled decision-makers. 
As Hill notes, “however much leaders get seduced into making international affairs their 
priority, they are always pulled back by the elastic which connects them to their domestic 
base, often with rudely shocking results.”8 Regardless, understanding why certain behavior 
occurred, rather than judging if it was the “best” or most “rational” behavior given the 
situation, requires an attempt to understand the agenda and perception of the decision-
making apparatus. 

As there appear to be relatively few domestic structures that constrain the regime, 
this paper assumes that the majority of both Qatar’s domestic and foreign policies emanate 
from the perceptions, world-view, goals, and decisions of a few individuals within the Qatari 
regime: the emir, the prime minister, and a few other advisors (Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hamad bin Jassim Jaber al-Thani is generally regarded as the architect of Qatar’s foreign 
policy9). Many of the explanations for Qatar’s behavior are likely to be more coherently 
understood by utilizing an individual level of analysis that focuses on these key foreign-
policy decision makers and their vision of Qatar, as opposed to pure rational actor model 
based on the notion of a personified and rarified nation state that has its interests defined by 
the structure, be it economic, balance of power, etc. In this case, the most important factors 
to understand are what decision-makers perceive as their interests (and their constraints) and 
what strategy they think is best to realize these interests.  

The Emir and His Vision 
 
 Sheikh Hamad was 44 years old when he overthrew his father in a palace coup in 
1995 (while his father was on vacation). Upon assuming the throne, he immediately initiated 
a series of reforms, one of which established the position of prime minister -to which he 
appointed his brother. The emir, who was educated in the UK’s Sandhurst military academy, 
also appointed a team of young, Western-educated advisors and technocrats to help him run 
the country. This group was significantly younger than its regional counterparts and was 
immersed in different social and political ideas from the West, which it desired to employ in 
governance. Sheikh Hamad seemed to be a different type of Arab monarch. He approached 
his society differently than many of his regional counterparts: rather than remain aloof and 

                                                 
8 Christopher Hill, The Changing Politics of Foreign Policy (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003). 222. 
9 Al Qassemi, Sultan. “How Saudi Arabia and Qatar Became Friends Again,” 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again
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distant, he spoke to the press, explained his policies and why he wanted to pursue them. He 
repeatedly asserted that Qatar should be known and noticed in the world.10  
 According to the Emir, being known and noticed in the world required building an 
image of a liberal and progressive state that stood out from its peers in the region.  In a 
sense, democracy and liberal reforms were the way of the future, much like advanced 
technology also opened doors to future security. This perspective carries an underlying 
assumption that liberalism, reform, neutrality, etc. are not good simply in and of themselves. 
They are ideal and positively associated representations that need to be seen and recognized 
as part of Qatar’s international image. In other words, Qatar’s elite play a game that relies 
extensively on perception and are not necessarily beholden to any ideology except that which 
increases the value of Qatar’s image. 

Qatar’s Domestic Policies: Cultivating an Image of Liberal Reform 
 

Foreign policy is not the only area where Qatar has defied traditional understandings 
of how oil monarchies behave or tailored its desired international image. Since 1995, Qatar 
has also shown initiatives in domestic political reform when it appeared that there were no 
structural impetuses to do so. According to Lambert, Qatar’s domestic reforms actually 
appear to be regarded as part of the foreign policy toolbox because the emir and his cadre 
conducted these reforms in order to gain the approving eye of the international community. 
It is clearly important to the regime to be liked. Conforming to international norms is part 
and parcel of the image construction that Qatar’s elite is pursuing to bolster the state’s 
external reputation.11 

Paradoxically, Sheikh Hamad and his regime have often pushed their reforms and 
liberal values through non-liberal and non-democratic means in an attempt to cultivate 
Qatar’s progressive and modern international image. He and the Qatari elite felt that there 
were some norms that “ought” to be embraced in spite of the fact that the masses were not 
clamoring for them. For example, in 1995 the new emir announced that elections would be 
held for 29 seats of the Central Municipal Council. At the same time he also declared that it 
would be acceptable for women to both vote and run for office and there was a large push 
from the regime to get a woman elected. The media was instructed to portray women’s 
issues in a positive light. However, the regime was sorely disappointed when Qatar’s 
conservative society refused to elect a single female. It was not until 2003 that a female was 
elected to CMC, though she ran unopposed after it was rumored that her competitors were 
asked to step down. In this case, liberalization occurred from the top down.  

Qatar’s domestic reform case demonstrates the ambivalence that exists among the 
decision-makers’ conceptualizations of liberalism and democracy. Though Sheikh Hamad 
promised to hold elections for the Shura Council, these elections have been repeatedly 
postponed. (They are currently scheduled for the latter half of 2013.) It is possible that the 
delay in democratization occurred because the emir was unsure if society would elect the 
“correct” individuals and subsequently legislate the “correct” or liberal types of reforms that 
would mesh with the desired international Qatari image. The interest in liberalism is very 
much strategic: it adds to the “right” image. Opening political space to society is only 
feasible when the emir feels that society is “ready” and guaranteed to lead Qatar in the 

                                                 
10 Miles, Al-Jazeera, 14-15. 
11 Lambert, “Political Reform in Qatar,” 96. 
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appropriate direction. Therefore, Qatar’s domestic policies are part of its foreign policy and 
international image. Furthermore, its robust and dynamic foreign policy behavior, like its 
domestic behavior, is also built around maintaining and building an image and not 
endorsement of a particular ideology in and of itself. Additionally, because Qatar’s citizens 
“are quite pleased with the political system,”12 further political reform can even be 
interpreted as a provocative regional move aimed towards Saudi Arabia and other neighbors.  

Qatar’s Foreign Policy: The “Honest Broker” 
 

Before the Arab Spring, Qatar’s most active foreign policy role was playing that of 
negotiator in multiple regional issues. It cultivated what Kamrava refers to as “niche 
diplomacy.” Qatar’s mediation style is highly personalized and often comes with financial 
incentives for reaching a peace agreement. Since Qatar’s regime portrays itself as flexible and 
beholden to no one in its relations, it is often able to approach the mediation table as an 
honest broker (which further feeds into its desired role of neutrality).  Its success rate is not 
always very strong and can be categorized as more cosmetic in nature. Though parties come 
to agreements at the negotiation table, they often fall apart after a short amount of time has 
passed. Regardless, Qatar is still able to play a role that was previously played by states such 
as Egypt (in the case of Sudan and Chad) and Saudi Arabia (in the case of Yemen). 

According to Kamrava, “primary motivation for Qatari mediation efforts is a 
combination of small state survival strategies and the desire for international prestige.”13 
Certain aspects of Qatar’s mediation activities accentuate the fact that it desires international 
attention for its efforts. Usually mediation is most successful when conducted in secret. 
However, Qatar conducts its mediation, like its liberal reforms, very much in the limelight. 
Its officials grant interviews regionally and globally and are not shy in praising Qatar’s 
efforts. Qatar has also benefited in more concrete ways from mediation efforts. For example, 
in Sudan its influence increased and it was able to purchase farmland for food security (a 
significant issue for the majority of the region). Understandably, Qatar’s regime works to 
expand and diversify its investments and activities globally so that it has security for the 
future.14   

Qatar’s Regional Relations: Saudi Arabia  
 
 Qatar’s foreign policy also cannot be analyzed in isolation from its relations with 
Saudi Arabia. The emir’s deposed father was satisfied with remaining in Saudi Arabia’s 
shadow throughout his rule. However, his son and younger surrounding advisors did not 
agree with this policy and began in the mid 1990’s to drift away from the regional 
powerhouse. Before the palace coup, tensions were already high between the two states as a 
result of a border clashes that killed two guards in 1992. After the coup, Saudi Arabia was 
reluctant to support the new emir and even went so far as to reject Qatar’s candidate for 
secretary general of the GCC. In 1996, Sheikh Hamad founded Al Jazeera, which proved 
over the years to be a large thorn in Saudi Arabia’s side. The Saudi regime has also been 

                                                 
12 Gengler, “Qatar’s Ambivalent Democratization,” Foreign Policy, (November 1, 2011) 
13 Kamrava, “Mediation and Qatari Foreign Policy,” 540.  
14 Ibid., 542. 
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displeased with Qatar’s relations with Israel, Iran, Syria, and Hezbollah. Qatar repeatedly 
invited Israelis to events in Doha, such as the MENA conference, consistently angering 
Saudi Arabia and other neighbors. Sheikh Hamad has repeatedly asserted his desire to have a 
foreign policy independent of Saudi Arabia and this desire is part of the drive behind the 
cultivation of Qatar’s international image.  

In spite of a history of animosity, in 2007 Saudi Arabia and Qatar’s relations began to 
warm. According to a New York Times article, the emir had the director of Al Jazeera 
accompany him on a visit to Saudi Arabia where it was agreed that the network would 
refrain from covering anything controversial in Saudi Arabia. In 2010 Sheikh Hamad 
pardoned the Saudi prisoners who had taken part in an attempted coup against the emir in 
1996. According to Sultan Al Qassemi, the relations are likely to grow warmer until 2022 
when Qatar will hold the World Cup (another component of Qatari soft power and 
international recognition). In order for the event to unfold successfully, Qatar will need 
Saudi Arabia’s help and cooperation.15  

The Al Jazeera Phenomenon 
 
Probably the most significant element that propelled tiny Qatar into regional and 

international prominence is its famous media network Al Jazeera. Founded in 1996 by the 
emir, it later rose to become the most dominant news network in the Middle East. “Exactly 
what the emir, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, had in mind when he decided so firmly 
to establish a satellite news channel—whether it was for financial gain, or from a desire to 
make political capital over his long time rivals the Saudis, or out of a genuine yearning for 
democratic reform—is a matter of opinion.”16 Whatever his intentions were, Al Jazeera was 
situated ostensibly outside of censorship in a region where information control remained a 
vital tool for managing society and securing authoritarian regimes. Its presentation and style 
were sharp, sleek, and modern; it was a perfect complement to the image Qatar’s elites 
desired of their nation. It not only aired vivid and raw scenes from events such as the 
Palestinian intifada, covered the inefficiency of the PLO (and was thus accused of being on 
the side of Hamas), and the violence of the American invasion of Iraq, but was also the first 
regional network to go so far as to air interviews with Israelis, thus depicting another side of 
a conflict that Arabs had previously never seen (except occasionally through Western media 
coverage). It also aired messages from controversial figures like Osama bin Laden, much to 
the irritation of both its neighbors and the West.  

Like Qatar’s foreign policy, Al Jazeera seemed to be beholden to no one, often 
portraying both the West and various Arab regimes in a negative light. “To understand Al 
Jazeera’s influence, it is necessary to look at the channel not from the perspective of Western 
policymakers who consider it to be a malignant nuisance, but rather from the standpoint of 
its Arab audience, which see it as a magnifier of shared frustrations and aspirations and as a 
truth-teller.”17 Al Jazeera was felt by many across the region to depict the Arab side of the 
story. As a result, there was no longer a necessity to watch Western news networks to 

                                                 
15 Al Qassemi, Sultan Sooud, “How Qatar and Saudi Arabia Became Friends 
Again,”http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_ag
ain. 
16 Miles, Al-Jazeera, 27 
17 Seib, The Al Jazeera Effect, 15. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again
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understand the events of the region. Al Jazeera’s ability to tap into and influence Arab 
societies make it a powerful foreign policy tool and it is apparent that Qatar’s elite views it as 
such. 

Employees of Al Jazeera have claimed that they are completely independent and 
receive no instructions from the regime as to their content and coverage.18 It is certainly 
possible that the Qatari regime does not exert extensive control over the network. However, 
it is also no secret that Al Jazeera is reliant on the regime’s funding. Even if overt censorship 
does not usually occur, self-censorship still plays a significant role. Furthermore, even if the 
regime does not control Al Jazeera, this does not mean that the network does not fulfill the 
goals for which the emir originally created it. Additionally, Al Jazeera creates new situations 
and opportunities for the regime to capitalize on, such as the ability to be a relevant and 
influential player in the Arab Spring.  

While the regime and Al Jazeera were certainly not responsible for the Arab Spring, 
the network did play a large role in how the uprisings developed and spread rapidly from 
country to country. This situation placed Qatar in a position where they had influence, 
intentional or not, on the development of the uprisings. Al Jazeera was regarded by Arab 
publics as a force of good and of truth. Its 2006-launched, English-language sister also 
gained positive recognition from Western nations. The fact that Al Jazeera is based in Doha 
further added to Qatar’s image as a modern and progressive state, in addition to accentuating 
that Qatar did indeed have a large role to play in the region and the world. Perhaps of even 
greater significance, it increased its power to exert influence in the region (as it has the ability 
to control Al Jazeera if it so desires) even if this caused further anger from its neighbors. As 
previously discussed, there was little reason for the regime to be concerned about its own 
stability and legitimacy (though Sheikh Hamad did announce his intentions to hold the much 
delayed parliamentary elections in 2013).   

In September of 2011, Al Jazeera’s successful director, Wadah Khanfar, 
unexpectedly resigned and was replaced by a member of the royal family with no prior media 
expertise. Sheikh Ahmad bin Jassim al-Thani, the new director of Al Jazeera, claimed that his 
primary focus was streamlining the administration of the ever-growing network so that the 
bureaucracy became a seamless experience for employees. Reactions to this action portrayed 
Khanfar’s removal as a possible attempt by the regime to constrict and control Al Jazeera’s 
coverage during a very turbulent time (and resulted from displeasure over possible 
cooperation with the US).19 However, no firm information exists as to whether this is the 
case or if Qatari regime has re-evaluated its stance on media censorship. It is readily 
understood and expressed by key members of the regime that they regard Al Jazeera as a 
foreign policy tool. However, much of its credibility and legitimacy is built on the perception 
that it is generally not censored and not biased; it is a speaker of truth. If this perception 
changes then Al Jazeera will become like all the other state media channels in the region and 
lose its influence. There is little doubt that the Qatari regime, quick and nimble on multiple 
matters of foreign policy, is also aware of this fact.  

                                                 
18 Hasan, Mehdi, “The Voice of the Arab Spring,” New Statesman, 35. 
19 Kirkpatrick, David, “After Disclosures by Wikileaks, Al Jazeera Replaces its Top News Director,” NY Times, 
(September 20, 2011), http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/21/world/middleeast/after-disclosures-by-
wikileaks-al-jazeera-replaces-its-top-news-director.html 
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Qatar’s Behavior during the Arab Spring 
 

Although Qatar has employed a robust, dynamic, and flexible foreign policy since 
Sheikh Hamad took power in 1995, its actions have never been forward and extensive 
enough to conduct a military intervention. Libya then appeared as a new and perhaps risky 
course taken by Qatar’s elite. Yet, such behavior does not deviate from Qatar’s previous 
foreign policy balancing act: it is simply a more aggressive version of it in an intense regional 
situation. Qatar is one of the only regimes not reeling from the dynamics of Arab Spring and 
has, thus far, been able to ride the waves and currents, at times even pulling from the front. 
In other words, Qatar’s regime has harnessed the events of the region and run ahead with 
them (while other regimes have been perceived to be slow, unstable, and inflexible). 

Qatar’s intervention in Libya happened under the umbrella of the Arab League 
(where the emir currently plays a dominant role) and NATO. Though it was accused of 
being co-opted by western nations and their interests, Qatar’s past behavior does not 
demonstrate it as being overly favorable to any power. Analyzed in the context of the Qatari 
regime’s past history of foreign policy and vision, it is likely that the Libya intervention was 
nothing more than upping the stakes of the emir’s desire to play on the world’s center stage. 
Though it may have irritated them, Qatar did not extensively anger many of its neighbors 
with the intervention. It also demonstrated to western states and the rest of the international 
community that it could be a helpful and useful ally if it chose to (though not necessarily at 
anyone’s beck and call). Furthermore, Qatar’s regime could also afford to send their small 
military because the tiny state hosts US Central Command and is therefore guaranteed de 
facto security from the United States.  

The intervention in Libya was, of course, primarily a political move as opposed to a 
full military operation. The emir claims that the intervention in Libya was not oriented 
around gain, as Qatar is a wealthy country, but for the sake of the Libyan people. This type 
of rhetoric feeds into the overall image of Qatar as a benevolent and progressive nation. 
However, aside from building its image, there is little doubt that Qatar will gain from being 
better positioned to invest in Libya’s multiple sectors, particularly banking.20 Just as it was 
able to extend its influence in Sudan, Lebanon, Yemen, and other locations through 
mediation, Qatar will now be better positioned than its regional counterparts to influence the 
new Libya. The intervention in Libya accomplished results and goals very similar to those 
garnered in Qatar’s previous mediation efforts. 

In contrast to its pro-revolution stance in Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and 
eventually Syria, the regime of Qatar remained silent during Bahrain’s uprising and the 
follow-on GCC intervention. This behavior can possibly be attributed to the regime’s 
warmer ties with Saudi Arabia and its interests with the GCC as a whole. Supporting the 
uprising in Bahrain may have been judged by regime members as not tenable because it 
would have eaten away at Qatar’s image of “neutrality.” It might have simply been 
understood as a line not to be crossed. When considered in the context of a past foreign 
policy history of allying with multiple sides and players, Qatar’s behavior does not seem 
strange, but only a more pronounced emphasis of prior trends. Its lukewarm embrace of 
democracy (often in pursuit of a liberal image) has been an ongoing phenomenon in both its 
domestic and foreign policies for years. Though the emir and his family espouse “liberal” 
values, they often pursue them in autocratic manners. Qatar’s regime has had no problem in 

                                                 
20 Dudley, “A Force for Change,” 30. 
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the past dealing with Islamists, Iran, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Western states, and others 
simultaneously. The stable characteristic of all these divergent behavioral trends has been the 
pursuit of opportunities to bolster an internationally recognized image and not an adherence 
to a particular ideology or side, even that of liberalism. 
 

