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The phenomenal success achieved by Islamic
political parties in the wake of the Arab upris-
ings of 2011 is one of the most significant and
frequently noted developments to follow from
those momentous events. Within a few months

of the demise of long-standing authoritarian regimes, Islam-
ist groups that had been banned and oppressed for decades
found themselves flourishing. Soon El-Nahda in Tunisia and
then Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood tasted victory in constitu-
ent assembly, legislative, and eventually presidential elec-
tions. A new area of political Islam in power had seemingly
arrived.

The meteoric rise to prominence of Islamic actors in the
emerging political landscape of the new Middle East
prompted considerable debate among scholars, policymak-
ers, and broader publics in the United States. Long-standing
discussions about the compatibility of Islam and democracy
reached a new fever pitch. Within this melee, some of the
more alarmist voices expressed concern that the great poten-
tial for a liberating “Arab Spring” might give way to a stag-
nant and dangerous “Islamist Winter.” Others, perhaps
haunted by memories of an earlier comingling of Islam and
mass mobilization—Iran’s 1979 revolution—warned of impend-
ing new theocracies in the region. And once more we heard
talk of “one man, one vote, one time”—the idea that Islamist
parties would happily make instrumental use of the ballot
box to capture the state, only to dismantle the democratic
process when in power.1

Admittedly, such images and narratives have been most
prevalent in the popular media and policy discourse rather
than in political science scholarship. They have, however, had
a powerful framing effect on how our students and the broader
public understand these events. And whereas this media/
policy framing of the issue constitutes the primary focus of
the text that follows, it is important to recognize the existence
of academic voices and research focused on contrasting the
views and values of “Muslims” with those held by people in
“the West” on issues such as women and certain civil liberties
(Fish 2002; Norris and Inglehart 2011). For this analysis how-
ever, I contend that a major complicating factor in the current
discussion of Islam after Middle East revolutions lies in the
fact that this question developed within a preexisting discur-
sive context in the United States in which Islam was already
highly politically charged. The Arab uprisings happened in
parallel with a set of tense debates in the United States around
fears expressed by some that Muslim groups in this country
were working to foster a “creeping shari’ah-ization”—that is, a
campaign to bring Islamic law to the United States through

subterfuge. Teaching about Islam during and after the Arab
uprisings hence requires us to work with and through multi-
ple and particularly complex layers of preconfigured percep-
tions, assumptions, and cognitive associations held by students
and other audiences.

My primary purpose here is to explain the origins and
characterize the specific nature of a form of exceptionalism
surrounding Islam in American political discourse today. I
also suggest some strategies that political scientists who want
to teach about Islam in and around the Arab uprisings might
find helpful in addressing both this exceptionalism and its
specific manifestations around the uprisings. Like several oth-
ers contributors to this PS symposium, I adopt an approach
that first and foremost seeks to de-exceptionalize—that is, to
show that a given object of inquiry, often presumed to pos-
sess wholly unique characteristics and traits, can be under-
stood in familiar terms. In this particular case, my focus is
Islam, Muslims, and—when it comes to the uprisings—
Islamic social movements and political parties. I first address
the broader, post-September 11 discursive climate surround-
ing Islam in the American public sphere and how we can
better calibrate students’ understanding of categories and
labels such as “Muslim,” “Islam,” and “political Islam.” Then
I more directly address the question of Islamic political actors
in the Middle East by providing an overview of recent schol-
arship that has used conventional theories and concepts from
comparative politics—such as political economy, the adop-
tion of institutional norms, and social movement theory—to
understand various aspects of Islamic politics in the contem-
porary Arab world. Finally, I discuss how we can shed light
on recent developments surrounding Islam in Arab politics
by looking at both political party evolution as well as the
interface of religion, political mobilization, and social change
in several non-Arab settings. In summary, the key idea is
that Islamic parties and social movements are subject to the
same forces and factors that shape the behaviors and deci-
sion calculus of other political actors—and thereby amenable
to analysis using standard concepts and methods from com-
parative political science.

