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Gender ing the Arab spr ing

Islamisation of democracy or  

democratisation of political Islam? 

The future of Morocco after the Arab 

spring

Fatima Roumate

In certain Arab countries, the result of the revolution and the demonstra-
tions during the Arab spring is that Islamist parties have won the elections.
In Morocco, the party of justice and development (JDP) won the elections 
on November 25, 2011, even though the JDP did not participate in the 
demonstrations of the February 20 Movement. The same happened in 
Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. A year before the Arab spring, Islamists were 
not interested in the call for revolution of the revolutionaries; nevertheless, 
they won the elections.

The demonstrations in Morocco were characterised by slogans 
demanding social justice, democracy, equality, liberty, and they led to 
an amendment of the Moroccan constitution as well as new elections, 
which in turn resulted in an Islamist government. Could we say that 
the needs made obvious in the Moroccan demonstrations are similar to 
the objectives of the JDP? Or, are democracy and political Islam (in-)
compatible? Or, when the future of the country is now in the hands of 
an Islamist government, will it be characterised by a democratisation of 
political Islam or an Islamisation of democracy? In order to answer these 
questions, we must deal with two essential issues:

role of religious associations in this success; and

Islamist government?

Published in Faith in Civil Society: Religious Actors as Drivers of Change (2013), 
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Conditions that led the Islamists to power in Morocco, 

and the role of religious associations in this success 

According to the census of 2004, Morocco has a population of 34.8 
million people. Of them, 98.7 percent is Muslim (1.1 percent is Christian, 
and 0.2 percent is Jewish). The number of illiterates was 43 percent, and 
the percentage of unemployment was 8.2 during the second trimester 
of 2010, according to the High Commission of Planning (HCP). With 
more than 4 million people suffering from poverty after the failure of the 
socialist-led government, the Moroccan people, especially the young, have 
lost confidence in the successive governments and in political parties. The 
Islamist party, however, as well as religious associations have made greater 
efforts than others to combat poverty. Consequently, their actions on the 
ground have focused on the struggle against illiteracy; the struggle against 
unemployment by support to self-employment, granting micro-credits to 
the young; the granting of financial help to the underprivileged, contrib-
uting to schooling for children from underprivileged neighbourhoods, 
and granting medical help to poor people who suffer from chronic illness. 
Seen in this perspective, it is obvious why the use of religious faith and 
spiritual objectives may convince and mobilise people more easily than 
efforts to convince and mobilise them through projects of social develop-
ment that focus on gender, participation and human rights. This leads to 
a certain competition between liberal associations and the Islamist ones. 
Illiteracy and poverty have thus played a very important role in favour of 
Islamist associations, ie associations that formed Islamist parties, or were 
formed by Islamist parties, as well as those Islamist associations that were 
not allowed by the former government to change into Islamist parties. 

Islamist party power must therefore be seen as the fruit of long work 
and much effort since many years. The demonstration of February 20 
contributed to the easily won last elections in Morocco, as did actions 
and efforts by Islamist and liberal associations – especially feminist – that 
struggled for years to achieve democracy. The election law also prepared 
the way for the Islamist party, which benefitted from the majority rule 
that made it victorious in the last elections. Seen in this light, we may 
understand the efforts of Islamist associations during the drafting of 
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the new Moroccan constitution. If social and cultural actors, generally 
speaking, wanted a culture with human rights, equality and parity, the 
religious associations were forced to try to reinforce the place of religion 
in the constitution. 

The process of democratisation: What are its prospects with an Islamist 

government?

A first reading of the different discourses by the new government proves 
the point of view of the scholar Olivier Roy who has written extensively 
on political Islam. The government is conservative, but it may nevertheless 
be democratic; according to Roy, liberals are not necessarily democra-
tic, nor are the democratic necessarily liberals. The confusion between 
‘liberal’ and ‘democracy’ has generated a debate on the compatibility of 
political Islam and democracy. Olivier Roy compares the Islamists who 
won the elections a year after the Arab Spring to the American Christian 
democrats. So, if the programme of the new Moroccan government shows 
that democracy is in the centre of its interests, we must ask what their 
concept of democracy is like.

The principle of continuity adopted by former governments in Moroc-
co has led the way to democracy; we must remember that democracy is 
not the choice of the Islamist parties that won the power in Morocco and 
other Arab countries. It is rather a political obligation imposed by interior 
challenges, namely to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, as 
well as foreign challenges imposed by the globalisation process and the 
present economic and financial crises.

The respect for the principle of continuity, which guarantees secu-
rity for the judicial achievements concerning the situation of Moroccan 
women, now is in the centre of a debate concerning the Islamists coming 
to power. This group has always been for the return of women to the 
household, as a fundamental element of development and consolida-
tion of the family. When the president of the government presented the 
governmental programme in the Parliament on January 29, 2012, he 
pointed out that the Islamists were going to continue on the road towards 
democracy, and this was confirmed in the discourse of the Minister of 
General Affairs and Governance at the Davos meeting. But, even if we 



121

Gender ing the Arab spr ing

may become convinced that political Islam will become democratised, it 
is still with fear that we wonder how this will be achieved. The history of 
the party presently presiding the Moroccan government must be taken into 
consideration; it has always been against any changes to empower women 
or to integrate them in the socio-economic development of the country. 

Democracy is inconceivable without equality, parity, liberty. It is 
inconceivable without human rights and women’s rights. Democracy is 
a package; we take it all – or we leave it all. Islamist parties in the Arab 
world should not be able to choose what they want from this package, 
and leave what is incompatible with their political goals. In this sense, the 
issue of women’s position will be the true indicator of an ongoing demo-
cratisation of political Islam – or proof of an Islamisation of democracy. 
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