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Political Movements in North Africa and the Sahel

Marc Lynch, George Washington University

North Africa and the Sahel have undergone quietly 
dramatic and interconnected political transformations 
over the last fifteen years.  Adam Branch and Zachariah 
Mampilly remind us that the Tunisian, Egyptian, Libyan 
and Moroccan uprisings of 2011 followed upon waves 
of political mobilization across the African continent.1  
Those revolutionary movements produced short-lived 
democratization followed by coups and fierce repression in 
Egypt and Tunisia, state failure and civil war in Libya, and 
effective adaptations by the Moroccan monarchy.  Later 
waves of protest would hit Algeria and Sudan.  At the same 
time, economic and political grievances, as well as deep 
frustration with civilian governance, led to a wave of both 
popular protest movements and military coups across the 
Sahel.  

In February 2026, POMEPS and the Project on African 
Social Research organized a workshop hosted by the 
University of Florida’s Political Science Department 
Center for Global Islamic Studies to take stock of these 
dramatic changes. Ben Smith and I laid out a wide-ranging 
set of questions for a group of mostly junior scholars to 
begin a sustained conversation about the transforming 
political landscape of two closely connected regions which 
are too rarely put into direct conversation. How can we 
best explain the emergence of new social and religious 
movements, setbacks to democracy through military 
coup and political repression, and shifts in the landscape 
of Islamist and jihadist politics? And how can the rich 
empirical data emerging from those countries inform 
broader questions about political science and religious 
studies? 

The decision to combine analysis of the Maghreb and the 
Sahel was intentional. The divide between the Maghreb 
and the rest of Africa was the product not of geographic 
necessity or long historical precedent, but rather French 
colonialism and its deep racism.  The Sahara desert has 

never been a decisive barrier to the movement of people, 
goods, and ideas, any more than have bodies of water 
such as the Red Sea or the Mediterranean.2 The Maghreb 
has always been a key destination and transit point for 
migrants emanating from West and Central Africa, while 
North African states have long engaged politically in their 
southern neighbors. Amazigh communities historically 
traversed a broad swathe of territory now divided among 
multiple postcolonial states, as have Sufi orders. Libya’s 
war and state collapse destabilized not only North African 
neighbors but also many of the African states to its south, 
contributing to the pressures and grievances which drove 
military coups, popular uprisings, and emergent jihadist 
movements across the Sahel belt.  

For the last half decade, POMEPS and the PASR have been 
collaborating on transregional projects designed to break 
down artificial regional and subregional boundaries.  This 
collection builds on our earlier publications, including 
POMEPS Studies 40 Africa and the Middle East: Beyond 
the Divides (2020), POMEPS Studies 44 Racial Formations 
in Africa and the Middle East: A Transregional Approach 
(2021), and POMEPS Studies 52 Race Politics and Colonial 
Legacies: France, Africa, and the Middle East (2024). The 
workshop draws heavily on the University of Florida’s 
formidable Center for African Studies, where many of the 
authors in this collection worked or studied; we thank Leo 
Villalón and Olivier Walthier for joining and guiding the 
discussions over the course of the day.  

One set of papers focused on Islamist movements. 
Tunisia’s Ennahda has become one of the most studied 
and in many ways most interesting of the Muslim 
Brotherhood-style Islamist movements in the post-Arab 
uprisings era.  In contrast to its Egyptian counterpart, 
Ennahda tried to forestall repression and democratic 
collapse by a politics of consensus and compromise.  It 
failed.  Ameni Mehrez weighs competing explanations for 

https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-40-africa-and-the-middle-east-beyond-the-divides
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-40-africa-and-the-middle-east-beyond-the-divides
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-44-racial-formations-in-africa-and-the-middle-east-a-transregional-approach
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-44-racial-formations-in-africa-and-the-middle-east-a-transregional-approach
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-52-race-politics-and-colonial-legacies-france-africa-and-the-middle-east
https://pomeps.org/pomeps-studies-52-race-politics-and-colonial-legacies-france-africa-and-the-middle-east
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the decline of the Ennahda movement after its surprising 
rebirth following the revolution. She considers the role of 
“ideological rebranding, power sharing, and the party’s 
internal divisions”, demonstrating how the moderation 
and pragmatism which earned Ennahda international 
acclaim contributed to its internal schisms, failed to 
persuade Tunisians of its sincerity, and gave Kais Saied 
vulnerabilities to exploit. 

Michael Schuster looks at the other end of the Islamist 
spectrum in Tunisia, the Salafi movement, to explore their 
parallel decline as well as co-optation by the Kais Saied 
dictatorship. “How could the same socioreligious current 
move so quickly from marginality to prominence and 
back to near-erasure,” Schuster asks, echoing questions 
asked by scholars of the Egyptian Salafi movement. His 
answer focuses on shifting political opportunity structures. 
The post-revolutionary opening allowed Salafi actors to 
localize their discourse, integrate social grievances, and 
present themselves as authentic moral representatives 
of marginalized constituencies.” Those efforts could not 
survive political polarization and shifting opportunities; as 
Schuster observers, “under President Kaïs Saïed’s renewed 
authoritarianism, Salafism has been simultaneously 
repressed and discursively absorbed by the state.”  

That process of repression and absorption mirrors the 
experience of Salafis in Egypt, where a similar trajectory 
of surprising emergence after 2011 ended in retreat.3  
A similar trajectory could be observed for Islamists 
of all varieties in Mauritania, Baba Adou observes 
in his contribution.  Official Islam looks different in 
Mauritania, Adou argues, where rhetorical co-optation of 
Islamic discourse and practice substitutes for weak state 
institutions. And, as Brahim Afrit shows, state co-optation 
and instrumentalization of religion goes beyond domestic 
political consolidation; it also plays out across the Sahel, at 
Algerian religious diplomacy conducted through local sufi 
orders in the Sahel and West Africa allows it to compete 
with Morocco for influence.

The decline of Islamist alternatives does not mean that 
political mobilization has faded, though. Tunisia and 

Morocco provide multiple examples of non-Islamist 
forms of political mobilization driven by political 
and economic grievances but often lacking effective 
organizations, leadership, or strategies. Hind Ahmed 
Zaki considers the ambiguous and contested place of 
Tunisia’s feminist movement in its frustrated struggle for 
democratrization, while Mariam Ben Slama highlights 
political mobilization in the face of decades of neglect 
and environmental catastrophe in the southern areas 
of the country.  Alexandra Blackman demonstrates the 
intimate connections between Morocco’s drug policies, 
state repression, and Rif political protest movements. 
Mohammed Daadaoui explores the recent GenZ protest 
movement in the context of earlier waves of Moroccan 
activism and the growing tensions surrounding 
the political role of a monarchy. His analysis of the 
“king’s dilemma,” in which “the regime can no longer 
simultaneously dominate the political system and remain 
insulated from public scrutiny”, mirrors the political 
trajectory of monarchies such as Jordan and Kuwait.

Several of the papers explore Maghrebi connections to the 
Sahel and the different routes of political developments 
in that region. One key transregional force is the cultural 
revival of the Amazigh communities which do not align 
with postcolonial borders. Brahim El Guabli analyzes the 
turn towards Global Indigeneity discourse by Amazigh 
social movements in the early 1990s, which allowed them 
to confront the “politics of minoritization” by states and 
political systems which pushed them to the margins 
both culturally and politically.  Salah Ben Hammou and 
Jonathan Powell analyze the military coups which have 
swept through the Sahel, focusing on civilian support 
for military interventions and the “buyers remorse” that 
follows.  David Russell uses novel geolocation event data 
to offer fine grained analysis of the shifting strategies of 
armed groups in Libya -- a particularly critical vector for 
destabilization of its neighbors from Sudan to the Sahel.  
Finally, Md Maniruzzaman Mamun offers a quantitative 
analysis of the travails of democratization in the region, 
noting that “the post–Arab Spring period has witnessed 
both a rise in mobilization and greater variation in its 
intensity. What explains the persistence and evolution of 
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democratic mobilization in North Africa and the Sahel 
across these pre- and post-Arab Spring contexts?”   

Taken together, the papers demonstrate an interconnected 
region where dramatic and sobering setbacks for 
democratic governance conceal significant societal and 
political ferment.  This is a region very much in political 
motion, even as the destination remains far from clear.  
While Islamist movements are increasingly marginalized 
through repression, co-optation, and broader regional 
delegitimation, other kinds of social movements have 
continued to emerge to challenge corrupt and repressive 
regimes. Feminist movements, environmental movements, 
localized protest movements, labor movements, Amazigh 
revivalist movements, and leaderless youth movements all 
continue to push for meaningful change outside of formal 
institutional channels. 

These movements may not look like the regime threatening 
mass mobilization of 2011, but that should not be taken 
to mean they are politically insignificant.  Sudan’s 2018 
revolution overthrew a long entrenched military regime, 
while Algeria’s 2019 Hirak may well have forced more 
significant political change had COVID not intervened. 
Morocco’s repeated waves of “non-movements” reveal a 
frustrated and alienated society for whose problems the 
regime has few solutions. Civilian support for military 
coups across the Sahel similarly show populations deeply 
frustrated with the status quo who despair of meaningful 
change through existing political institutions. Initial 
civilian support for Kais Saied’s populist overthrow of 
Tunisian democracy likely drew on similar social forces.  
That neither Saied nor any of the Sahelian coup regimes 
have been able to produce better outcomes suggests that 
the quest for change will continue. 

Endnotes

1	  Adam Branch and Zachariah Mampilly, Africa Rising: Popular Protest and Political Change (Zed Books, 2015).
2	  Judith Scheele, Shifting Sands: A Human History of the Sahara (Basic Books, 2025); Brahim El Guabli, Desert Imaginations: A History of Saharanism 

and its Radical Consequences (University of California, 2025).  
3	  Stephane Lacroix, Twilight of the Saints (Columbia University Press, 2025). 
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From Principle to Pragmatism: Ennahda’s Decline

Ameni Mehrez, William and Mary

Following the 2011 Uprisings, Tunisia stood out as the 
Arab Spring’s most promising democratic success story. 
Unlike neighboring countries where revolutionary fervor 
descended into civil war, prolonged instability, or swift 
authoritarian restoration, Tunisia appeared to chart 
a different course – one characterized by competitive 
elections, constitutional consensus-building, and 
peaceful transfers of power. Central to this transition 
was the Islamist Ennahda Party. The party emerged from 
decades of repression under both Habib Bourguiba and 
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali to become a dominant political 
actor. After long years in which its leaders endured 
imprisonment, torture, and forced exile, Ennahda 
participated in successive free and fair elections (2011, 
2014, 2019), led coalition governments, and navigated the 
highly polarized post-revolutionary political landscape 
in Tunisia. Yet by 2021, this democratic experiment 
collapsed when President Kais Saied suspended parliament 
and dismantled the political party system, ushering in 
a return to authoritarian rule while sending many of 
Ennahda’s leaders back into prison or exile. Ennahda’s 
trajectory during this decade, from underground, exiled 
movement to a governing party and then back to political 
marginalization again, raises several questions about its 
evolution and strategic choices. How did a party so central 
to Tunisia’s democratic path end up excluded again despite 
all of its efforts to avoid just such a fate? What explains 
the failure of a highly organized party such as Ennahda to 
stand up to the authoritarian turn? And crucially, could the 
party have avoided being excluded from power again if it 
had taken different political positions?

This essay traces the trajectory of Ennahda Party over 
the 10 years when it rose to power and took part in the 
transition to democracy. I identify three key internal 
transformations that have shaped the party’s trajectory 
and help to explain its decline as a major political player: 
ideological rebranding, power sharing, and the party’s 

internal divisions. Several analysts and international 
observers have praised Ennahda Party for its flexibility 
and pragmatism during crucial turbulent moments, 
such as voluntarily ceding power, prioritizing stability 
and dialogue, as well as negotiating national consensus. 
However, others have warned about such transformations 
and their tremendous effect on the party’s internal 
organization and its base of support.1  I argue in this essay 
that in fact these very transformations, while praised as 
pragmatic, are what ultimately weakened Ennahda and led 
to its decline. 

Ideological Rebranding

The first transformation that Ennahda Party underwent 
was an ideological one. In May 2016, more than a thousand 
members gathered for the party’s 10th Congress. Among 
the most significant outcome of that meeting, was an 
announced decision that made domestic and international 
headlines: the party is abandoning “political Islam” and 
adopting “Muslim democracy.” In an interview, the leader 
of the party Rached Ghannouchi declared: “We want 
religious activity to be completely independent of political 
activity. This is good for politicians because they will not 
be accused in the future of using religion for political 
purposes. It is also good for religion so that it is not held 
hostage by politics and used by politicians.”2

Since that announcement, the party faced several internal 
struggles and suffered the weakening of their partisan base. 
People who supported and voted for Ennahda because 
of its endorsement of Islamic values and principles no 
longer viewed Ennahda as a party that represented those 
views. Abandoning its core ideology left voters alienated 
and opened the floor for a new Islamist party, Dignity 
Coalition, that took part in the 2019 elections and made it 
the 4th party in parliament. While this ideological dilution 
might bring electoral gains, it was not the case for Ennahda 
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Party. In 2011, the party received around 37% of the votes, 
in 2014, it was around 27%, and by 2019, that dropped 
below 20%. Meanwhile, the rebranding failed to convince 
non-Islamist voters. 

Survey data shows that this ideological rebranding affected 
the public perception of the party. According to the 
Comparative Study of Election Surveys3 (CSES), people 
provide very inconsistent answers as to where Ennahda 
Party should be placed on a secular-Islamist dimension. 
Figure 1 depicts how Tunisian respondents from the CSES 
evaluated the party on the secular-Islamist scale. The 
results show that there are roughly the same number of 
people who place Ennahda as a secular party (0) as those 
who place it as an Islamist (10). This inconsistency reflects 
the blurring of the lines of where the party stands in its 
ideological views.

Figure 1: Ennahda Party placement on the secular-Islamist 
scale.

There are several reasons that might explain the ideological 
shift within the party other than electoral calculations. The 

first one has to do with the rise of radical jihadist groups. 
Following a series of attacks in Tunisia that destabilized 
the country and killed tourists as well as Tunisians, several 
people associated Ennahda with these terrorist groups. 
Ennahda and its leader, legalized some Salafist groups and 
attended their meetings in the early years of the transition 
period (Merone and Cavatorta 2012). As terrorist attacks 
escalated and militant groups proliferated, the party 
sought to distance itself from radical Islamist movements 
by denouncing political Islam and embracing secular 
democracy. The announcement of this decision was likely 
intended to signal to voters their firm stand against radical 
Islamism and extremism. 

Another factor that may explain the party’s ideological 
shift is external international pressure. Ennahda had been 
at the forefront of media coverage following the Arab 
Uprisings. Everyone was waiting to see what would happen 
to the Tunisian experiment with democracy. Considerable 
pressure was placed on Ennahda as the single largest party 
and leading player during the Troika government, and this 
pressure intensified following the first free and fair 2014 
parliamentary elections. The stakes grew even higher when 
a military coup removed Egypt’s democratically elected 
government of Mohamed Morsi and his Freedom and 
Justice Party (the Muslim Brotherhood). Tunisia was seen 
as the last remaining hope to achieve democracy and the 
goals of the Arab Spring. Denouncing political Islam may 
have been Ennahda’s strategy to signal to the international 
community their commitment to democracy and a 
peaceful political agenda.

A further explanation for the decision to ideologically 
moderate lies in the structural pressures of incumbency. 
Ennahda’s coherent ideological package was a powerful 
asset as an opposition party, where a clear identity-based 
platform mobilizes a loyal base against the status quo. 
Once in government, however, the logic of incumbency 
fundamentally alters a party’s incentives, as governance 
requires coalition-building, policy compromise, and 
administrative pragmatism that gradually erode ideological 
distinctiveness — a phenomenon often referred to as 
“incumbency fatigue” (Panebianco 1988; Przeworski and 
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Sprague 1977; Hamid 2014). In this sense, Ennahda’s 
ideological rebranding was not solely a voluntary strategic 
choice, but also a structurally induced response to the 
pressures that inevitably accompany the transition from 
opposition movement to governing party (Wolf 2017).

Power Sharing and Reconciliation

The second major shift the party underwent was their 
pragmatic approach to coalition-building and power-
sharing. The party engaged on multiple occasions in 
cross-ideological coalition formation. First, after winning 
a plurality of votes for the Constituent National Assembly, 
Ennahda decided to enter into a coalition (also called 
the Troika) with two secular parties: Ettakatol4 and the 
Congress for the Republic. This coalition lasted from 2011 
until 2013 and stepped down amid social unrest, two 
political assassinations, and high tensions between MPs 
over the role of Islam in the new constitution. Ennahda 
stepped down, allowing a technocratic nonpartisan 
government to lead the transition, finish the constitutional 
draft, and announce a long-overdue new election. This 
new transition was led by four leading national NGOs – 
later called the National Dialogue Quartet: the General 
Labor Union (UGTT), the Union of Industry, Commerce, 
and Crafts (UTICA), the Tunisian Human Rights League 
(LTDH), and the Tunisian Order of Lawyers (ONAT). 
These four organizations were awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize5 in 2015 for their mediation role in paving the way for 
Tunisia’s democratic transition. 

The second major agreement that Ennahda engaged in was 
the 2014 Grand Coalition with the secular party, Nidaa 
Tounes. This political reconciliation6 started in Paris in 
2013 during a meeting between Rached Ghannouchi and 
Beji Caid Essebsi, an ancient régime member and the 
leader of the newly formed secular party, Nidaa Tounes. 
The two leaders decided before the election results were 
even announced that they would work together in the 
next phase. In 2014, no party won an outright majority in 
the Assembly of the Representatives of the People. Nidaa 
Tounes came in first with 86 out of 217 seats, and Ennahda 
came second with 69 seats. Though Nidaa Tounes could 
have formed a coalition with other smaller left-wing 

secular parties, it chose to govern with Ennahda. This 
power-sharing agreement, also known as the Carthage 
Agreement, was praised by observers as a positive move 
to foster democracy. While other Islamist-leaning parties 
existed in Tunisia, most notably Tayar al-Mahaba (Current 
of Love, formerly Al-Aridha al-Sha›biya), coalition with 
them was not a viable alternative for Ennahda. Tayar 
al-Mahaba operated primarily as a populist movement, 
with an agenda that diverged significantly from Ennahda›s 
Islamist-democratic platform, making political cooperation 
unlikely. Ennahda›s decision to partner with the secular 
Nidaa Tounes thus reflected not an absence of ideological 
alternatives, but a deliberate strategic choice driven by 
pragmatic governance considerations.

By 2018, Ennahda-Nidaa coalition had fractured, which 
led to new discussions about Carthage Agreement II. The 
second attempt to share power and lead a national unity 
government under Youssef Chahed did not go smoothly. 
Major disputes over economic and social reforms arose, 
and the agreement was suspended by President Beji Caid 
Essebsi in late May 2018. This 2018 crisis resulted in a rift 
between Ennahda and Nidaa and a weakening of the ruling 
coalition ahead of the 2019 elections.

Internal Divisions

Internal divisions have also contributed to the weakening 
of Ennahda. The fissures within Ennahda Party have been 
widening since 2012, revealing fundamental tensions about 
the party’s identity, strategy, and leadership. What started 
as a highly organized party evolved into a fragmented 
group, with prominent figures walking away and others 
being forcibly silenced. The disagreements within the 
party resolved around several issues such as internal party 
rules, leadership position, economic reforms, and most 
importantly political alliances.

The early warning signs appeared during the contentious 
negotiations over coalition governments. Several members 
of Ennahda resigned in protest of the grand coalition 
decision, particularly following the negotiations over 
Carthage Agreement II in 2018. The party found itself 
deeply divided: should it accept a complete government 
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reshuffle to maintain its position, or risk breaking with 
President Beji Caid Essebsi? Different factions had 
fundamentally different views about that question. 

The exodus of senior leaders tells its own story. In March 
2019, Abdelhamid Jelassi – one of Ennahda’s most 
respected figures – resigned, following closely behind 
Zied Ladhari, who had stepped down as secretary-general. 
These members were central to the party’s structure and 
credibility. Their departures signaled a widening leadership 
split that Rached Ghannouchi could no longer paper over. 
But they were not the first to leave. Hamadi Jebali, who had 
served as Tunisia’s prime minister, resigned in March 2014 
after his proposals for a technocratic government were 
rejected - a clear signal of his frustration with Ennahda’s 
political maneuvering. Riyad al-Shuaibi left in November 
2013, and Zubair al-Shahoudi departed in September 2019. 
Each resignation further discredited Ennahda’s image of 
unity and organization.

The breaking point came in 2020 when Rached Ghannouchi 
unilaterally dissolved the executive bureau and replaced it 
with what he called a “caretaker bureau.” On the surface, this 
was framed as an administrative reorganization. In reality, 
it was a power grab. Ghannouchi was consolidating control, 
eliminating potential rivals, and ensuring that no alternative 
power center could challenge his authority. The move 
was particularly controversial because it emerged against 
the backdrop of succession planning. Ennahda’s internal 
regulations explicitly prohibit a third consecutive term for 
the party president, in other words Rached Ghannouchi 
should have been preparing to step aside after two terms. 
Instead, he was entrenching himself. The dissolution of the 
executive bureau eliminated the very body that might have 
forced the succession question or selected his replacement. 

Even the July 2021 constitutional coup by President Kais 
Saied – which should have unified Ennahda against an 
external threat – instead exposed and deepened internal 
fractures. Instead, of forcing solidarity between the 
party members, it revealed how divided the party had 
become over strategy, leadership, and accountability. Two 
months after Saied’s power grab, Rached Ghannouchi 
suspended Imad Hammami, a former party spokesperson 

and member of the executive bureau for criticizing him 
and calling for internal reforms within the party. The 
suspension was not just punitive – it was symbolic and 
clear message to anyone else considering criticizing the 
way the party functioned. Many viewed Hammami’s 
suspension as proof that Ennahda, a party that had long 
defended democratic values, was becoming increasingly 
authoritarian in its internal governance. This approach has 
severely damaged Rached Ghannouchi’s reputation, both 
within the party and beyond. 

Data from expert surveys confirm these patterns of internal 
fragmentation. The Varieties of Party Democracy (V-Party) 
dataset (Lindberg et al. 2022), part of the V-Dem project, 
includes measures of internal party cohesion7 based 
on expert assessments of elite disagreement over core 
strategic decisions. Figure 2 presents Ennahda’s scores on 
the internal cohesion scale8 from 2011 to 2019, revealing a 
dramatic decline in party unity during this critical period. 
The trajectory is striking. In 2011, at the height of post-
revolutionary optimism and Ennahda’s electoral triumph, 
internal cohesion registered was above 2.5, indicating 
that while some visible disagreement existed, it remained 
manageable and did not trigger elite defections. By 2019, 
however, the score had dropped to approximately 1.5, 
signaling a high level of visible disagreement accompanied 
by actual departures from the party.

Figure 2: Varieties of Party Democracy – Internal cohesion 
scores for Ennahda Party from 2011 to 2019.
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Concluding Remarks 

Understanding Ennahda’s trajectory during this decade 
in power is essential for explaining both Tunisia’s initial 
democratic promise and its eventual breakdown. Three 
interconnected transformations, ideological rebranding, 
relentless power-sharing, and deepening internal divisions, 
combined to weaken and eventually destroy what was once 
Tunisia’s most organized political force. 

Ennahda’s ideological rebranding from principled 
Islamist movement to pragmatic “Muslim democrat” 
party alienated its core supporters. Voters who had 
backed Ennahda because it stood for social justice and 
freedom - principles they deeply endorsed - felt betrayed 
when the party abandoned those commitments for the 
sake of political expediency (Mehrez 2023). Relentless 
power-sharing agreements compounded this confusion. 
Rather than clarifying Ennahda’s vision or advancing 
democratic consolidation, the party’s willingness to partner 
with anyone – from secular leftists to ancient regime 
establishment figures – left Tunisians bewildered and 
disillusioned. What should have been healthy coalition-
building became unprincipled dealmaking. People stopped 
understanding what Ennahda believed in and what the 
party stood for. Finally, internal divisions fragmented 
the party even further. Despite Ennahda’s rhetorical 
commitment to democratic norms, the party failed to 
build the robust organizational structures and internal 
accountability mechanisms that could have maintained 
strong linkages between leaders and supporters. Instead, 
Rached Ghannouchi’s authoritarian management 
style further deepened the political deadlock. Perhaps 
most damaging, these internal battles made Ennahda 
increasingly ineffective as an opposition force against Kais 
Saied’s authoritarian drift. A party consumed by succession 
crises and leadership purges cannot mount coherent 
resistance to external threats. And that’s precisely where 
Ennahda found itself in 2021.

These transformations carry two broad implications that 
extend well beyond Ennahda’s fate. The first concerns 
democratic consolidation: Ennahda’s fragmentation 

and ideological dilution occurred precisely during the 
critical period when Tunisian citizens were forming 
political identities and partisan attachments, leaving an 
institutional vacuum that Kais Saied would eventually 
fill with authoritarian populism rather than democratic 
leadership. The second concerns the moderation-
inclusion thesis, which holds that ideological moderation 
increases Islamist parties’ chances of political inclusion 
(Schwedler 2006; Browers 2009; Wickham 2004). 
Ennahda’s trajectory complicates this argument. When it 
moderated, it alienated its base and opened the door to 
radical competitors like the Dignity Coalition who accused 
it of abandoning Islam, yet radical Islamist movements 
equally face repression and marginalization. This creates 
a paradox that raises serious questions about whether 
the moderation-inclusion thesis is the best strategy for 
Islamists parties. 
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politique-en-tunisie_4921910_3212.html 
3	 The CSES survey provides electoral data on Tunisia post the 2019 elections. The data collection was part of wave V. Wave 5 of the CSES has been 

conducted in more than 50 countries including Tunisia and it has specifically focused on the study of populist attitudes (Mehrez et al. 2023).
4	 Also known as the Democratic Forum for Labor and Liberties.
5	 https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2015/tndq/facts/ 
6	 See full piece https://www.nytimes.com/2013/12/17/world/africa/a-political-deal-in-a-deeply-divided-tunisia-as-islamists-agree-to-yield-power.

html 
7	 Scores range from 0 (near-complete elite disagreement with significant departures) to 4 (virtually no visible disagreement).
8	 The scale measures the extent to which party elites display disagreement over fundamental strategic choices—including election campaign strategy, 
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Where Have All the Salafis Gone? The Evolution and Decline of 
Salafism in Post-Jasmine Revolution Tunisia

Michael Schuster, University of Florida

The trajectory of Salafism in Tunisia since the 2011 Jasmine 
Revolution poses a central paradox for debates about Islamic 
movements and authoritarian resilience in North Africa.1 
Under President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, Salafi activism 
was largely invisible, repressed into social marginality 
and deprived of public organizational capacity. Yet in the 
immediate aftermath of the revolution, Salafi movements 
rapidly emerged as visible and influential actors, occupying 
mosques, public spaces, and moral discursive spaces left 
unattended by both secular elites and Islamist parties. 
Within only a few years, however, Salafism was largely 
removed from overt public and institutional arenas. This 
rapid rise and collapse invites a critical question: how could 
the same socioreligious current move so quickly from 
marginality to prominence and back to near-erasure?