THE DUAL SECURITIZATION OF ISLAM IN AMERICA

Although there has been a long history of association in the
US media and other domains of popular discourse between
Islam and concepts that carry a negative connotation (e.g.,
terrorism, lack of democracy, oppression of women; see Said
1997), the aftermath of the September 11 attacks solidified these
associations in the minds of a much broader swath of the Amer-
ican public. This same period also saw the advent of a new

...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

SY M P O S I U M
...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

doi:10.1017/S1049096513000206 PS • April 2013 235



phase in the production of “Islamophobia” that was charac-
terized by the idea that not only were militant Islamic move-
ments outside the United States now the preeminent threat to
national security, but that Muslims living inside the United
States should also be regarded as potential sources of harm to
both security and American values (Bilici 2012; Shryock 2010).
For the first time, American Muslims were singled out as a
group and subjected to a form of racialization premised on
stark friend/enemy distinctions (Schmitt 2007). What was dis-
tinctive about this approach was that it went beyond the var-
ious forms of ethnic and racial discrimination that many
immigrants to the United States (e.g., Italians, Irish, Poles,
Latinos) have faced over the years. Rather, and more in keep-
ing with the precedents of McCarthyism, the treatment of Jap-
anese during World War II, and suspicions raised in the past
about American Catholics, the idea arose that American Mus-
lims were agents of an external ideology that sought to infil-
trate and/or cause harm to the United States. This trend was
fed by and, in turn, reinforced by various developments in
the legal and policy spheres whereby American Muslims were
seen (both by themselves and others) as the primary targets
of legislation such as the Patriot Act and various initiatives
by law enforcement involving surveillance of American Mus-
lim communities. Efforts by governments in the United States
and Western Europe to explain various aspects of their domes-
tic and foreign policies—particularly the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan—have focused on the threat of terrorism rather
than Muslims or Islam at large. The cumulative effect of these
various trends resulted in a public discussion of Islam in most
Western countries framed primarily in terms of national
security—a phenomenon described by some scholars as the
securitization of Islam (Croft 2012; Kaya 2012).

The latter part of this same decade—we can use the elec-
tion of Barack Obama as an inflection point—saw a marked
shift in this conversation. The ending of the war in Iraq and a
perceived sense of progress on the part of the United States in
degrading and dismantling the infrastructure and capacities
of the Al-Qaeda terrorist network led to a diminution in the
level of hysteria surrounding Muslims in the United States
and imminent threats to national security. Yet the discourse
on Muslims and security remained, taking on a significant
new dimension. Although several incidents such as the Fort
Hood shooting and the attempted attack on an airliner in
Detroit—both in late 2009—kept alive the connection between
Islam and terrorism, this layer of symbolic association was
interwoven with a new emphasis on the idea that Islam posed
some ontological threat to the American way of life. A series

of events in 2010 and 2011—including threats by a pastor in
Florida to burn copies of the Qur’an, controversy over plans to
build what was claimed by some to be a mosque near the site
of Ground Zero in New York City, congressional hearings
focused on American Muslim communities, and a campaign
to stop the introduction of Islamic law in the United States
that culminated in several states passing ballot initiatives pro-
hibiting shari’ah—all ushered in a renewed sense of Islam as
not just a threat emanating from foreign terrorists but a poten-
tial source of ideational harm directly present in the United
States itself. This phenomenon I call the “dual securitization”
of Islam in America: an integrated and self-reinforcing form
of bimodal discourse in which Islam and Muslims are seen as
both a threat to the physical security of the United States as
well as a threat to the foundational values of the republic. In
other words, Islam functions as a compound security con-
struct similar to “communism” during the Cold War (threat of
nuclear weapons combined with an ideology antagonistic
toward the American way of life).

