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Washington Watch

Troubling state 
of affairs in 
Tunisia, Egypt
By Dr James J Zogby 

Eight years after the unfolding of the events of
“Arab Spring”, Tunisians and Egyptians appear
deeply displeased about the situations in their

respective countries. When asked whether their coun-
tries were moving in the right or wrong direction, only
one in five Tunisians and Egyptians said “right direc-
tion,” while 69 percent of Tunisians and 55 percent of
Egyptians said their countries were moving in the
“wrong direction.”

This is just one of the findings of a Sept 2018 com-
prehensive public opinion poll in eight Arab countries
and Turkey and Iran by Zogby Research Services
(ZRS). The survey was conducted for the annual Sir
Bani Yas Forum in the UAE. While, in future articles, I
will be reporting on other major findings from this ZRS
poll, the dissatisfaction of Tunisians and Egyptians was
especially significant.   

When asked whether respondents felt they were
better off or worse off than they had been five years
ago, only 21 percent of Tunisians and 20 percent of
Egyptians said “better off,” while 59 percent of
Tunisians and 64 percent of Egyptians claimed they
were “worse off”. It is important to note that when we
polled in both countries five years ago, 94 percent of
Tunisians and 85 percent of Egyptians told us that
they had been “hopeful that their countries were on
the right track” after the revolts succeeded in toppling
their regimes. 

Over the next few years, attitudes in Tunisia gradu-
ally became more tempered. The mood changes regis-
tered by Egyptians, on the other hand, were more
volatile. By May of 2013, only 36 percent of Egyptians
said they were hopeful. But after the Tamarrud events
of June 2013, that number rose to 68 percent who said
they were optimistic that the country was on the “right
track.” By the end of 2014, however, only 41 percent
were hopeful. 

Therefore, the precipitous drop to just one in five
(20 percent in Tunisia and 19 percent in Egypt) who
feel they are moving in the right direction must be
seen as worrisome. (It is worth noting that in other
polling conducted by ZRS, we have found that there is
a strong correlation between those who say “wrong
direction” and individuals who demonstrate sympathy
with extremist movements.)  

Lack of confidence
This lack of optimism and satisfaction among

Tunisians and Egyptians can also be seen in their
expressed lack of confidence in their basic institutions.
For example, in this year’s poll we asked respondents
how much confidence they had in their military, police,
judiciary, religious establishment, media, and parliament. 

Tunisian confidence levels were extremely low in
each of the institutions under scrutiny. Only 33 percent
had confidence in their military, 26 percent in the
police, 41 percent in the judiciary, 15 percent in their
religious establishment, 10 percent in the media, and
only 25 percent in the parliament. 

The Egyptian confidence levels were not much bet-
ter: 41 percent in their military, 37 percent in the
police, 39 percent in the judiciary, 50 percent in the
religious establishment, 28 percent in the media, and
only 27 percent in the parliament. 

What is especially significant here is the precipi-
tous drop in confidence Egyptians now have in their
military. In polls we conducted in 2013, right before
and shortly after the military had deposed the Muslim
Brotherhood government, more than nine in ten
Egyptians said they had confidence in their military.
By late 2013, that had dropped to seven in ten. Now
it’s four in ten - a drop of 50 points in five years.   

The problems facing both countries are substantial.
When we asked respondents to rank the issues that
were most important to them, despite differences in
the order of importance, sharing the top tier of priority
concerns among Tunisians and Egyptians were:
expanding employment opportunities (the top priority
in Tunisia), ending corruption and nepotism (the top
priority in Egypt), improving the educational system,
and political and governmental reform. The bottom
line: the need to create jobs and reform governance so
as to create greater confidence and opportunities for
citizens are the challenges faced by the leaderships in
both Tunisia and Egypt. 

Eight years after the upheavals that rocked both
countries ushering in what came to be known as the
“Arab Spring,” both societies are struggling to fulfill
the expectations created and the unmet needs of their
citizens. Their experiments with elected Muslim
Brotherhood governments failed - in Tunisia, respon-
dents told us it was the MB’s ineffectiveness, in Egypt
it was the real concern generated by the aggressive
MB’s overreach. The governments that replaced the
Brotherhood initially restored hope, but the chaotic
and fractured political scene in Tunisia and the heavy-
handed approach taken by the Egyptian military have
sapped the confidence of their respective citizenry.  

Where there was once unbridled hope, there is now
a loss of confidence and optimism. What this year’s
polling demonstrates is the depth of that frustration.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

For Washington’s national security community and
overseas allies, the departure of US Defense
Secretary Jim Mattis is a nasty surprise.

President Donald Trump started 2018 with a triumvi-
rate of respected current and former generals seen as
central to restraining his wilder foreign policy
instincts. Now that constraint will soon be gone, leav-
ing US international relations hugely less predictable.