Conclusion 
The lingering question that remains for Qatar’s regime is how long such 

nonconventional behavior can be sustained. As Dudley notes, despite its purported 
neutrality, “the events of this year have exposed a problem at the heart of Qatar's foreign 
policy, namely the county's strategy of supporting autocratic GCC regimes, while backing 
democracy movements elsewhere.”21 As this paper has argued, Qatar’s foreign policy has 
revolved around the regime’s desire to cultivate an image that is recognized internationally. 
An image can prove to be a fundamentally delicate item to control and maintain because it is 
based on the perceptions of others. The more Qatar’s regime places itself in the limelight, 
and the more that it gains in international prestige, the more it will find its actions scrutinized 
and analyzed by other players in the system. The divergence that has been characteristic of 
Qatar’s foreign policy is becoming increasingly stressed and increasingly noticed. In the 
future it may not serve as an indicator by which the world judges Qatar to be benign and 
neutral, but as the characteristic of a self-serving and self-interested state that may assist you 
presently but cannot be depended upon in the future. Furthermore, the limited domestic and 
international constraints that Qatar currently enjoys may not allow the regime such latitude 
in the future. If the emir does carry out parliamentary elections and allow his more 
conservative society to participate in politics, Qatar’s foreign policy is likely to become less 
nimble and fickle as it will no longer be solely based on the visions of a few men somewhat 
freed from the apparatuses of a large governing bureaucracy. However, Qatar’s ruling elite 
have, thus far, shown significant foresight and skill in their ability to prepare for the future 
and harness the turbulence of the Arab Spring to their benefit. It is likely that in the near 
future Qatar will continue to play a dynamic and forward-leaning role both regionally and 
globally.

                                                 
21 Ibid, 31. 
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Islamists and the Question of Political Opportunity in the 25th of January Revolution: From 
Movement Emergence to Movement Success? 

Dina Hosni 

 

Abstract 

Focusing on the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists in Egypt, the paper provides a 
framework combining two major models of research on social movements; namely, 
“Tarrow’s dimensions of Political Opportunity” and Diani’s “Inclusion Framework” 
respectively to answer the question of "when" and "how" Islamists’ have maximized 
their opportunities within the 25th of January revolution in Egypt.  The analysis has 
demonstrated that Tarrow's five dimensions; namely increasing access, shifting 
alignments, divided elites, influential allies, and repression could conspicuously account for the 
rise of the two Islamist groups within the Revolution.  Based on the analysis, the MB's 
relative superiority in availing changes in opportunities significantly corresponded to 
the level of its success compared to Salafists due to the former's long history of 
political involvement and organizational capacity as a social movement; hence 
supporting Tarrow's theorization. Drawing on Diani's formulation of four 
configurations of opportunity structures (Realignment, Antisystem, Inclusion, and 
Revitalization), the paper has shown how the two Islamist groups demonstrated 
substantially effective mobilization strategies by adopting an 'inclusion' frame within a 
single period. Once the two Islamist groups started to seek their own ideological goals 
at the expense of the nationalistic goals of the revolution, they gave up their inclusion 
frame to engage in framing contests. The paper is divided into three sections, where 
the first section provides a literature review of social movement theory and the 
political opportunity structure; the second section focuses on Islamists’ actions during 
the 25th of January Revolution within temporal political opportunity structures and 
inclusion framework; and the third explores Islamists’ actions within framing contests. 
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Introduction 

The 25th of January Revolution1 in Egypt has generated massive scholarly research within 
social movement theory.  Through this theoretical tradition, the concept of “political opportunity 
structure” could help explain the interplay of opportunity, mobilization, and political influence.  To 
this end, I provide a framework combining two major models of research on social movements to 
answer the question of “why” and “how” social movements have materialized; namely, Tarrow’s 
dimensions of political opportunity and Diani’s ‘inclusion framework’ respectively as a potential 
explanatory model for Islamists’ actions within the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt. The paper 
thus represents an endeavor to explain how Islamists, focusing on the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Salafists, could maximize their opportunities and augment their influence under certain historical 
circumstances (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1485). The paper2 is divided into three sections; the first 
section provides a literature review of social movement theory and the political opportunity 
structure; the second section focuses on Islamists’ actions during the 25th of January Revolution 
within temporal political opportunity structures3 and the inclusion framework; and the third explores 
Islamists’ actions within framing contests. 

Social Movement Theory 

Social movements could be defined as informal groups who hold common beliefs toward 
attaining a social goal (Weissmann, 2008, 7). Such a goal could incorporate either the application or 
the prevention of a change in society’s composition and values. Many social movements work on 
behalf of the economically disenfranchised with the purpose of pursuing economic justice through 
sharing society’s wealth and prospects (Goldstone, 2004, 334-335). They have often been depicted as 
movements outside the polity or as challengers working toward goals they cannot realize through 
institutionalized political processes. They emerge as essentially spontaneous collective actions of 
individuals who are bound by relationships that are not demarcated by rules or procedures but solely 
by embracing a common stance toward society (Weissmann, 2008, 7). Though social movements 
have ostensibly appeared as a permanent constituent of Western civilization since the 1960s, their 
existence as a phenomenon harks back to earlier times as witnessed, for example, in the anti-slavery 
movement.   

Contentious collective action is deemed to be the root of social movements, not because of 
the violent nature of movements, but because it is the principal and often the sole option that 
ordinary people have against powerful opponents or states (Tarrow, 1998, 3). This does not signify 
that such movements do nothing other than contend. They create organizations, develop ideologies, 
and establish and mobilize constituencies, and their members work on building collective identities.  
Though some movements are essentially apolitical and are more concerned with their own issues or 

                                                           
1Researchers have demonstrated variations in the way they would refer to the 25th  of January events in Egypt, where 
some regard it as a coup since the Military Council has taken control, and some believe it was too early at this stage to 
call it a revolution and thus would prefer to refer to the events as “uprisings”.  I believe the term revolution could be 
applicable to the 25th of January events since it represents a sudden change in the location of sovereignty where Egyptian 
people have put an end to Mubarak's regime, and since it has had a goal as shown from its motto “bread, freedom and 
social justice.” 
2 The paper tries to analyze the actions of Islamists, notably the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists within the 25th of 
January Revolution, based on a presentation given in the Davo Congress, Germany, 2011.  The last part of the 
conclusion was added following the results of the 2011 parliamentary elections. 
3 Throughout the paper, the term “temporal” will be used to describe political opportunity structures based on my 
assumptions that such opportunities which have generated movement emergence to movement success did not last; 
leading to a potential movement decline. 
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those of their affiliates, they might still confront authorities, as these authorities are usually the ones 
accountable for law and order and for establishing the standards of society. Organizers resort to 
contention to use political opportunities, build collective identities, assemble people in associations, 
and mobilize them against stronger adversaries. A great deal of the history of movements represents 
a duo of tactics and counter-tactics between movement activists and those in power. 

Before the 1980s, social movement actors were usually envisaged as outsiders who were 
barred from or marginalized in the political system (Goldstone, 2004, 337). The emergence of the 
middle class, elites, and students in what have become known as “new social movements” has 
somewhat changed the way social movement actors are viewed. New social movements as a concept 
does not represent a theory in the traditional sense, but stands as an approach placing more 
emphasis and importance on the individual as a main player posing the very question as to why 
social movements emerge (Weissmann, 2008, 8). The new approach critiques traditional politics and 
existing constitutions, and it recoups the existence of the individuals’ personal, collective, and public 
identities – thereby departing from class as an explanatory model along with the economic 
reductionism of vulgar Marxism. 

Political Opportunity Structure 

Within social movement theory, the “political process” approach stresses the political, 
organizational, and compositional traits of social movements (Weissmann, 2008, 9). Researchers on 
social movements have posited that political activists do not craft history in circumstances they 
create, but they face constrictions and are offered opportunities constructed by the institutional 
arrangements and the dominant patterns of political power, which constitute the inexorable contexts 
of political action (Rootes, 1999, 1). Upon this understanding, political opportunity structure shapes 
the emergence, strategies, and success of social movement activities and collective actions. The 
notion of political opportunity structure has garnered considerable attention by theorists and 
researchers on political protests (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1457). Researchers have posited that 
political opportunity structures operate “as ‘filters’ between the mobilization of the movement and 
its choice of strategies and its capacity to change the social environment” (Kitchelt, 1986, 59).  

Analysts have shown variations in the level of activists’ cognition of changes in political 
opportunity (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004, 1463-4). Some hold doubts concerning the cognizance and 
will of political activists; others have claimed that activists are naturally overly positive about 
opportunities and do not essentially gauge with any rigidity the potential vistas for successfully 
mobilizing or engendering policy reform. A third group regards activists as more or less rational 
entrepreneurs awaiting signs from the state and society regarding what demands to make and how. 
According to this understanding, social movements seem to comprise coalitions of rational 
discerning organizers who are relatively responsive to political opportunity changes. 

The notion of “framing” is deployed to conceptualize the political significance that social 
movements attribute (Snow & Benford, 1988, 198). Previous research has revealed that social 
movements frame or consign meaning to, and provide interpretation of, relevant events and 
situations in ways that are projected to mobilize potential advocates and constituents to garner 
support and to demobilize adversaries.  

Opportunities and Movement: Emergence or Success 

Within either of the aforesaid stances of the model, political opportunity structure is pivotal: 
the greater the opportunity, the more likely is a movement to emerge and grow; and the more the 
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movement grows and the more resources it can assemble, the more successful it will become 
(Goldstone, 2004, 346). Tarrow has posited that changes in political opportunities induce the 
initiation of new stages of contention (Tarrow, 1998, 7). He has identified five dimensions of 
changes in opportunity (Tarrow, 1998, 77-80). Those include: 1) increasing access, which posits that 
gaining partial access to participation (neither full access nor its absence) generates the greatest 
degree of opportunities; 2) shifting alignments, where the instability of political alignments fosters 
contention, as was the case in the Soviet Union; 3) divided elites, as conflicts within and among elites 
provide incentives for emerging movements; 4) influential allies, which could give protestors the 
confidence and models for collective action; 5) repression and facilitation, which could work 
independently or sometimes in close connection, so that the movement has the room to grow and 
to continue in its actions. Researchers have introduced some factors as more relevant to the 
emergence of movements, others to their success; some that work particularly with certain groups, 
and others as featured by all groups (Goldstone, 2004, 346). 

Mario Diani draws on two of Tarrow’s dimensions of changes in opportunity and access, or 
“opportunities for autonomous action within the polity” and the “stability of political alignments” 
(Diani, 1996, 1056-1057). Within Diani’s formulation, the combination of these two variables 
generates four different configurations where each mirrors a distinct perception of the political 
environment and could most likely trigger a certain type of framing strategy.  “Realignment frames” 
result from the presence of sufficient opportunities for independent action with the lessening 
capability of traditional alignments to contain collective identities and to construct political action, 
whereas “inclusion frames” are produced from the combination of high opportunities for 
autonomous action and stable political alignments. “Revitalization frames” occur when it is difficult 
for new political actors to emerge, so that challengers may only enter established political institutions 
with the aim of redirecting their goals and revitalizing their compositions from within. Finally, 
“antisystem frames” respond to crises of traditional alignments and the meager opportunities for 
autonomous action by challengers, thereby promoting a radical transformation of the polity. 

 

Islamists Movements during the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt: From 

Emergence to Success 

The above-mentioned dimensions of political opportunity could be applicable to crumbling 
authoritarian regimes (as the case of Egypt on the 25th January, 2011) where society starts to shift 
from a position in which social movements and protests are severely inhibited and perceived of as 
utterly illegitimate, towards a position in which social movements and protests are deemed as fairly 
legitimate aspirations toward increased access or more democratization (Goldstone, 2004, 348). The 
spontaneous grass roots movement of the 25th of January consisted of non-politicized Egyptians 
who chose to participate out of a feeling of social and political injustice. A second more influential 
and organizing echelon included a variety of political activists ranging from a significantly large 
contingent of Muslim Brotherhood members and Salafists to other independent groups such as 6 
April, Khaled Said, Kifaya, and a number of youth members of parties such as the Wafd, Nasserists, 
and Leftists, along with some of the dissenting Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya (Islamic Religious Society) 
members.4For the purpose of the present paper, I have focused on the actions of the Islamist 

                                                           
4See the paper titled “The True Salafist Stance toward 25 of January” published by The Arab Centre for Humanities” , 
March 21st, 2011, accessed at: 
http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1 

http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1
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movements, with a special focus on the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafists and the political 
opportunity structure during the 25th of January Revolution.  

Islamist Movements in Egypt  

As a launching point, a definition of “Islamists” is a necessary prerequisite, for which I have 
adopted James Piscatori’s lucid and broad definition of Islamists as “Muslims who are committed to 
political action to implement what they regard as an Islamic agenda” (Reviewed in Martin 
&Barzegar, 2010, 27).   

In Mubarak-era Egypt, Islamist movements could be divided into different groups. We 
consider first the Salafist movement,5 which generally eschewed political participation as an 
abhorrence and considered Islamist involvement in parliamentary elections as sinful. For Salafists, 
the People’s Assembly was by and large unrefined and violated religious principles. The second 
trend is the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hassan El-Banna. It started 
with cooperative and charitable community services, the building of mosques, Islamist schools and 
clubs, hospitals and trade unions. However, it also worked within the framework of a larger political 
vision (Zahid & Medley, 2006, 693), as manifested, for example, in its involvement in the 1948 
Arab-Israeli war (Warburg, 2006, 1). A third trend represented by the Egyptian Jihad and Al-Jama’a 
Al-Islamiyya developed from within the Muslim Brotherhood and then splintered into independent 
violent groups (Stacher, 2002, 415), denouncing the country’s rulers as heretics and advocating for 
the violent toppling of the government. A fourth trend in the Islamist fold was the Wasat (Centrist) 
party, established by former members of the MB. Though its founders applied for a permit a long 
time ago, they were only granted official approval on February 19, 2011, following the demise of 
Mubarak’s regime. Finally came the Sufi movements; Sufism can be defined as the mystical 
dimension of Islam that focuses on the importance of repairing the heart by turning it away from 
anything but God. In Egypt, Sufism claims more than 15 million followers representing around 78 
Sufi orders, believed to be reflecting a socio-religious phenomenon rather than a political one. The 
next two sections will delineate the five Islamist movements prior to and during the 25th of January 
Revolution. 

Prior to the 25th of January Revolution 

Before the 25th of January, Islamist movements were generally banned and often harassed.  
They could benefit, however, from the state-controlled social freedom granted to them by the 
former regime to establish a strong and popular presence on the ground. Throughout the last two 
decades, the Muslim Brotherhood implemented adaptive strategies to ward off state repression and 
preserve their organizational survival (El-Ghobashy, 2005, 391). They always expressed their 
willingness to accomplish their goals by working within Mubarak’s political system (Abed-Kotob, 
1995, 328) – thereby distinguishing themselves from radical Islamists. Believing that the largest and 
most important step toward attaining their goals was to come to power, they spared no effort to 
maintain representation in professional syndicates and in the parliament.  Still, despite the degree of 
freedom allowed to the MB, they were denied official recognition by the state. In comparison, the 
Wasat party, the MB’s off-shoot, had unsuccessfully applied four times over the previous 14 years 
for a license to legally establish their party. Mubarak’s regime allowed more space to the Salafists, 
who generally embraced a proselytizing anti-political stance, so as to gain some religious legitimacy 
to counter the anti-Mubarak religious rhetoric of the MB. For instance, Al-Jam’iyaa Al-Shar’iyya, one 

                                                           
5Salafismis premised on resorting to the two sources of religion; the Qur’an and the Sunna. 
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of the official Salafist organizations, advocated for organized collective action outside the political 
arena and thus survived since its founding in 1912 because it did not pose a threat to the prevailing 
regime.  In the same vein, the Mubarak regime coexisted with Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya following the 
latter’s ideological revisions and renunciation of violence.  Similarly, successive political regimes have 
used the Sufi orders to bolster their legitimacy. Typically the regime was able to infiltrate the Sufis’ 
organizational structures to keep them under control.  

Islamists and the 25th of January Revolution 

With the 25th of January Revolution, Islamist movements shifted their activities in search of 
new roles and political gains, altering their positions on the political map.6 

The Muslim Brotherhood was not among the groups that first issued the call for the 25th of 
January Revolution; it rejected participation on the assumption that the protests would fail like 
previous ones. It subsequently toned down its refusal and allowed its members to participate on an 
individual basis rather than as MB representatives. It was not long after the Police Day (25th January) 
demonstration mobilized a surprisingly large number of protestors that the MB decided to take part.  
The group thereby perceived opportunities not solely in terms of changes in the structure of the 
state but chiefly in terms of the conceived strength of the opposition itself, which had already been 
mobilized. The widespread participation in the protests changed the “balance of power” between 
the state, the opposition, and other interest groups (Kurzman, 1996, 154-155). For the first time 
since its establishment in 1928, the MB launched a political party, the Freedom and Justice Party, 
conceived of as the MB’s political arm. The party was able to run in the parliamentary elections like 
any other secular party but with a religious silhouette that guaranteed a huge following of the 
religious grassroots. 

 The Salafist movement, generally speaking, took a proselytizing stance against political 
participation and rebelling against the ruler.7 Prior to and during the very first days of the 25th of 
January Revolution, the Salafi movement adopted an antagonistic attitude toward the revolution. 
Sheikh Mostafa al-Adawi warned Muslims against participating in the protests because such events 
never occurred in the times of Prophet Mohamed or his companions and since they would lead to 
evils.8 The vocal Salafist preacher Mohamed Hassan delivered words of caution against the 
demonstrations, describing the protests as “subversive and leading to bloodshed.”9 Ironically 
enough, the same Mohamed Hassan later portrayed the revolution as “blessed” and described the 
demonstrating youth as “rightfully claiming just and legitimate rights.”10 Salafists did not adopt a 
unified stance toward the revolution, but rather branched off into three principal trends. One was 
primarily focused on the practice of proselytization and emphasized removal from politics while 
being tacitly supportive of policies that could help foster the establishment of an Islamic State.  The 
second encouraged participation in Islamist political parties, not as a group but as individuals.  

