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Keiko SAKAI

Until the outbreak of the Gulf War, social conflicts in Iraq were principally
classified into the type led by certain ideological political organisations;
popular uprisings in the 1950s were mainly led by Iraqi Communist Party,
which enjoyed wide popularity at the time and had various social support
bases, regardless of the ethnic, religious, and sectarian complexity of Iraqi
society. In Kurdistan, Kurdish nationalism or ethnic consciousness has
been driving force behind socio-political conflicts with the central govern-
ment. Later, Islamism appeared among several insurrections, taking the
form of religious processions, which erupted as reflections of social griev-
ances among Shiite ‘ulama’ and poor peasants in the holy cities.

The 1991 Uprising (intifadah) that broke out after the Gulf War was
different in nature from the earlier social conflicts on the following points;
(1) the territorial width and geographical spread of the movement; (2) the
lack of any unified leadership or leading political ideologies, especially in
the south; and (3) the variety of the social strata of the participants. The
number of casualties was also unprecedented; it is reported that more than
100,000 people were killed in this infifadah, i.e., double that in the Gulf War.!

In this chapter I would like to elucidate the political and social signifi-
cance of the 1991 intifadah from the following points of view. Firstly,
should it be understood as the result of a mass mobilisation led by existing
political forces, or as an unexpected aggregation behaviour far removed
from these socio-political organisations (i.e., continuity or discontinuity
with social movements)? Secondly, what was the main purpose of the
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intifadah? Did the participants share common aims and targets in imagin-
ing a future society in Iraq (i.e., the presence or absence of the ideation of a
collective identity to sustain the movement)? Thirdly, did ideological
organisations play a role in overcoming social cleavages, or in intensifying
them (i.e., distance between the ideas of the movements and their actual
fields of actions)? Lastly, to what do the actors in the movements ascribe
the failure of the intifadah? In other words, what do they consider to have
been the obstacle to the development of a shared consciousness in the
national integrity in Iraq?

In order to answer these questions, I will analyse the discourses of
various Iraqi opposition forces, either organisations or individuals, and
through them will clarify the differences in the interpretations of the
intifadah according to the political stance of the opposition force. It is not
my aim to discover who draws the most correct picture of the intifidah, but
rather to highlight the variety of these forces, which originates from the
diversity of their understandings of Iraqi society, and of the impact of
Ba‘thi rule upon it. That is why I focus especially on the movements in the
southern part of Iraq, where it is often said that a majority of the population
is Shiite. Interpreting the movements in the north is rather simple: there is
no doubt that they were led by the Kurdish “nationalist” groups. Movements
in the south were dissimilar to them, and more complex in their motiva-
tions and methods of mobilisation.

What Happened in March 1991 in Southern Iraq?

First of all, I will present a general outline of what happened in March
1991. It was on the 1st of March that the first war cry was heard in the
southern part of Iraq. A correspondent of the Daily Telegraph in Safwan
reported that an Iraqi tank, which had withdrawn from Kuwait after the
cease-fire, fired shells through a huge portrait of Saddam Husayn in Basra.
The uprising spread easily and swiftly through that governorate, then
spread to neighbouring areas, such as Dhi Qar (Nasiriyah), Maysan
(‘Amarah), and Muthannah (Samawah) on the next day. On the third or
fourth day, the uprising reached two of the holy cities, al-Najaf and
Karbala’. Within a week, eight governorates, all south of Baghdad, fell
under the control of the rebels. On the fourth day, the Kurds also started to
rise up against the regime, but here I will concentrate on what happened in
the southern region only. Some sources confirm that demonstrations and
clashes against the authorities also occurred in some parts of Baghdad (al-
Thawrah, Shu’alah, and Kazimiyah).
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The central government launched oppressive military actions against
the revolts a week after the uprising began, but only after ten days or more
did it intensify the attack against the rebels with tanks and heavy air raids.
Some opposition groups announced that government forces had used
napalm bombs. Cockburn points out that a request for assistance by Ayat
Allah al-Khii’i and his son was refused by the United States on the 11th of
March, and that this gave the regime a green light for extensive military
operations against the rebels.” On March 15th, the government officially
admitted that there had been “riots” in al-Najaf, Karbala’, Babil and other
places, and on the following day Saddam Husayn declared that he had
crushed the “mobs.” All the Iraqi newspapers started to publish pictures of
the destruction, and interviews with local people.