Here are four of the most immediate implications of
the Mattis departure:

One: Trump is now making his own foreign policy. It
began earlier this year with the ousters of national
security adviser Lieutenant General H R McMaster
and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and continued
this month with the announced departures of White
House Chief of Staff John Kelly and now Mattis. All
four individuals were seen as moderating influences on
Trump on issues like potential strikes on North Korea
or US military support for NATO and Asian allies. By
the end of February, all will have departed - with
replacements such as conservative national security
adviser John Bolton seen as much more willing to fol-
low Trump’s direction.

This has implications on fronts ranging from trade
to nuclear weapons policy. After the G20 meeting in
Buenos Aires ended on Dec 1, Trump tweeted his
intent to meet with Russian and Chinese counter-
parts Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping in the new year
to address global tensions and the arms trade. The
US president is now likely to be entering those
meetings - if they ever take place - feeling less
restricted in his options. The same goes for an antic-
ipated second summit with North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un. A more unfettered Trump may well be more
isolationist, but also potentially more prone to dra-
matic, impulsive action.

Two: In the Middle East, America will let others call
the shots. Mattis’ resignation letter indicates that
Trump’s unexpected announcement of an immediate
US troop withdrawal from Syria, coupled with a pull-

back of troops from Afghanistan, was the last straw for
the defense secretary. Throughout the Trump presi-
dency, the Pentagon has advocated ferociously for
more resources for both conflicts despite the presi-
dent’s long-running antipathy towards long-term mili-
tary interventions in the region.

If Trump goes ahead with the withdrawal, there will
be dramatic implications on the ground. In Syria, the
move wil l  l ikely embolden both Turkey and the
Russian-backed forces of President Bashar al-Assad
fighting against America’s former Syrian Kurdish allies.
European states - most likely led by Syria’s former
colonial power France - will have to decide fast if they
wish to fill the gap left by the US departure.

As with the ongoing Saudi-led war with Yemen,
Washington appears to be signaling that it will simply
be less involved, essentially leaving the field to the
growing confrontation between the regional powers of
Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Iran. The White House will
likely want to keep up the pressure on the latter over
Iran’s nuclear program using sanctions and other
means, but will probably not intervene otherwise.

Three: Asian and European allies will be nervous.
Throughout Trump’s two years in office, much of
Mattis’ role has been to travel the globe placating
America’s allies and reassuring them of Washington’s
long-term support. His departure will leave them won-
dering what those guarantees were worth - and
watching the White House closely for signs of how
policy will now change. 

The biggest question wil l  be whether Trump
attempts to tamper with US commitments in Europe
and Asia, where Washington has continued to step up
military activity in the face of increasingly assertive
Russian and Chinese action. Trump has been repeat-
edly critical of America’s allies, saying they have done
too little to secure their own defense and have become
too reliant on Washington’s spending.

After his meeting with North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un in June, Trump shocked many in his own

administration by pledging to cease joint exercises
with South Korea in the hope of reducing tensions.
The real nightmare for many in the Pentagon, NATO
and beyond is that he may now do the same with mili-
tary activities in Europe, Asia, or both, possibly
emboldening America’s most powerful potential foes
and driving up the chances of an inadvertent conflict.

Four: America may become both more isolationist
and volati le. Much wil l  depend on who Mattis’
replacement turns out to be - a choice that will be
shaped both by who Trump will tolerate and who
might be willing to take the job. Overall, however,
experience suggests that any appointee will have to
embrace a Trumpian worldview that is more isola-
tionist and sometimes more reactionary than much of
the US national security establishment would wish.

What that means is remarkably hard to model - not
least because Trump himself has been so inconsistent.
He has talked repeatedly about building a strong US
military - but last month suggested he might cut it as
part of the deal to slow the arms race. He has been
openly cautious of military action - but stepped up
US airstrikes in Afghanistan and elsewhere. In con-
frontations such as those with Russia and China in
Eastern Europe and the South China Sea, he could
easily take either a much more aggressive or concilia-
tory approach.

We’ve seen this dynamic with North Korea, where
Trump was initially seen as keener than the Pentagon
to consider military action, only to then offer greater
concessions than the national security establishment
considered wise. That dynamic is now in play on a
global scale, and it could go either way. Also compli-
cating matters is Trump’s political position at home,
where he faces a deadlocked Congress, the endgame
of Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation into
alleged collusion with Russia and the start of the 2020
presidential campaign. Bottom line: 2019 was already
looking volatile. The departure of Mattis makes it dra-
matically more so. — Reuters 

Mattis exit makes the world more volatile

Christian revivals 
prompted more 
by politicians 
than churches

Christmas is invariably the time for a grouch that nei-
ther Christ nor mas(s) feature much in a festival
meant to rededicate Christian believers to worship.

Materialism, especially for children, swamps, on this view,
any reflection on the meaning of a Christian - or religious -
life. To this, there’s the retort - increasingly made - that
giving happiness through gifts IS part of Christmas - a
festival that was elevated to the supreme Christian holy
day, or holiday, of the year in the 19th century. 

Charles Dickens’ “Christmas Carol” helped a lot in giv-
ing it both a moral and commercial boost. What did
Ebenezer Scrooge do when he was turned from a miser to
a benefactor through a visit from the horrifying ghost of
Christmas yet to come? He commissioned a passing urchin
to buy the largest and most expensive turkey he could find
and deliver it to the family of his much-abused clerk, Bob
Cratchit: A present which transforms the family’s usual
scanty Christmas dinner to a feast.