                                                           
6 See in the Appendix a list of Islamist parties in Egypt. 
7 See Salafist Sheikh AbulIshaq Al-Howeini’s speech on ana al-Muslim li-l-Hiwaar al-Islamiyy network (I the Muslim for 
Islamic Dialogue), uploaded on October 16th, 2010, accessed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRnrb_dfGJ4&feature=related 
8 See Salafist Sheikh Mostafa El-Adawi’s speech on El-Rahma Satellite channel, Cairo, Egypt, uploaded on January 22nd, 
2011 at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqzRXfjxxak&feature=related 
9 See Salafist preacher Mohamed Hassan’s speech on El-Rahma Satellite Channel, Cairo, Egypt, uploaded on January 22nd, 
2011 at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULII2nNlUXo 
10 See interview with Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hassan’s on Al-Arabiyya Satellite Channel, uploaded on February 1st, 
2011 at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr-vGYc13QY&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRnrb_dfGJ4&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqzRXfjxxak&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ULII2nNlUXo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr-vGYc13QY&feature=related
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Within this course, Sheikh Mohamed Hassan proposed that Salafists and Muslim Brothers found a 
strong coalition in the parliamentary elections.11 The third trend made further strides towards direct 
political involvement by calling for the creation of a Salafist political party, resulting in four new 
ones, namely, Al-Nour (Light), Al-Fadila (Virtue), Al-Asaala (Originality), and finally al-IslaaH 
(Reform) party.  Nader Bakkar, member of the Al-Nour party’s Highest Committee, justified their 
lack of participation on the 25th of January by asserting that Mubarak would have ordered the killing 
of protestors had they participated, under the guise that those who stirred the revolution were 
Islamists who wanted to rule the country.12 

Like others, Sufis participated in the revolution, but their appearance was not palpable 
compared to their Salafist and Muslim Brotherhood counterparts, partly owing to their lack of 
experience in politics. Subsequently some Sufi orders announced their intention to participate in the 
parliamentary elections, where they reckoned they could have made a strong representation since 
Egypt’s 15 million Sufis stand for the largest single voting community.  The rising aversion between 
the Sufis and the Salafists, whom the Sufis accused of being responsible for the demolition of six 
Sufi shrines, could have been the major factor behind their decision to take part in parliamentary 
elections. Sufis’ fears of the MB and Salafist rising force have given the impetus for the 
establishment of parties such as the Egyptian Tahrir party. As Alaa Abul Azayem, the Azmiyya 
Order Sheikh, explained, the MB and Salafists posed a threat to religious tolerance and necessitated 
the creation of a Sufi party.13 Sufists further proclaimed that they would not support any Salafist 
candidate for the presidency. 

In a similar fashion, a significant number of Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya members, but not their 
leaders, participated in the 25th of January Revolution.  For the most part they were dissenting 
members determined to express their deepest anger against the Egyptian system that had caused 
them to suffer in prison for so long. Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya witnessed a revival with the toppling of 
Mubarak’s regime, and it joined forces with Jihad, with whom it had carried out the assassination of 
President Sadat.  The new entity announced its plan to create a political party that would express its 
outlook of social justice and address the issues pertinent to its members. Structurally independent 
from Al-Jama’a, the Al-Binaa’ wa-t-Tanmiya (Building and Development) party was featured as 
having an Islamic vision. Al-Jama’a also announced that it would be nominating candidates in the 
elections in most constituents in collaboration with other Islamist groups, probably through a 
unified list. Conceivably, the biggest challenge confronting Al-Jama’a was social in nature, since most 
of the group’s 12,000 members who were set free from prison after the 25th of January became 
unemployed and had no source of support. 

                                                           
11Salafist Sheikh Mohamed Hassan has been quoted as saying, “if the Islamist groups and trends can overcome their 
differences, they will be able to create a powerful front capable of reviving the glories of the Islamic State and building a 
new nation based on constructive dialogue.” 
12 For further information see Nesma Ali & Ashraf Mostafa’s article, Al-Tahrir news online , September 15th, 2011, could 
be accessed at:  http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-
%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%
8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-
%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/ 
13 For further information see Walid Abdel Rahman, Asharq Al-Awsat, November 15th, 2011, Cairo, Egypt, accessed at: 
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=17&article=649861&issueno=12040 
  

http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://tahrirnews.com/%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D9%88%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%B9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%84%D9%88-%D9%86%D8%B2%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%85-25-%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AA-%D8%A7/
http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=17&article=649861&issueno=12040
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Finally, the Wasat party – only licensed after the 25th of January Revolution – was expected to 
attract Islamist youth who were seeking a political party that would meet their aspiration for political 
involvement from a classical Islamist outlook, or those searching for a party that could dovetail 
authenticity and modernity in the same model of the Turkish Justice and Development (AKP) party. 

All of these Islamist groups took advantage of the new political opportunity structure 
projected in Egypt within and after the 25th of January Revolution.  In Tarrow’s words “the 
mobilization of resources external to the group” (Tarrow, 1998, 77) offered heaven-sent 
opportunities. The political frenzy and frailty of the state after the 25th of January raised Islamists’ 
hopes to attempt to metamorphose the new republic into an Islamic one, in compliance with the 
goals of the Islamist movement founders.   

Apparently, however, Islamist groups (not individuals) did not stand on equal footing, for the 
MB and Salafists projected themselves as the key players. The two Islamist groups achieved greater 
focus based on deep convictions that they would assume a more prominent stature in the 2011 
parliamentary elections and in the near future of Egypt compared to the other groups of Sufis, 
Wasat, and Jihadists. The question then is: when exactly did these movements seize such 
opportunities to maximize their influence during the revolution? And how have they presented 
themselves to other protestors as well as to Egyptians in order to assume such position? 

When Did The Political Opportunity Become Accessible? 

Applying Tarrow’s dimensions of changes in opportunity to emergence/success to the case of 
the MB and Salafists, we find that partial access was granted to the MBs after the 25th of January, 
after Egyptians had already been mobilized on Tahrir Square but were still under the threat of the 
regime.  Thereby, the MBs appeared, in Eisinger’s words, “in systems characterized by a mix of open 
and closed factors” (reviewed in Tarrow, 1998, 77).  The Salafist Sheikh Ahmed El-Naquib has 
asserted that there had been attempts by the regime to squelch the “Tahrir” demonstrators but the 
appearance of around 10,000 well-organized MBs thwarted the regime’s scheme and led to the 
movement’s success.14 According to Mostafa El-Fiqi,15 the MBs were the ones who fought in the 
Battle of the Camel and who protected Egyptian youth. Due to the organizational capacity of the 
MB, they were able to arrange field protestors in order to rescue Egyptians from the pro-regime 
thugs. Accordingly, their contribution to the success of the revolution was not based on numbers 
since the majority was comprised of average Egyptians, but on their organizational strategies and 
ability to afford protection to the remaining protestors.16 

The Salafists’ opportunity to emerge as a social movement crystallized once the security forces 
vanished in the course of the 25th of January Revolution.  The leaders of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya 
(Salafi Call) filled the vacuum by urging their followers to protect people and their properties and to 
sell cheap food items to the public in the face of the tremendous rise in prices.17 The Salafists’ 

                                                           
14 See Ahmed El-Naquib’s video, al-Basira, uploaded on Feb. 22nd, 2011, available at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related 
15Mostafa El-Fiqi was a prominent member of the ruling party, the National Democratic Party, and is thus known to 
have belonged to the old regime.  
16 See interview with Mostafa El-Fiqi, Al-Jazeera, uploaded on Feb. 22nd, 2011, available at:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related 
Mostafa El-Fiqi’s words of witness were surprisingly reiterated by the secular businessman Naguib Sawiris. 
17 Yasser Borhamy’s interview on Safa (Salafi) channel, uploaded on Feb. 16th, 2011, available at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urVCBddRDjg 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FeuU74b4fw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urVCBddRDjg
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emergence as a group was then more on the social level working on accessing grassroots rather than 
as political actors in the revolution. 

The unexplainable and abrupt disappearance of the Egyptian security forces on 28thJanuary 
was the most palpable manifestation of instability. Periods of regime crises or widespread political 
instability foster activists’ efforts toward countering formerly dominant groups or coalitions 
(Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, 1988, 129). Accordingly, both formerly suppressed Islamist groups 
– the MBs and the Salafists – benefited from that opportunity for action, despite their relatively late 
participation. This fact relates to the third dimension of opportunity, namely the divided elites, since 
with the imminent fall of Mubarak and his governing elites and the differing political visions of the 
non-governing elites, the MB rose as the sole organized group and potential candidate for power.  
The Salafists, in comparison, still could not take advantage of the divided elites as they had yet to 
officially revise their self-induced prohibition of political involvement and articulate a new 
ideological stance. 

The influential allies dimension has shown to be specifically important in nondemocratic 
systems where new movements do not have access to many internal resources (Tarrow, 1998, 80).  
Comparing the two Islamist groups, we could find that the MB, with its long history of coalitions, 
was more likely to seek allies. Post 25th of January, the MB started to communicate with other 
political and social forces, which conspicuously included Coptic youth movements in Cairo and 
Qena and resulted in a coalition of Coptic and Muslim youth. The Brotherhood also reversed its 
negative stance toward the candidacy of women or Copts for Egypt’s presidency. It opened up lines 
of communication with other Islamist groups, including the Jihad, the Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya, as 
well as to Salafists and Sufis, with the aim of establishing common ground or a concerted vision that 
would embrace their collective political weight.  The MB also attempted to broaden its appeal to the 
youth and to form people’s committees in towns and villages in the provinces to prepare for 
parliamentary elections.  The two groups – MBs and Salafists – meanwhile reached understandings 
regarding a number of issues, notably concerning the constitutional referendum of March 2011 and 
political participation and coordination in the 2011 elections. The coalition seemed to have 
particularly worried secularists and liberals in Egypt. They waged war on the less politically 
experienced Salafists, occasionally rocking the Islamist coalition. 

The MB had more adequately learnt to make use of and adapt to repression compared to the 
Salafists, and had thus devised successful survival tactics over its long history (Munson, 2002, 20). 
Particularly since the 1990s, the MB had to cope with constant security crackdowns due to its illegal 
status (El-Ghobashy, 2005, 377), eliciting a great deal of sympathy for its cause.  The regime’s long-
standing repression of the MBs had helped produce, in Tarrow’s words, “a more effective 
organization of opponents” (1998, 84-85). For the MB, the 25th of January Revolution was a golden 
political opportunity to make use of its organized structure to rally forces and assume a front seat.   

 

How Have Islamists Framed Themselves? 

Diani’s inclusion framework helps to explain how the two Islamist groups have framed 
themselves to other protestors as well as to Egyptians at large. Diani underscores “new political 
actors’ aspirations to be recognized as legitimate members of a polity, in which definitions of the 
major actors are not altered” where they “emphasize their continuity with established political 
actors” rather than introduce new, different divisions in the polity (Diani, 1996, 1057). 
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In the first few days of the revolution, the MB did not boost its presence or slogans as an 
organization in Tahrir Square, and the scene was undoubtedly Egyptian with only the Egyptian flag 
raised. The Muslim Brotherhood in fact did not attempt to be at the forefront and their activities 
mainly revolved around organizational procedures, such as searching people who entered Tahrir 
Square, facilitating the provision of food and blankets for the demonstrators, or providing 
medication in case of injuries.  They, accordingly, prioritized inclusion in lieu of their “Islam is the 
Solution” slogan and their “Islamic State” goal in order to emphasize their continuity with 
established political actors (such as the Youth Coalition) rather than their willingness to introduce 
any divisions within the revolution. With the string of killings and violent confrontations with 
peaceful protestors, which reached its peak on 28thJanuary, the MB has managed to aggrandize the 
opportunity for inclusion by posing as the guardians of the revolution. The MBs then with their 
organized front seized the opportunity of the regime’s imminent fall to rally their forces and lead the 
other seemingly unorganized ones toward movement success.   

Compared to the MBs who embraced an inclusion framework from a political standpoint, the 
Salafists framed themselves on both social and religious grounds. With the proliferating state of 
instability in Egypt after 28th January, Salafists spread in the streets to protect people against regime 
thugs. Abdel Moneim El-Shahat, official speaker of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya stated that: “for 12 hours, 
only the Salafists were there in the streets (forming popular defense groups) from Saturday (28th 
January) at 8:00 a.m. until the military forces urged people to form popular defense groups at 8:00 
p.m.”18 Within such a state of chaos and instability resulting in the absence of certain commodities 
and the rise of prices of others, members of Al-Da’wa Al-Salafiyya also worked on providing 
commodities at cheap prices and providing gas for citizens. 

Religious inclusion was reflected in the large number of lectures held by the Salafists following 
the 25th of January mainly in mosques, which, according to Munson, not only maintain a public 
space in a material sense, but also in the ideological sense (2002, 27).  One illustration of this type of 
discourse was the renowned Salafi Preacher Mohamed Hassan’s powerful lecture at Al-Nour 
mosque after the revolution: he combined religious and nationalist imagery in telling the youth that 
victory at this stage was to acknowledge Allah and to support their country.19 Seminars and 
conferences replicating this type of discourse were also held in youth centers in Cairo and 
Alexandria, as well as in the capitals of other governorates. 

Islamists and Framing Contests 

Until March 2011, the two groups adhered to the inclusion framework since all activists were 
working with one overarching goal: the demise of the former Egyptian regime and the subsequent 
fall of the people’s assembly, the Shura Council, as well as local councils and state security. Once 
these goals were achieved, framing contests emerged. A framing contest can be defined as “a 

                                                           
18 A number of videos on YouTube show the social activities provided by Salafists during the revolution, including 
forming lijaan sha’biyaa to protect people or prisons (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLi1yzNiKHQ), providing 
commodities at low prices (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuqelUVNHqw&feature=related), providing gas for 
citizens (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNnMeNZizl0), and returning stolen public and private properties to the 
army (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=346wktGrO6M&NR=1). Such actions of societal services on the part of 
Salafists have been established much earlier in the history of Egypt as during the British Imperialism when Sheikh 
Mahmoud El-Sobki, founder of the Salafi jam’iyaa shar'iyya (Legitimate Society) has called for boycotting British textile 
and commodities and has called for setting textile labs to produce Egyptian textile as an alternative.  
19 For the whole lecture See Sheikh Mohamed Hassan, El-Rahma Satellite channel, uploaded on October 26th, 2011, 
accessed at:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul1uMvflUoQ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuqelUVNHqw&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNnMeNZizl0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=346wktGrO6M&NR=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ul1uMvflUoQ
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struggle among various actors to determine whose definition of the situation will prevail” 
(Klandermans, 1992, 100). The Egyptian Constitutional Referendum of March 19, 2011, provided an 
evident example of framing contests, once a constitutional reform committee appointed by the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) overviewed the existing constitution and finally 
announced proposed revisions to it. Accordingly, the proposed amendments were to be approved or 
defeated as a package.20 Islamists, notably the MB and Salafists, were the major proponents of the 
constitutional amendments as they felt the amendments were suitable for the time being and that 
article 2 of the constitution, which stipulated that Islam be the religion of the state and that the 
principal source of legislation be Islamic jurisprudence, might be removed or changed if the 
proposed changes were not approved.21 More importantly, they believed that they would benefit 
most from early elections since they had already established the largest grassroots support compared 
to smaller and newly founded parties. The two Islamist groups thus engaged in framing contests 
with the government (represented by the SCAF) and other actors (such as Liberals) to urge people 
to vote in favor of the amendments. To that end, the Muslim Brotherhood’s leaders held meetings 
across Egypt and daily conferences encouraging people to vote “yes.” Mohamed Mursi, the Official 
Spokesperson of the group, hailed the amendments as the sole option to move from the existing 
transitional stage to stability, and to allow the military forces to return to their normal tasks of 
maintaining security.22 Concurrently, the MB’s conference on constitutional amendments declared 
that the group was encouraging people to vote yes to the amendments as a first step toward the right 
path for stability.23 

The Muslim Brotherhood’s official website also posted an article titled “A Suspect Campaign 
to Encourage Rejection of the Amendments,” accusing those opposing the amendments of 
receiving American funding and deluding the public.24 

In a parallel fashion but deploying different strategies, the Salafists campaigned for the 
constitutional amendments. One Salafi activist, Khaled Harbi, urgently called on Islamists to use the 
Muslim’s Friday prayer on 18th of March (the day before the referendum) to amass more than 10 
million votes for the constitution.25 Accordingly, a number of Sheikhs used Friday’s prayers in 
mosques allover Egypt to contend that a yes vote was a religious duty. In the “battle for the ballot 

                                                           
20 For further detail on the proposed amendments see Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Guide to Egypt’s 
Transition: Overview of Egypt’s Constitutional Referendum, March 16th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-
referendum 
21 The constitutional amendments committees have stated though that article 2 of the constitution will not be changed 
even if the proposed amendments are not approved. 
22 See Mohamed Morsi’s interview on  Misr an-nahaarda program, Egypt’s Satellite Channel, uploaded on March 13th, 
2011, accessible at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkI20K0Nto0 
23 For more detail see Ikhwantube (The MB official YouTube), uploaded on March 12th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDaRJvTGMaI 
24 The Website has been immediately removed by the MB following a massive attack by its readers. See International 
Quranic Center [ahl al-quran:  (Folks of the Quran)], March 17th, 2011, accessed at:  
http://www.ahl-alquran.com/arabic/show_news.php?main_id=16080 
25 For further information see Amira, Fouda, Alarabiya Online, March 15th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/03/15/141681.html 

http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-referendum
http://egyptelections.carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/16/overview-of-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-referendum
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkI20K0Nto0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDaRJvTGMaI
http://www.ahl-alquran.com/arabic/show_news.php?main_id=16080
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2011/03/15/141681.html
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boxes” the prominent Salafi preacher Hussein Yacoub urged Muslims to say yes to the amendments 
because it meant yes to religion.26 

The two groups thus framed the same event with different discourses: for the MB, saying yes 
was for state stability and reform, whereas for the Salafists, it was equivalent to religious duty.  

Interestingly enough, the two groups also seemed to have grasped the pivotal role of internet 
resources, especially Facebook, during the revolution. They waged numerous campaigns on 
Facebook, the most important of which were: the “Yes to Constitutional Amendments,”27 “We Will 
Vote Yes,” and “Yes with All Confidence and Trust in God.” Such approaches undoubtedly 
affected the referendum results: out of around 14 million voters, 77.2 percent said yes to the 
amendments. 

Islamists once again engaged in framing contests with the SCAF when the latter announced 
the supra-constitutional principles to guide the making of a new constitution.  The Islamists rejected 
them as an attempt to hijack the will of Egyptian people. Apparently they expected a majority in the 
forthcoming parliamentary elections that would undertake the drafting of the constitution. Again 
they deployed a political rhetoric infused with religion as shown in the Salafi leader Yasser Barhami’s 
words, “nothing is above us but Allah.”28 Islamists gave the SCAF a grace period to rescind its 
directive, warning in case of non-compliance to summon the Egyptian people to Tahrir Square on 
Friday, 29th July. 