During the military operation, the regime tried to manipulate Islamic
‘ulam@ into issuing fatwa ordering the people not to join in the uprising,
and it captured Ayat Allah al-Khi’i,* and took him to Baghdad with his son
on the 20th. On the second day of the rebellion, Sayyid Muhammad Sadiq
al-Sadr had also been arrested and was forced to withdraw his comments
supporting the intifadah.* This treatment also greatly dampened the upris-
ing, and the movements diminished day by day, though there were continued
reports of minor uprisings until the first half of April. Negotiations
between Kurdish nationalist forces (i.e., Barzani’s KDP and Talabani’s
PUK) and the regime, which started publicly on the 22nd of April, came as
a fatal blow to those who participated in the uprising, and it was almost
completely crushed.

How Do the Political Actors Perceive Intifadah?

To assess the role of the political parties in the intifadah, 1 would like here
to analyse the discourses of the major opposition organisations that are
believed to have been involved in it in some way. I will shed light espe-
cially on the Islamic political parties such as SCIRI (Supreme Council
of Islamic Revolution in Iraq), al-Da‘wah Party, and Islamic Action
Organisation (‘Amal), as well as the Iraqi Communist Party, which are said
to be only opposition actors that maintain cells inside Iraq to certain extent.
Through this analysis, we may evaluate how these opposition forces recog-
nised the continuity and discontinuity between their previous movements
and the intifadah. In other words, I will present the opposition forces’
attempts to categorise the intifadah in the framework of their own political
ideologies and strategies through ex post facto interpretations and defini-
tions.
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Common Recognition

Most of the opposition forces admit that there were anarchical and irra-
tional elements to the intifadah. Islamists and Communists agree that the
intifadah burst out accidentally and coincidentally. The government under-
lined this anarchical aspect of the phenomenon and described the intifadah
as riots (fitnah) by mobs (ghawgha’), which were mobilised by “agents of
the foreign powers.” “Foreign powers” here obviously means Iran, and pos-
sibly the United States.

In contrast to the government’s effort to minimise the political impact
of the intifadah, the opposition forces emphasise the existence of clear
motivations and aims among the participants. These opposition groups
claim that the aim of the intifadah was to overthrow the regime, and ascribe
the reasons for its eruption to the accumulated grievances of the people
against the regime’s long and harsh oppression, and to the desperate atmo-
sphere caused by the complete defeat in the Gulf War. They noted that it
had spread to most of the territory of Iraq, with the exception of several
governorates in the central area. They observed that all members of all
types of social groups took part in the intifadah, regardless of ethnic, reli-
gious, sectarian, and social differences. Among them, discontented youth
were the driving force of the movements. The opposition forces also agreed
on the use of the term intifadah, which implies a kind of civil resistance
movement, especially suggesting a parallel to the Palestinian intifadah in
the late 1980s.°

They agreed that the main targets of the attacks had been branch
buildings of the Ba‘th party, security and police offices, as well as prisons
(in order to set political criminals free). It was also agreed that the
intifadah failed because of the lack of unified leadership, organisational
co-ordination, and effective methods of communications between cities, as
well as because of the huge gap in military capacity between the regime
and the rebels. They also blamed the absence of international support,
though they denied foreign influence, both from the Unites States and from
Iran.

Essentially, both the Communists and Islamists shared the opinion that
the change in the political opportunities for Iraqi social movements— the
isolation of the regime from international society, the defeat in the Gulf
War, and the relative decline of the military and security forces’ ability to
oppress opposition—was the primary reason behind the emergence of the
intifadah. With regard to the mobilisation structures and framing process,
which McAdams sees as the main factors for social movements as well as
political opportunities,® the different opposition forces disagree on various
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points. In the next section, I will clarify the aspects upon which they dis-
agree.