THE GOVERNANCE OF MUSLIMS

The most important aspect of the post-September 11 US debate
on Islam and Muslims—at least for scholars and teachers—
has less to do with the politics that have arisen around Islam
and more to do with the ways we have created knowledge
about Muslims and even how we use terms like “Islamic” and
“Muslim” as analytical and ontological categories. Here, I turn
specifically to the approach to Islam adopted by the adminis-
tration of Barack Obama from 2009. The new US president
signaled very early in his tenure that he was committed to
remedying the prevailing negative image of the United States
held by many Muslims around the world in the wake of the

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and what the previous Ameri-
can administration had styled as a “Global War on Terror.”
Addressing the Turkish parliament in April 2009, Obama
sounded the keynotes of a new approach:

I also want to be clear that America’s relationship with the Mus-
lim community, the Muslim world, cannot, and will not, just be
based upon opposition to terrorism. We seek broader engage-
ment based on mutual interest and mutual respect . . . [o]ur
focus will be on what we can do, in partnership with people
across the Muslim world, to advance our common hopes and our
common dreams (Obama 2009a).

Here, then, is a shift in the US discourse on Islam whereby
Muslims cease to be regarded as a source of potential harm
to the United States and figure, instead, as potential partners

The ending of the war in Iraq and a perceived sense of progress on the part of the United
States in degrading and dismantling the infrastructure and capacities of the Al-Qaeda
terrorist network led to a diminution in the level of hysteria surrounding Muslims in the
United States and imminent threats to national security. Yet the discourse on Muslims
and security remained, taking on a significant new dimension.
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in endeavors such as human development, economic growth,
and the advancement of science. This vision received its most
detailed treatment in the speech Obama gave in Cairo in
June 2009, where he called for a “new beginning” in relations
between the United States and Muslim communities around
the world (Obama 2009b). During the next two years, the US
administration created or restyled a wide range of new
programs—in entrepreneurship, education, science, and pub-
lic diplomacy—focused on engaging Muslim communities
around the world.2 At the US State Department, a new posi-
tion, Special Representative to Muslim Communities, was
created in the Office of the Secretary of State.

Although the political intent of these initiatives was to
correct the approach of the G.W. Bush administration and
to send a message to Muslims around the world that the
United States sought their friendship and collaboration, the
approach adopted by the Obama administration actually
reproduced and solidified a sense of American exceptional-
ism vis-à-vis Muslims. No other world religion had ever been
the specific target of US government outreach efforts, or
earned the appointment of foreign policy officials dedicated
to managing relations with its followers. “Muslim” came to
function increasingly as a distinctive category of US policy,
and, furthermore, one that carried ascriptive connotations.
In other words, this policy approach—in defining its target
audience by reference to religion—created the impression that
one’s Muslimness was the primary, all-encompassing iden-

tity through which 1.6 billion people in the world should be
understood. This strategy had the effect of creating on the
US geopolitical radar something like a quasi-operationalized
ummah—a term referring to the world community of Mus-
lims. Where US foreign policy traditionally regarded and
treated individuals around the world as citizens of particular
nation-states, this new trend affirmed the relevance and real-
ity of a new category of transnational religious identity.

Viewed as a broad arc, the last 10 years of US government
and political discourse on Islam can be thematized as the
governmentalization of Islam. This emergent “governance of
Muslims,” as I term it, has been associated with the constitu-
tion and consolidation of Muslims as a distinct object of pol-
icymaking and regulation.3 This is seen in a wide range of
governmental activities such as the Obama administration
programs referenced earlier as well as previous efforts by the
G.W. Bush administration not only to surveil “bad” Muslims
but also to identify, support, and scale up the influence of
“good” Muslims whose views were conducive to US policy
preferences (Hardy 2011; Kaplan 2005; Mamdani 2005). A wide

range of nongovernmental entities, from think tanks to poll-
ing research organizations, have played an ancillary role by
creating new forms of qualitative and quantitative knowl-
edge about Muslims qua Muslims through various demo-
graphic, survey, and policy studies (Esposito and Mogahed
2008; Pew Research Center 2009). The net effect of this effort—
some of it undoubtedly political, some of it simply respon-
sive to a changing discursive climate, and some of it trying to
promote a positive image of Muslims—has been to create a
state of affairs in the American public sphere in which Islam
and Muslims do not function simply as words referring to a
world religion and its followers. Rather, these terms now
define a “problem cluster” that bears on various issues from
the nature of American identity to the security of the home-
land and its values, to US foreign policy and American con-
duct around the globe.

