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AL TIKRITI:   The emergence of Rachid Ghannouchi as being the sort 
of spiritual leader, the kingmaker if you will, has made him one of the foremost, if not 
the most important figure in the Arab world and modern politics today. 

BENNETT-JONES:   Why is he so important? 

AL TIKRITI:   Because everyone is looking to see whether his ideas of 
the past 30, 40 years will work.  

BENNETT-JONES:  This is Woodville Road in Ealing, West London. It’s 
classic tree-lined suburbia. And many of the residents here probably don’t 
realise that when they were going to work and taking the children to school and 
mowing the front lawn and so on, one of their former neighbours was engaged in 
a rather different project: making his radical Islamic ideology fit in with a 
democratic system. And then after 22 years living here in Ealing and Hemel 
Hempstead - and some other locations in the UK – Rachid Ghannouchi went 
back to his own country - Tunisia.   

ARCHIVE WITH FAINT MUSIC: 

<BEEP> Ritula Shah: The president of Tunisia has fled the country after further riots. 
Tunisians are jubilant. 

Tunisian man: This is an historical day.  This is a revolution. 

BENNETT-JONES:  He didn’t start it but Ghannouchi was the main 
winner of the Tunisian revolution: his theological and political message that 
Islam and democracy can go together went down well.  And those views were 
crystallised here in the UK where he listened to programmes like this one.  

RADIO 4, GHANNOUCHI:      I was very familiar with Radio 4. Usually when I 
driving, but Radio 4 is… (Arabic) Translator: Objective.  Objective also! – Thank 
you! -  Laughs! 

BENNETT-JONES:  In this week’s Analysis we’ll try to be objective 
about Ghannouchi’s ideas. What is his intellectual project?  He claims to have 
found a way of allowing political Islamists to work in harmony with western 
values. Maha Azzam of the foreign affairs think tank Chatham House. 

AZZAM:   Ghannouchi has been prominent in the Islamist 
Movement. He stands very much in the centre of the debate over the role of Islam in 
politics and his views have always been considered quite liberal. But I think the 
centrality of this figure now is that he’s won elections in Tunisia; that he was able to 
return after over two decades in exile and still win the hearts and minds of the young 
in Tunisia, of the majority of the electorate in Tunisia, and be able to form a 
government. And his influence begins now really. 



GHANNOUCHI: My favourite is Hemel Hempstead. 

BENNETT-JONES:  Hemel Hempstead? Yeah. Quiet. 

GHANNOUCHI:  Quiet, yes – it’s like village, small village. 

BENNETT-JONES:  Ghannouchi is by no means a domineering man – 
more of an academic than a fiery cleric or charismatic politician. His friends say 
his speeches aren’t great. To appreciate his potential significance one first needs 
to understand the debate that has been going in within political Islamist circles.  
The 9/11 and 7/7 attacks gave voice to an extremely politicised version of Islam 
that sees no division between religion and politics and which says the Koran is 
literally the law. It’s a view also held by other Islamist organisations - groups 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood - now major force in its country of origin, 
Egypt. The Brotherhood also has many international affiliates, and they include 
Rachid Ghannouchi’s Ennadha party in Tunisia. So when Ghannouchi calls for 
change he is confronting people close to him. Kamal Helbawy is a friend of 
Ghannouchi’s and back in 2005 he shared the Muslim Brotherhood’s oath with 
us here on Analysis.  

ANALYSIS 27 October 2005: 

HELBAWY:   (Arabic) Allah is our aim, our objective. (Arabic) – The 
Prophet is our leader.  (Arabic) Koran or the Bible, Muslim’s Bible, is our 
constitution.  (Arabic) To die for the sake of God is the best objective or aim we have. 

BENNETT-JONES:  Banned in Egypt by Mubarak’s old regime, the 
Brotherhood just won 38% of the vote there. But Ghannouchi says it should 
change its ideas. For all his years in the UK he remains more comfortable in 
Arabic.  But even if he didn’t absorb much of the language he does seem to have 
picked up a few British values – saying things which are unimaginable from most 
Islamist leaders. 

GHANNOUCHI:  (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:  We don’t want a religious state because in this state it is 
the religious hierarchy that controls the state and it gets its legitimacy not from the 
people but from another source. We want a civic state where the source of legitimacy 
is the people, the source of legitimacy is society and no-one else. 