Differences of Perceptions

First, I will examine the discourses of the Islamists, who emphasise the
presence of the mobilisation organisations and the significance of religion
in the framing process of the intifadah. Both members of the current organi-
sations as individuals emphasise the role of the regional leadership groups
founded in the “liberated” areas. Al-‘Ajuli, for example, points out that rev-
olutionary executive committees have been established for various
purposes such as military affairs, economy, public relations, finance and
security in al-Najaf “in order to raise popular consciousness on politics and
Jihad”.” As it is a less political organisation, many of the observers noted
the presence of administrative institutions founded in accordance with the
fatwa issued by Ayat Allah al-Kh@’i in al-Najaf. Some Islamists also
emphasised the preparation and co-ordination of collective actions for the
uprising in the Marsh area, where small bands of Islamists opposition
forces and army deserters had been continuously trained since the begin-
ning of the Iraq-Iran War. They claimed that it was they who actually
started the intifadah.? This emphasis on the importance of these prepara-
tory activities in the Marshes flavours the Islamists’ discourse, so that they
give a slightly different version of the story of the beginning of the
intifadah. According to them, the uprising in the Marshes preceded an
unplanned shot against Saddam’s portrait, which is widely believed to have
been the trigger of the uprising.’

Secondly, Islamists take it for granted that Islamic slogans are recog-
nised as a common moral force. They emphasised the significance of
hoisting the green flag in the liberated areas,”® and of the slogan “Allah
Akbar”. Other Islamic terms used for the revolutionary establishments
were also positively valued, including some which obviously showed Shiite
traits, such as “the revolution of Imam Husayn” and “there is no wali other
than (Imam) ‘Ali”.!! The slogans often went as far as to indicate a certain
political ideology, such as “for Shahid Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr”'? and
“not East nor West, but Islamic revolution”.!* The names of Ayat Allah
Khomeini and Muhammad Bagqir al-Hakim, the chairmen of the SCIR],
were also referred to. Clandestine broadcasting started under the name of
“the Voice of the Islamic Revolution.”

In a word, the Islamists understand that the movements in the
intifadah, though lacking specific leading organisations at the beginning,
produced institutions for administration in the “liberated” areas, under a
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shared understanding of Islamic meanings and definitions and of collective
Islamic identity among the participants.

In contrast, the Communists denounced the Islamists for their estab-
lishment of Iranian-style revolutionary committees in the “liberated” areas,
which they believed clearly hinted at an intention to establish an Islamic
state. The Communists insisted that local leadership organisations should
have been jointly led by coalitions of the opposition.' Islamic slogans were
also targets of the condemnation of Communists, who claimed that they
had limited the sphere of the intifadah not only to Shiite society but even to
certain ideological groups.'* The Islamists’ propaganda, they said, instilled
fear in people both inside and outside of Iraq, and it was Saddam himself
who made the most use of it. The Communists claimed that their shared
identity was of being an Iraqi nation (watani), not an Arab nation (gawmi)
or an Islamic one. Falih ‘Abd al-Jabbar, a leftist intellectual, argues that
since the Gulf War, wataniyah has developed among the people’s ummah
(community) outside of the official nationalism of qawmiyah, and the
intifadah was the first occasion where the ummah was able to clearly dis-
tinguish the two.!6

As for the controversy on the framing process, however, even among
the Islamists there was criticism that the slogans had been used as an
excuse for the regime to escalate its sectarian policy, and not as a moral
force for the participants. According to Nawwiar, Mahmaud al-Hashimi, ex-
chairman of the SCIRI, expressed self criticism on the excessive involvement
of Iran, and on the fact that the slogans had gone too far."” Sa‘d Jabr, who is
not an Islamist but a pro-West liberal and the son of a respected Shiite
politician under the Monarchy, claims that it was the regime that raised the
poster of Baqir al-Hakim and Khomeini in order to damage the popularity
of the movements.!®

Sectarian Cleavages?

With regard to the significance of slogans in creating collective identity
among movement participants, Oberschall, in analysing the social move-
ments in socialist Eastern Europe in 1989, argues that “without the
grassroots organisation and access to the news media, the opposition
groups could do this only by appealing to a shared culture of national sym-
bols that the Communists (i.e., the regimes) had tried to suppress in the last
forty years”.! He pointed out that demonstrations in Eastern Europe raised
slogans claiming “we are the people” in the end of the 1980s, and the com-
prehensiveness of this slogan attracted various social classes, until inducing
cracks among the ruling class.
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In the case of the intifadah in Iraq, slogans could not play the major
role that they did in Eastern Europe. Rather they acted as an impediment,
as the Communists argue, to unifying the movements. On this point, some
Western scholars underline the social cleavages within the sectarian differ-
ences in explaining the reason for the failure of the intifadah.® 1t is true
that the movements did not penetrate the two Sunni governorates of Anbar
and Salah al-Din, which gives the appearance of a gap among the political
interests of the sectarian groups.

