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From Theoretical Expression to Practical Engagement:
Hizb al-Nahdah in the Post-Authoritarian Setting
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In the post-revolution Tunisia Hizb al-Nahdah, previously,
not only persecuted but also compelled to leave the
country—found itself in a fresh ambiance. An unexpecte
reappearance of al-Nahdah (sudden and abrupt as well) shape
as well as dominated the culture of politics in the country. Ami
engaged in formulating a pragmatic program aimed at ensuring
peace, progress and stability in the country, the Party paid full
attention toward expansion and consolidation of its own edifice
as well. Its leadership, therefore, followed practically such poli-
cies and strategies befitting the Party’s ideological expression.
As Bin Ali’s game ended, a new chapter in a new context opened
in the history of Tunisia wherein al-Nahdah had an ample oppor-
tunity to transform its ‘rhetoric’ that was long in the making into
‘redlism’. Mixture of both fortunes and misfortunes is whaf
characterizes al-Nahdah’s hitherto journey.
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Resurgent Hizb al-Nahdah in the Post-Authoritarian Setting

Hizb al-Nahdah, a religio-political denomination established formally in 1981, experi-
enced brutal persecution under the two ancien régimes. Both Bourguiba and Bin Ali were
hell-bent on suppressing its expression, engagement, and evolution. In this bitter bidding
contest, Bin Ali went for a final onslaught against al-Nahdah; exterminating it from the
Tunisian milieu, albeit temporarily. After a gap of almost twenty years, Bin Ali’'s despotic rule
that was characterized by a culture wherein “personal relations trumped qualifications and
where crony capitalism allowed those in a position of power to amass fabulous riches™
finally came to an end. With Bin Ali’'s departure, Hizb al-Nahdah remerged in the socio-polit-
ical scene of Tunisia as a dominant political entity. A new chapter, in this way, opened in the
history of al-Nahdah surely for transforming its theoretical-based activism into practical-
based activism.

Hizb al-Nahdah, while governing the country with the other two partners—Congress
for the Republic and Ettakatol, encountered countless challenges. The place and role of
Islam in the country, economic affluence, democracy, freedom of speech, human rights etc.
are but few grave issues that dominated the environment both within and beyond. While
presenting the dichotomous model for governance, the Party on the one side adopted the
Western ideals like democracy, human rights, gender equality, and pluralism and on the
other hand emphasized on the promotion of Islamic values and ideals in the country.?
Therefore, such a reconciliatory approach suggests that al-Nahdah aims to preserve
Tunisia’s Islamic identity within the culture of democracy and modernity. For corroborating
these facts, it is tempting here to quote the famous sociologist, Asef Bayat, verbatim:

[The Islamic Groups are] not anti-Islamic or secular; a post-Islamist movement dearly upholds religion but
also highlights citizens’ rights and is trying to reconcile faith with freedom, Islam and liberty; religiosity with

rights. It aspires [on the whole] to a pious society within a democratic state.?

In the post-revolution Tunisia, debate over the issue of incorporation of Shari'ah in the new
Constitution of the country polarized the culture of politics in the country.* It was the Article
1 of the Constitution that was vigorously debated and discussed in the National Constituent
Assembly. Al-Nahdah was supposed, as the pressure mounted, to clarify its position vis-a-
vis Shari'ah.® Finally, the Party on 26 March 2012 confirmed its full support of retaining
Article 1 of the Constitution, which reads: “Tunisia is a free, independent, sovereign state;
Islam is its religion; Arabic is its language; and the Republic is its form of government.” Al-
Nahdah along with its leadership maintained:

We find inclusion of the word Islam in several constitutions. However, we do believe in a more profound phi-
losophy that implies, ‘if Islam resides in the mind and heart of the people then we do not need the terms like
Islam and Shari‘ah to be incorporated in the Constitution.’”

Such declaration, including other declarations as well, discomforted various Islamic
groups who strictly advocate the implementation of Shari'ah and oppose the Western sec-
ular norms. These groups, voicing for the greater role of Islam in the country, severely
condemned al-Nahdah when the latter decided against the incorporation of Shariah in the
Constitution. Therefore, these Islamic groups (including Salafis and many base members
of al-Nahdah) accused al-Nahdah of being enemy to Islam. However, the Party’s leader,
Rashid al-Ghanntshi, in a counter statement clarified that the country’s legislation was
already based on the principles of Islam, and to confront over this subject (of imposing
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Shari‘ah) is an unnecessary activity not required at this moment.? It seems that the experi-
ences and encounters with the past two regimes of Bourguiba and Bin Ali have compelled
the Party and its leadership to modify and moderate their position regarding various issues
like the one discussed above.

Rashid al-Ghannushi, besides rejecting the notion of imposition of the Shari'ah on the
society by the State, espouses that al-Nahdah is not required to take up a top-down
approach. Unlike Bourguiba and Bin Ali, Ghannishi opposes the idea of imposing a partic-
ular ideology or thought on the society.’ Similar views were expressed by Jawhara Ehiss,
member of al-Nahdah'’s office of women’s affairs and the former member of the Constituent
Assembly, when she held that “Islam is a personal matter” and for that reason the State is
not supposed to diktat religious terms upon the people.” A supporter of al-Nahdah, Tirad
Labbane, in an interview with Dalmasso and Cavatorta declared:

[OJur commitment to Islam does not mean that we want to impose what we do on others. In that sense you
could say that we are anti-Salafist because we do not approve of imposing behaviour. If you want to wear a
mini-skirt it is not my problem, if you do not want to wear the veil it is also not my problem. Choices have to

be left to individuals; the state cannot impose behaviour either.™

The declaration, thus, implies that al-Nahdah foresees the consequence of ‘force
based policy’. It is also fully aware about the pros and cons of thrusting a specific ideology
upon the society. Its conscious responsive nature reminds it that if it would impose, by
force, things on the people, then definitely its growing charm and popularity will be affected
drastically.”