Yet, unrecognized by both sides of the argument, a
series of diverse Christian revivals are now under way
through the world. What this will mean is unclear, but that
they are happening is increasingly obvious. The revivals
are largely associated with the political right, in part
because the left, though it has religious roots, is largely
secular, often perceived as hostile to religious faith. That’s
been most obvious, in the past few decades, in the United
States, historically a standout among advanced economies
in the popularity of Christianity, and where pro-
Republican evangelicals carry much political clout. 

Liberals who are also believers are struggling to get
back into the religious debate, but the activity on the right,
as the recently founded, campus-oriented Turning Point
USA - dedicated to amplifying the voices of conservative
students - remains militantly religious, apparently more

certain of itself and its beliefs than the left. Europe has
become, comparatively, a less Christian zone, at least in
terms of attendance and the salience of the churches. But
there are strenuous efforts to change that - coming, curi-
ously, less from the churches themselves, and more from
politicians.

Here’s some of the activity. In Hungary, authoritarian
Prime Minister Viktor Orban has shifted from defending
“illiberal democracy” to proposing a new, less liberally-
inclined “old-school Christian Democracy”. He sees the
Christian Democratic parties of Western Europe - in
Germany, Italy, Sweden and elsewhere - as having suc-
cumbed to leftist influences and wants a return to the time
when the movement began at the end of the 19th century,
as a political opposition to socialism.

Poland is still the most religiously-inclined state in
Europe - though even there, a once-fervent Roman
Catholicism is declining and the priesthood was sharply
crit icized in a recent much-viewed f i lm, “Kler”
(“Clergy”). Still, the dominant political figure, Jaroslaw
Kaczynski, leader of the ruling Law and Justice Party,
strongly supports the church as the moral basis of the
state, saying those who fought the Catholic church
“favored nihilism.” For the conservative part of the elec-
torate, Catholicism, even if not actively practiced,
remains the default moral precept.

Russian President Vladimir Putin, former KGB officer
and communist, who saw the collapse of the Soviet Union
as the 20th century’s greatest tragedy, now embraces the
Russian Orthodox Church, especially its imperial preten-
sions, with widely-publicized fervor. The church and its
leader, the Patriarch Kirill, have been supported and
enriched by the state; attendance in the gorgeously-
restored churches remains low, though baptisms, weddings
and funerals are often routed through them.

In these former Communist countries, state power
seeks a kind of fusion with the church. In Western Europe,
the signs of an attempted revival remain largely on the
right - but are more scattered, less developed. In Italy,
Deputy Prime Minister Luigi di Maio, following the exam-
ple set by Poland, has announced plans to close large
shopping centers on Sundays, arguing that liberalization of
opening hours was “destroying Italian families.” The plan
has yet to be put into practice.

Outgoing German Chancellor Angela Merkel is, like
British Prime Minister Theresa May, a pastor’s daughter.

Neither made any political capital of that, nor of their
Protestant faiths, but Merkel’s chosen successor, Annegret
Kramp-Karrenbauer, is a Catholic conservative, and is
opposed to same-sex marriage. In France, the rising star
on the far right, Marion Marechal-Le Pen, niece of the
National Rally (formerly National Front) leader Marine Le
Pen, is at the center of a network of new right activists and
thinkers, many proclaiming their Christian faith. 

Reversal 
Writing of this group, the US scholar Mark Lilla

observes that their rise “may indicate that the relation-
ship between religious and political identification is
reversing in Europe - that it is no longer religious affilia-
tion that helps determine one’s political views, but one’s
political views that help determine whether one self-
identifies as religious”.

Beyond Europe and North America, Christian evangeli-
cal churches continue to expand both their congregations
and their political power. In Brazil, most recently, they
strongly endorsed the election of the rightist ex-army offi-
cer Jair Bolsonaro - though he is a nominal Catholic - see-
ing in him one who would reverse the liberal legislation
and expansion of the state under the previous Workers’
Party government, which the evangelicals saw as threaten-
ing their conservative morality.

In Africa, Pentecostal Christianity spreads rapidly still,
with mega-churches often linked to sponsoring institutions
in the United States. The church also wields increasing
political power on the continent, as it does throughout the
world. In Africa - in contrast to the North American and
European churches - the power usually comes from below,
the churches successfully gathering large congregations
which then become attractive to politicians seeking
endorsement and votes.

This is not (yet) a revolution: There is no coordinating
center, no one group or figure directing the very varied
initiatives - which are Catholic, Orthodox and various
kinds of Protestant. Common to all, however, is a recoil
from secularism and a search for a moral authority more
powerful, because more traditional, than that of the state
or of liberalism. For the adherents to these faiths,
Christmas really will be a mass for Christ - even if the
more powerful supporters in governments and presidential
palaces look to material and political benefits in this, as
well as the next, world. — Reuters 


