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Claire Spencer: 

Good afternoon, everybody. Welcome and thank you very much for coming to 

this lunchtime discussion of what appears to be an extremely timely book: 

Arab Society in Revolt: The West's Mediterranean Challenge. So it focuses 

on the Mediterranean end of what's been happening, and I understand it was 

conceived, like so many of these insightful projects, before the events of last 

year.  

So I'm here really to welcome our three collaborators on this project to 

actually explain how they got together to do this, and actually I assume to 

review the main conclusions they came out with. And the book, of course, is 

for sale afterwards, I believe at the special event price of £15. I'm sure you 

can persuade our speakers to sign it before they're allowed to leave the room. 

So that will be an added incentive, if you like signed copies. 

Professor Cesare Merlini has agreed to kick off. He is currently a nonresident 

senior fellow at the foreign policy Center on the United States and Europe at 

the Brookings Institute. That's the key thing to say. And also chairman of the 

board of trustees of the Italian Institute of International Affairs. He claims to 

have no special background on this region, but I'm sure you will demonstrate 

some in the course of your intervention. 

Olivier Roy, I think, will be our second speaker, Professor of Social and 

Political Theory at the European University Institute in Firenze, near 

Florence… I’m sorry, it’s called [San Domenico di] Fiesole, near Florence. I'm 

sure he needs no introduction to you. He's an extremely well-known scholar 

of this field.  

And then thirdly, Dr Gary Bunt, who's based at the department of Theology 

and Religious Studies at the University of Wales, Trinity St David, where he's 

a reader in Islamic Studies, and also notably, runs a research website called 

virtuallyislamic.com. I'm sure we'll hear more about that. So let's kick off with 

your introductory comments, please, professor. 

Cesare Berlini: 

Thank you very much. It's a great pleasure to be here at Chatham House. As 

I was saying earlier, I've been familiar with this institute for so many years. I 

think that my first coming to Chatham House – and that says something about 

my age – goes back to 1970 or 1971, I'm not sure exactly. So when I started 

my activity as the head of the Italian Institute of International Affairs.  



Transcript: Arab States in Transition 

www.chathamhouse.org     3  

And in fact, I am no expert on the Middle East. So why am I doing this? Well, 

over the last few years, I came to the conclusion that we in the foreign policy 

community, we tend to overlook the changes that are happening in our 

societies, and how societies interact with each other – communicate, but also 

interact, to enter in conflicts among each other, outside the mediation, 

representation of states.  

So my interest was the interaction among societies. And I did a study first on 

differences between Europe and the United States, but then I came to... tried 

to find a case study in which there was a key dynamic in societies matched by 

a political immobilism, a freezing situation. And I came to the conclusion that 

the Arab world was providing a very interesting example of that.  

So this goes back to 2010, I had the opportunity to share these views of mine 

with Olivier Roy, and we found that we were sharing this interest. We thought 

it was an interesting project and we started the project not expecting at all 

what would happen at the end of the year in Tunisia and with the fruit vendor 

setting himself on fire. 

Olivier in particular suggested also another aspect which was interesting: 

why, in the Arab world, why to focus on North Africa? And this point was very 

interesting, which we took in the whole exercise, that North Africa had a 

limited geopolitical connection with the rest of the world. 

So it was a relatively isolated case study. And in fact what happened not only 

provided proof that looking at the changing society was right, but also what 

happened subsequently in the Middle East, in Bahrain and now in Syria, 

tragically, shows exactly this difference. The process in North Africa is to a 

large extent indigenous. Of course so we can come to this in discussion, the 

case of Egypt. 

And we look at various examples of a changing society. We took five 

chapters. One is religion and Olivier will develop this later on. The second one 

was telecommunication – internet access, etc., and Gary Bunt will discuss 

this so I’ll leave these subjects aside for a moment. Then demography – both 

on the aspects of local demography and on the aspect of a demographic 

interaction by migrations with other countries. And then we look at, which is 

relatively rare in this case, the aspects of small and medium enterprises, 

which is an important factor on changing societies. And last – typically last, 

but not least – the role of women.  

Actually, I personally believe that of these five areas of societal change, the 

two most revolutionary are the changing role of women and access to the 

internet – also because they are unprecedented. There is no precedence in 
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history about these profound changes. And the role of women, we discuss it 

both from the sociological case and from the religious case and probably 

Olivier will mention the problem of Islamic feminism, and the chapter done by 

two Italian sociologists is exactly on Islamic feminists. 

But one very important diagram that we have is the one showing over the last 

say five decades, six decades, the fertility rates. The fertility rates had been 

going down dramatically in this area – actually in all areas of the world except 

sub-Saharan Africa. All the fertility rates are going down and this 

independently from the background – the cultural background and religious 

background – so they are not affected by this. People do not realize this to a 

sufficient degree. 