These two governorates, however, must be understood as the birth-
places of several high officials of the regime (al-Tikritis and al-Duris) as
well as of the Republican Guards (al-Juburis, al-Dulaymis, et. al.), rather
than as merely Sunni-populated area. There are reports that the Sunni pop-
ulation stood up against the regime in Ramadi, Ba‘qiibah and other areas.”!
Most of the Iragi opposition forces reject the sectarian explanation, insist-
ing that the intifadah failed to reach Baghdad and other central area
because of the concentration of the armed forces represented by the
Republican Guard, and of the high security in these areas. They stress that
it was the ideological meanings carried by the religious that hindered the
expansion of the movements. In other words, the legitimacy prepared by
the Islamists, which included the establishment of an Islamic state and
Islamic revolution, was not shared by the whole nation because of its ideo-
logical characteristics.

Confusion Over the Collective Action Frames

Destruction of the Symbols

What was, then, the common national consciousness shared by the partici-
pants in the intifadah? There was no other obvious crystallisation of an
alternative collective identity in the movements. Instead, what some schol-
ars emphasise as a common motivation in the intifadah was an attempt to
abolish all the existing symbols of the present regime. It is symbolic that
the intifadah began with a shot fired by an unknown tank commander
against a portrait of Saddam in Basra. The “shooting of Saddam’s portrait”
became a kind of legend of the beginning of the intifadah; similar versions
are reported in Zubayr?* and other places.” This legend suggests that the
psychological power under the present regime had broken down, that the
“harrier of fear had collapsed.” Most of the opposition forces consider this
to be a positive result of the intifadah, together with the demolition of sym-
bols of the domination of the regime. It was reported that even traffic lights
were destroyed, as they were seen as symbols of tyranny.
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In this “destruction of symbols,” attempts were made to distinguish
“us” and “them” along the cleavage line between “the regime” and “the
opposition,” and not along sectarian or ethnic lines. The destruction, how-
ever, was not directed against the center of the regime, located in Baghdad,
but rather was mainly targeted at the enemy within their communities.
Cockburn points out that the “deserters (from the Army) preferred to con-
centrate on lynching local Baath officials.” even when “the way to Baghdad
is open.”* Their concern was to get rid of anyone/anything which repre-
sented the regime in the realm of their lives. :

In this phase of the conflict, “the enemy” could not be described using
existing social traits, or even by political affiliation. Saddam’s regime has
established its power on the basis of networks of loyalty, mobilising various
social patron-client relations. The system did not necessarily depend on a
party system or on sectarian/tribal inclinations. Rather, it established a
monopoly of authority and legitimacy, annihilating all social authorities
(such as tribes, religious communities, and local notables) which were
capable of mediating between the society and the state. State control,
including that using psychological methods, was directed directly at indi-
viduals, without going through social mediation.

The ambiguity of the definition of “the enemy” among those who rose
against the regime is precisely a reflection of this flexibility of Saddam’s
power base. The deeper the state penetrates into every corner of society, the
more invisible the tools of control become. Thus the border between “us”
and “the enemy” can be very subjective and changeable, and the notion of
the “enemy” can expand infinitely. This may be one of the reasons for the
large numbers of casualties in the intifadah.