29th of July and Framing Resonance 

29th of July, the so-called ‘Friday of Unity’, was more of a demonstration of power on the part 
of the two Islamist groups than of any unity.29 Relations of power among framing contesters are 
held as crucial conditions impacting the chances of successful framing (Marullo, Pagnucco& Smith, 
1996, 3).  At least around two million protestors participated, but this time the voice of Islamists 
raising religious slogans and calling for the implementation of Shari’a led to the withdrawal of more 
than 22 parties, movements, and coalitions.  

Had the Islamists actually succeeded in demonstrating their power and become really 
“resonant?” Within framing contests some frames could be more successful or “resonate” than 
others, depending on their credibility and salience (Benford& Snow, 2000, 619-20). For a better 
understanding of Islamist resonance, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 28 Egyptians 

                                                           
26 See Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hussein Yacoub’s sermon, Rabaniyya, uploaded on March 21st, 2011 
at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTzoshMZGUo 
27 See http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-
%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861 
28 For further information see Ahmed Sabry, Al-Ahram Online, July 19th, 2011, accessible at: 
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D
8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-
%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9
%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-
%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx 
29 That was not the only so called ‘Islamist’ demonstration in Egypt post 25th of January. On November 9th, 2012 known 
as the Shari’a Friday more than 10,000 conservative Muslim protestors have demonstrated for a Shari’a-based 
constitution. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lTzoshMZGUo
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%86%D8%B9%D9%85-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9/205045192854861
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
http://gate.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/5/35/96106/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B8%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%88%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A6-%D9%81%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D9%85.aspx
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during the week following the 29th of July, 2011, to assess their immediate reactions to the two 
Islamist groups’ framing on that day. The salience of the frame (which is described as frame 
amplification) could be indicated by whether participants had seen Egypt’s Friday of Unity as 
“Islamic” or “Egyptian.”Out of the 24 who have responded to that question, 21 saw the 
demonstration as Islamic whereas only three could see it as Egyptian. Ironically though, such a level 
of salience or amplification did not work in favor of Islamists.  Responding to a follow-up question, 
22 out of 28 participants stated that Egypt’s Friday of Unity demonstrated lack of unity rather than 
unity.30 Most participants who could refer to the salience of Islamists on 29th July were not in favor 
of their tactics, as shown by repeated comments from them: “they mobilize and make use of the 
simple and uneducated people by raising Islamic slogans.” 

 This in fact could reveal that the salience demonstrated by Islamists’ framing on 29th July did 
not actually succeed in affecting all targets of mobilization and may cast doubts about their 
credibility on cultural grounds. 

Based on previous research, “consistency” has been utilized as a way of measuring the 
credibility of the frame. To this end, I asked participants how the MB and Salafists appeared since 
the beginning of the 25th of January Revolution until the 29th of July. Interestingly enough, 20out of 
the 27 participants who responded to this question stated that the MB first appeared as Egyptians at 
the beginning and gradually displayed their Islamist identity, whereas only 7 stated that the MB 
appeared as Islamists from the beginning of the revolution.  An oft-repeated comment worth 
mentioning was the importance of differentiating between the MB as an organization and the MB 
youth: “there is a difference between the MB leaders and youth, so we can never put them all in one 
category and treat them in the same way. This is due to the fact that the MB youth took part in 
organizing for the 25th, but the leaders did not participate until the 28th of January.” 

On the other hand, 22 out of the 24 who responded to this question stated that Salafists 
adopted Islamist slogans since the inception of the revolution, while only two claimed that they 
adopted nationalist slogans in the beginning of the movement. Similarly, some respondents have 
differentiated between individual Salafists who have participated as such in the revolution and 
Salafists as a social movement. One of the participants commented: “some individual Salafists 
adopted nationalist slogans at the beginning of the revolution. I saw a lot of them during the full 18 
days on Tahrir square, and they did not take any part as a group except later.” 

 

Based on participants’ responses,31 MBs demonstrated greater inconsistency because they 
ostensibly framed themselves first as Egyptian nationalists but then gradually adopted a clear 
Islamist identity. In fact, the two recurring comments could support my very first hypothesis in the 
paper regarding the two Islamist groups’ “late” participation in the revolution in line with the 
dimensions of political opportunity structure. A prominent example of the respective groups’ 
credibility deficit is investigated in the results of internal incoherence among those imagined to be 
the rank and file. In spite of its outward strength, the MB was afterwards caught in a string of 
internal disagreements.  No sooner had the group announced that it would not field a presidential 
candidate than the prominent Abdel Moneim AbulFutuh, who was a member of the MB’s executive 
council, announced that he would run for the presidency, ostensibly challenging the group’s 

                                                           
30 Five participants in the interview have stated that Egypt’s Friday of Unity has shown unity, and one participant was 
neutral. 
31 The survey analysis is based on semi-structured interviews conducted by the researcher during the week following July 
29th. 
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leadership.  Abul Futuh’s announcement stirred up strong speculation both within the group and in 
political circles about his breaching the leadership’s decision not to run for the presidency, and in 
June he was dismissed from the MB guidance council. Apparently, the MB leadership was 
attempting to convey a message of reassurance to other political forces and to the masses that it was 
firmly conforming to its commitment not to nominate a presidential candidate. From another angle, 
the leadership was noticeably sending an implied message of warning to the rest of the members.   

Another type of internal rift seemed to exist among differing Salafi trends which, as noted 
earlier, had conflicting stances toward the 25th of January Revolution.32 These were then revisited in 
their differing attitudes toward demolishing statues and Sufi shrines. The renowned Salafi preacher 
Mohamed Hassan issued visibly contradictory directives.33 And in the famous “battle for the ballot 
boxes” when Yacoub equated yes to the amendments with yes to religion, he added that opponents 
should leave the country. Yacoub later withdrew his statement, saying that he was only joking.34 
Remarkably, due to Salafists’ previous detachment from politics, they seemed to be utterly deprived 
of a political or strategic vision for the nature of the revolution or the political environment. This 
could explain why the government did not invite them, unlike their Muslim Brotherhood 
counterparts, to be part of the post-revolution dialogue. 

Conclusion 

The successful emergence of Islamists, particularly the MB and Salafists, during the 25th of 
January Revolution could be described in light of the combination of two research models 
pertaining to political opportunity in order to answer the question of “when” and “how”; namely 
those composing Tarrow’s dimensions of political opportunity and Diani’s inclusion framework. 
Tarrow’s dimensions of political opportunity highlight the interplay of partial access, repression, 
shifting alignments, divided elites, and influential allies that brought the two Islamist groups to 
power. Islamists took advantage of the opportunities associated with changes in the structure of the 
state and, more importantly, in terms of the visible strength of an opposition that had already been 
mobilized. Within an inclusion frame of political opportunity, the two Islamist groups temporarily 
gave up their ideological aspirations and provisionally forsook their “Islam is the Solution” slogan in 
order to jump on the bandwagon when they sensed that success was at hand. The MB sought 
political inclusion on the basis of its long-established palpable presence in the political arena and its 
anti-British and anti-Zionist credentials (Esposito, 1998, 138). In this context, the MB instituted 
itself as a social movement operating as a political party (Pargeter, 2010, 9). Combining both political 
and proselytizing experience, the group appeared as the sole Islamist option on the political map, as 
compared to the other groups (including Salafists) that seemed to have no electoral platform or 
vision for an Islamic tactic to government.  

The Salafists, on the other hand, made use of their social and religious access to grassroots in 
their bid for self-framing. They had benefited from the relatively generous space allotted to them as 
a proselytizing anti-political group to spread widely throughout different sectors of the Egyptian 

                                                           
32 See the paper entitled “The True Salafist Stance toward 25 January” published by The Arab Centre for Humanities” , 
March 21st, 2011, accessed at: 
http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1 
33Mohamed Hassan has called for demolishing statues in one sermon and has denied saying that in a telephone 
interview. See Hassan’s video, El-Rahma Satellite Channel, uploaded on February 24th, 2011 at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPzaZVHGLm8 
34 See Salafist Preacher Mohamed Hussein Yacoub’s, alnas Satellite Channel, uploaded on March 23rd, 2011 at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9WuBlbmY6fQ&feature=related 
 

http://taseel.com/display/pub/default.aspx?id=902&mot=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPzaZVHGLm8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9WuBlbmY6fQ&feature=related
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society. They also benefitted from their satellite channels, which attracted huge audiences. According 
to Khaled Said, official speaker of Salafi Front, “if Salafists want to create 20 parties, it will not be 
difficult for them to do so, as they have a huge popularity among grassroots compared to other 
political forces.”35 No matter how large Salafists’ actual support among grassroots in Egypt really is, 
Said’s words shed light on their confidence in the large support associated with religious and social 
inclusion. 

Once the two Islamist groups started to seek their own ideological goals at the expense of the 
nationalist goals of the revolution, they gave up their inclusion frame to engage in framing contests 
with other groups.  The question of whether the constitution or the elections should come first was 
a divisive one. The prominent MB member Mohamed El-Beltagy explained that the considerable 
decline in the number of demonstrators on 1st of July, 2011, could be partially due to the MB’s 
shunning of protest when “the constitution first” rose as one of the major protestor demands.  By 
contrast, the group made a last minute decision to participate on 8th of July when in place of “the 
constitution first” the mobilizing banner became “the revolution first.”36 The constitution issue 
could provide a tangible example of intra-movement framing contests evolving from dissimilar 
visions of reality, and the MB’s actions illustrated how social movement organizations seek to 
resolve such contests so as to create “an accepted version of reality” (Benford, 1993, 679), hence 
collective identity. Apparently, however, collective identity for Islamists was simply a means to 
maximize their gains. For instance, the MB’s Freedom and Justice Party subsequently adopted 
“naHmilu al-khayr li-miSr” (i.e. for the good of Egypt), a slogan for its Democratic Coalition 
encompassing more than 40 parties and coalitions, instead of its antiquated “Islam is the Solution”, 
only after previously resisting such a change. Ahmed Abu Baraka, the MB’s political consultant, 
insisted that the group still cling to its historical ‘Islam is the Solution’ slogan. But its priority fiqh (i.e. 
first things come first), was to obtain a majority in parliamentary elections. Ironically, within the 
same fiqh and the same goal, the group did not participate in the demonstrations on 28th October, 
2011, referred to as the Friday of the One Demand. As Mahmoud Ghazlan, the MB spokesperson, 
explained, “within the priority fiqh, we are focusing more on the parliamentary elections which 
should be our priority now.”37 Ideological conflicts were also suspended among other Islamist 
groups.  For instance, Said Abdel Azim, vice president of the Salafi Call organization, and the Sheikh 
of Sufi Refa’i Order attempted to improve relations between the two long-standing enemies, 
Salafists and Sufis. In the words of Nader Bakkar of the Salafi Al-Nour party, “we have one goal, 
namely the victory of Islamic Shari’a.”38  

                                                           
35 For further information, see Onislam’s article online, September 15th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.onislam.net/arabic/newsanalysis/special-folders-pages/new-egypt/egypt-after-the-january-25/134408-qq-
.html.Since we do not have reliable survey figures of Salafists’ penetration, our analysis is based on informal estimations, 
making their validity uncertain. 
36 For further information see Mohamed El-Beltagy’s interview, Al-‘aashiramasaa’ (The 10:00 p.m. program), Dream 2 
Channel, July 9th, 2011, 11:00 p.m., Cairo, Egypt.  
37This is based on a telephone interview on Al-Jazeera Mubashir Misr, Friday October 28th, 2011 at 14:25, Cairo, Egypt.  
Interestingly enough, within the collective identity spirit embraced by the MB in pursuance of the Fiqh Priority, the 
group has accepted to forsake its long standing “Islam is the Solution” slogan in order to attain its current objective; 
namely, get to parliamentary elections. The group has however chosen to forsake such collective identity when it has 
decided not to participate in the Friday of the One Demand in pursuance of the Fiqh Priority in order to attain the same 
objective. 
38 For further detail see Almasry Alyoum news article published on October 24th, 2011, accessed at: 
http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=315012&IssueID=2298 

http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=315012&IssueID=2298
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Thus, if collective identities play a pivotal role in mobilizing and maintaining participation, for 
Islamists they are a means to make the best of the situation. Within the Democratic Alliance led by 
the MB’s FJP, the party would not accept to be allotted less than 40% of the votes in the 
parliamentary elections; otherwise it would forsake the coalition.39 Conspicuously discontented with 
their allotted shares in the new parliament, other Islamist parties led by the Salafi Al-Nour have 
abandoned the Democratic Alliance in favor of an Islamist one (Al-taHaaluf Al-Islamiyy), which was 
announced by the Salafi party on 29th September, 2011. This Islamic alliance included other Salafi 
parties, such as Al-‘Asaala, Al-Binaa’ wa-t-Tanmiyya, in addition to Al-TawHiid Al-‘Arabiy (Arab 
Unification Party) in order to be stronger in confronting the liberal bloc. Such disjoining however 
would not prevent the two Islamist sides from cooperating to defeat liberals and seculars. In order 
to achieve this target, and prior to the first round of parliamentary elections, the MB’s FJP, Salafists, 
and other Islamist groups published a “Charter of Honor” to support all Islamist candidates in the 
elections at a time when the revolutionary youth voice had been fragmented among different parties. 
Islamists’ persevering efforts crystallized in their landslide victory in the parliamentary elections of 
2011,with the FJP reaping 232 seats (46%) and the Salafi Al-Nour 113 seats (23%), totaling around 
70% of the new 498-seat Egyptian parliament. With FJP Secretary-General Saad El-Katatani 
nominated as Speaker of Parliament and Al-Nour’s Ashraf Thabet as one of the two deputies, an 
unprecedented presence of Islamists in the public political life did not escape notice. The MB’s 
significant success has perhaps not grabbed as much attention as the Salafists owing to the former’s 
long history of presence in the Egyptian political and social map, as they were given 88 out of the 
444 seats of the 2005 Egyptian parliament. Still, the Salafists’ unexpected victory could be largely 
explained in light of their religious and social inclusion. 

To recapitulate, the paper has provided a framework combining Tarrow's dimensions of 
changes in opportunity and Diani's inclusion framework as an explanatory model for Islamists’ 
actions, focusing on the MB and Salafists within the 25th of January Revolution in Egypt. The 
analysis has demonstrated that Tarrow's five dimensions – increasing access, shifting 
alignments, divided elites, influential allies, and repression – could account for the rise of the two 
Islamist groups during the revolution.  Within the analysis, the MB's relative superiority in availing 
changes in opportunities significantly corresponded to the level of its success then compared to 
Salafists due to the former's long history of political involvement and organizational capacity as a 
social movement, hence supporting Tarrow's theorization. Drawing on Diani's formulation of four 
configurations of opportunity structures (realignment, antisystem, inclusion, and revitalization), the 
paper has shown how the two Islamist groups have substantially demonstrated effective 
mobilization strategies by adopting an inclusion frame within a single period, which invites further 
research to draw comparisons of mobilization dynamics across time. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39This is based on an interview with Saad El-Katatny, FJP Secretary-General. See Shaaban, Mohamed &Alam Ad-din, 
Omar, Rosalyoussef, on September 26th, 2011. For further detail see 
http://www.rosaonline.net/Daily/News.asp?id=125819 
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Nasser and YouTube: Teaching Arab Nationalism Using Short Clips 
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Abstract 

The paper reflects on the use of short videos for teaching modules on 
nationalistic movements. It illustrates the author’s experience in introducing a 
seminar class on Arab nationalism with a subtitled operetta from the Nasserian 
period, explains the rationale of the activities that accompanied the projection 
and discusses the suggestions that emerged from a self-assessment 
questionnaire. This experience confirmed the intuition that video material can 
help students develop a deeper understanding of nationalism and of its 
emotional appeal, but also suggests that short videos might not allow the 
teacher to achieve a broad variety of learning outcomes and that their 
projection should ideally be accompanied by short and sharp activities. 
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Introduction 

 
Many teachers today use films and videos in their teaching. The positive contribution of 
visual media to achieve a variety of learning objectives in many sub-fields of political 
studies has been discussed at large in the literature. Evidence has been provided, in 
particular, to suggest that films as well as short clips can help students to concretize 
abstractions, facilitate connections between historical events and or dynamics (Rosenstone 
1994) and increase cultural awareness (Nelson 1982).  

While some famous movies have been used for decades by teachers for introducing 
complex political concepts or historical events, it was not until recently, with the increase in 
popularity of web-based platforms like YouTube, that the potentials of short clips have 
been fully understood by academics. The material available through these websites is very 
diverse and can have, from a didactic perspective, two obvious advantages over films: 
many short clips available online are primary sources in themselves, as valuable for teaching 
as archival documents; and short clips can often be efficiently integrated into lectures and 
seminars, instead of being projected in ad hoc sessions. 

Short clips can be particularly useful for the study of the development of the modern 
nation-state and the rise of nationalistic movements. Scott Waalkes (2003, 156) observes 
that very few students today “ever thought deeply about what loyalty to a flag or a republic 
or an “invisible nation” might really mean;"selected visual material, including scenes from 
relevant films, “can spark identification with political actors, encouraging students to 
“inhabit” their world, empathize with them, and face the choices they face.” Moreover, 
short videos can also be a source of important information that can reinforce and integrate 
existing knowledge of an historical event or period through a process of “active learning” 
(Kuzma and Haney 2001).  

To fully exploit the potential of this tool in the classroom, thus, teachers should 
accurately reflect on which side-activities can allow students both to “empathize” with the 
protagonists of the video and grasp the historical and scientific significance of the material. 
In this paper I review my attempt to effectively integrate these learning aims by introducing 
a seminar module on Arab nationalism in a second-year undergraduate course on “State, 
Nations and Empires” with a short clip from YouTube. The video portrayed the theatrical 
performance of one of the most famous politically-oriented operettas of the Nasserian era – 
Mohammed Abdel Wahab’s Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”) – and was 
preceded and followed by a series of seminar activities. At the end of each session, students 
filled a self-assessment questionnaire that allowed them to review their performance and 
express their opinions on how the clip impacted on their understanding of various aspects 
of Arab nationalism. 