Al-Nahdah frequent public statements were aimed at gaining publicity on the one hand
and clearing its position over various issues on the other. In a similar bid, the statement
made by the Party’s member, Said Ferjani, that it will guard “both the bikini and the burga”®
gives an impression that al-Nahdah anticipates such a model wherein personal freedom
and personal choice will be guaranteed and also the individual’s action will be neither pro-
hibited nor enforced. A section of the society (including some liberal intellectuals and
capitalists) believed—prior to October 2011 elections—that if al-Nahdah comes to the
power it will amend CPS, compel the women to wear Burga, ban tourism and would impose
other Islamic teachings as well.” Responding to such concerns Rashid al-Ghanndshi stat-
ed:

[1If an Islamic government comes to power in Tunisia, it will retain the status of the country as a tourist desti-
nation adding that his party would not prohibit alcohol or prevent women sunbathing in bikinis.™

He further claimed that: “wearing hijab is a matter of personal choice; and that ston-
ing and amputation cannot be seen as contemporary punishments.”® Nonetheless, in spite
of recognizing the freedom of the individual, al-Nahdah at the same time posed certain
restrictions as well. For example, Souad Abdul Rahim (a prominent unveiled female
member of al-Nahdah) expressed that women are to be given freedom but within certain
prescribed limits, and that too to a certain degree where the violation of Divine
Commandments does not take place.” The buck did not stop here as Souad went on to
state that single mothers are a disgrace to Tunisia, so they “do not have the right to exist,”
as there are limits on “full and absolute freedom,” and that one should not “make excuses
for people who have sinned.”*® In a similar tone, Samir Dilou (former Human Rights Minster)
on the question of homosexuality in the country asserted that there are limits in case of
freedom of expression.™
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Arguments and counter arguments between al-Nahdah and the Secularists over vari-
ous issue especially those related to CPS and other women’s rights continued. In this
regard, al-Nahdah assured the secular groups that no amendment will be made in the CPS
of the country. However, the issue that surfaced in the post-revolution Tunisia was mostly
related to the wearing of Nigab. In this regard, al-Nahdah in its statements has always
maintained that it is a personal matter of a woman and she has every right to choose what
to wear and what not. Al-Nahdah also affirms that it neither supports nor opposes the
wearing of Nigab and at the same time it endorses the philosophy of right to wear whatev-
er. The Movement also claims that it is the main guarantor of women'’s rights in the coun-
try which is very much evident that out of 49 women representatives in the NCA, 42 were
associated with al-Nahdah.® Furthermore, al-Nahdah time and again pledges to advocate
values like democracy, civil rights, justice, freedom of speech and pluralism as is manifest-
ed below:

The power of Tunisia, her progressiveness, the protection and permanence of her independence, her sover-
eignty and her republican system; based on the separation between powers, the independence of the judici-
ary, democracy, (good) governance, equality between its citizens, economic growth, social development and

the adherence to our Arabo-Islamic national identity.”'

Ghannushi together with al-Nahdah continuously supported pluralism, power-sharing,
and multi party politics. In the post-revolution atmosphere, it is interesting that the public
statements of Ghannishi and those of other al-Nahdah members have been consistently
consistent with its pluralism rhetoric. Many public statements of al-Nahdah like the Party “is
open to negotiations with all willing partners”? and “the importance of reconciliation even if
[al-Nahdah] did not win a plurality”® followed by its practical cooperation and coordination
with secular parties in government formation and constitution making signifies a crucial step
toward the institutionalization of pluralism in the country.* “We believe” addressed Rashid
al-Ghannashi “in reconciliation, collaboration, partnership, and sharing of things with the
other parties. Notwithstanding an environment surrounded by hostility and animosity, we
tended toward consensus building. We are, therefore, learning how to reconcile differences
and diversity of opinions in our country.”® These statements were not mere statements;
rather their reflection was observed practically as well. In the post-authoritarian period, its
major engagements were characterized by active politics reflected in peaceful negotiations
(sometimes contention was also present) and solutions with diverse political actors.

Conclusion

Al-Nahdah as a political faction has a very significant and multidimensional role to play
for securing its future in the country. Its mission, like many other Islamic currents, overall,
and as has been highlighted by El-Fatih (Professor at the Department of Political Science
at International Islamic University, Malaysia), is to assimilate “specific Western civilization-
al values [like democracy, pluralism, freedom etc.] and [reproduce] them thereof into the
Islamic environs and its epistemological system [for instance in Tunisia].®* Further, it has
indulged in the spasms of complex and convoluted endeavours to negotiate or reconcile
relationship between various entities. This has led the Party to show a transition within its
own strategy and thereby accommodate certain new policies as well. Overall and most
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importantly while in power, al-Nahdah’s theoretical expression, in most of the cases,
remained in harmony with its practical engagement. Compatibility between sayings and
doings is what chiefly characterizes al-Nahdah’s engagement in the post-authoritarian set-

ting.
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