It is ironic that the regime began to take a clear and apparent policy of
discrimination toward the Shiite population after the intifadah, labelling
them as an “inferior sect”. It did so because it had to preserve its power
basis at least among the Sunni population, fearing that the notion of “the
enemy” might coalesce into an alliance of the ruling elites; it intended to
make the barrier between the two sects visible. For the first time, it allowed
the publication of editorials which expressed hatred toward the Shiite popu-
lation in Iraq as being “backward,” in al-Thawrah newspaper, the party’s
organ, in April.>® This apparent discriminatory policy toward the Shiites
can be also seen in the fact that a tank came into combat in the “liberated”
area with the slogan “no more Shiites after tomorrow” painted on its side.26

After the elimination of the symbols of the enemy from the daily life
of the local community, however, what people witnessed during the
intifadah was a vacuum of ideas about Jjustice and injustice. Even in the
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holy cities, religious morals were deeply undermined; the fact that it was
al-Khi’i who issued the first fatwa urging the people to bury the dead bod-
ies may support this image of the negligence of basic Islamic or human
morals in the intifidah. Ra’uf bitterly remembers that al-Khii’i was very
late in deciding to issue the fatwa and to establish a committee to restore
security in the “liberated” area.?” Alternative symbols were required as the
movements expand, and Islamists tried to fill the vacuum with an immature
Islamic identity, but in vain. It is worth mentioning Ra’uf’s analysis of the
reason for mobilising the image of Muhammad Bagir al-Hakim or
Khomeini. He indicates that there were indeed actual leaders of the move-
ments, especially in the Marsh area, but the participants were unable to
create from them the image of a national hero, because their activities were
totally secret and hidden from the eyes of the people.?

Searching for “Something Communal”’

The above arguments on the importance of the “destruction of symbol,” the
“anonymity” of the actors in the movement, and the “invisibility of the
enemy” can mainly be seen in the discourses of Western scholars (such as
Cockburn) or Western-educated Arab or Iragi scholars (such as Makiya).
Their interpretation of the intifadah is based on a “strong state vs. weak
society” model, and they recognise Iraqi society as being deeply penetrated
by the state under Ba‘thi control. The individual became atomised after the
regime uprooted all the existing social ties, such as religious, tribal, and
ethnic networks, and took over most of the voluntary associations. He had
to stand against the state by himself, without any social mediation. We may
find in this discussion a connotation of irrational crowd behaviour in an
anarchical mass society, lacking civil society.

It is worth mentioning, however, that some raise objections to the
above interpretation of the intifadah. Fa’iq Shaykh ‘Ali, an individual
Islamist who was once in charge of a committee in al-Najaf,”® argues that
the “protest culture” of Islam did play a significant role in the intifadah.*
He emphasises the significance of religious rituals and locations in the
movements, rather than religious ideology or political institutions. He sug-
gests that the society in its stateless situation revealed an autonomous
moral system that was able to sustain the local community in its crisis, util-
ising traditional networks and value-systems. In arguing about how the
intifadah began, ‘Al calls attention to earlier incidents that inspired the
outbreak of the intifadah, together with the guerrilla activities in the
Marsh; one was the anti-Saddam demonstration in al-Najaf, on the occa-
sion of the funeral of Yuisuf al-Hakim at al-Hindi Mosque on the 23rd of
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February. The other was an anti-regime demonstration in Karbala’ on the
eve of the outbreak of the intifadah. 1t also took place during a religious
march to welcome Ayat Allah al-Khi’i, who coincidently was visiting the
shrine of Imam Husayn there.>! The essential point of his interpretation is
that the opposition organisations, including SCIRI and al-Da‘wah, were far
from being involved in the intifadah.’* He insists that people without any
political affiliations carried out the intifadah, and that the organisations in
the “liberated” area emerged voluntarily from their daily social networks,
without guidance from the existing ideological political forces.

‘Ali is not the only author who emphasizes the role of Islamic rituals
and places; al-Hilli points out the coincidence of the beginning of the
intifadah with the anniversary of Imam Mahdi’s birth (March Ist). He also
mentions that it was relatively easy to mobilise the people who gathered for
that occasion into anti-government demonstrations, particularly in the holy
cities. Al-‘Ajuli remarks that the “Voice of Islamic Revolution” was broad-
cast from the shrine of Imam ‘Al in al-Najaf. In the holy cities of al-Najaf
and Karbala’, the courtyards of the shrines turned to be the bases as well as
starting points for demonstrations and other collective action against the
regime. In a word, what is emphasised is the importance of the role of the
communal, rather than national, pattern of protest culture. This is reminis-
cent of Oberschall’s argument on the role of the Catholic tradition, from
which the legitimacy of anti-regime movements was often derived; in
Eastern Europe, churches were habitually used as gathering places for
demonstrations and other protest activities, and this was especially true in
the case of Poland.® -

This communal protest culture seen in religious rituals was, however,
too weak to support entire movements. It would be more accurate to say
that only holy cities could promote such large-scale religious activities. In
other places, such as in Kazimiyah near from the capital, there were strict
restrictions on apolitical religious gatherings.