By tracing the rise and decline of Tunisian Salafism, 
this article argues that ideological rigidity or external 
manipulation alone cannot adequately account for the 
movement’s trajectory (for a related argument about the 
Islamist party Ennahda, see Mehrez in this collection). 
Instead, Salafi mobilization in Tunisia was deeply 
contingent upon shifting political opportunity structures. 
The post-revolutionary opening allowed Salafi actors to 
localize their discourse, integrate social grievances, and 
present themselves as authentic moral representatives of 
marginalized constituencies. As polarization intensified 
and episodes of violence unfolded, state repression 
dismantled these local networks and foreclosed nonviolent 
forms of Salafi engagement. The resulting vacuum helped 
facilitate the penetration of transnational jihadi actors, 
accelerating Salafism’s delegitimization. Under President 
Kaïs Saïed’s renewed authoritarianism, Salafism has been 
simultaneously repressed and discursively absorbed by the 
state, rendering overt mobilization highly unlikely under 
current conditions while preserving an environment that 

may privilege more clandestine or confrontational forms of 
reemergence by constraining locally embedded, nonviolent 
networks.

Drawing on the Tunisian case, this paper contributes 
to scholarship on Islamist movements, authoritarian 
resilience, and religion–state relations by reframing 
Salafism not as an inherently oppositional or inevitably 
violent current, but as a form of moral mobilization whose 
political expression is shaped by shifting opportunity 
structures. It also illustrates how Salafi actors localized 
their discourse and embedded themselves socially 
during moments of political openness. As securitization 
intensified and political space contracted, these networks 
were delegitimized and displaced. In doing so, this article 
challenges accounts that attribute Salafism’s decline 
primarily to ideological rigidity or counterterrorism 
success, and instead highlights the unintended 
consequences of repression, including transnationalization 
and the erosion of local nonviolent religious networks. 
Finally, by analyzing the Saïed regime’s appropriation of 
moral authority, this article advances a framework for 
understanding how contemporary authoritarian states 
neutralize Islamic mobilization not only through coercion 
but also through discursive absorption that preserves 
popular moral appeal while foreclosing organizational 
autonomy (see Abdou in this collection for a related 
argument about Mauritania). This analysis therefore 
approaches Salafism not primarily as an ideological 
category but as a form of moral mobilization whose 
visibility and political expression are conditioned by 
changes in state authority, institutional openness, and 
competing claims to religious legitimacy. Here moral 
mobilization refers to the translation of doctrinal claims 
into socially resonant narratives of justice, authenticity, and 
moral order.
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Salafism and the Post-Revolutionary Opening

To understand Salafism’s rapid rise after 2011, it is 
necessary to situate the movement within the longer 
trajectory of religious governance under Tunisia’s post-
independence regimes. The origins of Tunisian Salafism lie 
in the 1980s, when divisions within Islamist movements 
emerged in response to dissatisfaction with al-Ittijah al-
Islami. Salafism, however, did not gain substantial traction 
until the 1990s. During this period the ascent of new media 
and global satellite systems enabled the circulation of Salafi 
ideas beyond state control.2 At the same time, Tunisians 
who had previously lived or studied abroad, such as Sheikh 
al-Khatib al-Idrisi, who would later become the unofficial 
spiritual guide for Ansar al-Shariah, returned to Tunisia. 
These returnees possessed an aura of credibility and 
authenticity to their teachings that attracted Tunisians who 
distrusted government-appointed religious scholars and 
institutions.

At the time, the growing autonomy of religious expression 
beyond control of the state prompted President Ben Ali 
to seek ways to bolster his regime’s religious credentials 
and counteract the growing Islamic opposition through 
the “management of Muslim souls” (gestion des âmes 
musulmanes). This strategy included, among other 
measures, opening new Islamic institutions and media 
outlets in an effort to cultivate “Islamists of the Prince” 
(islamists du Prince), who were “capable of rallying 
increasingly large sections of the population to the regime, 
particularly those seduced by the new Muslim revivalist 
currents circulating through satellite media.”3

Despite these constraints, Salafi practices persisted within 
informal networks and private religious spaces, albeit 
without the institutional capacity required for sustained 
public mobilization. Accordingly, under Bourguiba’s 
secularizing reforms as well as Ben Ali’s security-
driven governance, independent religious activism was 
consistently viewed with suspicion. Salafism in Tunisia 
remained a largely latent religious current, shaped and 
contained by an authoritarian regime determined to 
monopolize religious authority. This environment was 

dramatically altered with the collapse of authoritarian 
controls following the Jasmine Revolution. Mosques were 
reopened to non-state actors, censorship weakened, and 
security services temporarily withdrew from routine 
surveillance of religious life.4 Salafi groups rapidly filled 
this vacuum, establishing preaching networks and social 
initiatives that resonated with communities experiencing 
economic precarity and moral uncertainty while 
frightening more secular Tunisians who had difficulty 
understanding the sudden emergence of this new trend.

Contrary to portrayals of Salafism as ideologically 
inflexible, Tunisian Salafi actors demonstrated considerable 
adaptability during the post–Jasmine Revolution 
transition.5 Salafi individuals and groups such as Ansar 
al-Shariah selectively integrated elements of social justice 
discourse, anti-corruption narratives, and nationalist 
religious references into their messaging. Some Salafis 
began explicitly challenging the claim that Salafism was 
incompatible with Tunisian identity, instead arguing that 
it constituted an authentic expression of Tunisianité. For 
example, Salafi Sheikh al-Bechir Ben Hassan made this 
argument in a 2012 speech at the presidential palace in 
Carthage, delivered at the invitation of President Moncef 
Marzouki.6

This localization strategy allowed Salafi actors to position 
themselves as authentic representatives of popular 
grievances by translating doctrinal claims into locally 
resonant narratives of injustice, dignity, and moral 
order that spoke to injustices neglected by both secular 
parties and al-Nahda’s pragmatic leadership. Likewise, 
through da‘wah activities, charity distribution, and 
moral counseling, Salafism provided tangible forms 
of community support, reinforcing Salafi claims to 
authenticity and ethical coherence in a fragmented 
political landscape.7

Polarization, Repression, and Transnationalization

Recognizing Salafism’s growing appeal among Tunisians, 
al-Nahda, the leading governing force in post-
revolutionary Tunisia, initially sought to engage with 
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Salafi actors.8 It did so by treating Salafis as legitimate 
social and political participants, communicating with 
them much as it would with other Tunisian citizens and 
socioreligious and political organizations, ultimately 
opening sociopolitical space. This strategy began to 
unravel, however, as Ansar al-Shariah’s influence expanded 
while its leadership increasingly criticized al-Nahda for 
ideological compromise. In 2013, amid mounting public 
anxiety and high-profile security incidents, the al-Nahda-
led government, reflecting both popular pressure and a 
political survival strategy, designated Ansar al-Shariah 
a terrorist organization and shifted from dialogue to 
repression.9

Al-Nahda’s relationship with Salafism began to resemble 
its own earlier experience under the Ben Ali regime. What 
the al-Nahda-led government did not fully anticipate was 
how the closure of sociopolitical space would reshape 
patterns of Salafi mobilization. Rather than eliminating 
the movement, this strategy weakened local nonviolent 
networks while empowering more confrontational and 
transnational actors. This dynamic further undermined 
al-Nahda’s already precarious position within Tunisian 
politics. As Tunisia’s fragile democratic transition began 
to unravel, high-profile assassinations and militant attacks 
intensified public fear and deepened political polarization. 
Although only a subset of Salafi actors engaged in violence, 
the state increasingly treated Salafism as a unified security 
threat.

As sociopolitical space began to close in 2013, Salafism 
increasingly lost its domestic political purchase. Under 
these new conditions, three primary trajectories were 
available for Salafi actors. First, they could endure the 
crackdown hoping a new opening would present itself 
that would allow for the reemergence of da‘wah and social 
activism in the future. Second, they could pursue hijra to 
Libya or the broader Mashreq, seek asylum, and work to 
rebuild the movement from afar as Abu Iyad, the former 
leader of Ansar al-Shariah, who fled to Libya, and Kamel 
Zarrouk, the second in command, who relocated to Syria. 
Or, finally, they could remain in Tunisia and pursue direct 
action against the state through a top-down approach, as 

bottom-up mobilization was no longer viable. Regardless 
of the path chosen, the increasing closure of sociopolitical 
space for local Salafi currents created opportunities for 
internationally influenced groups and movements who 
were more inclined towards violence to pursue their goals, 
such as al-Qaeda-linked Katibat Uqba bin Nafi and Islamic 
State affiliates in Tunisia.

Consequently, as domestic Salafi networks collapsed, 
transnational jihadi actors gained greater influence.10 This 
transnationalization marked a shift from locally embedded 
religious activism to deterritorialized militancy. Unlike 
localized Salafism, these transnational networks prioritized 
armed struggle over social engagement and displayed 
limited sensitivity to local Tunisian social realities. Their 
growing prominence alienated local constituencies and 
reinforced the association of Salafism with extremism. 
This shift produced a decline in popular resonance in 
Tunisia as infatuation transformed into disillusionment 
and disengagement. Likewise, the gap between Salafi 
ideological claims and lived reality became increasingly 
apparent.

In 2015, the escalation of violence associated with 
transnational Salafi groups had reached such intensity that 
then-President Beji Caid Essebsi publicly declared Tunisia 
to be in a “true war situation” (halat harb haqiqiya). He 
subsequently imposed a renewable thirty-day state of 
emergency in Tunisia, the first to be officially declared 
since the Jasmine Revolution, marking a decisive turn 
towards securitization. Measures enacted under this 
framework, including the pledge to close approximately 
eighty mosques, foreshadowed the more comprehensive 
contraction of sociopolitical space that would later occur 
under his successor, Kaïs Saïed.11

As a result, expanded state securitization dismantled local 
Salafi infrastructures, including the closure of mosques 
and charities that had previously functioned as sites of 
nonviolent engagement. This repression not only curtailed 
political participation but also eroded the legitimacy of 
pragmatic Salafi actors who had attempted to operate 
within Tunisia’s evolving legal and political framework. 
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Ultimately, these unintended consequences contributed 
to the erosion of Tunisia’s democratic transition and 
helped facilitate the conditions for renewed authoritarian 
consolidation.

Authoritarian Consolidation under Kaïs Saïed

Following the 2011 Tunisian Revolution, religion became 
a central axis of political pluralism. Islamist movements 
such as al-Nahda advanced a model of democratic 
political Islam grounded in constitutional participation 
and ideological competition. Salafi currents articulated 
more exclusivist claims to doctrinal authenticity and 
moral authority. Secular actors, in turn, defended civic 
nationalism and neutrality of institutions from religious 
influence. Religion thus operated as an arena of visible 
contestation in which multiple actors advanced rival 
imaginaries of the nation’s future.

The political environment that emerged after the mid-
2010s further transformed the relationship between 
religion and state authority in Tunisia. State responses 
to Salafi activism increasingly shifted from containment 
toward neutralization. Building on earlier patterns of 
securitization, this section analyzes how the Saïed regime 
neutralized Salafi mobilization through a combination 
of renewed repression and selective appropriation of its 
moral discourse. Saïed first entered the Tunisian political 
scene with the support of Harakat al-Mouassissoun, a 
grassroots movement formed in 2016 that viewed Saïed 
as a figure capable of realizing the unfilled promises of 
the revolution and providing what “the people want” 
(al-shaab ureed). Members of the movement were deeply 
disillusioned with established political parties, which they 
believed neither represented the popular will nor upheld 
the revolutionary ideals of dignity, equality, and justice.

For many Tunisians, socioeconomic conditions had 
deteriorated since 2011, driven by soaring inflation, 
persistently high unemployment, entrenched corruption, 
and legislative gridlock in Bardo. Separately, recurrent 
outbreaks of violence, often attributed to Salafism, came to 

dominate public and elite security discourse. As a result, in 
2018, when the first local-level elections since the Jasmine 
Revolution were held, members of this broader coalition 
running as independents overwhelmingly won. Buoyed by 
these victories, attention soon shifted toward influencing 
national politics, particularly the Assembly of the People’s 
Representatives (Majlis Nuwwab al-Shab).

This trajectory was disrupted in July 2019, when President 
Essebsi died at the age of ninety-two, just months before 
scheduled parliamentary elections. His death altered the 
electoral sequence, placing presidential elections ahead 
of parliamentary contests and intensifying public focus 
on identifying a leader capable of steering the country 
out of crisis. At the same time, Tunisia was facing severe 
economic strain. Although security conditions had 
marginally improved compared to the immediate post-
2015 period, owing in part to Essebsi’s earlier securitization 
measures, the overall situation remained exceptional when 
compared to the pre-Jasmine Revolution era.

On 13 October 2019, Saïed, a fiscal and social conservative 
outsider with no political affiliation, won a resounding 
72.1% of the presidential vote. In ways that parallel 
the earlier rise of Salafism, Saïed’s populism created 
an opening for a third actor—himself—to claim direct 
representation of the popular will. As Margaret Canovan 
notes, a central element of populism is “an exaltation of 
and appeal to the people,” a dynamic captured by Saïed’s 
watchword and popular revolutionary slogan, “the people 
want.”12 Much media commentary has attributed Saïed’s 
popularity to his outsider status and lack of affiliation with 
Tunisia’s entrenched political class, a profile that resonated 
strongly with younger voters. Less frequently examined, 
however, is the extent to which his conservative moral 
orientation appealed to constituencies seeking a greater 
incorporation of Islamic values into public life, an appeal 
that differed in tone and form from that of al-Nahda. This 
dual resonance, combining anti-establishment credibility 
with moral conservatism, helps explain both the breadth 
and durability of Saïed’s support. Therefore, rather than 
signaling a Salafi resurgence, Saïed’s project can be 
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understood as a statist appropriation of moral authority 
that neutralizes Salafi mobilization while preserving its 
underlying social appeal.

The current political moment in Tunisia illustrates 
how these earlier dynamics culminated in a strategy 
of authoritarian consolidation that both represses and 
discursively absorbs Islamic moral mobilization. Since July 
2021, Tunisia has experienced a renewed concentration of 
power under President Kaïs Saïed following his declaration 
of extraordinary measures widely characterized as an 
autogolpe. Reintroducing institutional patterns associated 
with earlier periods of centralized rule, Saïed has extended 
the state of emergency and increasingly framed dissenting 
actors as threats to national sovereignty. Political parties, 
civil society organizations, and independent religious 
actors have faced heightened repression, while the 
expanded freedoms of expression that followed the 2011 
revolution have been significantly curtailed. Journalists 
now confront intensified legal and coercive pressures 
limiting critical reporting, and social media activity is 
closely monitored, with citizens being prosecuted under 
expansive interpretations of public morality.13

Within this context of institutional consolidation, 
Saïed’s political discourse frequently invokes Islamic 
concepts such as justice, trust, divine accountability, 
and moral purification. Corruption is framed not only 
as administrative dysfunction but as ethical deviation 
from a divinely grounded moral order. Yet Saïed does 
not advocate a programmatic Islamization of legislation. 
Rather, he positions Islam as a civilizational and ethical 
reservoir underpinning national authenticity and sovereign 
renewal. In this framing, the people are imagined as 
morally coherent, historically rooted, and capable of direct 
political expression without partisan mediation.

This discursive strategy is inseparable from institutional 
transformation. Saïed’s suspension of parliament, 
restructuring of the judiciary, and introduction of a new 
constitutional framework in 2022 altered the architecture 
through which religious and political authority intersect. 
The revised constitution removed the earlier formulation 

naming Islam as the “religion of the state,” while 
simultaneously describing Tunisia as part of the Islamic 
ummah and assigning the state responsibility for realizing 
the “objectives of Islam.” This shift represents neither 
simple secularization nor overt Islamization. Instead, it 
embeds Islamic reference within a centralized executive 
project, repositioning religion as a moral duty of the state 
rather than an arena of partisan contestation.

Rather than emphasizing modernization, secularization, 
Westernization, or the explicit establishment of an Islamic 
order, Saïed invokes the return to specific Tunisian 
traditions and understandings of religion. In his public 
addresses, which frequently employ religiously infused 
language, Saïed presents his mission as one “sent down to 
him by God,” thereby redrawing the boundaries between 
the religious and the secular in ways that consolidate 
state authority over moral discourse.14 His conservative 
social rhetoric echoes themes long articulated by Salafi 
movements, enabling the regime to appropriate elements 
of Salafi moral vocabulary while denying Salafi actors 
organizational space. For example, regulatory pressures 
have made alcohol increasingly difficult to obtain, and 
many restaurants and nightclubs that flourished after 
the Jasmine Revolution have since closed. The expansion 
of rights for homosexuals, an idea briefly flirted with by 
al-Nahda, is now removed from the policy agenda and 
many associated advocacy associations have since been 
banned or shuttered. Through this combination of moral 
conservatism and institutional repression, the state has 
effectively neutralized overt Salafi mobilization while 
preserving its underlying social appeal.

Through Saïed’s reforms, intermediary institutions, 
particularly political parties, have been weakened, 
narrowing the channels through which religious identity 
can be politically mobilized. Access to religious legitimacy 
becomes increasingly mediated by executive authority. In 
this sense, inequality manifests not only in socioeconomic 
terms but also in the narrowing of opportunities to define 
and institutionalize Islamic reference in public life. Moral 
sovereignty thus emerges both as an imaginative project 
and a structural reordering of interpretive power.
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Islamist and Salafi actors have responded differently within 
this altered environment. Al-Nahda’s earlier claim that 
Islamic reference can coexist with parliamentary pluralism 
loses institutional footing in a system where parliamentary 
authority itself is diminished. The movement has 
increasingly emphasized constitutional procedure and 
democratic norms, shifting from ideological mobilization 
toward strategic legalism as its primary mode of political 
contestation. This repositioning underscores the tension 
between party-based Islamism and a populist-nationalist 
appropriation of Islamic legitimacy that bypasses partisan 
and parliamentary mediation.

Salafi actors face a different dilemma. Saïed’s emphasis 
on moral rectitude and anti-corruption resonates with 
longstanding Salafi critiques of political decadence. Yet his 
consolidation of interpretive and institutional authority 
contradicts Salafi skepticism toward centralized political 
power and alternative claims to religious authenticity. 
The result is a pattern of selective convergence alongside 
latent contestation. Competing visions of Islamic authority 
persist, even as the institutional field constrains their 
articulation.

Overall, political party activity and institutionalized 
opposition in Tunisia have been systematically constrained 
through legal frameworks and coercive state mechanisms. 
Meanwhile, discourses anticipating renewed popular 
unrest or even a new revolution have gained traction 
across segments of Tunisian society. Economic hardships, 
social inequality, and regional disparities—key factors 
that fueled the Jasmine Revolution and the subsequent 
rise of Salafism—are deepening once more. Likewise, 
growing disillusionment among youth with the current 
regime, coupled with frustration over the country’s future 
direction, may be creating conditions conducive to new 
ideological shifts. As Terje Østebø observes, such moments 
of dislocation can produce ideological openings in which 
“new alternatives can lead to the discharging of former 
representatives for social identity and to the production of 
new orientations.”15 Ultimately, it remains an open question 
whether the renewed closure of sociopolitical space in 
Tunisia will generate a new phase of Islamic oppositional 

ideology adapted to authoritarian constraint or increase 
the likelihood of renewed violent mobilization by groups 
rooted in Salafi traditions that first emerged in the 1980s 
seeking to undermine the state’s legitimacy.

Conclusion

The Tunisian case after the Jasmine Revolution illustrates 
how Salafi mobilization is neither inherently violent 
nor inevitably political. Rather, its trajectory is shaped 
by the interaction between ideological adaptation and 
political opportunity structures. In Tunisia, Salafi actors 
reconfigured their identity, practices, and strategies to 
align with local specificities, significantly expanding their 
influence. Yet as sociopolitical space tightened, segments 
of the Salafi movement responded by adopting a more 
rigid and exclusionary posture, a shift that coincided with 
increased violence. These findings therefore challenge 
reductionist portrayals of religious movements as 
monolithic, highlighting their capacity for transformation 
in response to shifting political constraints and the 
pressures of modernity.

These transformations unfolded alongside a broader shift 
in Tunisia’s political order, from competitive religious 
pluralism that emerged after the Jasmine Revolution 
toward a centralized moral nationalism that seeks to define 
the ethical boundaries of the state. Yet this process remains 
incomplete and contested. Islamists, Salafists, and other 
actors continue to articulate alternative futures grounded 
in competing understandings of sovereignty, community, 
and moral order. The struggle over Islamic language is 
therefore also a struggle over who has the authority to 
define the moral boundaries of the nation.

Although repression has temporarily pushed Salafism out 
of public life, the structural conditions and underlying 
drivers that facilitated its rise remain unresolved. 
Therefore, as long as peaceful avenues for participation 
remain closed, any future reemergence of Salafi activism 
in Tunisia may increase the risk of renewed social conflict 
and violence. This dynamic underscores the long-term 
risks of political exclusion and authoritarian consolidation, 
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while pointing to the necessity of inclusive engagement as 
a means of mitigating radicalization.

More broadly, the Tunisian case demonstrates that the 
trajectory of Islamic movements cannot be understood 
apart from the institutional environments that structure 
participation. Contemporary authoritarian regimes 
may neutralize religious opposition not only through 
repression, but through the selective appropriation of 
its moral claims. By incorporating elements of religious 
discourse while restricting organizational autonomy, 
such regimes transform religion from a field of political 
contestation into a state-managed source of moral 
legitimacy. While this strategy may produce short-term 
stability, it also preserves the structural conditions that 
can generate future cycles of religious mobilization and 
conflict.
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Beyond “Official Islam”: 
How State Islamization Blunted Islamist Opposition in Mauritania

Baba Adou, University of Florida

In the early 2000s, the Mauritanian regime faced two kinds 
of pressure linked to Islamist politics and jihadist violence. 
In June 2005, a major attack on a military post near the 
Algerian border—attributed to the Algerian Salafist Group 
for Preaching and Combat (GSPC)—was followed by a 
series of attacks and kidnappings, including incidents in 
Nouakchott and against Western embassies.1 Around the 
same time, the regime also confronted a rising Islamist 
movement that gained prominence as an opposition force 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s.2 The movement’s political 
wing—later recognized as the National Rally for Reform 
and Development (Tawassul)—sought to position itself as a 
credible alternative, especially during the Arab Spring.

Both currents have since weakened. Mauritania has not 
witnessed major jihadist activity since at least 2012, while 
Tawassul has faced leadership cooptation and declining 
electoral performance. This essay argues that the regime 
weathered these challenges not only through policing and 
repression, but also by leveraging the country’s religious 
context and presenting itself as a custodian of Islam in 
public life. In a low-capacity state setting where “official 
Islam” cannot be built into a fully centralized religious 
bureaucracy, the regime instead pursued Islamization from 
above—appropriating religious language and investing 
in religious institutions and education. Over time, this 
strategy narrowed the discursive space available to 
Islamists for recruitment and mobilization. It also lowered 
the moral and reputational costs for Islamist elites to 
accommodate the regime. That is, when the state itself 
adopted an Islamizing posture, shifting political affiliations 
from opposition to support became easier to justify to 
followers, facilitating leadership cooptation.

The essay draws on political history and fieldwork from 
a larger project on state–Islam relations in the Sahel, 
including interviews with Islamists and state officials 

involved in religious administration conducted in 
Nouakchott and remotely. 

‘Official Islam’ 

‘Official Islam’ refers to state-sponsored religious 
institutions deployed and funded by regimes to (1) 
generate support for state policies, (2) prevent or monitor 
opponents’ mobilization through religious spaces, and (3) 
contain radical or transnational currents.3 The literature is 
anchored largely in cases such as Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, 
Jordan, and similar contexts where religious establishments 
are deeply entangled with state formation and where states 
possess relatively strong bureaucratic capacity to manage 
diverse Islamic organizations and movements.4 In North 
Africa, especially Morocco and Algeria, official Islam is 
also often associated with a state-endorsed framework that 
privileges Sufi-oriented traditions as a counterweight to 
Islamist and Salafi rivals.5 

Scholars diverge, however, on the autonomy and influence of 
official Islam: some emphasize that religious bureaucracies 
can acquire autonomy simply because they are large and 
complex,6 while others stress deliberate state construction 
designed to serve broader regime projects.7 Mauritania 
presents a different dynamic.8 Because the state lacks 
bureaucratic and coercive capacity, “official Islam” is less 
centralized and less insulated, and it can more readily absorb 
other forms of Islamist and clerical organizing—making it 
more plural and open to different religious orientations. At 
the same time, the function of these institutions appears to 
differ from their counterparts in North Africa. While these 
institutions still provide religious justifications for state 
policy, the broader Islamizing shift has also given them—
and the clerics associated with them—greater leverage to 
shape, negotiate, and sometimes constrain policies, often 
before they are finalized.9
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Islamists in an Islamic Republic 

Officially, Mauritania is an exclusively Muslim society with 
a deeply conservative public culture and a long tradition 
of religious learning. Traditional mahdara education has 
produced religious scholars with influence beyond the 
country.10 This setting created favorable conditions for 
Islamist activism: a receptive audience, a vibrant religious 
education sector from which to recruit, and the absence 
of a strong competing political force that contested state–
Islam relations, leaving Islamists as the primary religiously 
framed opposition to the state.11

From its early emergence in the 1970s,12 the Mauritanian 
Islamist movement largely avoided direct confrontation 
with these traditional milieus—even when some of its 
intellectual inspirations came from abroad. Instead, it 
worked within them. In practice, mahdara graduates and 
students and graduates of the Higher Institute of Islamic 
Studies and Research (ISERI) and other public and private 
religious education establishments became movement foot 
soldiers and supplied parts of its leadership.  

Formally, Mauritania is an “Islamic Republic.” That 
label has not always meant Islam dictates state policy 
comprehensively,13 but it provided Islamists with a 
rhetorical resource: the ability to criticize government 
decisions by invoking the state’s own declared identity 
and pressing for a larger role for religion in public 
life. At the same time, the phrase “Islamic Republic” 
remains contested among some Islamists. A Salafi cleric 
I interviewed argued that “republic” implies popular 
sovereignty while “Islamic” implies the sovereignty of 
sharia, and he described a tension between constitutional 
appeals to Islamic law and references to international 
commitments that emphasize expansive individual 
freedoms.14 

One might therefore expect Islamists to have risen quickly 
to prominence once electoral competition becomes 
possible, as was the case in some post-Arab Spring Middle 

East and North Africa contexts. After the 2005 coup in 
Mauritania and the elections that followed legalization, 
Tawassul secured modest but real gains. However, the 
party did not translate that opening into sustained electoral 
growth and instead experienced stagnation and decline. 
What explains this reversal?