The questionnaire results confirmed that clips can be very precious in helping 
students “empathize” with past nationalist movements and learn relevant foreign 
vocabulary that can help them understand their ideology, but also showed that many 
students, including those who had come to class prepared, struggled to get to grips with 
some of the historical references mentioned in the translated lyrics of the operetta. These 
results reinforce the idea that short clips can greatly benefit seminar classes or lectures and 
can be profitably integrated with other activities, but also support the suggestion that short 
clips are most effective when associated with fewer and relatively simpler learning 
outcomes than those traditionally pursued through the projection of films in political 
science courses. 
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Teaching Arab Nationalism: Mohammad Abdel Wahab and Al-Watan al-
Akbar 

 
The course “State, Nations and Empires” is a second-year optional undergraduate course 
which is taught in the Government department, but is also available for students enrolled 
in the International Relations, Economics, International History and Philosophy 
departments. The general aim of the course is to provide students with an overview of the 
evolution of state forms in world politics, spanning from the ancient empires to the system 
of nation-states and to the current “post-Westphalian” era, and to introduce them to a 
variety of theoretical approaches (focused in particular on the works of Michael Mann, 
Charles Tilly and Michael Doyle) which help understand the variety of state-forms which 
existed since antiquity and their evolutions into the current era. After an introductory 
lecture, four macro-modules introduce students to the study of ancient empires, pre-
modern and modern Europe, Arab nationalism and the era of globalisation, for a total of 
twenty lectures, each coupled with a seminar class.  

In this context, the macro-module on Arab nationalism is aimed at introducing 
students to a contemporary example of nationalistic movement which, at least in some 
stages, endeavoured to create an imperial-like union of nation-states, and in the process 
helps them to familiarise with the debate on the origin of nationalism in the context of 
state formation. The macro-module includes three lectures and seminars, each of which 
discusses a specific phase of the evolution of Arab nationalism and, more specifically, pan-
Arab ideals: their development (1876-1936); their climax (1937-1978); their decline (1979 
onwards).  

The presence of a module on Arab nationalism in the context of an introductory 
course on nationalism and theories of state formation poses a range of didactic challenges. 
If it is apparent that three weeks hardly provide enough space for exploring over one 
century of history and ideological developments, three lectures and three seminars are also 
arguably sufficient for providing an articulated picture of the Arab nationalism and to 
reveal, through this case study, a range of relevant ideological, emotional and psychagogic 
features shared by most contemporary nationalistic movements.  

The idea of putting students in the condition to understand the underlying cultural 
and emotional climate of a specific nationalistic movement can be justified by the simple 
fact that, as Scott Walkees (2003, 156) noted, “the average student […] has typically neither 
thought about the state, nor pondered how their political loyalties have been shaped by it.” 
In the case of Arab nationalism – and, one may argue, of most non-Western nationalistic 
movements – the need to help today’s students to identify the specific emotional chords 
that they were able to struck and the level of political and social support that they endured 
is particularly marked. As acutely noted by Bernhardsson and Charnow (2003, 171), the 
fact that the Middle East is constantly in the headlines is, from an academic and didactic 
perspective, a “mixed blessing:” this abnormal news coverage, which tends to accumulate 
in the students’ minds more information on the Middle East than on any other region of 
the world, might simply reinforce existing stereotypes and create a false feeling of 
intellectual satisfaction which ultimately hinders the development of critical academic 
understanding. 

These negative effects are reinforced by the fact that much of the ideological and 
political history of nationalism in the Middle East remains largely unknown to today’s 
students. In particular, ideological movements inspired by anti-colonial struggles, such as 
the pan-Arab side of Arab nationalism, are today almost forgotten or primarily 
remembered for their political failures and ideological shortcomings. Yet, these movements 
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were once able to inspire “the hopes of millions of people” (Fletcher 1997, 144) and to 
effectively propagate a peculiar ideological mix – which included a vibrant anti-colonial 
rhetoric and a political vocabulary influenced more by socialism than by Islam  – which left 
few recognisable marks in the region.  

Against this background, I decided to introduce the second seminar of the macro-
module – the one focused on Nasserism and the climax of pan-Arabism – with a subtitled 
operetta written and directed by the most celebrated contemporary Egyptian composer, 
Mohammad Abdel Wahab. Often defined as “a giant in the world of Middle Eastern 
entertainment,” and himself a devoted Nasserian, Abdel Wahab composed more than 
1,800 romantic and patriotic songs since the late 1930s until the 1970s for the major Arab 
singers of his time, including Umm Kulthoum and Abdel Haleem Hafiz (Salloum 1995). 
From the late 1950s, some of the most popular patriotic songs written in support of 
Nasser’s revolution were performed and video recorded in theatrical settings as short 
operettas, where major singers from the Arab world alternated on the stage singing one or 
more stanzas.1 

One of these songs, Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”), is arguably one of 
Abdel Wahab’s most famous compositions and is widely considered as the unofficial 
anthem of Nasser’s regime.2 In the most famous version of the song, performed as an 
operetta in 1962, six renowned Arab singers (four Egyptians, one Lebanese and one 
Algerian) alternate to sing seven stanzas which include declarations of love and devotion 
for the “bigger homeland” of the Arab people – the pan-Arab homeland that Nasser was 
endeavouring to create on the political stage – and which praise the achievements of the 
Arabs in the anti-colonial struggle. The operetta was clearly conceived and performed with a 
political purpose (as hinted by the pan-Arab composition of its cast), but was much more 
than a mere piece of regime propaganda; it was the reflection of a self-confident political 
and artistic culture, which heavily borrowed from the West but also reasserted with dignity 
and pride (although not without contradictions) its distinctive identity and its ambitions. It 
was also the product of the lively musical and cinematographic industry of the flourishing 
capital of Egypt and heart of the Arab world, Cairo, in the heyday of the pan-Arab 
movement, when Nasser’s charisma was only partially abated by the failure of the United 
Arab Republic. As such, Al-Watan al-Akbar probably provides one of the most effective 
snapshots of the cultural and emotional climate which surrounded the development of 
Arab nationalism in this crucial moment in the history of the contemporary Middle East. 

 

The debate on learning aims 

 
But what exactly should be expected from the projection of a short video of this type in a 
class on nationalism? Kuzma and Haney (2001, 34), in discussing the importance of movies 
for teaching foreign policy issues, suggest that using films in the classroom can have five 
main positive contributions to learning. Film, they argue, “stimulates the senses, grounds 

                                                        
1 These include, apart from Al-Watan al-Akbar, operettas such as Al-Jil al-Saed (singing the praise of the social 
groups that contributed to the Nasserian revolution) and Sawt al-Gomhoria (primarily focused on the history of 
anti-colonial struggle of Egypt). Both are available, although not subtitled and in lower quality than Al-Watan 
al-Akbar, from YouTube. 
2 The subtitled version of Al-Watan al-Akbar used in the activity is available on YouTube at the address 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-rufSWw2aM (accessed: 4 March 2010). The subtitles have been added 
by user “gipsy8522” and provide an overall accurate translation of the lyrics.  
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abstract concepts, engages the emotions, contextualizes history, and facilitates an active-
learning classroom environment.” 

The first four contributions, at a closer look, seem to reflect various facets of the 
same general concept – that the main aim to be achieved by projecting a movie is to 
generate some form of empathy with a specific historical event or period. This effect 
certainly plays an important role in deciding to resort to a video as a didactic instrument, 
but the projection of a historical clip (itself a type of primary material) can also help 
learning in a another substantive way – by allowing students to consolidate existing 
knowledge or to reach a deeper understanding of a studied event through an interactive 
learning process, as implied in Kuzma and Haney’s mention of the role of videos in 
promoting “active-learning.” Indeed, it is possible to suggest that the success of an activity 
based on the projection of a video critically depends on the degree to which the instinctive, 
emotional reactions to the material dovetail with existing knowledge to generate an all-
rounded, multifaceted and cohesive understanding of a phenomenon, all the more if a 
video (as it is often the case with short clips) is projected not in ad hoc sessions, but in the 
heart of a lecture or seminar class.  

First and foremost, therefore, the projection of this clip was intended to provide a 
visual introduction to the political and cultural climate of Nasserian Egypt, which, as 
mentioned above, arguably bears few similarities with the ideological features that are 
nowadays associated with the Middle East. This aim would be achieved simply by exposing 
the students to the video, which reveals a sophisticated musical culture but also a range of 
probably unexpected features and mind-provoking contrasts – for instance between the 
Broadway-style setting and the harsh anti-colonial bursts of the song, or between the 
military march which opens the performance and the melodramatic tones of some of the 
singers.  

Articulating the idea of “active learning” into verifiable learning aims which would 
ensure some form of connection between the activity and the background knowledge of 
the students proved to be more difficult. After some reflection, I concluded that such 
connection could have taken place at two different levels. On the one hand, the operetta 
could have helped recapitulate some important aspects of the pan-Arab Weltanshauung 
which were discussed in the course lecture or in the assigned readings for the class, and 
which are mentioned in the lyrics of the song. These included the relevance of specific anti-
colonial struggles (such as the Algerian war) and international conflicts (such as the 1956 
Suez war and the British-Israeli invasion of Port Said) for the formation of a pan-Arab 
identity.  

On the other hand, the lyrics of the operetta provided a precious opportunity to 
revise some of the crucial words and concepts in the political vocabulary of pan-Arabism 
that cannot be effectively translated in English and which, again, received attention both in 
the course lecture and in the class readings. The title itself recalled one of the main rhetoric 
artifices through which pan-Arab politicians and thinkers managed to portray and “market” 
the pan-Arab project in a region in which each state sponsored its local nationalism within 
its own borders: pan-Arabism was concerned with the creation of a “homeland” (watan), 
like each nationalistic movement, but such watan would have been a “bigger,” common 
homeland – an ambiguity which blurs the political sensitivities associated with pan-Arabism 
without impinging on its emotional appeal (cf. Barnett and Solingen 2007, 181; Dawisha 
2003). The song also included many other politically-sensible words, some of which were 
among the keywords of the socialist substratum of Nasser’s ideology – including the 
repeated use of the word sha’b to indicate the Arab “people,” instead of the religiously-
connoted word umma (often used by Nasser himself in other contexts). 
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Keeping in mind the obvious problems in translating the first learning aim into a 
measurable learning outcome, the activity in its entirety was thus designed to help students 
achieve three main outcomes: 1) to develop increased awareness of the political, cultural 
and ideological climate of Nasserian Egypt; 2) to identify a set of concepts and events that 
help define the historical development and ideological background of pan-Arabism, 
including the outer boundaries and the “core” of the pan-Arab “homeland,” and the wars 
and anti-colonial struggles that played a role in the development of pan-Arabism; 3) to 
know the meaning of two words / concepts (Al-Watan al-Akbar and sha’b) and their 
relevance in the context of the pan-Arab ideology.  

 

The activity 

 
The video was played in three seminar groups in the second week of the three-week 
macro-module on Arab nationalism; 30 students altogether attended these classes, which 
typically lasted fifty-five minutes. The structure of the activity was the following: 

Phase 1 – Introduction. I introduced the activity and distributed a handout with five 
questions. My introduction included a brief outline of Abdel Wahab’s career, an 
explanation of the title of operetta with reference to the relevant readings, and an 
explanation of the questions included in the handout. The first question asked the students 
to decide whether the Arabic word which corresponds to the word “people” in the 
subtitles (for instance in the exclamations “Long live the Arab people!”) is sha’b or umma, 
while the other four questions aimed at highlighting various historical or geographic details 
that are mentioned in the lyrics (the geographical boundaries of the pan-Arab nation; which 
cities / states represented the “core” of the pan-Arab nation; the main anti-Western revolts 
and the main anti-colonial struggles mentioned respectively in the second and last stanzas) 
and specified which stanza would have provided the relevant information. This phase took 
approximately five minutes. 

Phase 2 – Projection. I played a selection of the operetta which excluded part of the 
initial section and the last two stanzas; while watching, students tried to answer the 
questions or took notes. This phase took approximately six minutes. 

Phase 3 – Pair-work. Students were asked to exchange views and compare their 
answers / notes with their neighbour. This phase took approximately five minutes. 

Phase 4 – Open discussion. I moderated a brainstorming session to collect views on 
the clip and then led a brief discussion on each of the questions on the handout. A small 
portion of the clip was re-played to confirm that the word used for “people” is sha’b, and 
we discussed at large the meaning of the geographical and historical references. I stressed 
the ambitiousness of the geographical boundaries mentioned in the second stanza (“the 
two oceans”); I highlighted the fact that the three nations (Yemen, Syria and Saudi Arabia) 
mentioned in the second stanza were also among the founding or earlier members of the 
Arab League; and we discussed the relevance that the first Lebanese civil war, the 1956 
invasion of Port Said and the anti-colonial wars in Algeria and Oman had for the 
development of pan-Arabism. This phase took from fifteen to twenty minutes.  

Phase 5 – Student presentation. A student delivered a short presentation on a pre-set 
question (“How far was pan-Arabism merely a tool in the hands of domestic elites?”), 
followed by a brief discussion aimed at connecting it directly to the readings for this 
module. This phase took approximately fifteen minutes. 

Phase 6 – Assessment. Before the end of the class, I distributed a self-assessment 
questionnaire on the activity. This phase took approximately five minutes.  



 
  

 

C
h

ap
te

r:
 A

ss
es

si
n

g 
th

e 
re

sp
o

n
se

 -
 P

in
fa

ri
 

 
 

6 

Assessing the response 

 
My immediate impression after each session was that the activity in its entirety had been 
very successful. Students engaged immediately with the material and, as expected, enjoyed 
this chance of approaching this historical period through a different medium. Although 
one student did complain in the questionnaire on the quality of the subtitles and of the 
video, most showed both in the discussion session and in their written comments their 
enthusiasm for “see[ing] pan-Arab nationalism in practice” and reckoned the importance 
of this material for “conveying the level of emotions.” Among the comments that emerged 
in the class discussion, one student expressed amazement at the fact that the singers were 
not wearing headscarves and were dressed in Western-style soirees – opening the ground 
for a discussion on the place of Muslim beliefs and traditions within Nasserian Egypt.   

As for the performance of the students in the tasks detailed in the handout, the self-
assessment questionnaire overall provided an equally encouraging picture. Three in four 
students (22; 73%) declared that they answered correctly the first question on the use of 
the word sha’b; more than half of them (12; 40% of the total) did so “without problems” 
and the remaining ten (33% of the total) “with some difficulties.” Of the students who 
failed to answer the question or encountered problems, ten (33%) blamed the audio or the 
subtitles, while two (7%) stated that they did not understand the task. Also, almost all the 
students (28; 93%) declared that they answered correctly at least one of the four questions 
on the events mentioned in the song, and ten (33%) answered all of them. Of the students 
who encountered problems with the exercise, only one (3%) stated that she / he did not 
understand the task, while nine students (30%) struggled to find at least some of the 
required information in the subtitles.  

At a closer look, however, the questionnaire revealed a more complex picture. This is 
particularly the case if we consider the aggregate results of the six final questions, which 
asked students to self-assess the attainment of the three learning outcomes and state to 
what extent they agreed with three general statements on this activity (“The exercise was a 
good introduction to the following activities in class;” “The exercise was fun;” “Videos and 
music should be used more often in seminar classes”). The overall aggregate results were 
again encouraging: on a scale from 0 to 5, the average score for the questions on the 
attainment of the learning outcomes was 4, and for the three general questions on the 
activity 4.14. Yet, as shown in table 1, the breakdown of the self-assessment questions on 
the learning outcomes also reveals some relevant and statistically-significant differences 
between the results for the second and for the other learning outcomes. The question on 
the second learning outcome – which asked students if “the exercise allowed [them] to 
gather important historical information on the development of Arab nationalism” – 
registered a significantly lower result than the others. Table 2 shows that there is no 
statistically-significant difference between the answers provided by the students who came 
to class prepared (n=19) and those of the students who did not (n=11), although the 
standard deviations reveal a greater degree of variability in the self-assessment of the 
second outcome among prepared students, and of the third learning outcome for the non-
prepared students.3 

                                                        
3 The level of preparedness of the students was gauged in the first two questions of the self-assessment 
questionnaire. These multiple-choice questions focused on their readings (“How many readings have you 
done on the macro-module (three lectures and three classes) on Arab nationalism?” Options: 1. None; 2. One 
or two readings; 3. Three or more) and on their attendance of the lectures of the macro-module on Arab 
Nationalism (“How many of the lectures on Arab nationalism have you attended?” Options: 1. None; 2. One; 
3. Two; 3. All three). It should be noted that attendance of lectures was not compulsory (while the attendance 
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Table 1. Difference of means test, self-assessment of learning outcomes (aggregate) 

 

Aggregate means 
Mean difference (two-tailed significance) 

Outcome 1 Outcome 2 Outcome 3 

Outcome 
1 

4.27 n/a .767 (.001) .033 (.769) 

Outcome 
2 

3.50 -.767 (.001) n/a -.733 (.001) 

Outcome 
3 

4.23 -.033 (.769) .733 (.001) n/a 

 
Table 2. Difference of means test, self-assessment of achievement of learning outcomes 
(prepared vs. non-prepared students) 

 Prep.i N Mean 
Std. 

deviation 

Std. 
error 
mean 

Mean 
difference 

Std. error 
difference 

Significance 
(two-tailed) 

Outcome 
1 

PR 19 4.37 .684 .157 .278 .261 .297 

NP 11 4.09 .701 .211    

Outcome 
2 

PR 19 3.53 1.172 .269 .072 .389 .855 

NP 11 3.45 .688 .207    

Outcome 
3 

PR 19 4.37 .761 .175 .368 .324 .264 

NP 11 4.00 1.000 .302    
 

i
PR: Students who came to class prepared; NP: Students who were not adequately prepared (cf. note 3). 

 
 
The lower average score for the question on the second learning outcome could 

receive various interpretations. On the one hand, in hindsight it is possible to suggest that, 
in contrast to the other questions, the wording of the question could have been clearer and 
students might have not understood which specific part of the activity this question was 
asking them to assess. If we assume that students were fully aware of this, and if I 
triangulate this result with the natural feedback of the session and the outcome of the 
questions in the second section of the questionnaire, this result probably exposes the 
problems that many students encountered in identifying some of the references in the lyrics 
of the song. These events were all mentioned in the readings or in the lecture, but some 

                                                                                                                                                                  
of seminars is) and that, even if this seminar session focused on the second lecture, all three lectures of the 
macro-module had already taken place when this seminar class was held. Students' preparedness is 
operationalised by attributing a score to each answer according to the numbering mentioned above (e.g. 
students who did one or two readings and attended one lecture received a score of 2+2=4); students are 
considered as “prepared” if their aggregate score is 6 or 7. 
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(especially the war on Oman) only cursively; moreover, the lyrics are at times rather 
obscure and refer to these events only indirectly (e.g. the 1958 Lebanese war is mentioned 
in a line saying “I saw Beirut after the attack”). All these references were later reviewed and 
explained at large in the open discussion, but, also because some of the time that I had to 
spend in explaining them, this section became overcrowded and, at least in one class, 
somehow confused.  