People rarely know that the fertility rate in Tunisia is lower than in France. And 

to give you a sense of the rapidity of the transformation, someone may have 

seen, there was in the Financial Times... to give you the sense of the timing of 

the process of change in this country, in Britain, it took 180 years for the 

average family to go from five children to two children; 180 years – this 

means throughout the Industrial Revolution. The same transition, if you look 

at, say an Asian country, South Korea, took 50 years. The same transition, if 

we go to Middle East, the same transition from five to two children, it took less 

than 25 years in Iran or Tunisia. It is something you can... less than 25 years 

means that in less than one generation. So from one generation to the other 

you have such a fundamental change. 

And this has lots of consequences. The role of women – this is clearly largely 

due to the personal choice of women but it has to do with also the family 

structure – the education of people... it's a profound change. So I will confine 

my comments to give you a sense, then there is a second part of the book in 

which it describes the policy options for the West on this. In just one word, to 

say what we are trying to show, that because of this mismatch between the 

sociological transition and the political transition, we must be prepared for a 

long-term process. So we must not judge the Arab Spring on a seasonal basis 

– spring to summer goes to autumn – but in a generation timespan. 

Olivier Roy: 

As Cesare said, we were concerned in part by the sociological and cultural 

background of the so-called Arab Spring and we have striation of the 

sociological changes. One is demographic, the other is education. This 

generation is better educated than their parents, which undermines the 
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patriarchal culture, political culture. This generation is far more individualistic 

and is far more connected, whatever the sense of the term. 

But what struck me also, something on which I have been working for the last 

20-25 years, is the transience of the religious field. The paradox of the Arab 

Spring, that it was a revolution – I think we can use the term ‘revolution’ 

without any reference to religion, without any reference to Pan-something, 

Pan-Arabism, Pan-Islamism… without any reference to the Palestinian cause, 

which was usually, used to be, at the core of the popular mobilization in the 

Middle East. 

But on the other hand, the Arab Spring came after 30 years of what has been 

called re-Islamization of the Arab societies – the return of the sacred, the 

return of the religious and so on. Which is empirically true, that, you know, 

religious practices, religious attitudes, religious symbols, are far more present 

now than they used to be 40 years ago, when I was a young student traveling 

in these areas. The changes are dramatic. 

So how is it that 30 years of so-called re-Islamization led to a movement, a 

popular movement that has no religious references? For me it doesn't mean 

that we have secularization. The big problem we have when we look at the 

political evolution in the Arab world, either the Arab Spring or the coming into 

power of the Islamist parties, that we tend to consider that, if there is no a 

previous secularization, there could be no democratization, which is the 

prejudice, or the premise, of most of the analyses that are done in the West 

about the democratization of the Middle East. 

For me there is no contradiction; it is more complex than that. What we have 

is certainly an extension of religious field. Religion is everywhere. But at the 

same time we have a diversification of the religious field, and an 

individualization of religious practices. What I call religiosity. Nobody has the 

monopoly of Islam. This new generation is not secular-minded – not 

specifically secular-minded, there could be some secularized among it, but 

that is not the issue – but they are adamant about all the possibility to choose 

and to construct his or her own religiosity, own way, to have access to 

religion. Which is a paradoxical cause of the rise of the Salafist. Salafist is a 

term that might include many different trends so I will not go too deeply into 

that, but clearly the success of Salafism among some Egyptian, for instance, 

educated youth is very interesting because they don’t see it as a dogmatic 

system, but on the contrary, as a way for individuals to be religiously 

empowered. Not to depend on an organization, like the Muslim Brothers or 

the local mosque. 
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And my last point is about the coming into power of the Islamist parties. If we 

believe, all the observers are asking the questions. Did they change? What is 

their hidden agenda? Do they have a hidden agenda? Are they bound to 

democratize? To me it doesn’t matter because it doesn’t make sense. The 

problem of Islamists is: what do they do in the context that they don’t master? 

They don’t master the political field. They don’t master the state apparatus. 

They’re trying to do it. They don’t master the military forces. They don’t 

master the street, and they don’t master the religious field. 

It was a big traumatism for the Muslim Brothers during the elections to find 

that they are not automatically entitled to represent religion in politics. They’re 

overanxious. And what we see now, for instance, is how very traditional and 

state-controlled institutions, like the institute Al-Azhar [University], are now 

claiming autonomy. And claiming for separation between religion and politics, 

but between religious institutions and state. And this is new. 