One former Islamist leader explained this trajectory in 
terms of the conditions under which Islamist movements 
tend to flourish: in his view, repression can generate 
sympathy and cohesion, while state withdrawal from the 
religious field can leave Islamists space to build influence 
through preaching, education, and community work.15 
These dynamics help explain the movement’s rise in the 
early 2000s under Maaouya Ould Sid’Ahmed Taya, when 
crackdowns targeted Islamist leaders and Islamist-linked 
spaces, and detention sometimes became a site of religious 
exchange and recruitment.16 

In the 2010s, a few restrictions on Islamist-associated 
organizations occurred alongside deepening state 
involvement in religious affairs. In 2014, the state closed 
the Association al-Mustaqbal and in 2018 the Center for 
the Training of Clerics, both institutions linked to the 
Tawassul party. Resistance to this wave of repression was 
relatively modest. That is partly explained by the fact 
that these moves followed years of state investment in 
presenting itself as a custodian of Islam, which made it 
harder to frame such actions as “anti-Islam” in the way 
earlier crackdowns could be narrated. This is a critical 
point: the impact of state appropriation extends beyond 
coercion. It reshapes Islamist politics at the level of 
discourse, mobilization capacity, and elite cohesion. 

Electoral trends provide one visible indicator of the 
Islamist decline. The parliamentary results reported here 
show a steady decline in Tawassul’s representation from 
2013 to 2023. A similar pattern appears at the local level, 
where the party’s municipal councils fell from around 18 in 
2013 to just 7 in the 2023 elections.
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Table 1. Tawassul’s Results in Legislative Elections (2013–
2023)

Legislative 
election

Tawassul MPs / 
Total

Share

2013 16/147 11%
2018 14/157 9%
2023 11/176 6%

Source: Compiled by the author from CENI election reports, 
supplemented by figures reported in reliable media outlets.

Leadership fragmentation is another indicator. After 
President Mohamed Ould Cheikh El Ghazouani’s rise 
in 2019, several prominent Tawassul figures—including 
some founding members—exited the party and aligned 
themselves with the new presidential camp. This trend 
continued in the years that followed. A particularly 
significant episode was the former Tawassul leader 
Mohamed Jemil Mansour Ould Mansour’s resignation and 
subsequent creation of a pro-presidential party.

The 2024 presidential election further underscores 
Tawassul’s limits at the national level. Tawassul’s candidate 
finished third with 12.78 percent.17 This election also 
marked the first time Tawassul foregrounded Sharia 
implementation so explicitly as a campaign theme. Like 
many Islamist parties in the region, Tawassul has usually 
downplayed such slogans in its official messaging as it 
seeks to present itself to external and state stakeholders 
as a moderate actor worthy of inclusion in the political 
process. Yet even in a conservative society like Mauritania, 
that message did not automatically translate into broad 
mobilization. One reason is contextual: as a former 
senior party leader put it in an interview, Mauritania 
lacks the sharp ideological divide found elsewhere 
between an Islamist movement and a secular current. 
In his words, nearly everyone—whether by conviction, 
accommodation, or social convention—operates within an 
Islamic frame of reference, and “there is not an ideological 
sharpness between the Islamic orientation and the secular 

orientation.”18  That observation is true, but it does not fully 
explain the decline of the Islamist party in the country. The 
next section traces how the state’s evolving posture toward 
Islam reshaped the terms of religious competition and 
contributed to the weakening of Mauritania’s only Islamist 
party. 

From “official Islam” to state Islamization 

In the final years of Maaouya Ould Sid’Ahmed Taya’s 
regime (1984–2005), the state did try to lean on official 
religious channels, such as the Ministry of Religious Affairs 
and prominent clerics close to the presidency. But Islamists 
largely retained the upper hand in discourse and popular 
mobilization. Official Islam often appeared less credible 
when it was seen defending an unpopular regime and 
providing blanket religious justification for state policies.

Under President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz, who came 
to power through a military coup in 2009, the state 
moved more heavily into the religious sphere. This shift 
reflected both the regime’s initial legitimacy deficit and 
a political climate shaped by continued jihadist activity 
and, later, Arab Spring–inspired mobilization. A broader 
Islamization of the state followed—rhetorical distance 
from “secularism,” expanded investment in religious 
education and institutions, and greater incorporation of 
religious actors from multiple orientations into state-linked 
bureaucratic and advisory roles.

In practice, this Islamization included expanding 
and servicing mosque infrastructure (construction, 
maintenance, and, in many cases, payment of utilities); 
professionalizing the imam corps by recruiting—
reportedly for the first time in the Islamic Republic’s 
history—civil-service cohorts of imams on fixed salaries 
while extending subsidies to thousands more; and 
institutionalizing training through dedicated tracks at the 
Higher Institute of Islamic Studies and Research (ISERI).19

The official attention to the mahdara was not entirely new. 
The state had already created ISERI in 1979 as the first 
higher-education institute dedicated to students coming 
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from mahdara backgrounds,20 and in 1984 it established 
an “original education” high-school track21 that integrated 
students with traditional religious training and enabled 
access to certain university specialties (such as languages, 
law, social sciences, and humanities). What changed in 
the 2010s was the scale and political centrality of these 
investments: the regime further upgraded and funded 
Islamic education, presented the mahdara as a national 
asset to be modernized and aligned with state priorities, 
increased support to mahdara teachers, and opened two 
Islamic universities in addition to ISERI.

The regime also promoted a state-branded “Mauritanian 
Islam” through symbolic and media initiatives. It printed 
and distributed the Qur’an in recitation styles commonly 
learned in Mauritania (Warsh and Qaloun), and expanded 
religious broadcasting through Qur’an radio and a 
televised Mahdara Channel. Yet the effort to give this 
state Islam a distinctly “local” and, at times, Sufi-inflected 
framing was not a defining feature of the post-2010 regime 
in any strict or exclusive sense. In practice, the institutions 
most closely associated with official Islam—above all the 
High Council for Fatwa—reflect the country’s religious 
diversity rather than a single, tightly policed identity.

This complicates the idea of a coherent, state-imposed 
“Mauritanian Islam.” Salafi actors, for example, often 
reject the notion that Salafism is necessarily foreign 
to Mauritania. Instead, they present their orientation 
as rooted in early Mauritanian scholars and thus 
as continuous with local traditions of learning and 
reform.22 In that sense, “Mauritanian Islam” is not a fixed 
package that the state can simply define and transmit; 
it is a contested field in which multiple currents claim 
authenticity.

Nevertheless, these initiatives were visible enough that 
some religious leaders and political supporters celebrated 
Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz as the “President of Islamic 
Action.” 23 The significance of these initiatives lay less in 
giving the government full control over the religious sphere 
than in signaling a political shift toward appropriating 
Islam as a source of legitimacy. Capacity constraints and 

the size and diversity of the religious field remained real 
limits—illustrated by the scale of religious infrastructure 
itself, with a government census in 2010 reportedly 
counting around 8,000 mosques for a population of 
roughly 3 million.24

Two episodes of political unrest illustrate how the 
Mauritanian regime used religious rhetoric as a tool of 
crisis management—preempting street mobilization 
around religious grievances by presenting the state as the 
primary defender of Islam. This mattered in a regional 
Arab Spring climate, when opposition and youth groups, 
often with Islamists in leadership roles, sought to replicate 
street protests that overthrew regimes in Middle East 
and North Africa. In April 2012, after activists of the 
anti-slavery group, Initiative for the Resurgence of the 
Abolitionist Movement (IRA), publicly burned Maliki 
legal texts to denounce slavery’s religious justifications, 
imams and religious leaders mobilized in front of the 
presidential palace, and the president responded by 
pledging strict sharia enforcement against those involved, 
declaring secularism as politically irrelevant.25 A similar 
script reappeared in January 2014, amid mass mobilization 
after a blogger was accused of insulting the Prophet. 
Speaking to demonstrators, the president again declared 
that Mauritania “is not a secular state”—insisting that 
democracy does not permit violating sacred values.26 These 
initiatives mattered less for creating a unified “official 
Islam” than for changing the political playing field—
making Islamist critique less resonant among the largely 
religious audience and accommodation less costly for 
Islamist elites.

Conclusion

State Islamization in Mauritania took the form of an 
explicit appropriation of Islamic language alongside 
policy shifts that expanded state involvement in religious 
education and the public custodianship of Islamic affairs. 
This shift weakened the Islamist movement in at least two 
ways. First, it narrowed the discursive and organizational 
space for recruiting and mobilizing within a largely Muslim 
electorate: the state increasingly competed with Islamists 
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on the terrain of religious legitimacy and moral authority. 
Second, it lowered the moral and reputational costs for 
Islamist elites to accommodate the regime. As the state 
adopted an Islamizing posture, shifts in political affiliation 
became easier to justify to followers, facilitating leadership 
cooptation.

To be sure, other factors—including tribal dynamics and 
ethnic politics—also shape both the state’s turn toward 
religious appropriation and the Islamist movement’s 

trajectory and electoral performance. Leadership 
cooptation may also reflect tactical adaptation by Tawassul 
figures seeking to reposition themselves within the 
political system and reduce exposure to repression. Even if 
tactical, such defections reflect an awareness that changing 
state–Islam relations have altered the terms of political 
survival—pushing some actors to prioritize the longer-
term continuity of the movement over the cohesion and 
autonomy of the party.
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Religion, International Relations, and the Post-9/11 Era: 
The Case of Algeria’s Religious Diplomacy in the Sahel

Brahim Afrit, Tulane University

Introduction

In the 2000s, Algerian authorities set in motion a project 
of religious diplomacy in which local Sufism serves as 
a source of secular influence in the Saharan-Sahelian 
belt within the post-9/11 geopolitical global order. In 
this context, religious diplomacy refers to the strategic 
mobilization of religious actors, institutions, and symbols 
by states in pursuit of geopolitical influence and regional 
legitimacy. 

This essay interrogates how this project, focused on the 
Sahel and situated at the intersection of national issues 
and global dynamics, has enabled Algeria’s authorities 
to promote a discourse that calls for the restoration of 
a shared ‘Islam of the ancestors.’ It examines how this 
approach is viewed as the remedy to two challenges: 
Western secular liberalism, seen as an enduring legacy 
of colonialism, and the perceived negative effects of 
globalization, as manifested through transnational religious 
movements, primarily Salafism, often conflated with 
jihadism.

By analyzing how this state project harnesses religious 
identity to generate soft power, rebuild political influence, 
and promote renewed strategic interests in the area by 
turning Sufi networks into diplomatic infrastructure, the 
essay accounts for the emergence of religion as a central 
commodity in international relations in the post-9/11 era. 

Religious Influence in the Realpolitik Era

In the 2000s, as more than a decade of political turmoil 
known as the Dark Decade came to an end, Algerian 
authorities set in motion a project of religious diplomacy. 
The political violence of the 1990s was marked by a bloody 
confrontation between state security services and jihadist 

militant groups, after official authorities canceled a series 
of elections won by the Islamist party FIS (French acronym 
for the Islamic Front of Salvation).1 This internal context 
dealt a severe blow to the country’s international influence, 
marking the end of its ‘flamboyant diplomacy’ from the 
late 1960s to the early 1970s, during the heyday of the 
Non-Aligned Movement.

Once public order was gradually restored in the immediate 
aftermath of the Dark Decade, the country’s security 
services worried that the most radical insurgent groups 
that spun off the GIA (Islamic Armed Group)—the FIS 
armed wing—which had begun relocating south of the 
Sahara, would turn the Saharan-Sahelian belt into a 
rear base, allowing them to target the country from the 
outside. This concern was reinforced by the fact that many 
armed groups born during the Dark Decade reacted to 
their rooting out of their native battlefield by turning 
global, through their affiliation with international jihadist 
networks like al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, thereby 
extending their reach to the whole Saharan-Sahelian belt. 
One of the most illustrative instances is the case of the 
GSPC (Salafi Group for Predication and Combat): founded 
in Algeria in 1998, this Salafi-oriented organization 
self-rebranded in 2007 into al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM) after its cadres pledged allegiance to the 
international jihadist network.2 

Algeria’s efforts to focus its religious diplomacy on the 
Saharan-Sahelian belt were a response to the growing 
influence of new actors in the country’s southern 
neighborhood. In the past two decades, the Sahel has 
undergone significant geopolitical upheavals in the wake 
of the Arab Spring and the subsequent regional security 
crisis that spread south of the Sahara throughout the 
Saharan-Sahelian belt, particularly in Mali, Burkina Faso, 
and Niger, following the onset of the Libyan civil war after 
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the fall of Gaddafi in 2011. This unstable regional context 
has been marked by an intensifying competition between 
foreign Muslim powers through the sponsorship of various 
local public and private religious actors and institutions, 
in tandem with increased economic and military 
engagement.

While Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Turkey have played a 
longstanding religious role in the Sahel, Morocco has 
also started in recent years to deploy religious influence, 
extending to the region its successful religious diplomacy 
in West Africa where it managed to challenge these 
established Muslim powers by leveraging long-standing 
religious, cultural, diplomatic, economic, and diasporic 
networks to advance the country’s secular interests. 
In West Africa, Morocco’s strategy has focused on the 
Tijaniyya, which counts most of its disciples there and in 
the Sahel.3 In response to this regional dynamic and amid 
the deadlock of Maghrebi integration, bogged down by 
growing tensions with Morocco, Algeria also decided to 
turn toward the Sahel, going beyond its traditional security 
approach. Algerian authorities publicly promoted the 
region on several occasions in recent years as a natural 
extension of the country’s development. Sufism has 
attracted most of Algerian authorities’ efforts, working 
through transnational Sufi orders with deep historical 
roots in Algeria, especially the Tijaniyya, the Qadiriyya, 
and to a lesser extent the Sanusiyya—three of the most 
widely spread Sufi orders in the Sahel and West Africa—
and to place their affiliated actors and organizations in the 
region under state patronage.4

Custodian of ‘Islam of the Ancestors’: Local Tradition 
as a Remedy to Global Modernity

The bulk of recent academic studies examining post-9/11 
geopolitical developments connecting the Saharan-
Sahelian belt to the broader global context have focused 
on the rise of jihadist-claimed armed groups that have 
led to a crisis of the state in the region. The Jihadi 
anchoring in the region has often proceeded through 
alliances with local ethno-linguistic minorities, such as 

the Fulani, the Arab, and the Tuareg communities, who 
have long seen themselves marginalized by the central 
authorities, especially in Mali. Less has been said about the 
predicament of Sufi communities, who have increasingly 
come to see themselves as double victims of this crisis.5 
Across the Sahel, local Sufi communities have been the 
main targets of the jihadists, particularly due to the fact 
that most of these armed groups operating in the region, 
such as AQMI, Ansar Dine, or Boko Haram tend to source 
their ideological references from Salafism, a reformist 
religious current well-known for its abhorrence of Sufism.6 

This jihadist challenge, aside from its security dimension, 
has further deepened the existential crisis local Sufi 
communities have faced since the colonial era, seen as 
second-class citizens under the secular postcolonial 
nation-state, in which they have suffered a multifaceted 
economic, social, and political marginalization. Academic 
studies of Sufi communities in the region have pointed to 
the demotion of Sufi traditional institutions, particularly 
the madrasa, under decades of secularist centralizing 
policies championed by postcolonial elites in power. The 
traditional institution of Muslim schooling, which has 
historically played a central role in the social integration 
of local communities, has been marginalized in most 
Western-inspired, degree-based secular educational 
systems inherited from the colonial era across the area.7

Through its focus on local Sufism, Algerian authorities’ 
renewed project has sought to promote a narrative about 
a shared religious heritage across the Sahara, with Algeria 
as the custodian of a ‘homegrown’ tradition, calling for the 
restoration of a legacy of ‘Islam of the ancestors.’ This local 
Islam, which Algeria presents as authentic and moderate 
and as a source of stability and prosperity through its social 
outreach, is seen as a remedy to the current crisis of the 
state in the region. Algerian authorities have on multiple 
occasions praised local Islam for acting historically both 
as a rampart against religious fanaticism—which Algerian 
authorities portrayed as alien to the region—and an 
alternative to the Western liberal model, seen as morally 
bankrupt and unfit for the local Saharan-Sahelian context.           
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Such a claim equating religious authenticity with 
moderation is not unique in the post-9/11 geopolitical 
context, as it appeals to the wasatiyya, a label invoking an 
Islam of the Middle Path, which has been widely deployed 
by Muslim-majority states seeking to position themselves 
as credible partners for Western interlocutors concerned 
with religious radicalism.8 That said, what distinguishes 
Algeria’s version is its anchoring in local Sufism: rather 
than presenting moderation as a universal principle, 
Algerian authorities have aligned their discourse about 
‘true’ Islam with local culture, with the traditionalist Sufis 
as its exclusive custodians.

Bringing these religious references into dialogue with the 
region’s current geopolitical context has enabled Algerian 
authorities to appeal to various actors in the Sahel seeking 
to tackle the socio-economic challenges posed by the 
crisis of statehood beyond the security level. For these Sufi 
audiences, foreign state-sanctioned projects of religious 
sponsorship like Algeria’s have often been welcomed as 
an alternative opportunity to access state resources they 
cannot access in their own countries—from scholarships 
to public visibility to religious infrastructure to funding 
to training opportunities overseas—thereby empowering 
their public stance vis-à-vis both religious and nonreligious 
challengers in their respective local settings. 

For many Sufis in the region who have found themselves 
pushed to the fringe of their respective postcolonial nation-
states and globalization under the combined assault of 
Salafi-inspired jihadism and Western liberalism, Algeria’s 
project stands as a form of official recognition. This project 
of state sponsorship of local religious identity has shifted 
them from marginality to the center by advocating the 
restoration of a traditional ‘Muslim order’, consecrating 
discourses, practices, and references for which they have 
long seen themselves as the only advocates. In turn, this 
has enabled Algerian authorities to mobilize the requisite 
identity-based legitimacy that earlier bids for religious 
soft power had lacked, and to differentiate their religious 
project from rival bids competing for religious leadership 
in the region.9 

Religious Discourse, Secular Interests

In recent years, Algerian state-backed religious initiatives 
have ranged from organizing international religious 
events to launching new information and communication 
technologies for broadcast religious content, promoting 
content seen as part of a shared religious tradition across 
the Saharan-Sahelian belt. All these endeavors aim at 
turning Algeria into a regional hub for Sufis in the Saharan-
Sahelian belt. Most of the promoted religious repertoire, 
focused on local tradition, draws on religious discourses, 
practices, and symbols abiding by the Ash‘ari creed, Maliki 
jurisprudence, Warsh canonical Quranic recitation, and 
local Sufi spirituality.10 

In support of this strategy, an increasing number of 
specialized religious programs have been designed and 
broadcast via new state media outlets, including TV and 
radio channels, websites, and social media platforms, 
created to address Sub-Saharan audiences specifically 
through content that promotes local traditions. Authorities 
also recently opened several religious training institutes for 
international audiences called to serve in their respective 
countries and increased the number of scholarships 
awarded to religious clerics and leaders from West Africa 
and the Sahel to train in Algeria. The seat of the global 
Tijani caliphate in Ain Madhi—the birthplace of Ahmed 
Tijani (d. 1815), the founder of the eponymous order, to 
which authorities have increased their political, financial, 
and media support in recent years—was chosen as the host 
for one of these institutions.

Algeria’s efforts to advance its religious diplomacy have 
included projects implemented directly in Sahelian 
countries, such as several training institutes for religious 
personnel affiliated with Algeria’s Ministry of Religious 
Affairs, including the first prototype scheduled to open 
soon in Agadez, Niger. Other on-site initiatives also 
include the free distribution of religious literature via 
diplomatic channels, specifically a nineteenth-century 
tradition-compliant copy of the Quran rebranded ‘Algeria’ 
and a Braille copy of the Quran. Most of these religious 
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initiatives are promoted as part of broader economic 
initiatives through which Algerian authorities have sought 
to position the country as a key economic partner in the 
development of the Sahel. These have included in recent 
years the creation in 2024 of an Algeria-led free trade 
zone with Libya, Tunisia, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger—all 
Algeria’s neighboring countries, except Morocco—the 
trans-Saharan gas pipeline connecting Nigeria to Algeria 
through Niger, with the Nigerien portion to be funded 
by Algeria, the Tindouf-Zouerat road connecting Algeria 
to Mauritania, a project fully funded by Algeria as part 
of its efforts to access West African markets through the 
Sahel and to prevent military escalation with Morocco. 
This project followed after Morocco began targeting 
Algerian and Mauritanian trucks crossing the only road 
that has connected the two countries so far through 
Western Sahara, a territory disputed between Morocco 
and the Algeria-backed Polisario Front. The latest of these 
projects, a power plant in Niger funded by Algeria, was 
announced on the same day the Agadez religious institute 
was confirmed during the visit of President Tiani of Niger 
to Algeria in February 2026. 11

Most of these moves, deployed as part of broader bilateral 
or multilateral cooperation, have involved local Sufi 
leaders affiliated with orders that share discipleship across 
Algeria and Sahelian countries. Algerian authorities have 
alternatively deployed national representatives affiliated 
with different Sufi currents, depending on the targeted 
audience in the Sahel. For instance, Algerian authorities 
have increasingly enlisted since the 2000s the services of 
the local Tijani establishment for several official missions 
in the Sahel. Shaikh Bellarabi, the current Ain Madhi-
based General Caliph of the Tijaniyya—and Ahmed Tijani’s 
great-grandson—was sent aboard the official presidential 
plane to several countries in the region for special 
diplomatic missions, where he was honored with official 
receptions by top political leaders. 

In February 2019, the Tijani leader was received by 
President Issoufou Mahamadou of Niger and the then-
future—and now former—President Mohamed Bazoum, 
overthrown by the Tiani-led junta in 2023. The shaikh 

was also sent in February 2024 on a special mission to 
Mauritania, where he was received by President Mohamed 
Ould Ghazouani just days before Ghazouani joined 
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune in Tindouf to inaugurate 
the border crossing post and the free zone between the two 
countries and to kick off the Tindouf-Zouerat roadworks. 
Earlier, the shaikh also actively supported Algeria’s peace 
initiatives in the region, including Darfur, Sudan, and Mali, 
by leveraging the order’s networks in those countries. He 
also personally helped coordinate logistics for the airlift 
of thousands of supporters from Algeria to Sudan for the 
2009 playoff football game in Omdurman amid the 2010 
World Cup qualifiers against Egypt. 

This is not to say that other Sufi orders with historical 
roots in Algeria and an important regional presence, such 
as the Sanusiyya and, more importantly, the Qadiriyya, 
are left aside. While gradually consolidating their claim 
to the regional leadership of the Tijaniyya, Algerian 
authorities renewed their focus on the Qadiriyya, the 
other Sufi order that claims tens of millions of disciples in 
the region. In their efforts to place this order under state 
sponsorship, they recently began promoting the legacy of 
a 15th-century scholar, al-Maghili—born in Tlemcen, died 
in the Touat, both in present-day Algeria—often revered 
as the introducer of the Qadiriyya order in the Sahel 
and West Africa, and for his religious guidance for local 
Muslim rulers of the area, the most famous of whom is 
Askia Ahmed of Songhay, an important Muslim polity that 
spanned most of Sahelian and West African countries, from 
present-day Mali and Niger to some territories that are part 
of Nigeria, Benin, Burkina Faso, Senegal, and Gambia. 

These initiatives have included the organization of an 
international forum in December 2022 in Algiers bringing 
together local Qadiris, especially from Touat, al-Maghīlī’s 
adoptive home and resting place, with dozens of Sahelian 
and West African scholars and religious dignitaries. 
Some of these Sufi guests, including Oumarou Ibrahim 
Oumarou, the honorific Sultan of the traditional Tuareg 
polity of Aïr—corresponding to Algeria-bordering region 
of Agadez—a self-claimed descendant of al-Maghili, were 
even received by President Tebboune. Additionally, an 
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international research center, an annual cultural week, and 
an award, all dedicated to the promotion of al-Maghīlī’s 
legacy across the Saharan-Sahelian belt have also been 
created in the wake of this event.

This Sufi proxy strategy has proven particularly resilient 
amid the recent stiffening of Algeria’s bilateral relations 
with Mali, following the seizure of power by military juntas, 
whose leaders have, on multiple occasions, returned against 
Algerian authorities their rhetoric on neocolonialism, 
accusing the country’s authorities of interference in 
internal affairs, and terror sponsorship. Navigating through 
transnational Sufi networks has enabled Algerian authorities 
to alleviate bilateral tensions and sustain their religious 
project while partially bypassing conventional channels 
and, at times, even outweighing them, given the political 
and social leverage of influential Sufi notables within 
domestic power configurations and local communities. As 
an illustration, the recent official reconciliation between 
Algeria and Niger, after several months of rupture amid a 
diplomatic clash between the Algerian government and the 
Malian military regime, an ally of Niger’s military regime as 
part of the newly created Alliance of Sahel States (AES), was 
facilitated by Sultan Oumarou.

Conclusion

This essay has examined Algeria’s burgeoning religious 
diplomacy in the Sahel. Deployed as an instrument of 

soft power in the post-9/11 era in the service of secular 
interests, this project of state influence through religion, 
which emerged from the national crisis of the 1990s, has 
offered Algerian authorities an identity model appealing 
to a shared tradition for addressing recent developments 
intersecting the national, regional, and global politics. 

Through its regional outreach, this state-sanctioned 
religious project, designed to carve out a niche of influence 
in a crowded and shifting field of geopolitical alliances and 
heightened regional competition, illustrates how religion 
has become a modality of contemporary international 
relations. Rather than signaling a conservative retreat 
into identity logics, this project of religious diplomacy 
is to be seen as a modern political strategy posited as an 
alternative to both global transnational flows and Western 
liberal paradigms, offering various actors pursuing distinct 
public agendas, especially in postcolonial Muslim-majority 
societies, a model of identity attuned to their local settings 
in a context of deep uncertainties and radical change. 

The Algerian case, by showing how religion increasingly 
functions as a technology of statecraft in contemporary 
international relations, underscores how, in the post-
9/11 era, religion operates not at the margins of state 
international relations but at its core, intersecting state 
governance, diplomacy, and geopolitics.
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Gendering the study of state authority/power in the  
MENA region: 
The Case of the Tunisian Feminist Movement 2011-2021

Hind Ahmed Zaki, University of Connecticut

It was a rainy day in Tunis in January 2014. Iit had been 
pouring for hours as I made my way to the office of 
Bouchra Bel Haj Hamida, a civil rights lawyer, and high-
profile Tunisian feminist figure. A founding member of 
Tunisia’s two leading women’s rights organization: AFTD 
(The Tunisian Association of Democratic Women), 
and AFTURD (The Tunisian Women’s Association for 
Research and Development), Boshra had undergone a 
serious political metamorphosis in the wake of the Jasmine 
Revolution of 2011, joining Tunisia’s secular majority party 
Nidaa Tounes and later winning a seat the in Tunisia’s 2014 
legislative elections.  Over the course of a lively three-hour 
interview, Boshra suggested that politics and feminism in 
Tunisia are not only intertwined but inseparable because of 
the historical legacies of state feminism in Tunisia. 