As a lesson learned from the gravity of the lack of social mediation
and the consequence of the opportunities for communal mobilisation, some
scholars highlight post-War attempts to fulfil the social vacuum by re-
establishing communal ties. We may understand the regime’s policy of
revitalising the tribal networks in local communities in the same context.
Realising its inability to mobilise the entire state apparatus to control atom-
ised individuals, the regime preferred to depend on tribal groups, not
branches or sub-institutions of the ruling parties. In other words, it needed
the help of society.

On the other hand, one Islamist pointed out that there was an attempt
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to reform the hawzah and the religious hierarchy among the Shiite ‘ulama’,
led by the late Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. Ra’af classifies the development
of the Iraqi Islamic movements into three periods. The first generation, rep-
resented by the Islamic political parties such as al-Da‘wah, constitutes
those who were active inside Iraq until the assassination of Baqir al-Sadr in
1980. The second generation grew up under the Irag-Iran War in the 1980s,
and became more inclined to religion, being exhausted by the war and
social unrest. This generation, Ra’tf describes, were the main actors in the
intifadah, and these two generations left Iraq after the ruthless oppression
by the regime. The third generation is those who stayed inside Iraq after the
Gulf War, and gathered around Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr.® According to
Ra’tf, Sadiq al-Sadr chose to co-exist with the regime, and confined his
activities to the religious field, staying away from politics. He gave impor-
tance to restoring the religious foundation of the daily life of the people,
through reviving the Friday Prayer.”® In particular, Ra’uf says, his aim was
to regain a positive relationship with tribal society. This can be seen as a
counter measure against the regime’s re-tribalisation policy, and a reconsid-
eration of the role of the ‘ulama’ as a mediator between them and the
regime. 3’

Sadiq al-Sadr was, however, assassinated in 1999, possibly by the
regime. The assassination may be tied to the fact that after the incident, the
regime started to reconsider the excesses of its re-tribalisation policy, and
began to rely again on the party structure to control local communities.

Conclusion

Various discourses on the infifidah among Iraqi scholars reflect the ways
in which they recognised the social and political structure in Iraq at the
time of the Gulf War. Through their analyses of the reasons why the
intifadah failed, they clarify their perceptions on what they see as the cru-
cial problems in the formation of national integrity in Iraq.

Anti-government political parties, and particularly Islamic groups,
essentially tried to interpret the intifddah as a positive result of their strug-
gle against the regime since the 1970s, based on Islamic political ideology.
They describe the institutions and collective action frames established dur-
ing the intifadah as being along the lines of Islamic ideology. This notion is
not shared by the other ideological groups, however, who criticised it as
exposing the absence of a common national identity in Iraq. This argument
reveals the fragility of the coalition among the Iragi opposition forces,
which finally was taken over by the Iraqi National Congress, established in
London with the support of the United States.
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Other scholars cast light on the state’s penetration of society as a
result of the Ba‘th party’s policy, which caused the atomisation of the indi-
vidual. This affected the development of the notion of “us” and “the
enemy” in the intifadah. The border between the two became erratic, rather
than defined by existing social distinctions or political affiliations. Not
only did political forces fail to offer suitable alternatives for shared idea of
legitimacy and collective action frames, but the society also proved to be
too weak to revitalise its communal ties and morals in the situation of state-
lessness. In conjunction with this perception, some Islamists shed light on
the efforts of ‘ulama’ to fill this social vacuum between the individuals and
the state, and re-establish communal networks.

Can we understand this is an attempt to build up a public sphere of
civil society? Of course the Islamists never consider their social activities
in the framework of “civil society” or “democratisation.” We may sense,
however, the influence of these notions upon recent Islamist ideas, espe-
cially in their adoption of the word “intifiddah,” whose connotation was
“civilian resistance,” instead of “Islamic revolution” in the early stage of
the uprising.
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