PRACTICING COUNTEREXCEPTIONALISM:
ISLAM AND THE ARAB UPRISINGS

Therefore it is inevitable that the Arab uprisings—particularly
as regards the role of Islam therein—would be parsed through
this prevailing framework of governmentalized Islam as it came
to be debated by US policymakers and the American public.
Ongoing US engagement in a number of settings in which
Islam seemed to be an operative political factor—for example,
a resurgent Taliban in Afghanistan, Islamic extremism in Pak-
istan, a nuclear-prone Iran under religious leadership, and

Al-Qaeda franchises in Yemen and Africa—combined with a
continuing debate about Islam and Muslims in the United
States to prime a discursive environment in which the upris-
ings were received by many Americans as just the latest man-
ifestation of a politicized Islam at odds with US interests and
values. So, for example, new discussions about the role of
shari’ah law in the Middle East were viewed by many in the
United States as closely related to controversies about shari’ah
in America. Particularly when it became clear that Islamic
social forces would reap a significant political dividend from
the downfall of authoritarian regimes in Tunisia and Egypt,
much of the US policy debate—particularly as seen from the
US Congress—was about how to manage something akin to
Islamic revolutions in countries previously closely allied with
the United States.4 To some extent this talk was a legacy of a
longer standing orientation toward Islamist parties in which
they were presumed to be persona non grata to US foreign
policy (however see Mandaville 2012 for a countervailing per-
spective). My contention, however, is that much of the US
reaction and response to recent events in the Middle East needs

Addressing the broader issue of American exceptionalism toward Islam is a tectonic
project, perhaps generational in scope given where we are today. That said, the Arab
uprisings provide teachers of political science with an opportunity to challenge and
complexify some of the prevailing assumptions that accompany this exceptionalist
discourse on Islam—and Islamists in particular.
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to be seen in the light of the preexisting American framing of
Islam and Muslims described previously—that is, as part of a
continuum that includes September 11 rather than as a signif-
icant regional rupture that requires a fundamentally different
US approach to the Arab world.

Addressing the broader issue of American exceptionalism
toward Islam is a tectonic project, perhaps generational in
scope given where we are today. That said, the Arab uprisings
provide teachers of political science with an opportunity to
challenge and complexify some of the prevailing assumptions
that accompany this exceptionalist discourse on Islam—and
Islamists in particular. Therefore I conclude by highlighting
three possible strategies for doing this.

(1) Islam is not a monolith, so neither is political Islam.
Like any repertoire of political symbols or ideology, the spe-
cific forms and manifestations of Islamism vary considerably
from setting to setting and reflect the specific historical and
structural conditions of each locale. Several recent works intro-
duce students to the vast diversity of Muslim politics (Ayoob
2007; Browers 2009; Eickelman and Piscatori 2004; Mandaville
2007) while other writers raise more fundamental questions
about the suitability of concepts such as “political Islam”
(Hirschkind 1997; Martin and Barzegar 2009; Volpi 2010).
Some authors argue that despite its recent political success,
Islamism has ceased to represent a distinctive ideological
project as we enter a “post-Islamist” era (Boubekeur and Roy
2012; Roy 2006). The differential strategies pursued by groups
such as El-Nahda in Tunisia and the Muslim Brotherhood in
both Egypt and Libya in the wake of the Arab uprisings can-
not be understood without a solid grounding in the diversity
of Islam and politics.