Feminist scholarly literature on Tunisia has demonstrated 
various contradictions inherent in top-down state-
sponsored feminist projects, such as their effects on 
women’s rights movements, and on ordinary women alike 
(Marzouki 1993; Brand 1998). The centrality of the 1956 
personal status code (PSC) in the legal and constitutional 
history of post-colonial Tunisia points to the close links 
between women’s rights and the legitimacy of the political 
regime, a fact that made it much easier for feminists to 
exploit the historical legacy of state feminism when they 
sought more rights following the 2011 Jasmine Revolution. 
Tunisia’s historical project of state feminism was, in 
Bouchra’s opinion, a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, it provided feminists with a state-backed nationalist 
framework that enabled them to make use of the symbolic 
and legal resources generated by Tunisia’s post-colonial 
state project.  On the other, veteran feminists like Bouchra 
were deeply aware that state-sponsored feminism over the 
long durée became implicated in producing local notions 
and practices of state sovereignty.  

While a law-centered approach to gender justice enabled 
feminists to achieve significant formal gains for women, it 
also resulted in them playing a central, albeit unintended, 
role in reconsolidating state authority in a repressive 
police state under Ben Ali, where police and security 
agents enjoyed high levels of impunity in crimes against 
citizens, including torture and sexual violence. Juxtaposing 
the dilemma of state feminism and authoritarian rule in 
Tunisia, Bouchra stated that women-friendly laws are 
ineffective under political repression, and that unless 
Tunisian feminists organized themselves politically to 
defend both women rights and democracy, their gains 
would be always under threat. Feminists could no longer 
depend on top-down state feminism within the framework 
of an autocratic state.1 

A few years later, Bouchra’s assessment would be 
vindicated by the success of the largest two feminist 
mobilization efforts in Tunisia, the political coalition 
that resulted in the constitutional electoral parity clause 
in 2014, and the Feminist Coalition to End Violence 
Against Women (CEVAW), whose efforts produced Law 
58/2017, against gender-based violence. Those campaigns 
highlighted the limitations of state feminism in Tunisia, 
as feminist attachments and identification with state-
sponsored legal feminist projects and the centrality of state 
laws to feminist claims contributed to the strengthening 
of the state’s sovereign power, despite popular demands 
for security reforms and accountability. While feminist 
legal campaigns for rights in post-revolutionary Tunisia 
achieved substantial legal gains for women, they also, 
unintentionally, reconfigured state sovereignty by 
perpetuating the Tunisian state’s prerogative powers over 
its citizens through appealing to the logic of a protective, 
punitive, and interventionist state. 
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The successful campaigns to promote women’s political 
participation and to combat gender-based violence put 
them in direct collision with boarder civil society attempts 
to reform the police state and curb its punitive and carceral 
power. Feminists’ demands for justice for women against 
gender violence and the application of the 2017 law 
combatting all forms of violence against women in practice 
required more state, and police intervention. Moreover, the 
law did not protect against individual security and police 
officers who had been involved in human rights violations, 
including systematic state-sanctioned sexual violence 
against women political prisoners, and everyday police 
harassments against Tunisian citizens (Ahmed Zaki 2018).  
Ultimately, attempts to hold the state accountable led to the 
political targeting and voluntary exile of key feminist figures, 
including Bouchra and Sanna’s Ben Achour, a prominent 
constitutional legal scholar and activist, following the 2021 
constitutional coup by Kais Said. Feminist activists, like 
many other members of the political opposition to Said, 
are currently facing charges of “terrorism” and “conspiring 
against the state.” (Boukhayatia 2024).  

In the following sections of this paper, I trace this central 
dilemma of feminist activism in Tunisia, by looking at 
the inherent contradictions of Tunisian state feminism 
and what such contradictions can teach us about the 
relationship between democratic backsliding and gender 
justice, the political role played by Tunisian feminists 
starting from 2011 and up till the constitutional coup of 
July 2021, and the future of feminist mobilization under 
Kais Said’s authoritarian rule. 

Gendering the study of the Democratic Backsliding in 
the MENA region

Employing a gender lens help us understand democratic 
backsliding in the MENA region differently by theoretically 
rethinking the nature of state power and sovereignty 
in gendered terms. This requires careful process tracing 
through a historical analysis of the often-overlooked ways 
in which contestations around gender contribute to the 
reconfiguration of state domestic sovereignty and authority, 
in ways that in turn, leads to democratic backsliding or 

the persistence of authoritarianism. This, in turn, requires 
investigating how contestations around gender relations 
reinforce the state’s domestic power – in ways that were 
taken advantage of by authoritarian regimes to consolidate 
their rule. Tunisia represents a good case to explore these 
dynamics. It is the only state that emerged as a functioning 
democracy following the Arab spring and then lost that 
democracy to Kais Said’s constitutional coup of 2021. That 
makes it an ideal case to empirically investigate democratic 
backsliding. It also a state where state-sponsored feminism 
and feminist social movements continued to play a 
major political role, making it a good case for observing 
the complexities of feminist engagement in democratic 
transitions.  

The question of the relationship between democratic 
backsliding and gender equality is far from straightforward. 
Important scholarly work by feminist political scientists 
who work on the MENA region have demonstrated 
how gender relations were politicized, whether as part 
of broader nationalist projects of state modernization 
(Charrad 2000; Brand 1998); or as part of autocratic 
regimes’ bid to seek domestic legitimacy, weaken their 
Islamic opponents, and increase their international 
legitimacy (Tripp 2019; Bush 2011). Yet democracy and 
gender equality do not necessary always go hand in hand. 
Dictators wishing to appear democratic often adopt 
cosmetic gender-equality measures, with little intention 
of actually expanding women’s rights. But such top-
down policies can be utilized by active women’s rights 
movements to push states to adopt more rights (Tripp 
2019). Internal political contestation between incumbent 
authoritarian regimes and their opponents during 
democratic transitions can sometimes result in the opening 
of political spaces for organized action on women’s rights.  
This happened in the case of Tunisia during the political 
transition between 2011 and 2017, where an active 
women’s rights movements successfully managed to recast 
pre-transition legacies of state feminism in two feminist 
campaigns that culminated in a constitutional gender 
parity clause in the 2014 constitution, and a comprehensive 
legal code to combat all forms of violence against women 
in 2017 (Charrad and Zarrugh 2013). 
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Feminists As Key Actors During Tunisia’s Long 
Transition 

During this uncertain and highly polarized political 
transition, feminist activists in Tunisia were undergoing 
a massive transformation of their own.  Two primary 
factors motivated the decision of a substantive number 
of Tunisia’s women’s rights activists to enter the political 
arena. Many feared that Tunisia’s women’s rights were 
under attack, following the rise of the Islamist party 
Ennahda. At the same time, others were motivated by 
a conviction that women’s rights were an inherently 
political issue. The decision to politicize the movement 
and to become an integral part of Tunisia’s decade of 
democracy (2011-2021) meant that feminists played a 
major role not just in pushing for more legal rights for 
Tunisian women, but in also preserving existing rights. 
Tunisia’s 1956 personal status code (PSC), for instance, 
became the subject of a heated political battle between 
the Islamist and secular camps throughout 2012 and 2013 
(Marks 2013). Throughout Tunisia’s democratic decade 
(2011-2021), feminists served a unique role as political 
mediators.  Women’s rights became a point of political 
contention because the dictatorship had built its legitimacy 
and consolidated its power in a large part on the historical 
legacies of state feminism, creating complex connections 
between the legacy of the old autocratic regime and the 
demands of the new democratic public.  

 The feminists involved in the campaign for political 
parity in 2012/2013 as part of the CEVAW became central 
figures in Tunisia’s democratic transition, and one of the 
main protagonists of its major dilemma: how to enact 
reform without further aggrandizing state overreach in 
the private lives of its citizens, and how to curb the police 
state. Those challenges game to a head with the Truth and 
Dignity Commission (TDC), whose work was halted after 
documenting the testimonies of thousands of survivors of 
state sanctioned violence and holding public hearings in 
2016-2017. The transitional justice process became a stage 
for controversies over the police state, at a time when many 
feminist coalitions including CEVAW were lobbying for 
more state interventions to prevent everyday gender-based 
violence at home, work, and in the streets. By bringing 

in the state as a protector, feminists extended the already 
draconian reach of the state, and increased women’s 
reliance on its coercive apparatus. This was especially the 
case when it comes to Law 58 (Violence Against Women 
Act), which was passed in 2017 against debates about 
what the revolution and democracy meant, and to the role 
of law and legal reform in building state legitimacy and 
sovereignty over its citizens.  

The tension between calling both for a strong 
interventionist state and for curbing arbitrary and 
paternalistic forms of power that threatened the rights 
and dignity of all citizens meant that feminists found 
themselves at the crossroad of several key debates on the 
limits of state power and authority, police immunity, and 
the logics of the carceral states. For example, consider 
cases that involved sexual violence committed by police 
officers, like the case of Meriam, a young woman raped by 
three police officers while in a car ride with her fiancée in 
Tunis in 2012. Meriam filed a complaint against the officers 
only to be charged with “intentional indecent behavior” 
based on the testimony of the rapists (Dhaouadi 2012). 
The feminist movement rallied for justice for Meriam, 
succeeding in securing a court victory against the police 
officers in this one case in 2014 (Merminod and Baster 
2014). Such a victory is rare though, since Tunisia’s police 
and security apparatus continue to enjoy political and legal 
impunity in violations against citizens. 

The success of legal feminism in Tunisia highlights the 
importance of taking into consideration the nature of 
the state and its gendered politics. While the feminist 
movement succeeded in introducing important reforms 
for women, these reforms enhanced and depended 
on a state structure that relied on punitive justice, and 
authoritarian overreach into the private lives of its citizens. 
The historical construction of law and its functions as tied 
to the state-building project in Tunisia since the early years 
of the newly independent state in the late 1950s and early 
1960s, meant that law could also be weaponized as a tool of 
political repression.  The post-independence state became 
an example of a modernizing dictatorship that sought to 
bring the nation into the modernized world, economically 
and socially, but severely curtailed any political opposition 
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(Camau 1987). The state’s efforts to strengthen all political 
and legal institutions and its ability to penetrate the society 
depended, among other things, on the establishment of a 
strong national judiciary system and police force (Charrad 
2001; Camau 1987). Later this police state apparatus was 
strengthened and developed under Ben Ali and was never 
truly reformed after the January 14 revolution.2  

Research that highlights women’s personal histories of the 
state and their experiences with its carceral, punitive, and 
legitimate prerogative of violence belied the list of legal 
rights that women enjoyed in Tunisia. But the juxtaposition 
of women’s everyday experiences with state-sanctioned 
violence, and their proclaimed right-based status in 
Tunisia’s official legal and political history, did not just 
expose the historical contradictions of Tunisia’s historical 
claim to state feminism. Perhaps more importantly, it 
demonstrated the key role that gender as a social and 
political construct plays in the everyday consolidation of 
the state’s domestic sovereignty and authority. Throughout 
the history of postcolonial Tunisia, women’s claims to 
citizenship served as an important function that produces 
sovereign claims and relations. Serving as the ideal subject 
of political attachment, gendered citizenship forms a 
constitutive part of the Tunisian state’s everyday claim to 
power and authority.3 The centrality of such nationalist 
gendered claims, often based on the state’s prerogative 
of protection of both its women citizens and the public 
order, constitute what Wilson (2021) refers as social life 
of state sovereignty.4 I argue that such social/relational 
forms of sovereignty, many of which are gendered,  became 
highly relevant in times of political crisis and uncertainty, 
such as during the Arab uprisings and their aftermath. As 
mediators of such gendered forms of sovereignty, Tunisian 
feminists became key political actors during Tunisia’s 
long decade of democratic transition. Consequently, 
they also became targets of political repression after the 
constitutional coup of 2021.

The case of Tunisia demonstrates the salience of such 
statist and gendered understandings of domestic 
sovereignty, and how they complicate our understanding 
of feminist movements and their role in post-transition 

politics. Despite the success of the two above-mentioned 
feminist campaigns that resulted in a constitutional 
electoral parity clause in 2014 and a comprehensive 
law against gender-based violence law in 2017, feminist 
identification with state-sponsored legal feminist projects 
and the centrality of law to feminist’s claims contributed 
to the strengthening of the state’s sovereign power, despite 
popular demands for security reforms and accountability; 
mostly by perpetuating the Tunisian state’s prerogative 
powers over its citizens. This type of feminist analysis 
of state domestic sovereignty could help shed light on 
democratic backsliding in new inductive ways. It can 
also demonstrate how gender relations and women’s 
rights could serve a shifting locus for consolidating state 
sovereignty in the aftermath of political transitions. 
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Endnotes

1	 Personal Interview with Boshra Bel Haj Hamida, January 2014.
2	 For an excellent account of attempts for police reform in Tunisia from 2011 to 2011, see: Alex Welsh, Restarting Police Reform in Tunisia: The 

Importance of Doing Everyday Security, Middle East Institute, March 26, 2019 at: https://mei.edu/publication/restarting-police-reform-tunisia-
importance-talking-about-everyday-security/  

3	 In thinking of how the state’s domestic authority and power is gendered in Tunisia, I am particularly indebted to Tunisian feminist scholars, many of 
whom had long interrogated gendered citizenship and its relation to state-building, governance, and the organization of political authority in Tunisa. 
In particular, I am indebted to the late Ilhem Marzouki and her book, Le Mouvement des Femmes en Tunisie au xxe siècle: Féminisme et Politique, 
Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1994. The book is a tour de force that investigates the varied and complex ways in which gender and sexuality in 
Tunisia forms a bedrock of statehood, political legitimacy, and sovereignty in Tunisia, and the effects that had on the feminist movement over the 
long durée. I am also indebted to Mounira Charrad’s States and Women Rights (2000) a now classic text of feminist political sociology. 

4	 In writing about the Western Sahara’s liberation movement and the making of sovereignty, Alice Wilson (2021) defines the social life of sovereignty 
as “social relations that play out between people‚ governing authorities and governed constituencies‚ as such sovereignty consists of relationships 
between people playing out in relation to resources, whether territorial or mobile”. Wilson’s definition point to both the materiality and relational 
aspects of sovereignty. I apply this concept here to Tunisia as a gendered form of sovereignty that manifests in feminist politics. 



37

Political Movements in North Africa and the Sahel

The Struggle to Breathe: 
The Evolution and Legacies of Environmental Social Movements in Gabès

Mariam Ben Slama, Johns Hopkins University 

“For a colonized people the most essential value, 
because the most concrete, is first and foremost the 
land: the land which will bring them bread and, above 
all, dignity.” Frantz Fanon - Wretched of the Earth 
(1963) 

“We considered Chatt al-Salam a paradise on Earth 
– an oasis, the sea – until the port came… Initially, 
we didn’t realize the danger, until it began to bear its 
fangs.” Yasser Jradi (2023)

In the Tunisian National Anthem, previously known as the 
“Hymn of the Revolution,” written and composed by 
Egyptian poet Mostafa Saadeq Al-Rafe’ie and Tunisian 
poet Aboul-Qacem Echebbi, there is a line that reads “ُُنََمُُوت 
 It translates to: “We die for the sake of our ”.نََمُُوتُُ وََيََحْْيََا الْْوََطََنْْ
homeland.” This line, played every morning at schools 
around the country, and at the beginning of every football 
game, never felt more real than when shouted at protests 
from the avenues of the capital Tunis, or when chanted in 
the streets of the city of Kasserine and the public squares of 
the town of Sidi Bouzid. 

Dying for the sake of the homeland has taken on a deeper 
meaning for the inhabitants of the governorate of Gabès, 
in the southeastern part of the country. In October 2025, 
residents faced pollution and harm caused by the residue 
of phosphogypsum released by the chemical complex 
located in the Gulf of Gabès. In a short period of time, 
the city experienced 300 cases of suffocation, most of 
them among school children in the Chatt al-Salam and 
Ghannouch areas adjacent to the complex, as well as 
chronic structural damage to the population and a triple 
ecocide of the land, water and air. The toxification of the 
environment and the spread of diseases like cancer and 

other respiratory illnesses have led to rising opposition 
voices in the region which called out the government’s 
neglect of the local population while denouncing regional 
segregation and social and environmental violence. 

For Gabèssians, as inhabitants of a city on the margins, 
dying for the sake of the homeland looked more like 
the state sacrificing their bodies for the sake of profit 
making and the restoration of the country’s economy in 
light of the current crisis. Their land and resources were 
but a golden goose for politicians who did not search 
for alternative solutions that would ensure people’s lives 
and right to breathable air and drinkable water. These 
recent developments in Gabès are symptomatic of 
enduring patterns in Tunisian politics that can be traced 
back to French colonial rule and post-independence 
modernization projects initiated by Habib Bourguiba and 
continued under Zine El Abidin Ben Ali in the 1980s and 
1990s. 

In this essay, I situate the 2025 Stop Pollution Gabès (SPG) 
movement in a legacy of historical resistance to regional 
segregation dating back to colonial times in peripheral 
governorates like the industrial governorate of Sfax and the 
mining governorate of Gafsa. In doing so, I examine how 
the present-day governance of vast phosphate reserves 
and other natural resources, located in the country’s 
poorest regions, reinforces systems of colonial extraction 
and segregation. I show how this colonial legacy shaped 
the post-independence state and the system through 
which it governed natural resources and populations’ 
lives in Gabès. I interrogate the balancing act between 
financial stability and environmental preservation that 
Gabès residents have to perform in the face of the state’s 
neglect. I look at the strikes and mobilizations through 
which communities and families organized under Ben Ali 
through the post-2011 revolutionary context, culminating 
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in the 2025 events in Gabès which President Kaïs Saïed’s 
regime failed in slowing down despite the continuous 
use of authoritarian and repressive strategies.  Finally, I 
argue that shared perceptions of national dignity are at 
the center of Gabèssians’ struggle for clean air and water. 
I track a shift in the embodied experiences of dignity 
from a localized concept to a national demand aligned 
not only with Gabèssians’ demands but general Tunisians’ 
grievances. I put Gabèssians’ national demands for 
clean air in conversation with local conceptualizations 
of national dignity to better understand the intersection 
of colonial legacies of regional segregation and current 
conceptualizations of dignity as embodied lived 
experience. 

Colonial Legacies: Sahel vs the Interior

State neglect and the marginalization of cities like 
Gabès and Gafsa reflect legacies of regional segregation 
inherited from French colonial rule and perpetuated 
after independence in 1956. An excess of racialized 
violence (in all its forms) in the colonies was necessary 
for the spread of capitalism (Challand 2020, 249). French 
colonial encroachment in Tunisia, from the 1880s onward, 
instituted a familiar pattern of racialization as a response to 
intensified economic exploitation and resource extraction. 
It began with the manipulation of religious differences 
between North African Muslims, Christians, and Jews, 
with the latter two being closest to the French colonialists 
because of discriminatory practices targeting Muslims. 
Then, it evolved into racialized distinctions with some 
groups equal to French settlers, while others were demoted 
to lower ranks. French colonialism heightened cultural 
divisions between the metropole and the colonies, placing 
indigenous Muslims at the bottom of the social hierarchy, 
with Jewish Tunisians elevated to an uncomfortable middle 
category after the Crémieux decree of 1870 (Challand, 
249). 

There were many manifestations and instances of violence 
throughout colonial rule in Tunisia. One of them was 
apparent through the application of Frantz Fanon’s 
statement of a world divided into two with the “frontiers 

shown by barracks and police stations” (Fanon 1963, 38). 
For Tunisia, the map of colonial violence directly overlaps 
with the location of phosphate mines, and processing 
industries. Most of these barracks and police stations 
were placed at the heart of the phosphate mines in the 
interior southern province of Gafsa and Gabès. During 
the protectorate years, the repressive security apparatus 
worked in collaboration with settlers to prevent and police 
mobilizations in the productive areas of the country, 
notably around phosphate mines in the center of the 
country and in the coastal city of Sfax (Challand, 250). The 
French colonial regime considered the regions between 
Bizerte and Tunis and South all the way to Mahdia in the 
Sahel (coastal) region La Tunisie Utile (the useful Tunisia), 
with the rest (including the southern territories along the 
Libyan border, like Gabès) described as La Tunisie Inutile 
(the useless Tunisia). The residents of “useless Tunisia” had 
less access to welfare services, more unstable infrastructure 
and lower employment opportunities. 

This colonial discourse of a useful and useless Tunisia 
deepened the regional fragmentation of the territory with 
unequal access to state and police protection long after the 
end of colonialism. France saw little benefit in expanding 
its direct rule over the south and along the Libyan border. 
This “useless Tunisia” was presented as the territory of 
the fellagah (“bandits”), a pejorative term used to describe 
local, often rural, resistance fighters that fought against 
the French. Colonial authorities did not believe these 
rural population areas with low economic potential could 
be incorporated into agrarian capitalism or systematic 
economic exchanges despite their wealth in natural and 
mineral resources like phosphates. Rather than extending a 
unified rule over the entire protectorate or sending settlers 
into these landlocked areas, Tunis cemented alliances 
with tribal groupings living in the borderlands (Challand, 
250). Violence was not only necessary but paramount to 
safeguarding economic interests and protecting “the useful 
Tunisia.” Those resisting these logics were persecuted with 
extreme brutality, like in the case of Sfax.1 

Over time this direct racialized violence through the use 
of policing and physical repression shifted into indirect 



39

Political Movements in North Africa and the Sahel

violence expressed through state neglect of the “useless” 
regions. The post-independence state moved to a more 
structural and symbolic form of violence that targeted the 
same marginalized communities by denying them a role 
in the new modern Tunisian state (Challand, 251). After 
independence, municipalities were established across 
most of the territory, but that did not include the cities of 
the interior. A large number of Southern and landlocked 
areas still lacked a local structure of authority remaining 
instead under the direct control of the Ministry of Interior 
for a long period after independence (Challand, 252). This 
strategy of differentiated state formation and economic 
integration was continued by Bourguiba and Ben Ali, 
both of whom originated from the Sahel region and 
were socially distant from the southern constellations of 
authority. This, over time, cemented a deep fragmentation 
of the national territories, with some regions treated better 
than others.

Before 1885, the Gafsa region was nothing but mountain 
heights and plateaus inhabited by a few tribes that 
depended on animal husbandry. This changed after 
the expedition led by French scientist Philippe Thomas 
confirmed the presence of extractable phosphate layers 
extending for 80 kilometers. French authorities took over 
the management of these resources and became the sole 
operators of the mines in Redeyef and Metlaoui (mining 
towns in Gafsa). The French faced some challenges when 
they decided to inject a capitalist enterprise into a rural 
environment under colonial rule including an insufficient 
population and a geographical isolation of the region 
(Nabli, 2022). Hence, they dispatched representatives to 
recruit foreign labor. Consequently, a mosaic of workers 
quickly formed, and towns with varying degrees of 
urbanization were constructed in the mining basin. The 
native inhabitants of Gafsa were uprooted from their 
desert, and their survival in this semi-arid climate became 
fundamentally tied to the mine. 

From the beginning, the disparity was pronounced. 
European neighborhoods consisting of villas with red-
tile roofs and containing all utilities formed the center 
of the mining towns, while on their periphery lay the 

neighborhoods of the natives and migrant workers living 
in tents, huts, and tin homes. This disparity inherited 
from the colonial era still frames the relationship of the 
mining basin’s inhabitants with the post-independence 
state, whose presence is limited to the Gafsa Phosphate 
Company (CPG). Phosphate exploitation did not 
bring deep socioeconomic changes. Instead, exclusive 
dependence on extractive activity would become more 
of a problem due to fierce global competition, decline 
in exports, and the closure and exhaustion of some 
deep mines. In 1976, GPC was nationalized, with a new 
company’s organic law which separated it from the railroad 
company.

In the case of Gabès, the Tunisian state decided to cease 
exporting crude phosphate in favor of beneficiating it in 
the late 1960s. During that era, the post-independence 
state was laying the foundations for its development plans 
and dividing economic activities among the regions. 
Gabès was removed from the state list of tourist regions 
despite its roughly 80 kilometers of shoreline, its unique 
landscape connecting the desert to the sea, the medical 
tourism in the El Hamma area, and the historical mountain 
tourism in the areas of Matmata and Toujane, which are 
home to indigenous Amazigh communities. In 1972, the 
first component of the industrial area in Ghannouch in 
Northern Gabès was established. This chemical complex 
spanning approximately 150 hectares specialized in 
processing phosphate, turning it into phosphoric acid and 
fertilizer. At the time, the state was not concerned about 
environmental issues, so it did not meaningfully consider 
the potential environmental and public health risks. 
Being a product of the state’s policy of industrialization, 
this chemical complex now structured around the state 
enterprise of the Tunisian Chemical Groups (GCT) was 
promoted as a pathway towards decolonization (Robert & 
Crisp 2021, 4). 

Since 1972, Gabès has suffocated under the pollution 
generated by the activity of the GCT, dumping 
approximately 5 million tons of untreated phosphogypsum 
into the sea every year. Water pollution leads to massive 
mortality of species including birds, fish, and crabs, 
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which were often found dead on the shores. Air pollution 
produced by the emission of toxic gas emanating from 
phosphate processing factories has threatened the health 
of the inhabitants of the region, with children diagnosed 
with asthma and cancer at an early age.2 The establishment 
of the GCT also meant that water resources have been 
shared between traditional agriculture and the intensive 
chemical industry thus threatening the thousand-year-old 
oasis system in Gabès (the only coastal oasis in the world). 
On the other hand, in the context of extreme poverty, 
unemployment, and precarious infrastructure, the complex 
accounts for 4,000 to 5,000 jobs for workers in the region.3 
The flight of residents from the region due to the spread of 
diseases fueled frustration and a sense of helplessness and 
abandonment. Setbacks in tourism, agriculture, and fishing 
caused unemployment to reach 25% in 2017.4 

In using the land’s wealth in minerals like phosphate and 
transforming it into a capitalist project of extraction and 
profit-making, the Tunisian state radically reorganized and 
simplified the flora to suit man’s goals in ways anticipated 

by James Scott (1998). The process that the factories were 
undergoing was one that aimed at making the terrain, 
its products and its workforce more legible, and hence 
manipulable, from all sides. The state by these means 
enhances its capacity to make interventions such as the use 
of police violence, surveillance and repressive measures 
aimed at silencing dissent. Mastery over the natural 
resources of the land has pushed Tunisian governments to 
simplify a complex way of life for farmers and residents, 
compartmentalizing it in a capitalist system of production 
that ensured profit-making on the back of Gabèssians’ lives 
and health.  