The differences in the standard deviation values, especially the most relevant one on 
the second learning outcome, could also receive various interpretations. The fact that the 
students who had come to class prepared showed greater variance in their self-assessment 
of the most knowledge-intensive learning outcome could reflect not just their problems in 
getting to grips with the references included in the lyrics of the song (in fact, only four – 
20% of this group – answered all the last four questions on the handout), but also some 
degree of frustration with this component of the activity. This impression is confirmed by 
the natural feedback that I collected in the session and seems to reinforce the suggestion 
that the undue complexity of this section somehow spoiled what was, in its entirety, an 
effective learning experience. The fact that prepared students enjoyed the activity in its 
entirety, and in particular the section on the vocabulary of pan-Arabism, is confirmed by 
the fact that their scores for outcome 1 and 3 are higher than the overall average and 
respectively 7% and 9% higher than those of non-prepared students. The frustration 
experienced by prepared students could have also impacted on their answers to the three 
final questions (table 3), where the average results for prepared students were on average 
lower (although marginally) than those of non-prepared students. 

 
 

Table 3. Difference of means test, general questions on activity (prepared vs. non-
prepared students) 

 Prep.i N Mean 
Std. 

deviation 

Std. 
error 
mean 

Mean 
difference 

Std. error 
difference 

Significance 
(two-tailed) 

“Good 
introduction”  

PR 19 4.00 .882 .202 .000 .320 1.000 

NP 11 4.00 .775 .234    

“Was fun” 
PR 19 4.26 .806 .185 .100 .288 .730 

NP 11 4.36 .674 .203    

“Videos 
should be 

used more” 

PR 19 4.11 .875 .201 .077 .299 .800 

NP 11 4.18 .603 .182    
 

i
PR: Students who came to class prepared; NP: Students who were not adequately prepared (cf. note 3). 
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Conclusion 

 
On balance, this experience provides an interesting picture on the potential of short clips in 
teaching the ideology and social background of foreign nationalistic movements and, in 
general, for consolidating and expanding the understanding of a specific social 
phenomenon. Exposing students to visual primary material can be crucial to spur effective 
class discussions and generate interest in movements that can hardly be framed and 
understood on the basis of the current political and social context of a specific state or 
region. Moreover, the activity demonstrated that, if appropriately approached in the 
introductory and follow-up activities, the linguistic barrier typically posed by these clips can 
prove to be one of the most useful resources to generate interest, encourage “active 
learning” and leave the students the feeling of having penetrated and “emphasised” with 
that movement. The students who left the class having succeeded to catch an important 
keyword in a song performed in a foreign language, and understood its relevance, will 
surely be more likely to retain a vivid image of the debates surrounding Arab nationalism. 
The fact that, in the self-assessment questionnaire, prepared students demonstrated a 
higher degree of satisfaction with their attainment of the first and third learning outcome 
also goes some way to suggest that the activity effectively dovetailed with existing 
knowledge generated by the readings and lectures. 

As a general rule, though, the activities that accompany a short clip should be short, 
sharp and, ideally, focused on not more than a single task or question for each learning 
outcome. The comparatively disappointing results of the self-assessment questions on the 
knowledge-intensive section of the activity, in particular, provide some evidence to suggest 
that the presence of too many questions on the historical and ideological details contained 
in the lyrics created a form of frustration among the students and, probably, prevented 
them from concentrating on whatever cultural, ideological or political feature of the video 
that caught their attention. In sum, the time constraints posed by the sheer length of the 
video can force students to choose between engaging with the material and answering 
questions in the handouts, and this can seriously impact the attainment of some learning 
outcomes and the quality of their learning experience. 

What this activity seems to suggest, thus, is that a more careful assessment of the role 
of short clips in the academic learning experience may be needed. In this sense, this 
discussion proved that the direct advantages of short clips – including the fact that they can 
be integrated in lectures and seminar classes, instead of being projected in extra sessions – 
come at a price: to be effective didactic instruments, short clips should best be treated as 
one-dimensional tools that can reinforce or help explore circumscribed features of a debate 
or social phenomenon, but can hardly replicate the breadth and complexity of messages 
conveyed through long documentaries or movies. Understanding the specific contributions 
that each visual media can provide to teaching arguably represents one of the main 
didactical challenges posed to our discipline by the spread of internet-based sources. 
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Appendix: Al-Watan al-Akbar (“The bigger homeland”) 

 

Refrain 
My beloved homeland, the bigger homeland, 
Day after day, your [lit. its] glory rises; 
And your victories filled your life. 
Our homeland is growing bigger and gaining its freedom. 
 
[Sabah, Lebanese singer] 
Beautiful is the glory filling our hearts, 
Beautiful is the victory wrapped around our flag, 
Beautiful is the unity gathering our nations, 
Beautiful is the sweetest melody in our lives;  
A melody flowing between the two oceans, 
Between Marrakesh and Bahrain. 
In Yemen, Damascus and Jeddah 
The same song goes for a magnificent unity, 
The unity of the whole Arab nation. 
 
[Fayda Kamel, Egyptian singer] 
We are protecting our nationalism 
With our lives, that surround it as candles; 
A smiling heaven for its friends, 
A raging hell towards its enemies. 
See Beirut after the savage attacks:  
Occupation and tyranny had taken over. 
The nation rose up again and its power triumphed 
And Port Said’s story has repeated itself. 
Long live the Arab nation! 
 
[Warda, Algerian singer] 
My homeland, you are a bastion against oppression. 
Fill our islands with fire, bring it to an end. 
Should we all fall martyrs 
The rocks of our mountains would still be fighting. 
The end of the occupation is near; 
These medieval acts should disappear from our world. 
Neither in Algeria nor in Oman 
Will the revolution slow down against tyranny? 
Until the victory of the Arab nation. 
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* This paper was written prior to the June 2013 abdication of Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-
Thani in favor of his son Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad. Aged 33, the Emir is the youngest 
leader in the Gulf region, and the first Qatari ruler to ascend to power following a voluntary 
abdication. Additionally, Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim al-Thani – the Foreign and Prime 
Minister at the time – was also replaced with Abdullah bin Nasser bin Khalifa Al Thani, who 
was previously the Minister of Interior Affairs. Both Sheikh Tamim and Abdullah bin Nasser 
were key figures in the Qatari-Saudi Joint Coordination Council; formed in 2008 to improve 
relations between the two neighbor countries. 
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Introduction 
 

In the past decade, but particularly in the context of the Arab Spring, Qatar has 
played a much larger role in regional affairs than its small size would suggest.1 Its robust 
foreign policy agenda does not cater to a particular ideology or bloc because Qatar engages 
in relations with a wide range of states and actors from both the Arab region and the West. 
It has ties to Islamists, including Hamas and Hezbollah, and is a second home to individuals 
like Yusuf Al Qaradawi. It has semi-normalized relations with Israel at the same time that it 
has close relations to Iran and Syria. It hosts a large US base yet often works counter to how 
the US would like it to behave. Furthermore, it is home to Al Jazeera, a complex and 
significant media phenomenon that has been a major player in the coverage of the uprisings 
of the Arab Spring (and played a significant role previously in coverage of other events such 
as the second intifada). Another puzzling contradiction is that Qatar is imbued with an image 
as a progressive and semi-liberal state, yet it is almost an absolute monarchy and has minimal 
semblance of a true democratic process.  

Qatar’s foreign policy objectives, unlike other Arab regimes and monarchies, do not 
appear to be directed towards regional stability. Qatar’s dominant role at the Arab League 
and its military intervention in Libya, in addition to its leading role in condemning Syria’s 
Bashar Al Assad, have been seemingly contradictory policies and generally run counter to 
maintaining the regional status quo. Furthermore, it appears that the Qatari government did 
not constrain Al Jazeera in its coverage of the uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen. 
However, in contrast to this “pro-revolution” stance; Qatar was nominally silent about the 
mass mobilization in Bahrain. Though there is no overt evidence of government 
interference, Al Jazeera Arabic also turned a semi-blind eye to the same events although its 
English language counterpart did air an in-depth documentary of the uprising called 
“Shouting in the Dark.” In the case of Bahrain, it is possible that the interest in maintaining 
the stability of the GCC monarchies was still of prime importance. However, the question 
remains: Why has Qatar pursued foreign policies directly counter to regional stability in the 
context of the Arab Spring? Why has it pursued foreign policies that are frequently 
antagonistic to Saudi Arabia’s interests, and enraged other Arab regimes2, to the extent that 
Qatar could potentially jeopardize its own regional security and relationships?   

This paper argues that Qatar’s recent regional actions during the past year’s uprisings 
are an escalation of the regime’s prior foreign policy patterns, which emanate from the vision 
of a few elite members within the ruling family such as the emir, the prime minister, and 
some advisors. Qatar’s past and current foreign policies are oriented towards cultivating a 
positive international image of a progressive, innovative, business friendly and neutral state 
whose policies conform to international norms and values. Furthermore, these individuals 
believe that there exists more opportunity and security for Qatar in being internationally 
respected as opposed to depending on and lying in the shadow of Saudi Arabia. Due to 
Qatar’s small size, homogenous national population, and significant wealth, this small cadre 

                                                 
1 Shadid, Anthony, “Qatar Wields an Outsize Influence in Arab Politics,” NY Times (November 14, 2011), 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/15/world/middleeast/qatar-presses-decisive-shift-in-arab-
politics.html?pagewanted=all 
2 “Qatar’s Leadership is Politically Astute,” http://gulfnews.com/opinions/columnists/qatar-s-leadership-is-
politically-astute-1.949632 
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of individuals responsible for Qatar’s foreign policy can afford to be flexible in ideology and 
actions without real risk of internal destabilization or pursuit of legitimate domestic political 
reform. Furthermore, Qatar’s foreign policy decision-makers believe that their courtship of 
Western powers and nimble foreign policy abilities have kept them relatively secure from any 
regional threat which might emerge as a result of their unconventional behavior, so that they 
are able to continue their precarious balancing act in the future.  

The Unique Case of Qatar 
 

Qatar is a small, prosperous, and ethnically and religiously homogenous state.3 Apart 
from the significant expatriate community, there are no marginalized groups or minorities 
within Qatari society who are politicized as such. (Though women may be marginalized for 
the most part they are not currently politicized.) It has a “very high” human development 
rank in the UN’s 2010 Human Development Report4 and a relatively small “youth bulge” 
compared to its neighbors. Its gross national income per capita makes it one of the richest 
countries in the world and unemployment is not an issue. Unlike Bahrain and other GCC 
countries, Qatar’s natural gas and oil reserves are projected to last for decades, relieving 
some pressure to diversify the economy and opening the possibility to continue a rentier 
mentality. Though it initially cut back on spending during the fiscal crisis of the 1990s, Qatar 
did not experience the same impact as other MENA countries.5 In spite of such incentives 
and inherent wealth, Qatar has attempted to diversify its economy and invest abroad as part 
of its far-sighted vision to build for the future. 

Qatar is a monarchy with little democratic process. In spite of this fact, “there is no 
evidence of any real domestic demand for either elections or increased women’s rights, 
certainly not demand of a kind that would have threatened the regime.”6 Furthermore, civil 
society is very limited, political parties are outlawed, and there exist very few institutions for 
Qataris to engage in politics. For example, there are no official mechanisms for Qatari 
society to express any disapproval they may have of the state’s relations with Israel (if they 
hold them). Whether or not a negative public perception of these relations exists, and is 
relevant, is left very much to the judgment of the regime. There are no coalitions, pressure 
groups, parliamentary players, etc. (even illegal ones) that pressure or communicate to the 
regime or influence its ideology and action. In fact, society is disconnected from the regime 
to the extent that it is possible for members of the regime to hold a completely different 
vision of the world than Qatari society in general. This fact does not mean, however, that the 
regime is not liked or does not enjoy legitimacy. The majority of Qataris are very content 
with the regime and look to the emir as a leader and the guide who will push society to new 
heights.7  

Overall, Qatar has no significant structural pressures, either domestically or 
regionally, that push the regime to implement economic liberalization or political reform. 
According to conventional understandings, the dynamics of both the domestic and 
international domains should be pressuring Qatar to do exactly the opposite of what it has: 

                                                 
3 Rabi, 444. 
4 2010 UN Human Development Report, http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_2010_EN_Tables_reprint.pdf 
5 Lambert, “Political Reform in Qatar,” 94. 
6 Ibid., 96. 
7 Miles, Al-Jazeera, 22. 
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to not undergo any political or economic reform and not encourage regional regime change. 
Therefore, attempts to understand Qatar’s behavior require looking beyond the economic 
pressures and societal push for change that characterize traditional literature, to the regime 
and the decision-makers.  

The choice of an individual level of analysis does not assume that all non-democratic 
states have relatively little or no domestic constraints or influences that impact maneuver 
space within foreign policy. There exist differences in the types and strengths of these 
factors from regime to regime and country to country. Qatar happens to be an exceptional 
case that, as discussed above, has relatively few domestic constraints, though this does not 
mean that they are not relevant whatsoever. Even in the case of Qatar, domestic issues can 
be detrimental to the regime if their dynamics are misjudged by unskilled decision-makers. 
As Hill notes, “however much leaders get seduced into making international affairs their 
priority, they are always pulled back by the elastic which connects them to their domestic 
base, often with rudely shocking results.”8 Regardless, understanding why certain behavior 
occurred, rather than judging if it was the “best” or most “rational” behavior given the 
situation, requires an attempt to understand the agenda and perception of the decision-
making apparatus. 

As there appear to be relatively few domestic structures that constrain the regime, 
this paper assumes that the majority of both Qatar’s domestic and foreign policies emanate 
from the perceptions, world-view, goals, and decisions of a few individuals within the Qatari 
regime: the emir, the prime minister, and a few other advisors (Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hamad bin Jassim Jaber al-Thani is generally regarded as the architect of Qatar’s foreign 
policy9). Many of the explanations for Qatar’s behavior are likely to be more coherently 
understood by utilizing an individual level of analysis that focuses on these key foreign-
policy decision makers and their vision of Qatar, as opposed to pure rational actor model 
based on the notion of a personified and rarified nation state that has its interests defined by 
the structure, be it economic, balance of power, etc. In this case, the most important factors 
to understand are what decision-makers perceive as their interests (and their constraints) and 
what strategy they think is best to realize these interests.  

The Emir and His Vision 
 
 Sheikh Hamad was 44 years old when he overthrew his father in a palace coup in 
1995 (while his father was on vacation). Upon assuming the throne, he immediately initiated 
a series of reforms, one of which established the position of prime minister -to which he 
appointed his brother. The emir, who was educated in the UK’s Sandhurst military academy, 
also appointed a team of young, Western-educated advisors and technocrats to help him run 
the country. This group was significantly younger than its regional counterparts and was 
immersed in different social and political ideas from the West, which it desired to employ in 
governance. Sheikh Hamad seemed to be a different type of Arab monarch. He approached 
his society differently than many of his regional counterparts: rather than remain aloof and 

                                                 
8 Christopher Hill, The Changing Politics of Foreign Policy (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003). 222. 
9 Al Qassemi, Sultan. “How Saudi Arabia and Qatar Became Friends Again,” 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again
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distant, he spoke to the press, explained his policies and why he wanted to pursue them. He 
repeatedly asserted that Qatar should be known and noticed in the world.10  
 According to the Emir, being known and noticed in the world required building an 
image of a liberal and progressive state that stood out from its peers in the region.  In a 
sense, democracy and liberal reforms were the way of the future, much like advanced 
technology also opened doors to future security. This perspective carries an underlying 
assumption that liberalism, reform, neutrality, etc. are not good simply in and of themselves. 
They are ideal and positively associated representations that need to be seen and recognized 
as part of Qatar’s international image. In other words, Qatar’s elite play a game that relies 
extensively on perception and are not necessarily beholden to any ideology except that which 
increases the value of Qatar’s image. 

Qatar’s Domestic Policies: Cultivating an Image of Liberal Reform 
 

Foreign policy is not the only area where Qatar has defied traditional understandings 
of how oil monarchies behave or tailored its desired international image. Since 1995, Qatar 
has also shown initiatives in domestic political reform when it appeared that there were no 
structural impetuses to do so. According to Lambert, Qatar’s domestic reforms actually 
appear to be regarded as part of the foreign policy toolbox because the emir and his cadre 
conducted these reforms in order to gain the approving eye of the international community. 
It is clearly important to the regime to be liked. Conforming to international norms is part 
and parcel of the image construction that Qatar’s elite is pursuing to bolster the state’s 
external reputation.11 

Paradoxically, Sheikh Hamad and his regime have often pushed their reforms and 
liberal values through non-liberal and non-democratic means in an attempt to cultivate 
Qatar’s progressive and modern international image. He and the Qatari elite felt that there 
were some norms that “ought” to be embraced in spite of the fact that the masses were not 
clamoring for them. For example, in 1995 the new emir announced that elections would be 
held for 29 seats of the Central Municipal Council. At the same time he also declared that it 
would be acceptable for women to both vote and run for office and there was a large push 
from the regime to get a woman elected. The media was instructed to portray women’s 
issues in a positive light. However, the regime was sorely disappointed when Qatar’s 
conservative society refused to elect a single female. It was not until 2003 that a female was 
elected to CMC, though she ran unopposed after it was rumored that her competitors were 
asked to step down. In this case, liberalization occurred from the top down.  

Qatar’s domestic reform case demonstrates the ambivalence that exists among the 
decision-makers’ conceptualizations of liberalism and democracy. Though Sheikh Hamad 
promised to hold elections for the Shura Council, these elections have been repeatedly 
postponed. (They are currently scheduled for the latter half of 2013.) It is possible that the 
delay in democratization occurred because the emir was unsure if society would elect the 
“correct” individuals and subsequently legislate the “correct” or liberal types of reforms that 
would mesh with the desired international Qatari image. The interest in liberalism is very 
much strategic: it adds to the “right” image. Opening political space to society is only 
feasible when the emir feels that society is “ready” and guaranteed to lead Qatar in the 

                                                 
10 Miles, Al-Jazeera, 14-15. 
11 Lambert, “Political Reform in Qatar,” 96. 
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appropriate direction. Therefore, Qatar’s domestic policies are part of its foreign policy and 
international image. Furthermore, its robust and dynamic foreign policy behavior, like its 
domestic behavior, is also built around maintaining and building an image and not 
endorsement of a particular ideology in and of itself. Additionally, because Qatar’s citizens 
“are quite pleased with the political system,”12 further political reform can even be 
interpreted as a provocative regional move aimed towards Saudi Arabia and other neighbors.  