(2) Treat Islamists for what they are: social movements
and political parties.
These groups are subject to the same kinds of societal and
institutional forces that govern all political movements. Using
conventional and time-honored theoretical approaches to
understanding social movements and political party behavior
can convey the extent to which Islamist represent political
actors of the sort we encounter all the time in political science.
A number of scholars have made highly productive use of social
movement theory (Munson 2001; Wickham 2002; Wiktoro-
wicz 2003) to understand, for example, the evolving political
strategies of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. Likewise, oth-
ers have undertaken important research that assesses the
impact of institutional factors and participation in demo-
cratic systems on Islamists (Schwedler 2006). It is possible to
analyze and explain shifts and evolution in the political plat-
forms and strategic priorities of Islamists by reference to the
broader literature on political party evolution (Levitsky and
Burgess 2003).

(3) The interface of religion and politics is not limited
to the Muslim world.
By leveraging broader comparative political analysis, we can
show students that common patterns to the political dynam-

ics that govern state, society, and religion exist. Whether we
are dealing with the role of religion in mass mobilization and
social change in other Muslim settings such as Indonesia
(Hefner 2000), or in non-Muslim settings such as Latin Amer-
ica (Klaiber 2009; Mainwaring and Scully 2003) or Central
and Eastern Europe (Eberts 1998), the comparative politics
literature allows us to ask why and how the role of religion in
political transitions displays aspects of both continuity and
change across multiple and diverse country cases.

The three approaches outlined here provide pieces of the
analytical backdrop required to understand many of the polit-
ical science puzzles that have arisen from the Arab uprisings.
These include the fact that despite a common characteriza-
tion of post-uprisings transitional politics being dominated
by Islamists, nevertheless, we see significant variation that
needs to be explained—for example, the fact that Islamists in
Libya did not perform nearly as well as their colleagues in
Tunisia and Egypt. Also important assessments need to be
made of the comparative importance of factors relating to econ-
omy, democracy, and religion in understanding the origins of
the uprisings. Although subsequent politics have become
polarized around debates between Islamists and secularists,
note that Islamists were almost wholly absent in the early
days of the protests that eventually led to the downfall of the
Tunisian and Egyptian regimes and that the claims and griev-
ances voiced by the masses in the streets made little reference
to religion.

The exceptionalism surrounding Islam and Muslims in
American political discourse, which constitutes the primary
focus of this article, will likely endure for some time since it is
generated in large part by the ongoing interaction between
the internal (US domestic) and external (US foreign policy)
dimensions of American engagement with Islam. By the same
token, it becomes possible to inflect and interrupt this dynamic
by introducing information and perspectives that help stu-
dents to ask questions about the core assumptions on which
this construct rests. The Arab uprisings thus provide a wel-
come opportunity to contextualize a monumental shift in the
politics of the Middle East within a broader analysis of how
societies—Muslim and non-Muslim alike—experience change
while beginning, however modestly, to dismantle the architec-
ture of American exceptionalism toward the Muslim world. �

N O T E S

1. In a 1992 speech, former US Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern
Affairs Edward Djerijian used the phrase “one man, one vote, one time” to
describe the likely outcome of nondemocratic forces coming to power in
the Middle East—a thinly veiled reference to recent events in Algeria
where military intervention had prevented Islamists from winning a land-
slide legislative victory.

2. Some examples include the US State Department’s Global Entrepreneur-
ship Project (GEP), the Science Envoys program, and Partners for a New
Beginning (PNB)—a public-private partnership between the State Depart-
ment, the Aspen Institute, and a network of US Fortune 500 CEOs.

3. I am working here within the broad framework provided by Michael Fou-
cault in his seminal essay on governmentality (Foucault 1991).

4. The years 2011 and 2012 saw public statements by several members in the
US House of Representatives suggesting that if Islamist groups come to
power in countries such as Egypt, the United States should consider cut-
ting off foreign assistance.
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