2025 Stop Pollution Gabès Movement 

Today, Gabès remains the epitome of Tunisia’s 
“development” model as a city that reveals the 
contradictions inherent in public policy, between official 
discourse on environmental protection and the transition 
to clean energy on the one hand and the catastrophic 
reality in which citizens are denied a dignified way of 

The City of Gabès (Illustration by Diane Robert) 
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life with breathable air and drinkable water. After 2011, 
thousands protested in Gabès for reductions in polluting 
gas emissions (Robert & Crisp, 7). Extensive graffiti with 
inscriptions such as “Stop the Pollution” are an integral 
part of the urban landscape of Gabès (Rousselin 2018, 29). 
Non-violent protest actions targeted at transport routes are 
often organized in tandem with public concerts featuring 
local artists specialized in anti-pollution rap. Earlier in 
June, protesters who participated in demonstrations 
in Gabès were arrested and sentenced to prison terms 
ranging from two to four months for “disturbing public 
order.5

These issues came to a head in September 2025, known 
in Gabès as the month of asphyxiation. Toxic gas leaks 
from the chemical industrial complex caused a wave of 
suffocation, respiratory difficulties, and fainting. Several 
cases were reported in the regions of Ghannouch, Chatt 
al-Salam, and Bouchemma. A middle school in Chatt 
al-Salam alone reported over 50 cases among its students, 
some of whom were transferred to the regional hospital 
while others were rushed to Tunis. In an increasingly 
autocratic climate under the rule of current president Kaïs 
Saïed, parents have testified being denied their children’s 
medical reports by doctors while others were prohibited 
from documenting what was happening inside the 
hospitals. The Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social 
Rights (FTDES) described the situation as “ecological 
terrorism,” explaining that the recent cases of asphyxiation 
constitute a “state crime that has been ignored.”6

During the month of October, thousands of Gabèssians 
staged a demonstration to demand the closure of the 
chemical complex. When they arrived next to the plant, 
police fired large amounts of teargas to disperse the 
crowd, causing several people to faint, asphyxiating them 
further. During another demonstration, protesters were 
again hit with teargas, and army units were deployed. In 
response to the protests by an enraged population caught 
between precarity and slow death, Saïed criticized a lack of 
maintenance at the GCT and dispatched a team from the 
industry and environment ministries with no plan in sight. 
After having denounced what he called an “ecological 

assassination” in Gabès, Saïed proceeded to order the 
resumption of phosphate production and an increase in 
fertilizer production to capitalize on rising global prices 
and demands from European countries. 

T﻿he specificity of the environmental hazards caused by 
industrial activities explains why the protest movements 
against them are mainly driven by locally organized 
groups and proximity networks (Robert & Crisp, 6). When 
Tunisian musician Yasser Jradi recalls how he learned to 
swim in Chatt al-Salam “diving and watching the fish and 
seaweed” and how “beautiful [it was] until the chemical 
complex began to change the landscape,”7 it is clear that 
Gabèssians’ relationship with their land, their air and their 
water, is one of ancestral connection, love and reciprocity 
between nature and man. Despite the unifying feeling of 
care for the land, exposure to environmental hazards in 
Gabès is spatially distinguished with different localities 
thus giving rise to local claims that are specific to groups 
in certain areas. In this sense, Gabéssians’ conception 
of dignity might differ depending on the specific 
environmental harms they are exposed to. For Gabès, gas 
emissions from the units have a substantial impact on 
localities situated around the capital of the same name and 
areas around it like Ghannouch, Bouchemma, Chenini 
and Chatt al-Salam. People living in these zones have 
developed specific diseases such as cancer and respiratory 
disorders. This dreadful collective experience triggered 
protest movements that arise in different neighborhoods 
but come together around common demands. 

In May 2017, several primary school students living 
near the factories situated in the landlocked locality of 
Bouchemma were rushed to the hospital after they started 
to cough and vomit following a gas leak in the industrial 
zone. The children’s mothers then began blocking the 
road leading to Gabès as a protest against the health risks 
resulting from the proximity of the industrial zone, and 
a few days later initiated a general strike in Bouchemma 
alone. This climate of discontent led to the start of a 
sit-in, headed by unemployed youth from the locality, 
in front of the site of the Nawara project (gas transfer). 
Under sustained pressure from residents, the government 
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eventually announced in June 2017 that the most polluting 
units would be relocated. Yet, eight years later, those units 
remain exactly where they’ve always been.

A year later, in December 2018, the government 
announced that it had chosen a site in Menzel El Habib to 
house the phosphogypsum slag heap and the new GCT 
production units intended to replace those in the Gabès 
industrial zone. The municipal council with the help of 
civil society organizations and local union sections rejected 
this project despite cleavages between those hoping to sell 
their land and get jobs and those worried about the impact 
on the water table in the agricultural region. The municipal 
council, the unions and civil society organizations in the 
neighboring delegation of El Hamma joined the opposition 
movement, once again organizing gatherings, marches and 
a widely followed general strike on 10 December (Robert & 
Crisp, 9). 

Another space of resistance specific to Gabèssians’ struggle 
for a dignified life is football stadiums like in the case 
of the Ultras groups in Gabès. Ultras groups have been 
extremely involved in protests and mobilizations organized 
in their city to advocate for the right to breathe. Members 
go as far as denouncing the government’s policies which 
consider Gabès as “a testing ground for chemical products 
without any regard for the health of the people and their 
children.”8 These groups took their struggle a step further 
when they launched a campaign with the slogan “For a 
Unified Mobilization,” calling to combine their efforts and 
for mutual aid amongst all groups thus advocating for a 
minimization of differences and internal divisions to join 
forces against police repression which targets all groups 
without distinction across the country. This campaign 
demonstrated a clear shift from a localized embodiment of 
dignity to a more national one as the struggle of residents 
of Gabès continued throughout the years. 

With dignity at the center of their demands, groups 
like SPG organized demonstrations and a general strike 
bringing the entire city to a standstill. Shops, markets, 
schools, cafes and even public post offices were shut 
down, halting economic activity in response to a call by 

the General Union of Tunisian Workers (UGTT). With 
slogans like “Gabès wants to live,” “Stop pollution in 
Gabès, stop pollution everywhere,” or “the people want 
the dismantlement of the polluting units,” crowds of young 
people, families and workers have expressed their anger 
and frustration at a government that refuses to act and a 
state that neglects and even violates their right to a safe and 
livable environment. In doing so, the social movement for 
Gabès has expanded with protests happening in the capital 
as a sign of solidarity and a more national understanding 
and embodiment of dignity. 

At their core, these calls for dignity are demands for 
social equality and the right to live a dignified life with 
material, social, and human needs met. In this case, a 
loss of dignity is when the political process dehumanizes 
individuals, making them passive recipients of whatever 
crumbs the oppressor chooses to throw at them and 
dignity is reclaimed with the powerful act of saying no 
and instead, creating networks of care and help that affirm 
their humanity rather than annihilating it (El Bernoussi 
2014. 374). In the case of Gabès, dignity meant the 
rejection of the chemical complex, the dismantlement 
of the polluting units, the preservation of the oasis 
and clean water, land and air for Gabèssians. Beyond 
democracy and representation, residents of Gabès, Gafsa, 
Sfax and other marginalized cities and towns demand 
the abolition of regional segregation, learning from the 
colonial legacy of “useful” and “useless” Tunisia, unified 
under a common struggle for national dignity for all. 
After reacting along these lines of differentiations through 
localized movements, Gabèssians seem to have changed 
their mobilization strategies, expanding towards a larger 
national movement. 

Conclusion

At the origin of the 2010 protests in Tunisia was the 
January 2008 sit-in after Phosphate Company Gafsa 
launched a recruitment drive where jobs were awarded 
to candidates from outside the region. Convinced that 
the process was rigged, local applicants decided to stage 
a protest through a wave of sit-ins in the landlocked 
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governorate. In the months that followed, these protests 
spread across the region in what became known as the 
2011 Tunisian Revolution. Gabès has remained at the 
center of Gabèssians and, later, all of Tunisians’ struggle 
for a dignified life after the overthrow of Ben Ali and 
through the successive governments that followed. 
Slogans that were chanted in the streets across the country 
emphasized not only a fight against authoritarian rule 
but also one for “national dignity.” This concept, born at 
the intersection of experiences from economic hardships, 
political humiliation and environmental harms, has shifted 
from a localized embodiment to a national one that aims 
at challenging regional segregation and racist dynamics. 
Fourteen years later, places like Gabès are still fighting for 
a dignified life they have been denied since colonial times. 
Movements like SPG are understood as an accumulation of 
years of struggle in the interior city of Gabès and a material 
embodiment of a politics of dignity that manifests itself 
through lessons learned from 2011 in addition to a future 
oriented vision that fights for the right to breathe. 
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State exclusion and mobilization in Morocco’s Rif region: 
the case of cannabis cultivation

Alexandra Blackman, Cornell University

In 2021, the Moroccan parliament approved Law 13–21, 
which legalized the cultivation of cannabis for medical, 
pharmaceutical, and industrial purposes while maintaining 
its prohibition on recreational cannabis use in the country. 
The law went into effect in July 2021.1 In 2022, Morocco 
established the Agence Nationale de Réglementation des 
Activités Relatives au Cannabis (ANRAC or the National 
Agency for the Regulation of Cannabis-related Activities).2 
And, in August 2024, Morocco’s King Mohammed VI 
pardoned over 4,800 people in cases related to illegal 
cannabis cultivation.3  Without directly referencing the 
Hirak al-Rif Movement, a large protest movement in 
the Rif region that began in October 2016, the regime 
responded to one of its demands by pardoning farmers 
facing charges for illegal cannabis cultivation.4

Those moves stand out in a region where the penalties 
associated with possession, use, and sale of any drugs are 
harsh. Saudi Arabia publicly reported over 300 executions 
in 2025, of which it is estimated that two-thirds were 
for drug-related offenses.5 In nearby Tunisia, efforts to 
move away from the harsh drug enforcement tactics 
of the repressive Ben Ali regime have largely stalled. In 
2017, after the uprising and political opening in Tunisia, 
the government introduced reforms to Law 52 to reduce 
prison sentences which had required mandatory prison 
sentences for any drug possession; however, the recent 
power grab by President Kais Saied has also ushered in 
a return to the harsh policing and sentencing of drug 
possession.6 Morocco, in contrast to these regional trends, 
moved ahead with the legalization of cannabis for limited 
purposes. 

Critics of Law 13-21 argue that it does not go far enough. 
They argue that it maintains the penalization of cannabis 
possession and cultivation for recreational purposes. 
More importantly, for those in the Rif region, which is 

the primary region for cannabis cultivation in Morocco, 
the reforms do little to impose new limits on the coercive 
power of the Moroccan state, which has been particularly 
repressive in the Rif region, often using illicit cannabis 
cultivation as a pretext for broad and harsh crackdowns 
on the region’s residents. And the pardon only extends 
to a portion of those facing charges related to cannabis 
cultivation. Why did the Moroccan state enact these 
limited reforms? How does cannabis reform fit within the 
broader context of demands made by mobilized political 
movements, and does the recent law meet their demands?

Morocco’s cannabis industry and the Rif region

Over the last several decades, the political demands for 
reform of Morocco’s drug laws have emanated most loudly 
from the Rif region of Morocco (an area located in and 
around the Rif mountains in the north of the country 
and depicted in Figure 1). The Rif region (‘the Rif ’) is the 
primary center for cannabis cultivation in Morocco, which 
overall is the largest producer of cannabis for the European 
market. In the Rif region, cannabis farming constitutes an 
important part of the Rifian economic, social, and political 
life. Cannabis cultivation has a long history in the region, 
and, while estimates vary, it is estimated that 700,000 
to 1 million people depend on cannabis production for 
their livelihood.7 Its impact on the economy is multifold; 
while the farmers’ profits are limited, many benefit from 
the significant corruption that surrounds the industries, 
for instance, in the form of bribes.8 And the industry 
has significant economic potential, as legalization has 
demonstrated elsewhere. 

While the military and police repression in the Rif extends 
beyond enforcement of drug laws, the country’s historic 
drug policies have long been a pretext for harsh state 
violence against Rif inhabitants. In 2018, it was reported 
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that one-quarter of all incarcerated people in Morocco 
were serving a drug-related sentence and over 60 percent 
of those in pre-trial detention were held for a drug-related 
offense.9 Farmers who are reported for illicit cannabis 
cultivation often have their crops burned and property 
destroyed.10 In a recent interview in New Lines Magazine, 
one Rif resident recounted a childhood “punctuated by 
dramatic raids by government forces who would descend 
on his family’s small holdings in the mountains and burn 
their crops, destroying a year’s worth of income in a few 
hours. He said he can still see his father’s helplessness, still 
hear his mother’s screams and his sisters’ cries.”11 The 
social effects of this repression also touch those not in the 
cannabis industry. The Rif region’s link to the illicit drug 
industry has led to the collective social stigmatization of all 
with ties to that region.12 The Rif ’s marginalization and 
stigmatization, therefore, is also the result of the Moroccan 
state’s collective punishment of the Rif for perceived 
opposition to the regime.

Figure 1: Map of the Rif Mountain Provinces in Morocco 

The political movement for reform

The state’s violent history of engagement with the Rif 
region over cannabis cultivation is intertwined with 
the Rif ’s long history of political mobilization against 
the central state, including against Spanish and French 
colonial governments and the post-colonial Moroccan 
governments. The deep and long-standing tension between 
the Moroccan state and the Rif region is reflected in many 
issues and interactions. These tensions recall the country’s 
early division between ‘bilad al-makhzen’ (government 
land) and ‘bilad al-siba’ (land of dissidence).13 The Rif, 
specifically, has been termed “an area of challenged state 
authority”14 as a result of persistent Rifian opposition to 
the Moroccan regime. Abd el-Krim al-Khattabi, a Rifian 
political activist and leader who led a revolt against 
Spanish colonial rule in the 1920s, is often referenced in 
coverage of contemporary political mobilization in the Rif 
to demonstrate the long-standing regional grievances and 
activism of the Rif region.15 Similarly, the 1958 Intifada 
al-Rif (‘Rif Revolt’) and the repression of demonstrations 
against austerity measures in 1984 loom large in the 
collective memory both within and outside of the Rif. 

Calls for reform have come both from political elites and 
from popular movements.  At the elite level, politicians 
close to the Moroccan monarch have pushed for reforms 
over the last two decades. In 2009, Fouad Ali El Himma, 
a close advisor to King Mohammed VI and a founder 
of the Party of Authenticity and Modernity (PAM), 
called for a national dialogue on cannabis legalization.16 
In 2014, PAM released a draft law proposal to legalize 
marijuana cultivation for medicinal purposes, and PAM 
politicians like Mehdi Bensaid and Ilyas El-Omari publicly 
advocated for the legal changes.17 The draft law was also 
supported by another important Moroccan political 
party, the Istiqlal Party.18 Nouredin Moudian, a member 
of Istiqlal who represented the Rif region’s El Hoceima in 
the Moroccan parliament, was also an early supporter of 
a government dialogue on cannabis production, calling 
cannabis cultivation a “reality, whether we like it or not.”19 
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He criticized the regime for its repression of cannabis 
farmers and for not providing Rif residents with alternative 
economic opportunities.20

At the popular level, the Rif region was the center for 
a major and enduring protest movement, Hirak al-Rif 
(the ‘Rif Movement’), which was ignited in October 
2016 when a fishmonger, Mouhcine Fikri, was crushed 
in a garbage truck compactor after jumping into the 
truck because local security officials confiscated his fish. 
While the Rif region has been mobilized during national 
protest waves like the February 20 Movement in 2011 
and the GenZ212 Movement in 2025, the more localized 
Hirak protest wave proved highly durable within the Rif 
region.21 While the Hirak al-Rif activists had a long list of 
demands, including increased economic and educational 
investment in the region, key demands reflected a shared 
desire for reforms to the Moroccan state’s cannabis policy 
and its use of coercive power in the region. This included 
calls for “revocation of the 1958 decree that declared Al 
Hoceima a military zone; […] dropping all the legal charges 
against cannabis growers; […] and appointing competent 
civil servants committed to human rights.”22 All of those 
reforms speak to the Rif region’s long exposure to the 
coercive power of the Moroccan state, which was in part 
exacerbated by anti-drug laws that created a pretext for 
periodic harsh crack-downs. 

The political movement for reform is also bolstered by the 
cannabis farmers themselves who constitute an example 
of what Bayat has termed a ‘social non-movement.’23 Many 
of these farmers have persisted in their cultivation of 
cannabis over decades despite facing state repression. This 
collection of uncoordinated acts of individuals and families 
have constituted—over several decades—a quotidian, but 
powerful challenge to the Moroccan state and its policies. 
Some of this popular frustration with the Moroccan state is 
reflected in recent public opinion data. Figure 2 shows that, 
in a 2023 national survey, government satisfaction among 
respondents in the Rif is lower than for those outside the 
region. 

Figure 2: Levels of Government Satisfaction Among Rif and 
Non-Rif respondents (Nationally-representative survey, 
October 2023)

Do the Moroccan government reforms signify a 
resolution to the cannabis issue in Morocco?

In 2021, Morocco legalized the cultivation of cannabis 
for medical, pharmaceutical, and industrial purposes, 
although the government maintained its prohibition on 
recreational cannabis use. Does this reform mark the start 
of a new approach to managing the cannabis industry in 
the country? And does this reform meet the demands of 
the various actors described above?

The legalization of cannabis cultivation for medicinal or 
industrial purposes is in line with the types of reforms that 
some of the Moroccan political elite were calling for over 
a decade ago. Law 13-21 paved the way for the creation 
of the Agence Nationale de Réglementation des Activités 
Relatives au Cannabis (ANRAC), which licenses cannabis 
farmers that seek authorization from the state. This 
formalizes at least part of the cannabis economy, reducing 
licensed cannabis farmers exposure to the coercive 
apparatus of the Moroccan state. 

It is less clear how the law is being received at the popular 
level. Since the legalization of cannabis cultivation for 
medicinal or industrial purposes became law in 2021, 
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there is some evidence that the state’s relationship with 
the Rif region has improved. In one interview, a long-
time cannabis farmer stated that “legalization is freedom,” 
particularly, freedom from police harassment.24 Another 
farmer noted the effect legalization has had on fear and 
stigmatization, saying “Now, I can say without fear that I 
am a cannabis farmer.”25 And these views are not unique. 
ANRAC reported that around 5,000 farmers were licensed 
in 2025 compared to just over 400 in 2023.26 

However, some argue that the Moroccan regime’s reforms 
do not go far enough. Notably, Law 13-21 did not fully 
decriminalize cannabis or legalize recreational use or 
provide large-scale remedies for those who suffered at the 
hands of the state’s coercive apparatus for activities now 
legalized. Critics argue that the law serves the interests of 
large companies interested in capitalizing on a profitable 
industry, rather than serving the interests of the cannabis 
farmers and the broader Rifian communities that have 
faced state violence and limited access to economic 
opportunities.27 Indeed, some reporting suggests that the 
state has engaged in tougher drug enforcement against 
illicit cannabis cultivation in the years after legalization.28 
Other critics note that ANRAC’s licensing process has 
been slow and onerous on the farmers, with the agency 
requiring permits for every stage of the supply chain. Once 
licensed, cannabis farmers are required to join a specified 
cooperative, and these cooperatives have reportedly been 
slow with payments to farmers.29

All of these factors have contributed to popular skepticism 
of the reforms and have likely limited or slowed the uptake 
of ANRAC’s licensing program. In 2025, licensed cannabis 
cultivation covered nearly 6,000 hectares of land, while 
illicit cannabis farming covered close to 28,000 hectares. 
Beyond licensing challenges, the recreational cannabis 
market remains robust, and some farmers believe the 
profits are higher as well, justifying the risks of state 
harassment and violence.30 Some have called for further 
reforms that center cannabis farmers social and economic 
needs through further decriminalization of cannabis 
cultivation for recreational purposes. Until then, the Rifian 
farmers’ social non-movement is likely to persist.

The frustration with state policy and distrust of the regime 
impedes the implementation of the new law and opens 
some in the community up to renewed state repression 
for their unlicensed farms, creating a vicious cycle. 
Anthropologist Khalid Mouna observed that the farmers 
in the Rif “flee from everything that represents the state 
because of the repression and abandonment of which they 
have long been victims,” including the new framework for 
legal cannabis cultivation.31 In this enduring context of 
distrust, Law 13-21 alone is unlikely to resolve the long-
stablished tensions between the Moroccan state and the 
Rif. 
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The Gen Z Youth Protests and the Rising King dilemma in 
Morocco

Mohammed Daadaoui, Oklahoma City University

In late September 2025, Morocco witnessed an intense 
wave of youth-led unrest in years. What began as an 
eruption of local frustration over failing public services 
expanded into a national movement anchored in 
Generation Z — a youth-led movement organized, digitally 
savvy, and deeply disillusioned with the state.A tragic 
incident where eight pregnant women died in a hospital 
in southern coastal city of Agadir spakred wide outrage. 
The event highlighted acute shortages in healthcare 
infrastructure, staff, and medical equipment. Protesters 
lamented the corruption, unemployment, and perceived 
misallocation of governmental priorities: outsized 
spending on stadiums, and international sports events 
(such as the 2030 World Cup hosting facilities).  Morocco’s 
massive spending on infrastructure for global visibility was  
contrasted with the neglect of dilapidated hospitals and 
underfunded schools. Many protesters chanted slogans 
like “Where are the hospitals?”—a sharp rebuke of what 
they see as symbolic spending over services that impact 
daily life. These protests follow in the footsteps of the 
peripheral protests which have been constant but diffuse in 
Morocco since 2012. The 2025 Gen Z protests in Morocco 
are a form of “non-movement” activism that highlights the 
structural limits of the monarchy’s dual strategy of political 
control with symbolic distance. These protests generate a 
new “king’s dilemma,” in which the regime can no longer 
simultaneously dominate the political system and remain 
insulated from public scrutiny.

The Gen Z Movement as a “Non-Movement”?

Unlike earlier protests organized through political 
parties or unions, GenZ 212 and Morocco Youth Voice 
emerged rapidly through social media (TikTok, Discord, 
Instagram). This gave it both agility and a diffuse structure, 

complicating traditional regime modes of negotiation and 
repression alike. Morocco’s Gen Z protests are yet another 
episode in the series of protests and boycotts that have 
taken place in Morocco since the Arab uprisings in 2012. 
These recurring protests represent cross-generational 
grievances and are more than a moment of youth anger. 
They indicate something deeper: an expectation of more 
than symbolic investment and a demand for basic public 
services and for clean and responsive government. For the 
monarchical regime, this is a test of legitimacy. For the 
public, it is an opportunity to reshape public priorities and 
bring attention to endemic problems. Like the previous 
non-movement leaderless peripheral protests in areas such 
as the Rif, Jerada, and Zagora, the GenZ protests used 
digital mobilization and had a leaderless structure.

In his research on social movements and street politics 
in the Middle East, Asef Bayat develops the concept of 
“non-movements” to conceptualize forms of activism 
and protests that have not been traditionally part of the 
“western” genealogy of the social movement theory. For 
Bayat, non-movements are: “collective actions of non-
collective actors; they embody shared practices of large 
numbers of ordinary people whose fragmented but similar 
activities trigger much social change, even though these 
practices are rarely guided by an ideology or recognizable 
leaderships and organizations.”1 Agency in non-movements 
is a key question, promoting change in the Middle East 
without conforming to an overarching ideology or 
organizational frame. Such agency is fragmented and 
resides within everyday practices of “millions subaltern, 
chiefly the urban poor, Muslim women and youth.”2 These 
“quiet” everyday acts by “big numbers” of ordinary people, 
though lacking in coordinated strategy, do in fact challenge 
the existing norms and rules in society.3
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Social movement scholars’ emphasis on the dynamics 
of social movements, non-movements, resource 
mobilization, and their collective action frames, for the 
most part, neglect how regimes may also articulate their 
own political, but most importantly, cultural frames. 
Such regime frames can hinder the capabilities of social 
movements by interrupting their cycle of contention and 
weakening their framing processes. In the case of the Gen 
Z protests, the cycle of contention was disrupted early 
due to the timing of the protests, which coincided with 
Morocco’s U20 World Cup victory, and then by the UN 
Security Council resolution on the autonomy plan in the 
Western Sahara seen by many Moroccans as a victory for 
Morocco’s territorial integrity. Moroccans took the streets 
to celebrate both events dubbed as historic by the state 
media all eager to shift the narrative and focus away from 
socio-economic challenges. Indeed, the month of October 
was an odd one for Morocco and Moroccans where they 
experienced a kaleidoscope of feelings and emotions from 
anger, frustration, to jubilation and jubilance. 

From Center to Periphery: The Proliferation of Protests 
in Morocco and the King Dilemma

While unsuccessful in its aim for deep socio-economic 
and political reforms, the Gen Z movement is yet another 
episode in the recurrent peripheral protests and non-
movements lifting the veil of fear and demystifying 
the regime. The protests follow along the line of the 
decentralization of social protests moving from urban 
centers to peripheral regions in Morocco sharing 
common political and economic grievances. They are 
often triggered by accidental events, rather than being 
planned by intentional political actors. Moroccans’ daily 
life and the growing wealth gap provide the starkest 
reminder of  - Moroccan for extreme dehumanizing and 
institutionalized injustice. This sharply juxtaposes the 
lives of the oligarchs with their systematic subjugation 
and impoverished existence. Some of the slogans of 
the recent protests crystallized that profound sense of 
deprivation. What Moroccans crave is fundamental change 
to government through rule of law and gradual 
shifts in the distribution of political power. With the 

monarchy is beyond challenge, they understand that 
deep, meaningful reforms must start within the structure 
of the leviathan makhzen.4

After more than a quarter century on the throne, 
Mohammed VI may not be in danger of overthrow but the 
monarchy is no longer immune from societal reproach. 
The Hirak protests (2016-2017), the 8-year protests in 
the remote Amazigh village of Imider (2011-2019), the 
coal mine protests in the northeastern border town of 
Jerada (2017-2018), the water shortage demonstrations 
in the Sahara desert town of Zagora (2018), and the 
unprecedented economic boycott of Morocco’s dairy, 
mineral water, and fuel distribution oligopolies that have 
close ties to the regime are all acts of civil dissent which 
have become quotidian performances of resistance against 
hogra that is seen as rampant in the Makhzen’s entrenched 
authoritarian edifice. 

These “non-movements” of protests in various regions 
of Morocco are rarely guided by an ideology or led by 
recognizable leaderships and structures, and have, most 
importantly, unmasked a new kind of dilemma for the 
monarchy: the failure of the regime’s dual strategy of 
appearing above the political fray, while at the same time, 
managing the political system and opposition forces. The 
monarchy’s constant manipulation of the political party 
scene and civil society has removed the buffer between the 
royal institution and the people and has exposed the Palace 
to direct scrutiny. The monarchy’s increasing incapacity 
to deal with social unrest, as it was evidenced by the Hirak 
protests in the Rif and the latest GenZ protests, has made 
it more prone to the use of old oppressive methods of 
control. For his spontaneous act of dissent, Nasser Zefzafi 
of the Hirak protests, for instance, was sentenced to a 
draconian 20 years in jail for undermining public order and 
threatening national unity. 