So we have the local demands, for instance a petition of Tunisian demands, 

who are not liberals at all. But they say, ‘We don’t want to be under strict 

control. A mosque is a mosque, it’s a matter of the local community; we don’t 

want to have the state above us.’ So this complexity and diversity of the 

religious field has, for consequence, that the Islamists in fact cannot claim 

religious legitimacy and power. And paradoxically their only legitimacy is 

elections, although they are not democrats in the ideological sense of the 

term, and that’s where we are, now. 

Gary Bunt: 

Thank you. A little bit about my perspective on this: I work in a department of 

theology and religious studies and when I started doing this research, I didn’t 

imagine 15 years ago I’d end up with so many diverse areas in relation to the 

internet and Islam. I’ve been looking at and trying to observe trends in relation 

to ideas associated with the use of the internet by different Muslim groups, 

individuals, and parties. 

And over the past 15 years of course we’ve seen a dramatic change in the 

way that the medium has operated. I’m sure you can remember – some of 

you can remember – 15 years ago waiting a long time, maybe an hour or two 

for a photograph to come down the line. You know, waiting, the speed of the 

internet was very slow. And now of course everything is instant and we’ve 

seen dramatic changes – even in the last two or three years. And I think that a 

lot of what’s happened in the so-called the Arab Spring is something of almost 

a test bed of the ways in which social networking and media can operate in 
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diverse contexts. And this has been very interesting to me in relation to my 

research on so-called ‘cyber Islamic environments’. Although I recognize that 

Islam isn’t the primary driver of the so-called Arab Spring, of course, a lot of 

the implications filter down into these so-called cyber Islamic environments. 

Some of the key issues I’ve looked at have included the ways in which the 

reduction in the digital divide has impacted on the ideas of religion and the 

ways in which they’re transmitted. And of course the growth in mobile phone 

use over the last three or four years – I won’t quote statistics to you – but the 

ways in which cell phone use in different areas – people having two or three 

phones in many Middle East and North African contexts now – and the ways 

in which those phones are being used is a dramatic growth. So that’s had an 

impact. 

Ideas about religious authority. I've been looking for several years at the ideas 

of people using question-and-answer sites online, their impact on society, 

how people use or not the information that they gather. All of this is being 

driven by different ideas in relation to the internet. So the internet has had a 

profound effect on Islam and Muslims in some contexts where they have 

access in relation to transmission of ideas. 

Social media has been the real mobilizing tool that I’ve been interested in in 

relation to the chapter I wrote in this book. Of course, social media, there’s 

lots of talk of ‘Facebook revolution’ or ‘Twitter revolution’. I wouldn’t say that 

social media was the cause of the revolution, if you want to call it a revolution, 

but of course it was a significant logistical tool for elements within Tunisia, 

Egypt, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain and other locations. 

We’re seeing that every day now in terms of media: the way in which 

YouTube, for example, is being used in Syria, and the way in which 

information is filtering out very quickly. The way in which Twitter was used in 

the events of Tahrir Square, for example. During those events I don’t think I 

got very much sleep for several days just following the Twitter feeds that 

come through. You got hundreds and hundreds of tweets coming through in 

relation to the events in Tahrir Square. And that raises lots of issues in relation 

to information management and how one deals with it academically.  

But in terms of the sheer volume of information coming through and the way 

in which that was re-tweeted and the way in which, myself, in the middle of 

Wales could communicate with people in Tahrir Square is just a whole new 

dimension that is opening up. So this whole mobilizing tool and the impact of 

Web 2.0 has been very significant. 
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I think that there are many challenges in terms of how the internet medium is 

to be managed within the Middle East, North Africa and elsewhere, and how 

people respond to the rapid shifts in terms of access and in terms of the 

changes in technology. The fact that we have many people who are so-called 

‘digital natives’ these days – who’ve grown up using computers, grown up 

using mobile phones, very technologically literate. And the ways in which 

they’re able to apply these tools to evade censorship, to get around the 

restrictions, the types of restrictions that we saw the Mubarak regime trying to 

bring in on the internet in the events at Tahrir Square. And the fact that people 

could get around those restrictions relatively easily.  

Talking to people you hear that the more the censorship and restrictions were 

pushed onto people, the more they felt they were winning. So there’s that 

unusual relationship as well which builds in. Of course not all online activities 

in relation to the events were specifically about Islam or specifically about 

Muslims but there is this trickle-down effect and one’s seen it in all the 

dialogue that’s happened since, particularly the ways in which social media 

have been used in Tunisia, Egypt and elsewhere by the various political 

parties and organizations as a driver. And a recognition that they have to get 

on board, be responsive, be effective in their communication, otherwise the 

influence is going to be very quickly negated. That's the summary of what I've 

been talking about. 
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