Qatar’s Foreign Policy: The “Honest Broker” 
 

Before the Arab Spring, Qatar’s most active foreign policy role was playing that of 
negotiator in multiple regional issues. It cultivated what Kamrava refers to as “niche 
diplomacy.” Qatar’s mediation style is highly personalized and often comes with financial 
incentives for reaching a peace agreement. Since Qatar’s regime portrays itself as flexible and 
beholden to no one in its relations, it is often able to approach the mediation table as an 
honest broker (which further feeds into its desired role of neutrality).  Its success rate is not 
always very strong and can be categorized as more cosmetic in nature. Though parties come 
to agreements at the negotiation table, they often fall apart after a short amount of time has 
passed. Regardless, Qatar is still able to play a role that was previously played by states such 
as Egypt (in the case of Sudan and Chad) and Saudi Arabia (in the case of Yemen). 

According to Kamrava, “primary motivation for Qatari mediation efforts is a 
combination of small state survival strategies and the desire for international prestige.”13 
Certain aspects of Qatar’s mediation activities accentuate the fact that it desires international 
attention for its efforts. Usually mediation is most successful when conducted in secret. 
However, Qatar conducts its mediation, like its liberal reforms, very much in the limelight. 
Its officials grant interviews regionally and globally and are not shy in praising Qatar’s 
efforts. Qatar has also benefited in more concrete ways from mediation efforts. For example, 
in Sudan its influence increased and it was able to purchase farmland for food security (a 
significant issue for the majority of the region). Understandably, Qatar’s regime works to 
expand and diversify its investments and activities globally so that it has security for the 
future.14   

Qatar’s Regional Relations: Saudi Arabia  
 
 Qatar’s foreign policy also cannot be analyzed in isolation from its relations with 
Saudi Arabia. The emir’s deposed father was satisfied with remaining in Saudi Arabia’s 
shadow throughout his rule. However, his son and younger surrounding advisors did not 
agree with this policy and began in the mid 1990’s to drift away from the regional 
powerhouse. Before the palace coup, tensions were already high between the two states as a 
result of a border clashes that killed two guards in 1992. After the coup, Saudi Arabia was 
reluctant to support the new emir and even went so far as to reject Qatar’s candidate for 
secretary general of the GCC. In 1996, Sheikh Hamad founded Al Jazeera, which proved 
over the years to be a large thorn in Saudi Arabia’s side. The Saudi regime has also been 

                                                 
12 Gengler, “Qatar’s Ambivalent Democratization,” Foreign Policy, (November 1, 2011) 
13 Kamrava, “Mediation and Qatari Foreign Policy,” 540.  
14 Ibid., 542. 
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displeased with Qatar’s relations with Israel, Iran, Syria, and Hezbollah. Qatar repeatedly 
invited Israelis to events in Doha, such as the MENA conference, consistently angering 
Saudi Arabia and other neighbors. Sheikh Hamad has repeatedly asserted his desire to have a 
foreign policy independent of Saudi Arabia and this desire is part of the drive behind the 
cultivation of Qatar’s international image.  

In spite of a history of animosity, in 2007 Saudi Arabia and Qatar’s relations began to 
warm. According to a New York Times article, the emir had the director of Al Jazeera 
accompany him on a visit to Saudi Arabia where it was agreed that the network would 
refrain from covering anything controversial in Saudi Arabia. In 2010 Sheikh Hamad 
pardoned the Saudi prisoners who had taken part in an attempted coup against the emir in 
1996. According to Sultan Al Qassemi, the relations are likely to grow warmer until 2022 
when Qatar will hold the World Cup (another component of Qatari soft power and 
international recognition). In order for the event to unfold successfully, Qatar will need 
Saudi Arabia’s help and cooperation.15  

The Al Jazeera Phenomenon 
 
Probably the most significant element that propelled tiny Qatar into regional and 

international prominence is its famous media network Al Jazeera. Founded in 1996 by the 
emir, it later rose to become the most dominant news network in the Middle East. “Exactly 
what the emir, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, had in mind when he decided so firmly 
to establish a satellite news channel—whether it was for financial gain, or from a desire to 
make political capital over his long time rivals the Saudis, or out of a genuine yearning for 
democratic reform—is a matter of opinion.”16 Whatever his intentions were, Al Jazeera was 
situated ostensibly outside of censorship in a region where information control remained a 
vital tool for managing society and securing authoritarian regimes. Its presentation and style 
were sharp, sleek, and modern; it was a perfect complement to the image Qatar’s elites 
desired of their nation. It not only aired vivid and raw scenes from events such as the 
Palestinian intifada, covered the inefficiency of the PLO (and was thus accused of being on 
the side of Hamas), and the violence of the American invasion of Iraq, but was also the first 
regional network to go so far as to air interviews with Israelis, thus depicting another side of 
a conflict that Arabs had previously never seen (except occasionally through Western media 
coverage). It also aired messages from controversial figures like Osama bin Laden, much to 
the irritation of both its neighbors and the West.  

Like Qatar’s foreign policy, Al Jazeera seemed to be beholden to no one, often 
portraying both the West and various Arab regimes in a negative light. “To understand Al 
Jazeera’s influence, it is necessary to look at the channel not from the perspective of Western 
policymakers who consider it to be a malignant nuisance, but rather from the standpoint of 
its Arab audience, which see it as a magnifier of shared frustrations and aspirations and as a 
truth-teller.”17 Al Jazeera was felt by many across the region to depict the Arab side of the 
story. As a result, there was no longer a necessity to watch Western news networks to 

                                                 
15 Al Qassemi, Sultan Sooud, “How Qatar and Saudi Arabia Became Friends 
Again,”http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_ag
ain. 
16 Miles, Al-Jazeera, 27 
17 Seib, The Al Jazeera Effect, 15. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/07/21/how_saudi_arabia_and_qatar_became_friends_again
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understand the events of the region. Al Jazeera’s ability to tap into and influence Arab 
societies make it a powerful foreign policy tool and it is apparent that Qatar’s elite views it as 
such. 

Employees of Al Jazeera have claimed that they are completely independent and 
receive no instructions from the regime as to their content and coverage.18 It is certainly 
possible that the Qatari regime does not exert extensive control over the network. However, 
it is also no secret that Al Jazeera is reliant on the regime’s funding. Even if overt censorship 
does not usually occur, self-censorship still plays a significant role. Furthermore, even if the 
regime does not control Al Jazeera, this does not mean that the network does not fulfill the 
goals for which the emir originally created it. Additionally, Al Jazeera creates new situations 
and opportunities for the regime to capitalize on, such as the ability to be a relevant and 
influential player in the Arab Spring.  

While the regime and Al Jazeera were certainly not responsible for the Arab Spring, 
the network did play a large role in how the uprisings developed and spread rapidly from 
country to country. This situation placed Qatar in a position where they had influence, 
intentional or not, on the development of the uprisings. Al Jazeera was regarded by Arab 
publics as a force of good and of truth. Its 2006-launched, English-language sister also 
gained positive recognition from Western nations. The fact that Al Jazeera is based in Doha 
further added to Qatar’s image as a modern and progressive state, in addition to accentuating 
that Qatar did indeed have a large role to play in the region and the world. Perhaps of even 
greater significance, it increased its power to exert influence in the region (as it has the ability 
to control Al Jazeera if it so desires) even if this caused further anger from its neighbors. As 
previously discussed, there was little reason for the regime to be concerned about its own 
stability and legitimacy (though Sheikh Hamad did announce his intentions to hold the much 
delayed parliamentary elections in 2013).   

In September of 2011, Al Jazeera’s successful director, Wadah Khanfar, 
unexpectedly resigned and was replaced by a member of the royal family with no prior media 
expertise. Sheikh Ahmad bin Jassim al-Thani, the new director of Al Jazeera, claimed that his 
primary focus was streamlining the administration of the ever-growing network so that the 
bureaucracy became a seamless experience for employees. Reactions to this action portrayed 
Khanfar’s removal as a possible attempt by the regime to constrict and control Al Jazeera’s 
coverage during a very turbulent time (and resulted from displeasure over possible 
cooperation with the US).19 However, no firm information exists as to whether this is the 
case or if Qatari regime has re-evaluated its stance on media censorship. It is readily 
understood and expressed by key members of the regime that they regard Al Jazeera as a 
foreign policy tool. However, much of its credibility and legitimacy is built on the perception 
that it is generally not censored and not biased; it is a speaker of truth. If this perception 
changes then Al Jazeera will become like all the other state media channels in the region and 
lose its influence. There is little doubt that the Qatari regime, quick and nimble on multiple 
matters of foreign policy, is also aware of this fact.  

                                                 
18 Hasan, Mehdi, “The Voice of the Arab Spring,” New Statesman, 35. 
19 Kirkpatrick, David, “After Disclosures by Wikileaks, Al Jazeera Replaces its Top News Director,” NY Times, 
(September 20, 2011), http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/21/world/middleeast/after-disclosures-by-
wikileaks-al-jazeera-replaces-its-top-news-director.html 
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Qatar’s Behavior during the Arab Spring 
 

Although Qatar has employed a robust, dynamic, and flexible foreign policy since 
Sheikh Hamad took power in 1995, its actions have never been forward and extensive 
enough to conduct a military intervention. Libya then appeared as a new and perhaps risky 
course taken by Qatar’s elite. Yet, such behavior does not deviate from Qatar’s previous 
foreign policy balancing act: it is simply a more aggressive version of it in an intense regional 
situation. Qatar is one of the only regimes not reeling from the dynamics of Arab Spring and 
has, thus far, been able to ride the waves and currents, at times even pulling from the front. 
In other words, Qatar’s regime has harnessed the events of the region and run ahead with 
them (while other regimes have been perceived to be slow, unstable, and inflexible). 

Qatar’s intervention in Libya happened under the umbrella of the Arab League 
(where the emir currently plays a dominant role) and NATO. Though it was accused of 
being co-opted by western nations and their interests, Qatar’s past behavior does not 
demonstrate it as being overly favorable to any power. Analyzed in the context of the Qatari 
regime’s past history of foreign policy and vision, it is likely that the Libya intervention was 
nothing more than upping the stakes of the emir’s desire to play on the world’s center stage. 
Though it may have irritated them, Qatar did not extensively anger many of its neighbors 
with the intervention. It also demonstrated to western states and the rest of the international 
community that it could be a helpful and useful ally if it chose to (though not necessarily at 
anyone’s beck and call). Furthermore, Qatar’s regime could also afford to send their small 
military because the tiny state hosts US Central Command and is therefore guaranteed de 
facto security from the United States.  

The intervention in Libya was, of course, primarily a political move as opposed to a 
full military operation. The emir claims that the intervention in Libya was not oriented 
around gain, as Qatar is a wealthy country, but for the sake of the Libyan people. This type 
of rhetoric feeds into the overall image of Qatar as a benevolent and progressive nation. 
However, aside from building its image, there is little doubt that Qatar will gain from being 
better positioned to invest in Libya’s multiple sectors, particularly banking.20 Just as it was 
able to extend its influence in Sudan, Lebanon, Yemen, and other locations through 
mediation, Qatar will now be better positioned than its regional counterparts to influence the 
new Libya. The intervention in Libya accomplished results and goals very similar to those 
garnered in Qatar’s previous mediation efforts. 

In contrast to its pro-revolution stance in Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and 
eventually Syria, the regime of Qatar remained silent during Bahrain’s uprising and the 
follow-on GCC intervention. This behavior can possibly be attributed to the regime’s 
warmer ties with Saudi Arabia and its interests with the GCC as a whole. Supporting the 
uprising in Bahrain may have been judged by regime members as not tenable because it 
would have eaten away at Qatar’s image of “neutrality.” It might have simply been 
understood as a line not to be crossed. When considered in the context of a past foreign 
policy history of allying with multiple sides and players, Qatar’s behavior does not seem 
strange, but only a more pronounced emphasis of prior trends. Its lukewarm embrace of 
democracy (often in pursuit of a liberal image) has been an ongoing phenomenon in both its 
domestic and foreign policies for years. Though the emir and his family espouse “liberal” 
values, they often pursue them in autocratic manners. Qatar’s regime has had no problem in 

                                                 
20 Dudley, “A Force for Change,” 30. 
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the past dealing with Islamists, Iran, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Western states, and others 
simultaneously. The stable characteristic of all these divergent behavioral trends has been the 
pursuit of opportunities to bolster an internationally recognized image and not an adherence 
to a particular ideology or side, even that of liberalism. 
 

Conclusion 
The lingering question that remains for Qatar’s regime is how long such 

nonconventional behavior can be sustained. As Dudley notes, despite its purported 
neutrality, “the events of this year have exposed a problem at the heart of Qatar's foreign 
policy, namely the county's strategy of supporting autocratic GCC regimes, while backing 
democracy movements elsewhere.”21 As this paper has argued, Qatar’s foreign policy has 
revolved around the regime’s desire to cultivate an image that is recognized internationally. 
An image can prove to be a fundamentally delicate item to control and maintain because it is 
based on the perceptions of others. The more Qatar’s regime places itself in the limelight, 
and the more that it gains in international prestige, the more it will find its actions scrutinized 
and analyzed by other players in the system. The divergence that has been characteristic of 
Qatar’s foreign policy is becoming increasingly stressed and increasingly noticed. In the 
future it may not serve as an indicator by which the world judges Qatar to be benign and 
neutral, but as the characteristic of a self-serving and self-interested state that may assist you 
presently but cannot be depended upon in the future. Furthermore, the limited domestic and 
international constraints that Qatar currently enjoys may not allow the regime such latitude 
in the future. If the emir does carry out parliamentary elections and allow his more 
conservative society to participate in politics, Qatar’s foreign policy is likely to become less 
nimble and fickle as it will no longer be solely based on the visions of a few men somewhat 
freed from the apparatuses of a large governing bureaucracy. However, Qatar’s ruling elite 
have, thus far, shown significant foresight and skill in their ability to prepare for the future 
and harness the turbulence of the Arab Spring to their benefit. It is likely that in the near 
future Qatar will continue to play a dynamic and forward-leaning role both regionally and 
globally.

                                                 
21 Ibid, 31. 
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Abstract 

This research examines the role of social media in the transition phase in Egypt 
(February 2011-June 2012). It asks whether social media networks lose out in turn as 
agents of mobilization to the political organizations that sprung up in the transition 
phase. Further, it examines whether different political participants in elections, civil 
society, and massive protest movements used Facebook and Twitter differently in the 
transition period. It also analyzes the use of social media in different types of protests. 
 A mixed method was used that included focus groups, interviews and a user survey 
(n= 230). Among the main findings was that different social media networks are used 
differently by adherents of different political orientations, as well as different types of 
political participants. Also, social media partially reinforced organized structures 
of mobilization during the transition period. 
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Introduction 

The current wave of cynicism with the Egyptian revolution and its outcomes has induced 
many academics and theorists to question the mobilizing agents that sparked it, including social 
media. Marc Lynch has recently discussed this in his article “How Social Media is Hurting the Arab 
Spring."1Other skeptical articles are also coming to the fore, such as “Why Social Movements 
Should Ignore Social Media” by Evgeny Morozov.2 This comes in stark contrast to other articles 
that appeared in the early heydays of the revolution, such as Rasha Abdalla’s (2011c) “The 
Revolution will be Tweeted,” which highlights the positive impact of social media on mobilization, 
horizontal communication among Egyptians, and the democratic socialization of Egyptian youth. 
Research demonstrates that context matters in shaping the roles social media may play in politics, 
public opinion construction, and mobilization in Egypt. How the impact of social media differed in 
the aftermath of the revolution is the leading question driving this research. In the aftermath of the 
revolution, the Egyptian context has changed importantly. Elections are now freer and fair, political 
parties’ restrictions reduced, and civil society, while still institutionally restricted, has gained a lot of 
momentum in regards to its initiatives, maneuvers, and other activities.  Also, the increase in political 
space has allowed for a surge in protests along with less contentious forms of participation. Given 
this fluid and changing context, how did different participants use social media? And how did this 
change of context impact social media mobilization?3 

Foremost, I argue that social media helped increase participation in the offline mobilization 
agencies such as political parties and other civil society organizations. They also provide a parallel 
space through which mobilization for political activities takes place. I argue in this article that the 
role of social media needs to be understood in light of the facilities of the media themselves as well 
as what the users make of them. I look at four different forms of participation: civil 
participation, demonstrations, other protests, and elections.4 I examine how the various participants 
in these different forms of participation use social media. I also examine how those of different 
political orientations use social media. I qualify my argument on how social media impact 

                                                           
1http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2013/02/07/twitter_devolutions_arab_spring_social_media 
2http://www.demdigest.net/blog/2013/02/why-social-movements-should-ignore-social-media/ 
3A variety of questions come to the fore when discussing the role of social media in politics. First, it is questioned 
whether it has an independent political effect from the content posted. To elaborate, the question is asked to see 
whether there are effects on the political behavioral of the users or if normative change occurs, independent of the posts 
that they are exposed to. At issue here is the democratic impact of social media. A second area of controversy is 
concerned with the selective exposure that social media allow. You see posts of your friends and pages that you have 
liked on Facebook, but your picture of social media is far from complete. Finally, what are the limitations of social media 
mobilization? 
4 Two main variables that guided the data analysis are Forms of offline participation in the transition period and Level of 
participation in different participation forms. The respondents were asked to tick off a range of activities that they took part in. 
The former included a number of activities that ranged the spectrum of the four main categories of participation: 
demonstrations, other forms of protests, elections, non-demonstration and civic work activity. The range of choices was 
then classified accordingly.  The latter variable classified users into the level of participation by coding them into a 
dummy variable of 0-3 for demonstrations, elections, other protest participants and 0-2 for offline civil work. This was 
based on the amount of ticks that the participants gave for the activities in each classification. Demonstration 
participation included three activities, taking part, organizing for a demonstration and giving a speech in a 
demonstration. Strikes, boycotts, and petitions are three types of non-demonstrations protest. Elections activities include 
voting, campaigning and monitoring. Civic participation or civic work was measured by two criteria: organizing meetings 
and taking part in human rights or political awareness campaigns. Similarly taking part in one of them would denote a 
"1", in two would denote a "2." The more ticks they gave in a category’s activities, the higher their level of participation 
in that category.  

http://www.newrepublic.com/authors/evgeny-morozov
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2013/02/07/twitter_devolutions_arab_spring_social_media
http://www.demdigest.net/blog/2013/02/why-social-movements-should-ignore-social-media/
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mobilization by viewing the negative aspects of these forms of fluid mobilization during the 
transition period. The article ends by questioning whether the users are aware of their limitations. 