The new king’s dilemma was also manifested in the 
monarchy’s strategies towards the populist leadership of 
Abdelilah Benkirane and the Islamist PJD, and its role in 
sabotaging Benkirane’s attempts to form a government 
in the aftermath of the 2016 legislative elections. The 
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monarchy is ill-at ease managing the political system 
and its discourse is increasingly accusatory, deflecting 
the blame for the socio-economic plight of the country 
on the political elite. In the king’s throne day speech 
of July 2017, for instance, the monarchy laid blame for 
political paralysis in Morocco everywhere else but itself. 
Mohammed VI delivered a strongly worded opprobrium 
to the political elite chiding them for lack of creativity and 
for hiding behind the Palace. In the throne day speech of 
July 2017, the king lamented that: “the evolution witnessed 
in Morocco in the political domain and in the area of 
development has not led to the kind of positive reaction 
you would expect from political parties, leaders, and 
government officials when dealing with the real aspirations 
and concerns of Moroccans.”5 The monarch excoriated 
those politicians whose “mentalities have not evolved” to 
match that said evolution. 

In so doing, the king cast his institution above and outside 
the political elite, as if Morocco was a true constitutional 
monarchy, where the regime is at a distance from the 
travails of politics. Most notably, the king did not offer any 
words or vision that would appease the year-long “Hirak” 
protests in the northern Rif city of al-Hoceima. Instead, 
the king later issued an amnesty for some of the Hirak 
prisoners in a gesture that further consecrates the regime’s 
control of the political system, and ironically contradicts 
the narrative of a monarchy above normal politics. The 
king’s decree to sack government’s ministers came a few 
months after Morocco underwent a political crisis, which 
hindered Benkirane’s efforts to form a government due 
to a political gridlock, “blocage” in Moroccan parlance. 
The blocage manufactured by royalist political parties 
showcased the supremacy of the regime vis-a-vis the 
political class, where popularity and populism is reserved 
to the monarchy, and not to any one political leader such 
as Benkirane. 

The discontent of the king on display in his throne day 
speech is paradoxically a result of decades of monarchical 
control over the political system and its management of the 
party scene. The monarchy seeks to be beyond reproach, 
but is not a passive actor in the Moroccan state edifice. 

It is well-entrenched in the system and has for decades 
fostered a patronage system inimical to transparency 
and accountability, and conducive to venal practices 
which are rampant everywhere in the Moroccan state 
and its institutions.The regime has emptied the political 
party scene of any significance and created precisely 
the “regrettable and dangerous vacuum” which the king 
bemoans.  The omnipotent monarchy has weakened the 
political class and has for decades stoked intense rivalry 
among political parties, which the king criticizes in the 
speech for “a win-lose rationale to preserve or expand their 
political capital at the expense of the homeland.”6

The monarchy which is so effective at dealing with rival 
politicians and parties struggles to manage the potentially 
destabilizing Moroccan street protests and the pressures 
of new forms of activism resulting from the generational 
protests. The regime attempted a revival of the old 
authoritarian habits of institutional and constitutional 
constraints as the regime engaged in old tactics like 
re-shuffling cabinets and holding electorally engineered 
legislative elections. The resulting recycling of political 
parties and coalitions would maintain the façade of 
competitive political participation, giving the sham 
opposition the reins of quasi-political authority. But the 
peripheral non-movements like GenZ had little interest in 
those formal political games.

The mass arrests of peaceful protesters further putt the 
king’s dilemma on display. The royal predicament was 
present in the king’s speech following the youth protests in 
October 2025. Unlike the royal approach to the Moroccan 
spring protests, whereby the king established a blue-ribbon 
royal commission entrusted with the task of proposing a 
new constitution unveiled and endorsed by the monarch 
in June 2011, the monarch ignored the direct plea by 
the Gen Z movement to sack the government, release 
political detainees, and bring accountability to corrupt 
officials. The Gen Z leaderless movement plea to the king 
to “intervene for a profound and just reform that restores 
rights and punish the corrupt,”7 fell on deaf royal ears. 
In his annual speech to the parliament, the king instead 
exerted the legislators to highlight “initiatives taken by 
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public authorities as well as the various laws adopted and 
the decisions made, especially those relating directly to 
the rights and freedoms of citizens.”8 The royal snub to 
the protesters belies the increasing royal discomfort at 
the distance between the perennial appearance of the 
monarchy as an arbiter of socio-political conflict, and 
being part and parcel of the structure of control and socio-
economic equality that the protesters are rising against.

This dual strategy is increasingly untenable. While it 
has sustained the monarchy in the past, the monarchy’s 
constant control over the political sphere is ill-advised in 
the post-Arab uprisings, where the protests of February 
20, the Hirak movement in al-Hoceima, and the recent 
Gen Z youth protests have demystified the monarchy and 
rendered its traditional political instruments irrelevant. 
The duality between regime and state that the Palace has 
woven for decades to shield its edifice from any reproach 
is no longer plausible in the eyes of an increasing number 
of Moroccans. The monarchy’s consistent attempt to 
face new challenges to the state with old autocratic tools 
shows significant fissures. Street demands could perhaps 
be absorbed by civil society and channeled through 
institutional mechanisms if the makhzen, at the behest of 
the Palace, had not impoverished the political scene and 

emasculated its most promising actors. The monarchy is 
not a neutral player in the political system in Morocco, if 
anything, Moroccans would welcome a true neutral stance 
from the monarchy, which might ease in turn the looming 
king’s dilemma.

The October 2025 protests underline both the resilience 
and limitations of Morocco’s governing model. While the 
Gen Z  protests increasinlgy expose the contradictions of 
a monarchy that seeks to control politics whilst remaining 
above it, the state was able to disrupt the protest cycle 
through transient periods of national unity—most notably 
the U20 World Cup victory and the United Nations 
Security Council resolution on the autonomy plan in the 
Western Sahara. These events redirected public attention 
and diffused mobilization not through traditional Makhzen 
tools, but through periods of symbolic national unity. 
However, the temporary public elation does not mask the 
underlying grievances driving protest—hogra, inequality, 
and failing public services—and revealing a growing 
reliance on extra-institutional sources of legitimacy. As a 
result, the king’s dilemma remains unresolved: a regime 
capable of generating unity in exceptional moments but 
increasingly challenged in sustaining everyday legitimacy 
and accountability.
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From Minoritized to Indigenous: 
Imazighen and the Global Indigeneity Movement

Brahim Elguabli, Johns Hopkins University  

Since the independence of Tamazghan (broader North 
African) nation states from France in the mind-1950s and 
the early 1960s, Imazighen (sing. Amazigh), the Indigenous 
people of Tamazgha, have been treated as a minoritized 
group within their own ancestral homeland. This 
minoritization, exacerbated by their othering, translated 
into Imazighen’s decades-long political, linguistic, and 
cultural marginalization. Although they are the Indigenous 
people of the land, their opinions could not matter less in 
defining the identities of their postcolonial states, which 
self-defined as solely Arab-Islamic without any recognition 
of the Amazigh matrix on which they are founded. 
The constitutions of Morocco and Algeria, the two 
countries with the largest Amazigh populations, erased 
their Amazigh dimension completely. The Preamble to 
Morocco’s  first Constitution in 1962 stated that “Morocco 
is a fully sovereign Muslim state whose official language 
is Arabic” while Article 5 of Algeria’s 1963 Constitution 
stipulates that “Arabic is the national and official language 
of the state,” following Article 4, which established Islam 
as “the religion of the state.”1 Even though Imazighen 
represented a large percentage of the two countries’ 
populations, their constitutions simply overlooked their 
existence. These two constitutions are an exemplum 
of a politics of minoritization in which these societies’ 
anthropological and demographic reality was denied by a 
slight of constitutional hand. 

Imazighen’s minoritization left multilayered impacts on 
many levels. Official education, media, and culture were 
harnessed to make them internalize their minoritized 
status. Because of the indoctrinating role of state 
institutions, a large portion of Imazighen gave up their 
Amazighity, even developing a complex of inferiority vis-
à-vis Arabness. Scholarship also entrenched Imazighen’s 
minoritization, and the scholarly literature is replete with 
references to Imazighen as a minority. Mirroring the 

states’ positions vis-à-vis their Indigenous population, 
scholarship participated inadvertently in the minoritizing 
process that unfolded in Tamazgha.2 Culturally and 
linguistically alienated Imazighen perceived of themselves 
as a powerless minority that was doomed to disappear and 
resigned themselves to accepting the primacy of Arabism, 
which was strategically confounded with Islam. When the 
Amazigh historian Ali Sadqi Azaykou attempted to make 
a clear distinction between Arabness and Islam, his work 
elicited the ire of the state and he was sentenced to a year 
in jail.3 

Despite this repression and aggressive Arabization, a 
successful Amazigh Cultural Movement (ACM) emerged 
throughout Tamazgha and its diaspora, spurring 
transformations that very few thought were possible in 
the first decade of independence. I argue that the period 
between 1990 and 1993 was a crucial moment for Amazigh 
indigeneity, as ACM activists framed their struggle against 
cultural and linguistic erasure through an indigenous lens 
that superseded the minoritizing framework that had 
prevailed since independence. Consequently, Imazighen, 
particularly members of the Moroccan Amazigh 
Cultural Movement (MACM), went from advocating 
for recognition locally to integrating with the larger 
networks of the Global Indigeneity Movement (GIM). As 
I demonstrate in this article, Imazighen have since the 
mid-1990s rejected the degrading minority status imposed 
on them in favor of recovering a more globally translatable 
and legible indigenous status. 

Nationalist Minoritization and the Amazigh 
Consciousness

Imazighen across Tamazgha gained consciousness of 
their marginalization as soon as their states achieved 
independence from France. The systematic erasure of 
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Tamazight and Amazigh culture after independence 
created the perception of Imazighen as remains of a 
primitive self that stood in the way of Arab-nationalist 
modernity. The result was the Arabization of education, 
media, culture, and the public sphere in order to de-
Amazighize and Arab-modernize this indigenous self. 
Even toponymies were changed to entrench Arabization. 
In Algeria and Morocco, this situation was compounded 
by the dissolution of the institutional and academic 
structures that French colonialism put in place to support 
the use of Tamazight for its own administrative and 
military purposes.4  As a result of widespread alienation 
created by this system policy of de-Amazighization, 
educated Imazighen were forced to gain awareness of 
their oppressive condition before they could work to 
redress it. This emergent awareness was instrumental to 
the invention of the Amazigh civil society that quickly 
embodied the postcolonial Amazigh consciousness.5 Both 
local and diasporic, the Amazigh civil society combined 
cultural activism with social movement strategies to 
effectuate slow (but efficient) change by resorting to 
both overt and covert action that helped it negotiate the 
imbalance of power against more powerful Arab-Islamic 
states.6 

This regained Amazigh consciousness was manifested in 
the proliferation of Amazigh associations that advocated 
the termination of all manifestations of Imazighen’s official 
minoritization. The formation of the Académie Berbère in 
Paris in 1966 by a group of prominent Kabyle expatriates 
and the establishment of al-Jam‘iyya al-maghribiyya li-al-
baḥt wa-al-tabādul al-thaqāfi (the Moroccan Association 
for Research and Cultural Exchange, AMREC) in Rabat 
in 1967 by a coterie of Amazigh teachers and students 
marked the beginning of a new stage in a proactive 
Amazigh consciousness that aimed to conscientize the 
masses against the ongoing, intensive de-Amazighization 
of their societies and create spaces for the expression 
and sustenance of Amazigh language and culture. The 
al-Jam‘iyya al-jadīda li-al-thaqāfa wa-al-funūn (the 
New Association for Culture and Art, later Tamaynut in 
1990) in Rabat in 1978, Ilmas Association in Nador, and 
Ghriss Association (later Tilili) in Guelmina were born 

successively. In Algeria, where Amazigh activism was 
taxed of “Berberism,” Abderrahmane Ben Hamida, the 
country’s Minister of Education in 1962, had no qualms 
about declaring that “Berbers are an invention of the White 
Fathers.”7 The Algerian state’s repression of Amazigh action 
led to the outbreak of the Amazigh Spring of 1980, which 
spurred a significant change in the articulation of Amazigh 
issues of which the Seminar of Yakourn highlighted the 
historically indigenous nature.8 The process involved 
in the ACM’S civic engagement deepened Imazighen’s 
consciousness of their disempowerment and further 
confirmed the importance of struggle for the achievement 
of their rights.

The ACM’s rise and growth was not easy. Amazigh activists 
had to surmount obstacles and brave oppression to achieve 
their goals. While the Académie operated in France, it was 
subjected to constant pressure from the Algerian state until 
it was dissolved in 1978.9 Morocco’s repressive Years of 
Lead (1956-1999) forced the MACM to keep a low profile 
until the early 1990s. The AMREC particularly focused 
its work on reviving Amazigh literature, documenting 
heritage, and revitalizing artistic practices that gave pride 
to Amazigh youth. In this regard, the association published 
a journal called Arratn (Written Sources), organized 
study groups in the homes of its members, worked to 
standardize Tamazight using the Arabic alphabet, and even 
established a musical band named Usman (Lightening). 
Likewise, the Agadir Summer School’s gatherings brought 
together figures who would later play a significant role 
in the history of the MACM. Ranging from literature 
to legal thinking and from translation to linguistics, the 
seminars of the Agadir Summer School demonstrate their 
seminal role in putting the train of Amazigh renaissance 
on its tracks. However, the fate of the ACM would take a 
fascinating route in the 1990s when its members opened 
up their activism to international collaborations.

The Era of Human Rights and Indigeneity 

Various factors coalesced to make the 1990s a 
transformative turning point in the history of Amazigh 
activism. The Berlin Wall fell in 1989, and two years 
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later the Soviet Union collapsed. Until this point in time, 
the ACM activists only focused on their hyperlocal 
issues within national borders but planetary geopolitical 
transformations would thrust them into a fast-globalizing 
world in which human rights acquired greater moral and 
diplomatic significance. Like their other Indigenous peers, 
Amazigh activists discovered human rights as a framework 
to globalize their cause and pressure their states to make 
concessions.10 It is within this context that they discovered 
indigeneity as a powerful concept that encompasses rights 
to land and resources, surpassing in its potential the mere 
focus on linguistic and cultural rights. 

The “years 1992 and 1993 were a watershed for the 
Indigenous Peoples’ movement,” according to Elsa 
Stamatopoulou, the former Chief of the Secretariat of 
the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues.11 While 1992 was the fifth-hundred anniversary of 
Columbus’s disastrous arrival in America, the UN adopted 
the  “UNDRIP [United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples], to establish a permanent forum 
on Indigenous issues, and to have a Decade of the World’s 
Indigenous People” at the Vienna World Conference on 
Human Rights in 1993.12 The Vienna Conference, as it 
came to be known in MACM literature, was a key moment 
for Amazigh activists’ encounter with and deployment of 
indigeneity. After decades of keeping a low profile in their 
domestic struggle against their minoritizing state, the six 
signatory organizations of the Agadir Charter for Amazigh 
linguistic and cultural rights decided to internationalize 
their identity-related demands as a human rights issue.13 
As Stamatopoulou asserts, “Human rights bring out a 
political edge that not only makes states take notice but 
provokes states’ annoyance or sensitivity because of the 
critique that is made of their practices.”14 Lawyers Hassan 
Id Balkassam and Ahmed Dgherni were designated as 
MACM’s representatives to the Vienna Conference. 
Already accomplished political, cultural, and human rights 
figures, Id Balkassam and Dgherni’s trip to Vienna allowed 
them to find out about the efficiency of  human rights as a 
framework for the issues faced by Imazighen. Their return 
from Vienna would also be a good time to historicize a 
split of the MACM into, on the one hand, a traditionalist 

wing that chose to focus on ethnolinguistic rights under 
AMREC’s helm and, on the other hand, a human-rights-
oriented counterpart that adopted indigeneity as a path 
toward achieving parity for Imazighen.

Translation played a major role in the shift of a section of 
MACM from minoritization to adopting indigeneity as 
a framework. When they went to Vienna, Id Balkassam 
and Dgherni brought with them a document entitled “A 
Memorandum on Linguistic and Cultural Rights,” which 
they intended to distribute at the conference on the behalf 
of the organizations they represented.15 Initially written in 
Arabic by the associations and translated into French by 
Ahmed Boukous, the current Dean of the Royal Institute 
for Amazigh Culture (IRCAM), the French translation 
conveyed that “historically, Imazighen have constituted 
the autochthonous people of North Africa.”16 The Arabic 
phrase “sha‘b aṣlī” became “peuple autochtone,” which, 
in turn, became “Indigenous people” in English. Through 
these various acts of translation, Id Balkassam and Dgherni 
made the unexpected discovery that the definition of 
Indigenous people applied to Imazighen. Not only did 
they choose to join the work of the subcommittee on 
indigeneity instead of the usual ones on minorities, but 
also adopted the concept as an instrumental tool for the 
battle against Imazighen’s erasure when they returned 
from the conference.17

The accidental nature of the shift from their self-perception 
as a minoritized group to an Indigenous people did not 
stop there. In fact, Id Balkassam and Dgherni foresaw the 
merits of joining the GIM’s decades-old struggle to better 
benefit Imazighen. The GIM dates all the way back to 
1923, the year Cayuga Chief Deskaheh (aka Levi General) 
requested the League of Nations’ recognition of the 
sovereignty of the six Canadian tribes that he represented. 
Despite the ebb and flow that characterized its history, 
the GIM would gain more traction in the 1980s and the 
1990s, culminating in the participation of the Zapatista in 
the anti-globalization movement in the mid-1990s and the 
adoption of the UNDRIP in 2007. Amazigh representatives 
who attended international fora learned about the 
intersectionality of human rights, anti-globalization, and 
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indigeneity for Indigenous decolonization. They also 
internalized rituals, activist practices, and discourses that 
broadened their horizons and pushed them to harness 
the opportunities they offered. More concretely, however, 
Id Balkassam geared the action of Tamaynut toward 
indigeneity as a conceptual and actionable framework to 
deepen the ties with the UN and the GIM. 

Indigeneity is a slippery concept that stirs controversy even 
among Indigenous people themselves. Both a concept and 
a status, indigeneity can only be defined by taking into 
account how every individual relates to their indigenous 
roots in their own specific context.18 It is a relational 
condition that reflects the situation of people who are 
native to a place or a region but whose existence changed 
as a result of domination, genocide, and settler colonialism. 
José R. Martinez Cobo, the former Special Rapporteur 
of the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination 
and Protection of Minorities, broadly defined Indigenous 
people as: 

Those which, having a historical continuity with pre-
invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on 
their territories, consider themselves distinct from 
other sectors of the societies now prevailing in those 
territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-
dominant sectors of society and are determined to 
preserve, develop, and transmit to future generations 
their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, 
as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, 
in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 
institutions and legal systems.19

Cobo’s definition links temporality, territory, and culture 
together with a sense of disempowerment, minoritization, 
and a threatened futurity. Although Indigenous people 
have temporal precedence in their ancestral territories, 
they live under the control of settlers colonials and are 
subjected to the hegemony of the descendants of invaders. 
Most Indigenous people have not been allowed to achieve 
their socio-economic and cultural potential as a result of 
their subjugation.20 Hence, Indigenous people have suffered 
from myriad forms of expropriation and dispossession in 
addition to the disregard of their culture and languages.21 

Despite its conceptual and historical richness, Amazigh 
indigeneity has been left undertheorized. While Amazigh 
cultural production, discourses, and activist praxis convey 
a deep engagement with indigeneity, the concept remains 
underexamined regardless of the three-decade involvement 
of Imazighen in the GIM since the Vienna Conference. 
This lack of theoretical enthusiasm for indigeneity in 
Tamazgha can be explained by several factors. The 
first factor is French colonialism’s misuse and abuse of 
the adjective “indigène” whose legacy elicits the ire of 
Francophone scholars and Amazigh activists.22  Indigène, in 
this context, refers to the “non-European inhabitants of the 
colony.”23 The second factor is the Sénatus-Consulte of 14 
July 1865, which, in the words of historian Michael Brett, 
“defined the native Algerian Muslim as a French subject 
but not a French citizen unless he renounced his rights and 
duties under Muslim law.”24 Codified into a larger assembly 
of rules and regulation, this  Sénatus-Consulte became the 
infamous Code de l‘indigénat,25  which severely restricted 
Algerian and, later, other colonized people’s freedoms 
starting in 1881.26 The other factor is linguistic and has to 
do with the fact that indégénat, for the reasons explained 
above, has acquired a negative meaning that is deeply 
embedded in colonialism. Only recently has the neologism 
“indigénéité,” which probably emerged in Canada, been 
used in French to distinguish between the liberation-
oriented,27 decolonial Anglophone indigeneity and the 
racializing, colonial indigénat. 

Beyond colonial history, there are also local reasons that 
explain academic reluctance to use indigeneity in Morocco 
and Tamazgha in general. The country’s own internal 
political struggle created a situation in which Tamazight 
and Amazigh issues were a bargaining chip between 
Hassan II and his Arab-Islamic nationalist opponents. 
Political overbidding required these nationalist parties 
to advance Arabization agenda forcefully, creating a 
consensus to sacrifice Imazighen. Except for Mahjoubi 
Aherdan, who was protected by his past in the resistance 
against the French, no politician could oppose this 
sacrificial strategy without risking the total destruction 
of his political career. Additionally, the semantics of 
indigeneity in Arabic are fraught. Aṣlāniyya, the Arabic 
equivalent of indigeneity, is derived from aṣl (origins), 
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which both scares and infuriates Arab nationalists.28  Aṣl 
in Arabic is a very loaded word, and its usage in this 
specific context stirs up issues of political legitimacy. 
Aṣl confers both prestige and rights on whoever has it. 
Self-defined Moroccan Arabs, including the Alawite 
monarchy, take a great deal of pride in their Andalusian 
and Arabian origins, which logically put them outside the 
framework indigeneity. To prevent any further elaboration 
of ⵜⴰⵎⵚⵍⵉⵢⵜ (tamṣliyt/indigeneity), Arab-Islamic 
nationalists accuse Amazigh activists using it of fitna 
(discord/disunity), even as self-declared Arabs brandish 
their genealogical trees that place their origins outside 
Tamazgha without any criticism. The strive to control how 
Imazighen describe themselves is, however, reminiscent of 
settler colonizers’ tendency to control the self-narratives of 
the Indigenous people they dominate.29

From Guests to Leaders 

 MACM’s coincidental encounter with the GIM in 
1993 ushered in a new era in Amazigh post-coloniality. 
Postcolonialism for Imazighen did not mean the end 
of their subjugation because the departure of French 
colonialism only meant a transition from foreign 
domination to an internal one. Imazighen’s minoritization 
across Tamazgha reproduced the colonial playbook 
to disempower and disenfranchise the Indigenous 
people of the land. Nation states in Tamazgha treated 
their Imazighen as internally colonized people after 
independence for decades. Not only were they deprived 
of seeing their language and culture as part of the national 
mainstream, but their lands and resources were also 
exploited without their consent. Only their encounter with 
the GIM would allow Amazigh activists to understand this 
reality in these terms, which enabled them to benefit from 
the momentum that Indigenous issues were gaining in 
order to assert their various rights.

The aftermath of the Vienna Conference was a deeper 
Amazigh involvement in the GIM. As a result of their 
integration of global networks, some Amazigh activists 
became leaders, fully immersed in the indigenous literature 
and its worldviews. While at the Vienna conference, 

Amazigh activists cooperated with other African delegates 
to found the Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating 
Committee (IPACC) of which Id Balkassam was elected 
president. IPACC is currently chaired by Moroccan 
Amazigh historian Mohamed Handaine. The latter is 
also the founder of the Francophone Autochthonous 
Coordination (FAC).30 Additionally, dozens of Amazigh 
delegates from the different parts of Tamazgha attend 
the UN meetings and participated in the process that 
resulted in the UNDRIP. Diasporic Imazighen have 
also participated in building and disseminating this 
Indigenous consciousness. In addition to the traditional 
Amazigh diaspora in Europe, Imazighen living in the 
United States and Canada have brought a deeper and 
more critical awareness to Amazigh indigeneity. Finally, 
a major outcome of this indigenous approach was the 
establishment of the Amazigh World Congress in 1994. A 
supranational organization that aims to unite Imazighen’s 
struggles and aspirations across Tamazgha, the idea 
for AWC was also born in Vienna in 1993. In 2013, the 
Amazigh World Assembly (AMA), which seceded from 
the AWC, released “ⵜⴰⵢⵙⴰ ⵏ ⵜⵎⴰⵣⵖⴰ” (Taysa n Tmazgha/
The Tamazgha Manifesto), which is a significant document 
that reiterated the primacy of international human and 
Indigenous rights conventions for this supranational 
organization, strengthening the indigeneity-oriented and 
human-rights-focused tendency within the ACM.31

While the need for Amazigh linguistic and cultural rights 
had already been normalized, the shift to the indigenous 
framework that happened after 1993 could be noticed in 
land- and resource-based claims that emerged later. In 
2003, Tamaynut organized a four-day conference entitled 
“Human Rights and the Rights of Indigenous People 
in Light of the C169 of the WLO” in partnership with 
World Labor Organization (WLO) in Rabat. C169 was 
a precursor to the universal recognition of indigenous 
peoples’ rights. One of the participant highlighted  that 
the participation of Amazigh civil society and Moroccan 
political parties in these meetings indicated that issues 
related to indigeneity “have gained more ground” and that 
Tamaynut succeeded in “lift[ing] the embargo that has 
surrounded Amazigh people’s indigeneity.”32 The maturity 
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of Amazigh embrace of the GIM discourse has been 
further reflected in the establishment of Akal Coordination 
whose activism combines land claims with climate change 
and food security.33 Speaking at the UNESCO in 2019, Id 
Balkassam reflected these important shifts in saying that: 

Many African and world countries only remember 
Indigenous people in order to displace them, 
expropriate their lands, and take control over 
their forests and resources so as to facilitate their 
exploitation by multinational companies and 
implementing big projects without their prior, free, 
and informed consent.34 

Id Balkassam’s words would not have been possible 
before 1993. Here, he articulated the condition of most 
Indigenous people across the globe who have been 
disempowered, disenfranchised, dominated, and despoiled 
of their riches and resources. His speech reflected the 
maturity MACM’s struggle for their rights within the 
globalized Indigenous framework. Instead of speaking 
for Morocco alone, Id Balkassam’s speech mirrors the 
evolution of the Amazigh discourse as a result of its 
contact with the GIB in the last thirty years. 

Conclusion 

The imbrication of French indigénat’s racializing and 
hierarchizing history with Arab-Islamic resistance to the 
notions of origins built into it has prevented indigeneity 
from reaching its liberatory, decolonial, conceptual, and 
methodological potential in Tamazgha. Even Brahim 
Akhiate, AMREC’s founder and president, distanced 
his organization from the concept in the midst of the 
backlash that ensued after Id Balkassam and Dgherni’s 
return from Vienna in 1993. For Akhiate, indigeneity 
was solely applicable to “Native Americans, Australian 
Aboriginals, and some people in Latin America.”35 Beyond 
the fact that he may have gleaned his reductive image 
of Native Americans from Hollywood movies, Akhiate’s 
position is reflective of the tricky nature of the concept of 
indigeneity, which requires a bifurcation in temporality 

in order to distinguish between the inhabitants of a place 
based on who preceded the other in time.36 However, 
the proponents of Amazigh indigeneity have extended 
its benefits to all Tamazgha’s inhabitants whether 
they recognize their Amazighity or not. Instead of a 
polarizing binary that pits the Indigenous Imazighen 
against a supposed class of settler colonials, as it may 
be reflected in other contexts,  Amazigh activists, like 
Dgherni,  propose that everyone who lives on the land of 
Tamazgha is Indigenous.37 Amazigh indigeneity is fluid 
and all-inclusive, and its articulation takes into account 
the indigenization of the erstwhile invaders’ blood through 
centuries of miscegenation. Consequently, and unlike in 
other indigenous contexts, where blood quotas and tribal 
affiliation are codified in treaties to serve as fundamental 
pillars of exclusion from, granting of, and claiming 
indigenous status, Amazigh indigeneity extends to all those 
who perceives themselves as Amazigh independently of 
whether they speak the language or not. 
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Civilian Support for Coups and Post-Coup Buyer’s Remorse in 
the Sahel

Salah Ben Hammou, Rice University; Jonathan Powell, Campbellsville University 

Between 2020 and 2025, the world watched as military 
coups swept across the Sahel, with soldiers turning their 
guns against their own governments in Mali, Burkina 
Faso, Chad, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, and Niger. Once 
widely regarded as a relic of the Cold War era (e.g., 
Schiel and Powell 2017), coups reemerged with startling 
frequency, upending expectations about their long-
term decline. It was not only the resurgence of coups 
that caught observers off guard. In many cases, military 
takeovers were accompanied by visible—and at times, 
overtly enthusiastic— signs of civilian support (e.g., 
Rivero 2023; Ben Hammou 2024a). During the 2023 
coup against Nigerien president Mohamed Bazoum, for 
instance, demonstrators rallied in favor of the putsch, 
attacking symbols of the incumbent regime and setting 
fire to the headquarters of the PNDS-Tarayya, Bazoum’s 
political party (Balima and Askar 2023). Similar dynamics 
were visible in Mali in 2020, where large demonstrations 
preceded the overthrow of President Ibrahim Boubacar 
Keïta and prominent protest coalitions publicly aligned 
themselves with the coup leaders.

Coverage by popular outlets such as Al Jazeera, Reuters, 
and The Conversation has often portrayed these displays of 
civilian support as anomalous features unique to the recent 
Sahelian coup wave (e.g., Aina and al-Bakri Nyei 2022; 
Rivero 2023; McAllister 2022). This framing, however, 
obscures the extent to which civilian endorsement has 
been a recurring element of military intervention beyond 
the Sahel region. Earlier coups in Egypt in 2013 and 
Sudan in 2019 similarly relied on protest movements and 
organized civilian actors to legitimize military takeovers. 
Those civilian protestors rarely enjoy the fruits of their 
enthusiasm, though, instead being cast aside by powerful 
military actors when their usefulness faded.  Despite 
the frequency of such civilian enthusiasm for military 

takeovers, existing accounts tell us remarkably little 
about what happens to civilian allies once military rule is 
established. We know even less about how durable civilian 
support proves to be beyond the moment of intervention, 
or how movements and political organizations attempt to 
preserve influence as militaries consolidate authority and 
reconfigure post-coup political orders.

We trace the trajectories of civilian movements that 
aligned with coups in North Africa and the Sahel between 
2013 and 2023, using the broader set of cases to identify 
common patterns and two detailed examples to illustrate 
how civil–military relations shift as juntas consolidate 
power.. We introduce the concept of post-coup buyer’s  
remorse:  a recurring pattern in which civilian supporters 
of military intervention see their political returns decline 
after the consolidation of the new regime. Protest 
movements, political organizations, and civic coalitions 
often play important roles in enabling and legitimizing 
coups but struggle to convert short-term influence into 
durable political authority. We illustrate these dynamics 
with illustrations from Guinea and Mali. While civilian 
actors frequently view alignment with the military as a 
pathway to reshaping power, coup leaders tend to treat 
their support as conditional and expendable. Once in 
office, juntas typically narrow the political arena, sidelining 
former allies through exclusion, repression, or tightly 
managed incorporation. Civilian support is thus politically 
consequential at the moment of intervention but delivers 
rapidly diminishing returns thereafter.

Civilian Support for Military Coups 

Military coups across time and space have frequently been 
accompanied by some degree of civilian support, whether 
mobilized through organized movements and specific 
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social constituencies or expressed more diffusely across 
public opinion. Scholars have long recognized that overt 
signs of public discontent with an incumbent government, 
which manifest in protests, strikes, and other forms of 
political instability, can send powerful signals to would-be 
plotters about the potential opportunity to seize power  
(e.g., Belkin and Schoeffer 2003; Powell 2012; Casper and 
Tyson 2014; Johnson and Thyne 2018). In turn, plotters 
may strategically leverage these signals to justify their 
seizure of power, portraying their actions as “corrective” 
or even “revolutionary” interventions. After all, plotters 
are unlikely to even attempt to seize power unless they 
contend at least a segment of the population would back 
their efforts. 

Recent work emphasizes greater civilian agency in coup 
politics than previously assumed (e.g., Lorch 2017; 
Kinney 2019; Ben Hammou 2024b). In some contexts, 
civilians actively promote or facilitate coups through 
mass mobilization or direct coordination with military 
factions. In earlier research, one of us shows how civilians 
proximate to power can leverage institutional resources 
to advance conspiracies with senior officers. In Sudan in 
1958, for example, Prime Minister Abdalla Khalil used his 
concurrent position as defense minister to order General 
Ibrahim Abboud to seize power and dissolve the civilian 
government (Ben Hammou 2024b, 1105). This strategy 
aligns with Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2001) argument 
that elites may transfer power to trusted military allies 
to preempt revolutionary threats. Even civilians lacking 
institutional access can exercise influence through mass-
based power albeit through a consolidation mechanism. 
Social movements and civil society organizations can 
provide both manpower and legitimacy to fledgling juntas, 
particularly those led by lower-ranking officers with 
limited political standing beyond the armed forces.  

Such dynamics have been especially visible across Africa’s 
post-2020 coup wave, where political movements have  
played active roles in opening the gates for new military 
governments. In Mali, the removal of President Ibrahim 
Boubacar Keïta in August 2020 was preceded by mass 
mobilization led by the June 5 Movement–Rally of 

Patriotic Forces, a coalition of opposition groups. While 
the organization did not explicitly call for a coup during 
their protests, it subsequently endorsed the junta and 
pledged cooperation during the transition. Niger’s 2023 
coup saw significant support from the M62 movement, 
which emphasized Pan-African ideals in the face of French 
counterinsurgency efforts in the country. The coalition not 
only rallied thousands of protestors in the capital during 
the takeover, but organized in resistance to the Economic 
Community of West African States’ (ECOWAS) threats of 
intervention to reinstall President Bazoum.   

Such civilian support, however, is rarely unconditional. 
Movements and political organizations typically anticipate 
some degree of influence over post-coup governance, 
transitional arrangements, or policy direction in exchange 
for their efforts. It is precisely these expectations that set 
the stage for buyers’ remorse in the aftermath of a coup.  
Despite the prevalence and political salience of civilian 
support for military coups, we know little about how 
durable that backing  is once military rulers consolidate 
power. Existing accounts often assume that civilian backing 
translates into sustained post-coup influence. In practice, 
however, such support is frequently front-loaded. It peaks 
during and immediately after the seizure of power and 
then rapidly erodes. 

The experience of the Sudanese Communist Party 
illustrates this pattern. Although the party initially gained 
influence after helping consolidate the 1969 coup, its 
alliance with the Free Officers unraveled within a year, 
and by 1971 Colonel Jaafar Nimeiri’s junta was violently 
repressing its former civilian partners (Gresch 1989, 
399). A similar trajectory followed Afghanistan’s 1973 
coup. The People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan 
(PDPA) backed Mohammed Daoud Khan in exchange for 
representation, only to be sidelined and eventually purged 
as Daoud exploited internal party divisions. In both cases, 
early civilian support facilitated military consolidation 
but hastened the exclusion—and in some instances, the 
elimination—of non‑military actors from the political 
arena.
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Such cases point to a broader pattern of post-coup buyers’ 
remorse. In these moments, former allies come to reassess 
alliances forged under conditions of uncertainty, as the 
anticipated returns of supporting military intervention fail 
to materialize. At best, civilian supporters are excluded 
from any influential role during transitional moments 
of regime change. At worst, as the cases of Sudan and 
Afghanistan  demonstrate above, the machinery of 
repression is turned against the former allies. Buyers’ 
remorse thus not only captures the erosion of general 
popular enthusiasm for military rule, but also the recurrent 
outcome of civilian influence sidelined. 

Coup leaders’ incentives help explain why buyer’s remorse 
is so common. If they are assumed to prioritize autonomy 
and political survival, former civilian allies quickly shift 
from assets to liabilities. Movements that unite to topple 
an incumbent often share little beyond that immediate 
objective; once the common enemy is removed, their 
competing agendas can constrain a junta’s freedom of 
action and introduce new fault lines within the regime. 
This dynamic parallels the logic of negative coalitions in 
revolutionary episodes, where disparate actors cooperate 
to oust a ruler but fragment once victory is secured (e.g., 
Dix 1984; Beissinger 2022; Abrams 2024). Anticipating 
these constraints, coup leaders have strong incentives to 
sideline or neutralize civilian partners before they can 
impose meaningful costs on the new order.

Marginalizing civilian movements is not without risk. 
Groups with strong organizational capacity or independent 
ties to the armed forces can impose significant costs 
on coup leaders who attempt to sideline them. Protest 
movements may rekindle mass mobilization and render 
post-coup governance untenable—a dynamic Sutter (1999, 
132) likens to “seizing the bridge of a ship whose engines 
are inoperable.” Civilian actors with autonomous military 
networks pose an additional danger, as they can leverage 
those connections to retaliate directly. The trajectory 
of the PDPA in Afghanistan illustrates this mechanism. 
After being excluded by Mohammed Daoud Khan, the 
party activated its supporters within the military to carry 
out the 1978 coup that overthrew and killed Daoud and 

several members of his government. In such cases, efforts 
to marginalize former civilian allies can inadvertently 
empower them to destabilize—or even topple—the very 
juntas they once helped bring to power.

Buyer’s Remorse in the Sahel

How has this dynamic played out in the Sahel? To trace 
how buyer’s remorse unfolds after military takeovers, 
we examine the post-coup trajectories of all successful, 
civilian-supported coups in North Africa and the Sahel 
between 2013 and 2023. This timeframe spans several 
pivotal regional junctures, including the aftermath of 
the 2010–11 Arab Spring, its so-called “second wave” 
in 2019, and the renewed surge of military coups in the 
Sahel beginning with Mali in 2020. By capturing this 
wide variation in political context, the analysis reduces 
the likelihood that observed patterns of buyer’s remorse 
are artifacts of any single, anomalous moment. While we 
showcase the full data in a broader, forthcoming study, 
here we focus on two illustrative examples in post-coup 
Guinea and Mali. 

We classify a coup as “civilian-supported” when identifiable 
social or political movements either help precipitate 
military intervention—by openly advocating a coup in 
the year preceding it—or contribute to its consolidation 
through public endorsements, mobilization, or other 
supportive actions in the year following the takeover. This 
framework, developed in prior research (Ben Hammou 
2024b), captures both the actors that help create the 
permissive conditions for intervention and those that 
legitimize juntas once in power. It thus enables us to track 
how these civil–military relationships evolve as military 
rulers consolidate authority.

We identify three possible trajectories for civilian 
supporters following a coup: marginalization, repression, 
and integration. Marginalization refers to the systematic 
sidelining of civilian actors from meaningful influence 
in the post-coup order. Although movements may be 
consulted, invited to public forums, or invoked in official 
rhetoric, they remain excluded from genuine decision-
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making authority. Repression captures cases in which 
former civilian allies become targets of coercion—arrests, 
organizational bans, or selective violence—once they 
are seen as threats to the regime’s autonomy or stability. 
Integration, by contrast, denotes the far rarer pathway  
in which civilian supporters secure sustained influence, 
whether through formal positions in transitional 
institutions, meaningful policy input, or durable 
partnerships with the ruling military faction.

We observe a clear sequence emerges in the aftermath of 
coups from this period. Bouts of overt repression were 
almost always preceded by the quieter marginalization 
of erstwhile civilian allies, with coercion emerging only 
once those actors resisted their exclusion or threatened 
to become alternative centers of authority.  The aftermath 
of Guinea’s 2021 coup is illustrative. After seizing power, 
General Mamady Doumbouya moved quickly to sideline 
leaders of the Union of Democratic Forces of Guinea 
(UFDG) and the National Front for the Defense of the 
Constitution (FNDC), despite their initial support for 
the putsch and their lobbying on behalf of the junta—
including calls for ECOWAS to refrain from imposing 
sanctions. Once a transitional framework was established, 
these groups found themselves excluded from meaningful 
decision-making and were offered only token, peripheral 
roles—positions they ultimately declined after pressing 
unsuccessfully for a genuine seat at the table (Foucher and 
Petit 2024). When UFDG and FNDC figures began openly 
criticizing the transition and mobilizing outside the junta’s 
preferred channels, the regime escalated from sidelining 
to arresting prominent figures of the organizations and 
seizing their assets. 

Similar dynamics unfolded after Mali’s 2020 coup, when 
the influential June 5 Movement–Rally of Patriotic 
Forces (M5-RFP) openly endorsed the fledgling junta 
following its  ouster of President Ibrahim Boubacar Keïta. 
The movement, led by influential religious figure Imam 
Mahmoud Dicko, had previously spent months mobilizing 
against Keïta’s regime over its inability to contain the 
Tuareg insurgency and rampant state-led corruption. 
In the early days of the coup, the M5-RFP chastised the 

international community’s condemnation of the coup and 
stated that it would work alongside the military leaders all  
while organizing pro-coup demonstrations in the capital of 
Bamako. In practice, this support lent the coupists a degree 
of public legitimacy, but divisions between the erstwhile 
allies emerged almost immediately. 

By the end of September, meetings between the coalition 
and the coupists ended with the former categorically 
rejecting the latter’s political charter. By October, 
the coalition denounced its exclusion from the new 
government, bringing attention to the fact that over 70% 
of the government portfolios had gone to members of the 
armed forces.  The rupture deepened following the junta’s 
second coup in May 2021, which consolidated power 
under Colonel Assimi Goïta. Although M5-RFP figure 
Choguel Kokalla Maïga was appointed prime minister, his 
authority was widely perceived as constrained, and key 
security and strategic portfolios remained firmly under 
military control. Meanwhile, repeated and often unilateral 
extensions of the electoral timetable fueled accusations 
that the transition was becoming open-ended. As delays 
mounted and political space narrowed, segments of the 
M5-RFP grew more openly critical of the junta they 
had once defended. By April 2024, the trajectory from 
partnership to exclusion was unmistakable. The military 
authorities banned political parties and suspended political 
activities nationwide, effectively sidelining both former 
allies and traditional opposition forces alike. Arrests of 
M5-RFP leadership, such as Bouba K. Traore, coincided 
with the shrinking civic space, culminating in Maïga’s own 
ouster in November 2024 and arrest in early 2025. 

Despite such developments, an examination of 
Afrobarometer data in both Mali and Guinea reveals 
a notable disconnect between diffuse public opinion 
and the political fate of organized civilian supporters. 
While movements that backed military interventions 
have frequently been marginalized or repressed once 
juntas consolidated power, broader publics in these same 
countries have often continued to express relatively strong 
approval of military rule. In Mali, for instance, only 26 
percent of respondents approved of military rule in early 
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2020—just months before the August coup—and only 
16.1 percent expressed strong approval. By the following 
year, however, after the M5-RFP had already shifted 
into opposition following its marginalization from the 
transition, support had risen sharply: 47 percent of Malians 
reported strong approval of military rule. Afrobarometer’s 
2024 round shows this support remaining remarkably 
resilient, with 49 percent of respondents again expressing 
strong approval.

A similar, though more muted, pattern appears in Guinea. 
Overall approval of military rule declined only modestly 
from 35 percent in 2020 to 30 percent in 2024, even as the 
junta escalated its confrontation with civilian groups such 
as the FNDC and the UFDG. Indeed, strong approval of 
military rule increased slightly during the same period, 
rising from 10.3 percent to 12.1 percent. In other words, 
the repression and exclusion of organized civilian allies did 
little to significantly erode broader public receptivity to 
military governance.

These trends underscore an important implication. Public 
approval of military rule appears to operate according to 
a different logic than the organized civilian support that 
helps enable coups. Movements such as the M5-RFP or the 
FNDC enter political transitions with identifiable leaders 
and clear expectations of influence. These attributes make 
them politically consequential during the moment of 
intervention but also potentially threatening to juntas once 
power is secured. Diffuse public sentiment, by contrast, 
is less organized and less capable of imposing direct 
constraints on military rulers. Public approval is often 
shaped by broad performance expectations—such as hopes 
for improved security or national sovereignty—rather than 
by specific institutional commitments.

Conclusion

This paper has examined what happens to civilian actors 
who align themselves with military coups, focusing on 
cases in North Africa and the Sahel between 2013 and 
2023. While existing scholarship increasingly recognizes 
that civilians can play meaningful roles in coup politics, 

much less attention has been paid to the trajectories of 
those actors once military rulers consolidate authority. 
By introducing the concept of post-coup buyer’s remorse, 
this study highlights a recurring pattern in which civilian 
supporters anticipate influence in exchange for their 
backing but instead experience rapidly diminishing 
political returns after a coup succeeds.

Across the cases examined here, civilian movements 
frequently contributed to the conditions that made military 
intervention possible and, in many instances, helped 
consolidate the new order through public endorsements, 
demonstrations, and political advocacy. Yet these alliances 
rarely translated into durable power-sharing arrangements. 
Instead, most civilian supporters followed one of three 
trajectories: marginalization, repression, or—far less 
commonly—integration. Importantly, the analysis suggests 
that repression rarely emerges immediately. Rather, it 
is typically preceded by efforts at marginalization, with 
coercion escalating only once former allies resist their 
exclusion or threaten to become alternative centers of 
authority. In this sense, the erosion of civil–military 
alliances after coups reflects not simply broken promises 
but a strategic recalibration by juntas seeking to maximize 
autonomy and limit potential veto players.

These findings carry broader implications for how scholars 
and observers understand the political role of civilian 
actors in coup contexts. First, they suggest that civilian 
support should not be interpreted as evidence of enduring 
civil–military partnerships or shared governing projects. 
Rather, such alliances are often temporary coalitions of 
convenience formed around the removal of an incumbent 
regime. Once that objective is achieved, the structural 
incentives facing military rulers frequently push them 
toward narrowing the political arena and reducing civilian 
influence. Second, the analysis highlights the precarious 
position of social movements and political organizations 
that align themselves with military interventions. While 
such alignments may appear to offer an opportunity to 
reshape political authority, they also expose civilian actors 
to the risk of rapid marginalization or repression once 
military leaders consolidate power.
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Future research could extend this analysis in several 
directions. Comparative work across regions could 
help determine whether the patterns identified here are 
characteristic of coup politics more broadly or specific to 
the recent wave of military interventions in North Africa 
and the Sahel. Additional research might also examine the 
conditions under which civilian supporters are successfully 
integrated into post-coup political orders, as well as the 
strategies movements adopt to maintain relevance when 
faced with exclusion. Finally, scholars might further explore 
how the interaction between organized movements and 
diffuse public opinion shapes the durability and legitimacy 
of military regimes.
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Areas of Operations: A new methodology for tracking the 
geography of armed group activity 

David Russell, University of Florida

In 2016, the Islamic State’s Libya Province (ISLP) operated 
throughout the country, recording incidents of political 
violence in 11 of Libya’s 22 districts and boasting territorial 
control of the city of Sirte and its environs. By 2022, 
however, the group had fully retreated south into the 
deserts around Sabha and Murzuq. The case of ISLP is 
indicative of how Libya’s post-2011 civil wars have seen 
extreme political fragmentation, producing a conflict 
landscape populated by armed actors pursuing a wide 
variety of spatial strategies (Mundy 2018). Actors claiming 
to represent the Libyan state or attempting to capture 
it operate in many distinct locations or across great 
distances. Other actors, such as militias based on ethnic 
or kinship ties, choose to focus their activities on just one 
location. But as the line between non-state and state actor 
is increasingly blurred, exceptions abound: local militias 
begin to operate far away from their origins, and other 
militias seldom operate outside single neighborhoods even 
as they are officially integrated into the state apparatus. 

Conflict studies remain limited in explaining these types 
of wars in part by the complexity inherent in representing 
actor locations in space. Even with the proliferation of 
reliable, disaggregated event data on conflict, spatializing 
armed actors is difficult, as they can move around, operate 
in multiple places at once, and enter and exit conflict. 
This paper addresses this complexity by introducing 
a new conceptual and methodological framework for 
measuring how the actions of armed actors in conflict 
produce certain spatial point patterns. These patterns, the 
actors’ Areas of Operations, can be measured, categorized, 
and tracked over time, aiming to describe not just where 
armed conflict actors operate, but how their actions 
produce a characteristic, measurable point pattern at a 
given time. This paper applies the Areas of Operations 
concept to answer the research question: How can event 
data on political violence typify and describe the changing 

geography of armed actors’ conflict activities over time?

Concept

The literature on locating conflict actors shows that where 
actors operate varies over time and matters for conflict 
outcomes. But using event data to describe where actors 
operate comes with significant methodological challenges 
(Kim et al. 2023). The spatial patterns of where actors 
operate depend on their objectives, capabilities, and 
strategic choices because space constrains and enables 
groups with different capabilities and objectives in different 
ways (Radil and Castan Pinos 2020; Russell and Radil 
2022).

The Areas of Operations concept argues that conflict 
actors have certain relationships with space at any 
given time, that these relationships with space can be 
represented as point patterns of conflict event data, 
and that a typology of these representations of actors’ 
spatialities can help distinguish actors from each other and 
identify different characteristic periods in the evolution of 
armed actors’ strategies. In this paper, the term “Areas of 
Operations” refers exclusively to the spatial distribution 
of recorded violent events involving the actor. I do not 
attempt to model or estimate where actors are present but 
do not participate in acts of political violence, where actors 
participated in violence but were not recorded doing so, or 
where front lines or territorial boundaries exist between 
armed groups in conflict.

Three characteristics of the spatial patterns of recorded 
conflict events in which an actor engages can represent the 
actor’s relationship with space in a given time period. 
These characteristics focus on how the locations where an 
actor operates relate to other locations where they operate: 
in the terminology of spatial statistics, this represents a 
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second-order point pattern analytic approach. While each 
of the metrics representing the three characteristics 
provides valuable information about the actor on their 
own, considering all three together allows for the fullest 
understanding of the range of possible conflict activity 
point patterns (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Metrics used to characterize the spatial patterns of 
actors’ Areas of Operations.

The first metric answers the question: Across how great 
a spatial extent does the actor conduct operations? It 
can be measured as the maximum distance between 
pairs of points representing the events in which the actor 
participated in a given time period, such that a larger 
value means that the actor is participating in events over 
a greater spatial extent. Actors who operate across greater 
spatial extents are more likely to interact with each other 
in conflict (Dorff et al. 2020; Kim et al. 2023), and their 
political goals are likely to be larger in scope.

The second metric answers the question: In how many 
distinct locations does the actor operate? It is measured 
as the number of clusters the events in which the actor 
participates in a given time period; larger numbers 
mean that the actor is operating in multiple places with 

gaps of no activity between them. Such point patterns 
could reflect multiple cells or sub-groups of an actor’s 
organizational structure alongside a capability to operate in 
noncontiguous spaces (Prieto-Curiel et al. 2020).

The third metric answers the question: To what extent does 
the actor concentrate their operations in a single location? 
It can be measured as the percentage of the actor’s events 
that year that took place in the cluster with the largest 
number of events. A higher value indicates that the actor 
is primarily concerned with its operations in a single 
place. Beardsley et al. (2015) note that groups lacking 
strong ethnic ties and the ability to engage in conventional 
warfare tend to fight in more inconsistent locations. Their 
activities would therefore tend to be scattered among 
multiple different locations. On the other hand, places 
experiencing extreme political fragmentation during civil 
wars often see the emergence of local protection forces 
or vigilante militias, as has been the case in Libya (Lacher 
2020). These militias tend to focus their operations on 
the locales in which they emerged and which they seek to 
protect from unrest and from outside forces.

Combining all three of these metrics in a typology allows 
for the description of a wide range of possible spatial 
patterns of recorded violent events involving an armed 
actor. Likewise, summarizing an actor’s spatial patterns 
with a single value from a typology lends itself to relating 
these types to information about the actor: for example, 
actor types or an actor’s structural position in the social 
network of conflict rivalries and alliances. A consistent and 
reproducible typology also enables the study of patterns 
of sequences over time and the relation of these temporal 
sequences to other temporally-disaggregated data. This 
paper’s analysis focuses, however, on showcasing this 
typology to show how event data on political violence 
can typify and describe the changing geography of armed 
actors’ conflict activities over time.

Methods

This paper uses spatially disaggregated event data from the 
Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) project 
(Raleigh et al. 2010). ACLED details events of political 
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violence, including attribute data on the date and location 
of the event, the groups involved, fatalities, information 
sources, and other attributes. While subject to limitations 
relating to the biases of researchers and how conflict 
events are reported in media, ACLED is one of the more 
reliable event datasets on conflict available (Raleigh et al. 
2023). While I acknowledge that ACLED data is imperfect, 
I make no attempt to impute missing data or interpolate 
unknown actor presence using the available event data, 
as these tasks lie beyond the scope of this project. The 
data processing, analysis, and visualization for this paper 
was completed using the R programming language 
implemented in RStudio.

ACLED records 8,298 events of political violence in 
Libya from January 1, 2011 – December 31, 2024. After a 
process of recoding certain actor names based on domain 
knowledge, this paper’s analysis identified 402 unique 
actors represented in the dataset across all years, of 
which 141 were considered for this paper’s analysis. The 
261 actors not considered for the spatial analysis include 
civilian actors, actors labeled as “unidentified,” actors who 
participated in fewer than two violent events across all 
years, and actors who were only active for one year or less. 
Finally, actors who had only operated in the 100 km buffer 
zone outside of Libya and not inside of Libya itself were 
also removed. These removal processes left 141 actors, 
for a total of 1,974 actor-years, to be included in the main 
analysis.