The research triangulated a retrospective analysis of political participation and mobilization 
of social media users during the transition period of February 12th 2011- June 30 2012 by engaging 
with two snowball focus groups (one for users and another for activists), interviewing 12 social 
media experts and activists and conducting an online survey (n=230) distributed via the website 
Survey Monkey (www.surveymonkey.com) and delivered through the author’s Facebook page and 
Twitter accounts5 in the period from May 28 until June 10, 2012.6 The sample I obtained illustrates a 
community in which social media became a main informational tool, an experience shared by many 
educated young people.7 

The “Role” Of Social Media 

 The question is whether the “role” attributed to these media is one that can really be 
independently attributed to the media themselves or simply depends on the user. One of the 
differences between the social media activists and the media experts interviewed was the different 
weights that they give to both users and media.  Based on the interviews, focus groups, and survey 
questions, I argue that most of the interviewees fail at adequately understanding the role of the 
media in mobilization, as they give excessive weight to either one side or the other. I argue that the 
relationship between the media and the users is a two-way relationship in which the users use media 
in specific ways to suit their needs and are in return affected by the medium.  

 In “The Federal Democratic Republic of Facebook,” Dr. Rasha Abdulla argues that 
Facebook has an independent effect on how youth associate, which she views as inherently 
democratic. However, the importance she gives to the medium itself seems exaggerated. To her, 
Facebook’s structure is democratic, akin to a federal democratic republic, and has given its users 
space to organize independently and communicate horizontally (Abdulla, 2009: 1ff). In this respect 
she argues “Facebook has a lot to teach Arabs about democracy as it affords users the opportunity 
to speak their minds with no ‘red lines’” (Abdulla, 2011 (3): 3-5).   

 Many activists disagreed with Dr. Rasha Abdulla’s opinion and stated that Facebook is not 
an inherently democratic medium. Wael Abass referred to the incident when the “Kolena Khaled 

                                                           
5The interviews were in-depth and semi-structured. This enabled the researcher to delve into the topic and follow the 
interviews anecdotes, as well as modify the questions to suit each interviewee (Adler et al, 2003: 283).The data were 
analyzed quantitatively to statistically show what factors and variables those surveyed think are correlated to high levels 
of participation and what variables are correlated with less participation. Even though snowball sampling was used in 
both surveys and interviews, being the most convenient and least costly method for our purposes, one limitation was the 
inability to produce a random sample. A significant bias takes place as the sample is first reached through people the 
researcher knows, who are then asked to refer people they know. Sample bias however, may be reduced –but not entirely 
overcome– by trying to reach a diverse first sample. However, the results are thus not generalizable to the entire 
population, but apply only to the sample.  
6This period was right after the first round of the presidential elections and before the second round. 
7The level of education of the survey respondents varied. The great majority of the respondents had a BA/ BSC, and 
28.1% reached the masters level. One percent of the sample held a PhD. Thus I can claim that the sample is tilted 
towards the more educated segment present on Facebook. Only one percent of the sample was on a vocational 
education track, and there were no students in the preparatory or the primary stage. The sample was comprised of a 
majority of youth, as50.5% of the sample was younger than 25, whereas the next largest block, amounting to 39.6%, was 
between the age of 26 and 35. A very small portion (2.1%) was older than 45 years.  
 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/


 
 

 

C
h

ap
te

r:
 E

ff
ec

t 
o

f 
S
o

ci
al

 M
ed

ia
 o

n
 O

ff
lin

e 
M

o
b

ili
za

ti
o

n
 A

ge
n

ts
 –

 E
l-

G
en

d
i 

 

 
 

3 

Saeed Page” was blocked by Facebook’s administration. He also said that he had to lead an 
international campaign against other social media sites such as YouTube, which removed his videos 
documenting police torture in Egypt due to their violent nature (Abass, 2012). Based on the author’s 
observations, Facebook’s administration can ban Facebook’s members from befriending other 
members if they have a history of sending requests to people that they do not know in real life. It 
also bans nude pictures as inappropriate content once a report has been submitted. My research has 
also revealed that Twitter has a set of rules that may ban content from some countries (Twitter, 
2012). Thus, it is clear that universal principles of freedom of expression are not the sole principles 
that the Facebook and Twitter administrations take into consideration.  

 Generally, many of the activists would argue that “they used social media” as a tool in a 
functional manner. Many would not realize that it too has an effect on them and how they interact.  
Wael Abass stated that there were people protesting long before Facebook. He argued that the real 
cause of the revolution was not the dynamics the medium introduced but rather the grievances 
against Mubarak’s regime. Abass similarly agrees that any democratic impact of the social media 
depends mainly on the users (Abass, 2012); whereas Dr. Abdulla would argue that the medium plays 
a role. 

 I argue that the relation between media and users is a two-way and not one-way relationship: 
the users use the medium for their own purposes, but it too, has an effect on them. Social media 
allow for freedom of expression in the view of the majority of respondents.8 In addition, Facebook 
also allowed most users (55%) to develop their presentation skills, possibly allowing them to become 
more effective in communication. It was also used as a tool to inform activists and users of different 
protests, of candidates for elections, and of various opportunities for civic engagement. In this 
respect, excessive stress on structure and on usage of social media should be avoided in future 
discussions on their capacity for mobilization. The democratic impact differs according to users. The 
effect of social media is thus contextual. How users perceive the medium is based on what they are 
doing. The majority of users in the survey believe that social media do provide for freedom of 
speech, whereas some activists see that there are limitations. Social media did have structural 
impacts, but they also put limits, further discussed below, on allowing people to communicate as 
well as to associate freely.  

Effect of Social Media on Offline Mobilization Agents  

 Marc Lynch’s article touches on the limitations of social media in mobilizing users to join or 
build civil society organizations. Lynch’s argument is limited, as it does not take into consideration 
how changes in context can lead to a surge in the use of social media for joining organizations. I 
argue that in the aftermath of the revolution, in which users were more optimistic and willing to take 
part in organizations, including political parties, social media introduced these users to the 
organizations that they eventually joined. Social media complemented political and civil society 
organizations in the transition period, in addition to serving as a parallel arena for organization and 
self-expression.  

 Social media have indeed supported offline agencies of mobilization. Although the majority 
of those in my survey who had Facebook and/or Twitter accounts did not belong to Civil Society 
Organizations (CSOs), much less political parties, those who were members had often been 
encouraged by social media to join them. Thus for about 60% of the respondents who are in a CSO 

                                                           
8 72.7% of the respondents agreed for Twitter, and 80.3% agreed for Facebook. 
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(46 out of 77), social media played a role in introducing them to the CSO they later joined. As Figure 
1 shows, this was mainly Facebook based mobilization, rather than Twitter based. This suggests that 
social media, far from being “anti-organization” and replacing the offline agencies of mobilization, 
actually encourage participation on the ground.  

 

Fig. 1: Social Media introducing CSO  Fig. 2: Group started online or offline? 

Indeed, among the members of a CSO, some 18.7% (14 out of 79) stated that the group had started 
online (Fig. 2). Social media may be used to support the association of youth in civil society 
organizations that they themselves form first by associating online. In other words, the virtual 
groups of social media may facilitate the formation of groups on the ground.  

 The data suggest, however, that social media are not quite as useful in recruiting political 
party members. About 52.7% of those who were in political parties at the time the survey was 
conducted (10 out of 19, see Fig. 3) stated that social media played a role in introducing them to the 
party before joining it; in comparison to 60% of those affiliated with CSOs. 

 The party members in the sample, moreover, were a bit more likely than the rest of the 
sample to engage in all other types of participation, such as elections, demonstrations, other forms 
of protest, and civic activities, as Fig. 4 indicates. 

Fig. 3: Social Media Introducing Party  Fig. 4: Type of Participation by Party Membership 
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Yet my focus group of activists told a somewhat different story. They discussed a dispute among 
“civic” activists who were previously members of political parties but had decided to resign. They 
stated that these traditional organizations were not conducive to democratic development, which is 
why they had to resign. They felt that the time was not ready for partisan politics, which is divisive, 
as the regime hadn’t really changed. They also stated that they had resorted to social media, as an 
alternative, in order to increase people’s awareness as well as to mobilize them to take part in 
activities that would lead to serious regime change. The Islamist member in the focus group, 
however, held a different view. The aim of his political participation was to encourage the 
application of Sharia, which was a long held principle of the Salafi forces in Egypt, even before they 
officially entered the political arena. His comments suggest that social media may be supporting 
some organizations by communicating their call as well as offering an alternative space for extra-
institutional mobilization. Again, the role of social media is contextual, depending on who you are 
and what you do.  

Social Media as Separate Mobilization Agencies 

 For those who were not involved in any organizations during the transition period, I argue 
that social media also constituted a separate or parallel mobilization agency. Those who were not 
members of CSOs or political parties (n=106) were singled out to discover if social media could be 
considered a mobilization agent for them. Among these non-members, I discovered that Facebook 
was the most preferred source of information on demonstrations for demonstrators, on elections 
for electoral participants, and on civic work for those who engaged in civic activities. This supports 
my argument that social media was a parallel agent that mobilized those who are not members of 
civil society organizations for different forms of participation. However, the difference between 
those who preferred other sources of information and those who preferred Facebook is lowest for 
the participants in elections and greatest for civic engagement, suggesting that Facebook had a 
greater impact as a mobilizing agency for the latter. 

The Social Media and Its Role in Mobilization 

 Clearly from the above, social media did not die out after the 2011 revolution. This 
challenges those who thought that social media had a small role to play. When I asked my focus 
group of users to compare the role social media played in mobilization after the 2011 revolution, 
they stressed its role in advocating for different activities, mainly elections, but also protests and civil 
work. Clearly there was a surge in the call for these different forms of participation on social media 
after the revolution.  

Differences between Facebook and Twitter Mobilization  

Facebook and Twitter are different in terms of the type of users and the means of 
mobilization. Facebook is indeed a more popular and widespread medium than Twitter. It is a more 
mainstream and “fun” medium which allows images and videos to be displayed together with the 
text in the homepage. Twitter is more organized, and the tweets have no visual distractions, as is the 
case with Facebook posts. Twitter’s display hides the visual details of the posts from the homepage 
(images, videos, etc.) and displays only the tweet. If the tweet gets another user's attention, then they 
need to click to see the images. Twitter thus is a more concise, organized, and less distractive 
medium than Facebook (Saleh, 2012).       

How does this relate to mobilization? Twitter is more useful for those who need to get a 
message out quickly, whereas Facebook is more useful in discussions and sharing different points of 
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views (El Hossiny, 2012). According to the interviewees, the Facebook community is different from 
the Twitter community. The interviews and my data suggest that the two social media are different 
in terms of their general “mood.” Rasha Abdulla states that Twitter is more activist-based than 
Facebook, which has a larger base that is more mainstream and popular (Abdulla, 2011a). Other 
activists think that Twitter users are more “elite” than Facebook users and more intellectual (Hegab 
2012; Lasheen 2012). 

Forms of Participation 

I examined the levels of participation of those surveyed who declared Twitter to be their 
preferred media for getting information about elections compared to those who preferred Facebook 
and other media forms. My observation is that social media, and particularly Twitter, are more 
associated with higher levels of activism. Thus, Twitter is more often used in elections to share 
information about how the elections are going among monitors and campaign activists. Users who 
preferred Twitter are more active in the higher levels of electoral participation than those who 
preferred Facebook. 

 

Fig. 5: Acceptance of Transitional Period Institutions by Preferred News Source on Demonstrations 

When users were asked about their preferred source of information for demonstrations, Twitter 
again was associated with higher levels of activism, in regards to rejecting the status quo. Over 83% 
of those preferring Twitter rejected the transition period institutions, as Figure 5 highlights. 
Facebook has a more mixed profile than Twitter, as only 57% of the respondents who preferred it 
for learning about demonstrations stated that they reject the institutions of the transition period. 
Even so, those who prefer Facebook are more rejectionist than those adhering to conventional 
media such as TV and other internet news sources (with the exception of unidentified ones in Fig. 
5). 

It turned out that those favoring Twitter also demonstrated more than those who stated that 
Facebook is their favorite source of information. To elaborate, 19% of those  preferring Twitter 
took part in 11-15 demonstrations  during the transition period, following January 25, 2011, 
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compared to 11% for those  preferring Facebook;  and 15% of those preferring Twitter took part in 
16-20 demonstrations, compared to  none who favored Facebook.  

Preference for Social Media by Political Orientations  

 

Fig. 6: Preference for social media on demonstrations by political orientation 

Apparently, political orientation is also associated with differing media preferences. For instance, 
Islamists, who demonstrated the least during the transition period under study, prefer Facebook 
rather than other sources of information about demonstrations. Leftists on the other hand, prefer 
Twitter to receive news on demonstrations. It is apparent that Leftists, who, as Fig. 7 indicates, have 
a much higher profile of participation in demonstrations, make more use of Twitter than the other 
orientations who demonstrate less. They presumably use it more than the other activists to share 
information during demonstrations. Facebook is a more important source of this kind of 
information for Islamists and Liberals than for Leftists. Even concerning elections, where Leftists 
do not participate as much as Liberals or Islamists, the former find Twitter more useful for 
conveying information than do the latter (Figure 8), presumably for monitoring or campaigning. 

 

Fig. 7: Participation Type by Orientation Fig. 8: Preferred Source on Elections by Orientation 
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A possible explanation for Twitter attracting more radical and contentious users than the more 
mainstream Facebook is that Twitter is a more real time form of social media, relaying news taking 
place on the ground instantaneously. Leftists, who by virtue of their political orientation are more 
oppositional and would engage in more contentious forms of participation, are also the ones to 
make greater use of Twitter to convey information on what is happening on the ground during 
demonstrations. This explains why there is a leftist, radical trend on Twitter. On the other hand, 
Facebook is a more mainstream medium that mobilizes different participants from a variety of 
orientations, allowing it to attract less contentious users than Twitter.  

Limitations on Facebook and Twitter Mobilization 

As stated earlier, any discussion of social media mobilization is incomplete without specifying the 
social and political context. As Dr. Abdulla argues, social media allowed the less politically 
experienced, and less knowledgeable, a channel through which to take part in politics (Abdulla, 
2011(1)). My interviewees were divided over whether this was generally positive or negative for the 
course of the Egyptian revolution. Abass thinks that Facebook and Twitter encouraged people to 
take part politically, but their lack of political experience and understanding led social media activists 
to make grave mistakes. Abass adds that “Kolena Khaled Saeed” refused to support some 
demonstrations after Mubarak resigned for this reason. He attributed all the “mess” of the first 
transition period to Facebook as activists insisted on remaining mainstream (Abass, 2012).  In this 
respect, Amr El Hossiny also agrees with Abass that the “revolution has ended with Facebook as it 
has started with it --because many of the administrators who incited the revolution are inexperienced 
and not rooted in revolutionary politics.” (El Hossiny, 2012) 

Many of the activists disagreed with this vision. The younger activists, particularly those who 
were influenced by “Kolena Khaled Saeed” such as Salma Hegab and Tahany Lasheen, thought that 
Abass’ views only underlined the negative side of the process. Contrariwise, they thought that 
Facebook mobilization allowed them to become politically active. Both activists had no prior 
experience with protests before becoming members of the "Kolena Khaled Saeed" group. Again, 
this supports the view that different users view the media differently, as seeing the limitations rather 
than the opportunities is contextual.  

Social media have limitations in terms of quality of information shared by users, as they may 
be inaccurate, or may be influenced by the “electronic committees”9. The more intellectually refined 
differ from average users in how they tackle social media news. However, large majorities of both 
Facebook and Twitter users (85% and 77%, respectively) agree that Facebook and Twitter increased 
their level of political knowledge.  

Conclusion 

Technology plays a role in changing certain social and political contexts, but its utilization 
may develop from that very context that it came to change (Bijker, 2006: 681).Definitions of politics, 
as well as technology, are contextually relative. I espouse a view in which different people, in 
different societies and social positions, have different views of technology and their effects. Thus, 

                                                           
9 Electronic committees are organized groups of users hired by political groups or security agencies to counter argue or 
disseminate false information against their political opponents.  
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technology can have more than one “logic” or effect in society depending on the social position of 
the users. This breaks the one-standard view of technology and allows it to undergo the tests of 
contextual relativity (Bijker, 2006: 688-94).Social media, being one such technology impacting 
politics in Egypt, need to be examined with this view in mind. The effects and usage of social media 
in Egypt are specific to a social and political context and to certain actors within it. As the context 
changes - which it does at great speed - so also do the effects and usages of social media. 

 This research supported such a contextual theory of technology, which argues that 
technology will be used differently by different users in different contexts. Social media aided the 
surge to join civil society organizations. It also provides a parallel space for mobilization for those 
who may not have been willing to join offline organizations in the transition period. This is mainly 
provided by Facebook due to its more mainstream nature. Twitter on the other hand, due to its 
facilities that allow real time dissemination of information, proves invaluable to activists on the 
ground. The Leftists, who protest and engage more than the others, particularly favor it. All things 
considered, social media based mobilization has some serious shortcomings, including the superficial 
politicization of users who may not be politically knowledgeable. These limitations must be taken 
into consideration, as they interact with less favorable political contexts to produce less favorable 
political outcomes.  

Evgeny Morozov argues that there are two ways to be wrong about the internet: “One is to 
embrace cyber-utopianism and treat the Internet as inherently democratizing...Another is to 
succumb to Internet-centrism… Internet-centrists make a fetish of the virtual over the real world 
and assume that political problems have technical solutions.”10I argue that there is a third more 
common pitfall for academics and practitioners alike if they do not pay attention to the continuous 
state of interaction and flux of social media with the current social and political context. We simply 
cannot make any sweeping statements about standard effects of social media at all times and 
irrespective of users’ varying experiences.  
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