For each actor, for each year, this analysis summarizes 
the actor’s conflict activities’ point patterns by taking 
three measurements of the spatial distribution formed 
by recorded events in which that actor participated as 
described in the conceptual section of this paper. The first 
measurement is the maximum distance between pairs of 
points; a larger value means that the actor is participating 
in events over a greater spatial extent.

The second measurement is how many clusters the actor’s 
events form during the given year. The third measurement 
is the percentage of the actor’s events that year that took 
place in the largest cluster, the cluster with the largest 
number of events. Both rely on the use of a simple spatial 

clustering algorithm: points in a given actor-year’s point 
pattern were grouped together into the same cluster if they 
were within 80 km of each other. In network terms, a pair 
of points shares an edge if they are within 80 km of each 
other, and spatial clusters are defined as the connected 
components of the network. The buffer value of 80 km 
was chosen because this is the largest value that prevents 
Libya’s major cities from being grouped together without 
any events in between. (Libya is roughly 1,500 km by 1,000 
km, for reference.) The case study-specific threshold of 
80 km is specific to the unique context of Libya’s human 
geography and should not be interpreted as universally 
applicable to other cases.

This analysis used k-means clustering to group the actor-
year observations into types of Areas of Operations, 
which are groups of like observations based on the three 
primary point pattern measurements detailed above. These 
measurements were first standardized using min-max 
normalization. Because actor-years with either a single 
event or no events could not be analyzed using the spatial 
clustering techniques described above, these were set aside 
into their own respective categories. The remaining actor-
year observations were classified into one of six categories; 
a gap statistical analysis using R’s cluster package 
recommended six as the optimal number of clusters.

Results

The attribute clustering methodology chosen for this 
analysis categorized actor-years into six possible types 
based on three metrics describing the point pattern of 
the conflict events in which the actor participated that 
year: how many clusters the events formed, the maximum 
distance between the events (their spatial extent), and the 
percentage of the events in the largest cluster. Because 
the spatial clustering analysis would not be meaningful 
for actor-years with one or zero events, these actor-years 
were treated separately, resulting in a total of eight possible 
Areas of Operations types. An overview of these eight 
types is shown in Figure 2. The order of the type names A 
through G reflects an increasing mean cluster count, which 
nearly aligns with increasing mean maximum distance as 
well. 
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Figure 2: Areas of Operations types and key summary statistics. Source: ACLED, calculations by author.
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The example of the Islamic State’s Libya Province (ISLP) 
illustrates the potential dynamism of Areas of Operations 
types well. Over the course of the group’s operations in 
Libya since 2014, ISLP’s activities fell variously into seven 
of the eight types over the course of its operations since 
2014 (Figure 3). The narrative of the Islamic State’s project 
in Libya is largely a story of failure: to use its own terms, 
the Islamic State failed to “remain” or to “expand” in 
Libya (Ibrahim 2020, 48). After enjoying initial battlefield 
successes and the capture of territory along the central part 
of Libya’s coast, ISLP’s extremist ideology led it to alienate 
its potential allies, attract international intervention, and 
overreach in trying to operate as both a territory-holding 
insurgency and a terrorist organization (Lacher 2020, 
43–49). The substantial variation in where ISLP operated 
and how it used space can therefore be seen primarily as a 
direct consequence of its conflict relationships with other 
armed actors and its subsequently diminishing capabilities.

In late 2014, jihadists returning to Libya from Syria joined 
forces with their local counterparts and pledged allegiance 
to the Islamic State. After attracting fighters and loyalty 
pledges from existing jihadist organizations amid the chaos 
of the outbreak of Libya’s second civil war, ISLP began its 
operations in a scattering of coastal cities. This paper’s 
methodology categorizes the spatial patterning of the 
conflict events in which ISLP took part in 2014 as Type E 
Areas of Operations, characterized by around three spatial 
clusters a maximum of around 800 km from each other, 
with fewer than half of events occurring in the largest 
cluster, indicating little focus on a single location.

In early 2015, ISLP began solidifying its hold on and 
governance of territory centered around the city of Sirte, 
a former Gaddafi loyalist stronghold discontent with the 
overthrow of his regime, while continuing to conduct 
both territory-seeking operations and terrorist attacks 
elsewhere in Libya. These events can be grouped into many 
spatial clusters over a large spatial extent with relatively 
few events in the largest cluster, meaning that they are best 
described as Type F Areas of Operations. By 2016, a broad 
coalition had coalesced around opposition to ISLP, and 
the group’s strategy began to focus more on defending the 

core territory around Sirte, which they lost later that year. 
The continued presence of many spatial clusters of events 
across a great distance, but with more events occurring in 
the largest cluster, meant that ISLP’s Areas of Operations 
in 2016 are best categorized as Type G.

The next two years saw a reversion to Type F Areas of 
Operations primarily due to lack of focus on the lost core 
territory of Sirte combined with a persistent presence 
throughout the rest of the country. By 2019, however, ISLP 
had shifted its focus into the Fezzan region of southern 
Libya, again concentrating more on a single cluster of 
events with continued activity elsewhere, indicating a 
return to Type G. Since then, ISLP’s engagement in conflict 
has dwindled, and its Areas of Operations types have 
diminished in spatial extent and cluster counts through 
Types D, E, C, and finally to A, with only one ISLP event 
recorded by ACLED in 2024.

Figure 3: Areas of Operations types for the Islamic State’s 
Libya Province (ISLP), 2014 – 2024. Note that ACLED 
does not record any conflict events in which the ISLP 
participated during 2023. The colors of the points represent 
different clusters grouped by an 80 km buffer.

Conclusion

The example of the Islamic State’s Libya Province 
underscores the importance of incorporating the fluidity 
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and dynamism of conflict actor identities and objectives 
in complex, multiparty civil wars. In Libya, actors often do 
not fall neatly into a single category; there is no single state 
apparatus, local militias have become incorporated into the 
dueling state militaries, and some jihadist organizations 
are hyperlocal while others are transnational. Instead 
of limiting actor attributes to a static typology, we can 
represent their conflict behaviors over time as a way of 
informing our understanding of actor behavior.

This approach helps to show how the Islamic State’s 
approach to territory in Libya changed in tandem with 
its capabilities and relationships with other armed actors. 
Simply mapping ISLP’s activities provides an overview 
of the broad spatial patterns of the group’s relationship 
with space: an initial expansion, a retreat south, and a 
subsequent contraction. Where the Areas of Operations 
approach shines, however, is in exploring the nuances 
of how ISLP operated at each stage of its trajectory. For 
example, ISLP engaged in violence in many places in both 
2015 and in 2016, but the core of their operations focused 
more around Sirte in 2016 due to the pressure that rival 
armed groups were exerting on them that year. Future 
work could apply this approach to multiple organizations 
to test whether armed actors in conflict tend to move 
through predictable patterns of spatiality as they develop 
over time.

This paper contributes to our understanding of Libya’s 
understudied, complex, and potentially still volatile 
conflicts as the factors that led to Libya’s Second 
Civil War have not been resolved. In particular, the 
institutionalization of Libyan militias into the state 
apparatus mixes private with public interests and 
maintains divisions within the government based on 
ideology and tribal and geographic origin; these divisions 
mean that while levels of violence in Libya have been much 
calmer since 2021, the potential for another outbreak of 
civil war remains (Lacher 2023). Understanding where 
Libya’s armed actors tend to operate and what spatial 
patterns their activities take can help policymakers identify 
the fault lines along which country might fracture again.
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Explaining Pro-Democratic Mobilization in North Africa and 
the Sahel

Md Maniruzzaman Mamun, University of Florida

Mark Beissinger argues that urban civic revolutions 
often unite diverse participants through shared anger at 
corruption, economic hardship, and abusive rule rather 
than a common ideological commitment to democracy, 
drawing on survey evidence from the Orange Revolution, 
the Tunisian Revolution, the Egyptian Revolution, and 
Euromaidan (Beissinger 2022). Yet empirical evidence 
shows that mobilization around pro-democratic aims 
remain widespread and has grown globally in recent years 
(Hellmeier and Bernhard 2022; Pemstein et al. 2018). 
This pattern is especially pronounced in North Africa 
and the Sahel, where levels of democratic mobilization 
are, on average, higher than in other regions. The Arab 
Spring marks a critical temporal juncture in this pattern: 
prior to 2012, pro-democratic mobilization in the region 
was comparatively limited and episodic, whereas the 
post–Arab Spring period has witnessed both a rise in 
mobilization and greater variation in its intensity. What 
explains the persistence and evolution of democratic 
mobilization in North Africa and the Sahel across these 
pre- and post-Arab Spring contexts? 

Existing theories of collective action emphasize three 
broad explanations for protest: grievance-based accounts, 
political-process perspectives emphasizing mobilization 
capacity, and integrative approaches that highlight the 
interaction between the two. This paper evaluates these 
competing explanations by examining patterns of pro-
democratic mobilization in North Africa and the Sahel 
before and after the Arab Spring. By distinguishing 
between the pre-2012 and post-2012 periods, the analysis 
assesses whether the uprisings transformed the underlying 
drivers of mobilization or instead altered the political 
context in which established mechanisms operate.

By drawing on large-N data and ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression, the results show that pro-democratic 

mobilization is shaped by conditional dynamics between 
societal grievance and opposition capacity. Higher 
grievance is generally associated with greater mobilization, 
but this effect depends on the size of opposition groups. 
Before 2012, grievance increases mobilization across levels 
of opposition capacity. After 2012, however, grievance 
increases mobilization mainly when opposition capacity 
is low. At moderate levels of capacity, the relationship 
is mostly flat, while at high levels of capacity, grievance 
is associated with lower mobilization. This suggests 
that in the post–Arab Spring period, large and capable 
opposition groups may face stronger repression, shift 
toward institutional politics, or redirect discontent into 
non-protest forms. The findings also point to threshold 
effects, where the relationship between grievance, capacity, 
and mobilization changes once opposition capacity 
becomes sufficiently high. Overall, the analysis shows that 
grievances remain important, but their mobilizing effect is 
conditional on opposition capacity and the broader post-
2012 political environment.

Pro-Democratic Mobilization

Research on pro-democratic collective action in North 
Africa and the Sahel is broadly organized around three 
theoretical traditions: grievance-based explanations, 
political-process explanations, and integrative approaches 
that combine grievance and political process. The Arab 
Spring constitutes a critical turning point for evaluating 
these perspectives, as it altered both the level of societal 
grievance and the political and organizational conditions 
under which collective action occurs.

Grievance-based theories argue that protest emerges 
from popular discontent rooted in social, psychological, 
and material conditions, including economic inequality, 
political exclusion, and ethnic or regional marginalization 
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(Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch 2014; Cederman, 
Weidmann, and Gleditsch 2011; Davies 1962; Gurr 1970; 
Wimmer 2002). In this view, higher levels of grievance 
generate stronger incentives for collective action and 
increases in grievance are expected to translate linearly 
into higher levels of pro-democratic mobilization. Prior to 
the Arab Spring, many countries in North Africa and the 
Sahel exhibited high levels of grievance without sustained 
mass protest, as repression constrained mobilization. 
The economic and political impact of the Arab Spring 
intensified those accumulated grievances (Bellin 2012; 
Josua and Edel 2021). Accordingly, grievance-based 
theories predict that higher grievance should be associated 
with increased mobilization both before and after 2011, 
with post–Arab Spring protest reflecting heightened or 
newly activated discontent.

Political-process theories, by contrast, contend that 
grievance is widespread and therefore insufficient to 
explain variation in collective action. Instead, these 
theories emphasize political opportunities, mobilizing 
structures, and organizational resources as the key 
determinants of protest (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2003; 
Skocpol 1979; Tarrow 2022; Tilly 1978). Applied to the 
Arab Spring, political-process approaches highlight how 
elite divisions, regime vulnerability, transnational diffusion, 
and shifts in repression altered the opportunity structure 
for pro-democratic mobilization (Bellin 2012; Josua and 
Edel 2021; Weyland 2012). From this perspective, collective 
action depends less on the intensity of grievance and more 
on whether opposition actors possess the organizational 
capacity and political openings necessary to mobilize. 
Mobilization after the Arab Spring should therefore be 
driven primarily by changes in opposition capacity and 
political opportunity rather than changes in grievance 
levels.

However, the persistence of mobilization among 
resource-poor or weakly organized groups suggests 
that motivation can precede and, at times, substitute for 
organizational capacity (Siroky et al. 2020). A third line of 
research integrates these perspectives by emphasizing the 
interaction between grievance and mobilization capacity. 
Integrative approaches argue that grievance provides 

the motivation for collective action, while organizational 
resources and political opportunities determine whether 
that motivation can be translated into sustained 
collective action (Shadmehr 2014; Siroky et al. 2020). 
Groups with mobilization capacity but low grievance 
lack incentives to act, whereas highly aggrieved groups 
without organizational capacity face substantial barriers 
to collective action. In this framework, actors weigh the 
costs and benefits of action based on the resources and 
opportunities available to them (Shadmehr 2014).

This paper evaluates these competing theoretical traditions 
by examining patterns of pro-democratic mobilization 
in North Africa and the Sahel before and after the Arab 
Spring. If grievance-based theories are correct, higher 
levels of grievance should be associated with increased 
mobilization across both periods. If political-process 
theories are correct, the presence of organized opposition 
and mobilization capacity should predict protest regardless 
of grievance levels, particularly after 2011. Finally, if 
integrative theories are correct, democratic mobilization 
should be most likely where societal grievance and 
organizational capacity jointly reinforce one another, with 
the Arab Spring altering the political context in which 
grievance is converted into collective action.

Data and Variables

This study draws on data from the Varieties of Democracy 
(V-Dem) project (Coppedge et al. 2025a; Pemstein et al. 
2025), covering the period from 1991 to 2023. The analysis 
focuses on 13 countries in North Africa and the Sahel, 
with temporal coverage varying by country depending on 
data availability (see Table 2). The final dataset contains 
415 country–year observations, ranging from 21 to 33 
observations per country. The dependent variable is 
pro-democratic mobilization, measured using V-Dem’s 
indicator of mass mobilization for democracy. The key 
independent variables capture mobilization capacity 
and grievance. Mobilization capacity is measured using 
the size of regime opposition groups, and grievance is 
operationalized using the equal distribution of resources 
index.
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The measure “opposition capacity” captures the share 
of the domestic adult population that constitutes 
noteworthy opposition actors to the incumbent political 
regime. Substantively, the variable reflects the size and 
organizational presence of opposition groups capable of 
mobilizing against the regime (Coppedge et al. 2025b, p. 
151). The observed values range from −1.883 to 2.127. 
Lower values correspond to contexts in which opposition 
groups are substantially smaller than the sample average, 
typically representing only a very small share of the 
population (roughly 1–5 percent or less). Values around 
zero indicate average opposition group size, often 
corresponding to groups representing approximately 5–30 
percent of the population. Higher values, particularly those 
above one, indicate very large opposition constituencies 
that may represent more than 30 percent of the population.

Table 2: Temporal Coverage of Country-Level Data

Country First Year Last Year
Coverage 
Span

Algeria 1991 2023 33

Burkina Faso 1991 2023 33

Chad 1991 2023 33

Egypt 1991 2023 33

Libya 1991 2011 21

Mali 1991 2023 33

Mauritania 1991 2023 33

Morocco 1991 2023 33

Niger 1991 2023 33

Nigeria 1991 2023 33

Senegal 1991 2023 33

Sudan 1991 2023 33

Tunisia 1991 2023 33

Notes: The table reports the first and last years of available. 
data for each country in the sample. Coverage span is 
calculated as (Last Year−First Year+1). Libya’s coverage 
ends in 2011 due to data availability.

“Grievance” captures the extent of structural political and 
socioeconomic grievances within society. The measure is 
derived from the distribution of resources component of 
the V-Dem dataset, which assesses how equally material 
and non-material resources are distributed across social 
groups (Coppedge et al. 2025b, p. 385). The original 
measure ranges from 0 to 1, where higher values indicate 
more equal distributions of resources. In this study the 
measure is inverted so that higher values correspond to 
greater levels of societal grievance. The observed values 
range from −0.500 to 0.214, indicating relatively modest 
variation around the sample mean. Lower values represent 
comparatively low levels of grievances relative to the 
dataset average, while positive values indicate cases in 
which grievances are above the sample mean.

“Mass mobilization for democracy” measures citizen 
participation in mass events organized with explicit 
democratic aims, including demonstrations, strikes, and 
sit-ins. Substantively, the variable captures collective action 
intended to advance or protect democratic institutions 
and civil liberties (Coppedge et al. 2025b, p. 237). The 
observed values range from −2.903 to 3.589. Lower 
values correspond to countries or years with virtually 
no mobilization events. Observations near zero indicate 
moderate levels of mobilization, typically involving several 
or many small-scale events. Higher values represent 
intense mobilization environments characterized by 
frequent protests and the presence of both large and small 
mobilization events.

Descriptive Evidence

Table 1 presents yearly averages of mass mobilization, 
opposition capacity, and grievance across the countries 
in the sample. The first row reports the average values for 
the pre-2009 period (1991–2008), while subsequent rows 
display annual averages. Before discussing the temporal 
patterns, it is useful to clarify the substantive meaning 
and empirical range of the key variables. The descriptive 
patterns in Table 1 reveal several notable trends. First, 
mass mobilization increases sharply during the period 
surrounding the Arab Spring. The average level of 
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mobilization rises from 0.26 in the pre-2009 period to 0.46 
in 2009, 0.71 in 2010, and peaks at 1.60 in 2011. Although 
mobilization declines after 2012, it remains elevated relative 
to the pre-2009 baseline for much of the following decade, 
with a secondary increase observed in 2019. Second, 
opposition capacity increases during the years immediately 
preceding the Arab Spring. The average level of opposition 
capacity rises from 0.78 in the pre-2009 period to 1.27 in 
2010 and remains relatively high in 2011 and 2012 before 
gradually stabilizing at somewhat lower levels in later years. 

This pattern suggests that stronger opposition structures 
were present during the period in which mobilization 

peaked. By contrast, grievance levels remain relatively 
stable across the entire period. Average grievance values 
fluctuate within a narrow range between approximately 
0.62 and 0.67, indicating that structural grievances change 
far less over time than the more dynamic patterns observed 
for mobilization and opposition capacity. Taken together, 
these descriptive patterns suggest that the surge in mass 
mobilization around 2011 coincides with increases in 
opposition capacity rather than dramatic shifts in grievance 
levels. This preliminary evidence provides descriptive 
support for the theoretical expectation that organizational 
capacity may shape the extent to which underlying societal 
grievances translate into large-scale mobilization.

Table 1: Average Levels of Mass Mobilization, Opposition Capacity, and Grievance

Period Mass Mobilization Opposition Capacity Grievance

1991–2008 0.26 0.78 0.65

2009 0.46 0.80 0.63

2010 0.71 1.27 0.63

2011 1.60 1.19 0.63

2012 1.24 1.05 0.62

2013 1.02 1.01 0.66

2014 1.06 0.94 0.67

2015 0.87 0.97 0.66

2016 0.77 0.94 0.66

2017 0.76 0.97 0.67

2018 0.85 1.06 0.65

2019 1.12 1.01 0.65

2020 0.80 1.04 0.64

2021 0.84 0.80 0.65

2022 0.49 0.73 0.66

2023 0.27 0.76 0.65

2024 0.04 — 0.66

Note: Values represent yearly averages across countries; Opposition capacity data for 2024 are unavailable.
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Results

Table 3 presents three OLS models estimating the 
relationship between opposition capacity, grievance, and 
mass mobilization in democratic contexts. It distinguishes 
between two periods: the pre–Arab Spring era (1991–
2011) and the post–Arab Spring era (2012–2023) to 
examine whether these relationships changed following 
the Arab Spring. Model 1 reports the baseline specification 
including opposition capacity, grievance, and the post-
2012 indicator. Model 2 introduces the interaction 
between opposition capacity and grievance, and Model 
3 adds temporal interactions to evaluate whether these 
relationships differ after 2012.

In the baseline model, grievance is positively associated 
with mass mobilization and approaches conventional 
levels of statistical significance (β = 0.555, p < 0.10), while 
the coefficient for opposition capacity is negative but 
not statistically significant. The post-2012 indicator is 
positive and statistically significant, suggesting that mass 
mobilization in democracies is more likely in the post-
2012 period. Model 2 demonstrates that the interaction 
between opposition capacity and grievance is negative and 
statistically significant (β = −1.393, p < 0.01). This suggests 
that the mobilizing effect of grievance diminishes as 
opposition capacity increases and vice versa. 

Table 3: OLS Models of Mobilization for Democracy

Model 1 (Base) Model 2 
(Interaction)

Model 3 
(Temporal)

Intercept 0.411***
(0.072)

0.450***
(0.073)

0.516***
(0.075)

Opposition Capacity -0.097
(0.065)

-0.148*
(0.067)

-0.174*
(0.083)

Grievance 0.555+
(0.297)

1.396**
(0.433)

2.200***
(0.559)

Post-2012 0.438***
(0.116)

0.446***
(0.115)

0.270*
(0.129)

Opposition Capacity × Grievance -1.393**
(0.526)

-1.424*
(0.701)

Opposition Capacity × Post-2012 0.109
(0.140)

Grievance × Post-2012 -2.208*
(0.876)

Opposition Capacity × Grievance × Post-
2012

0.221
(1.047)

Num. Obs. 415 415 415

R2 0.047 0.063 0.091

Adjusted R2 0.040 0.054 0.075

Notes: Entries are OLS coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Model 3 extends this specification by allowing these 
relationships to vary after 2012. This temporal distinction 
allows for a direct comparison of the determinants of pro-
democratic mobilization before and after the Arab Spring. 
The interaction between opposition capacity and grievance 
remains negative and statistically significant (β = −1.424, p 
< 0.05), reinforcing the conclusion that stronger opposition 
structures reduce the marginal impact of grievances on 
mobilization.

The temporal interaction between grievance and the 
post-2012 period is negative and statistically significant (β 
= −2.208, p < 0.05), indicating that the effect of grievance 
on mobilization is weaker after 2012. By contrast, the 
interaction between opposition capacity and the post-2012 
period is not statistically significant, suggesting that the 
relationship between opposition capacity and mobilization 
remains relatively stable across time. The three-way 
interaction among opposition capacity, grievance, and the 
post-2012 period is also statistically insignificant.

Model fit improves across specifications, with the R2 

increasing from 0.047 in the baseline model to 0.091 in 
the full temporal interaction model, indicating that the 
inclusion of interaction terms and temporal dynamics 
provides a better explanation of variation in democratic 
mass mobilization. Diagnostic tests indicate no major 
violations of the OLS assumptions. Residual diagnostics 
show no strong departures from linearity or normality, no 
influential observations, and only mild heteroskedasticity, 
which is very common in social science research.

Figures 1 and 2 visualize the interaction effects estimated 
in Model 3, which incorporates both the grievance-
opposition interaction and its temporal conditioning 
after 2012. These figures present predicted levels of 
mass mobilization across varying levels of grievance and 
opposition capacity, separately for the periods before and 
after 2012. 

Figure 1: Grievance × Opposition Capacity Interaction 
Before and After 2012

Figure 1 demonstrates prior to 2012 (left panel), the 
relationship between grievance and mass mobilization is 
strongly conditioned by the level of opposition capacity. 
As grievance increases, predicted mobilization rises most 
sharply when opposition capacity is low. In contrast, when 
opposition capacity is high, the relationship between 
grievance and mobilization becomes substantially weaker 
and may even decline slightly. The post-2012 period shows 
a different dynamic (right panel). Grievance is positively 
associated with mobilization when capacity is low. On the 
other hand, grievance decreases the predicted mobilization 
levels at average to high level of capacity. 

Figure 2 presents the same relationship from the 
complementary perspective of opposition capacity. Both 
before and after 2012, increases in opposition capacity 
tend to reduce mobilization when grievances are high to 
average, but increase mobilization when grievances are 
low. This crossover pattern again reflects the negative 
grievance–opposition interaction estimated in the 
regression model. After 2012, however, the relationship 
becomes flatter and less differentiated across grievance 
levels, suggesting that the interaction between these 
structural factors weakens in the later period.
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Figure 2: Opposition Capacity × Grievance Interaction 
Before and After 2012

Importantly, the three-way interaction term (opp × griev 
× post2012) is not statistically significant in Model 3, 
indicating that although the baseline effect of grievance 
changes after 2012, the fundamental conditional 
relationship between grievance and opposition capacity 
remains broadly similar across periods. Overall, the figures 
reinforce the regression results: grievance strongly predicts 
mass mobilization at levels of opposition capacity and vice 
versa. 

Discussion and Conclusion

This analysis assessed how societal grievance and 
opposition capacity shape pro-democratic mobilization 
before and after the Arab Spring in North Africa and the 
Sahel. Three findings stand out. First, both grievance and 
opposition capacity matter for democratic mobilization. 
Although they are not significant in the base models, they 
become significant in the interaction and temporal models. 
This supports integrative theoretical approaches, which 
argue that grievances provide motivation for collective 
action, while organizational capacity determines whether 
that motivation can be translated into mobilization 
(Shadmehr 2014; Siroky et al. 2020).

Second, the findings show a negative conditional 
relationship between grievance and opposition capacity. 
The mobilizing effect of grievance weakens as opposition 

capacity increases, and the effect of capacity also depends 
on the level of grievance. However, the predicted 
probability plots show that this relationship changes 
before and after 2012. Before 2012, grievance is positively 
associated with pro-democratic mobilization across levels 
of opposition capacity. After 2012, grievance increases 
mobilization only when opposition capacity is low, around 
1–5% of the population. At moderate levels of capacity, 
around 5–30%, the relationship is mostly flat. At high levels 
of capacity, above 30%, grievance is associated with lower 
mobilization.

Figure 2 shows a complementary pattern. Opposition 
capacity increases mobilization when grievance is low, has 
little effect at moderate levels of grievance, and decreases 
mobilization when grievance is high. This pattern is 
broadly similar before and after 2012, but Figure 1 shows 
the clearer temporal shift. After the Arab Spring, grievance 
no longer translates into mobilization in the same way, 
especially when opposition groups are already large. 
This post-2012 dynamic may reflect a more constrained 
political environment. In high-grievance and high-capacity 
settings, states may respond with greater repression, or 
opposition groups may shift toward institutional politics 
instead of open protest. This suggests that grievances 
remain important, but the post–Arab Spring environment 
changed how grievances translate into collective action. 
Regime adaptation, institutional reforms, and changing 
patterns of repression may have reshaped the opportunity 
structure for pro-democratic mobilization.

Third, the findings suggest threshold effects. The 
relationship between grievance, capacity, and mobilization 
is not linear across all values. Instead, the effect changes 
after certain levels of grievance or capacity. In Figure 1, 
grievance increases mobilization up to a point, but its 
effect changes once opposition capacity becomes high. In 
Figure 2, capacity increases mobilization at low grievance, 
remains flat at moderate grievance, and decreases 
mobilization at high grievance. The threshold appears 
to differ before and after 2012, suggesting that the post–
Arab Spring period altered the conditions under which 
grievance and capacity support mobilization.
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