AZZAM:  I think London was a source of something very different 
in the 1980s. It allowed moderate Islamists, statesmanlike Islamists to gather, to speak 
their mind in freedom. They were men like Ghannouchi and many others from across 
the Muslim world who were able to say openly that their regimes were undemocratic. 



BENNETT-JONES:  Maha Azzam of Chatham House. In recent years 
books have been written about Londonistan – describing London as a jihadi 
base. But what those books did not dwell on was that London was also a centre 
for more moderate Islamists. And the idea caught on – moving from this 
Tunisian exiled in London to Turkey and across South East Asia. Wan Saiful 
Wan Jan from the Islamic Party of Malaysia used to attend Ghannouchi’s study 
groups in London. 

WAN JAN: Well with individuals like Rachid Ghannouchi clearly leading the way, 
I think a new wave of thinking has been developing since the early 1990s. You know 
individuals like me, for example, I was personally directly influenced by his ideas 
from someone who joined the Islamic Party of Malaysia, who, with this idea that 
Malaysia must become an Islamic state. Now we’re not talking about the need to set 
up an Islamic state anymore. We’re talking about good governance, we’re talking 
about developing the economy in just and a fair way. So yes, there is clearly … 
there’s evolution in thinking. It is not covering the whole spectrum of the Muslim 
Brotherhood network yet, but I think the wave is clearly there. 

BENNETT-JONES:  The first of Ghannouchi’s big ideas is that the values 
of Islam – such as justice and charity - are what matters. It sounds 
uncontroversial but it does lead to some very striking conclusions. 

BENNETT-JONES: I’ve heard it said that you have said that Britain is in 
many ways a more Islamic country, has more Islamic values than many Middle 
Eastern countries. Do you believe that? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   Yes, I did say this. The Prophet when he was 
oppressed by his people, he said that go to a just king, who does not oppress 
people. When I was asked why did you go to the UK I said I am going to a 
country, to a system, ruled by a queen where people are not oppressed. And I was 
never asked to go to a police station, I was never interviewed by the police 
because I lived twenty years under the law, abiding by the law, me and my family. 

BENNETT-JONES:  And that makes you think it is … in some way it’s 
got more Islamic values than Tunisia? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   Yes. 

BENNETT-JONES:  Which prompts the question - is that what he wants 
in Tunisia now – a state like Britain? 

BENNETT-JONES: Do you think women in Tunisia, Muslim women, 
should be allowed, if they want to, to go onto the beach in a bikini? 



GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   Personally I don’t, I wouldn’t prefer this, but it is up to 
her what she wears. 

BENNETT-JONES: Do you think Muslims should be able to drink alcohol? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   I wouldn’t personally prefer this, but it is up to them 
what they drink and what they eat. 

BENNETT-JONES: You have a significant Jewish community in Tunisia.  
Could you imagine a Jewish President of Tunisia? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:    It is the people who decide who the president is. All 
citizens are equal and they all have the right to run for presidency, and if they are 
elected then we should respect the will of the people. 

BENNETT-JONES:  There are some quotes attributed to Ghannouchi – one for 
example talks of a Jewish American plan to control the Middle East - which have 
been used by his critics to hint that he is anti-Semitic. He denies the charge.  But 
what about his position on Israel? I asked him if Israel has a right to exist. He 
wouldn’t answer directly, saying only that it has a duty to make peace with the 
Palestinians. But what of his arguments with fellow Muslims who take a more 
hard line approach than him on other issues. 

BENNETT-JONES:  What do you then say to those Muslims who believe the 
Koran is the constitution and that however you get there, even if it’s by 
persuasion, that should be the outcome? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   If Koran is understood as the source of values - the 
values of justice, the values of brotherhood, the values of solidarity – then we can 
then understand when people say that Koran is like constitution, so it is a source of 
the values that we want for our society. But if it’s understood as containing all the 
laws that we need to run a proper state and a proper society, then this is wrong. 



BENNETT-JONES: Ghannouchi’s method seems to go like this. The Koran 
wants consultation – that’s like a parliament. It talks of compulsory charity. 
Rather like the welfare state. It’s full of references to justice – that would be the 
rule of law. Forbidding evil and promoting virtue? Human rights.  And so on. 
Anas Al-Tikriti is an Islamist intellectual whose father was the leader of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Iraq. 

AL-TIKRITI:    He is coming from a scholarly background where he is 
saying according to Islam, according to the Koran, this is how the structures of the 
modern state, the nation state, how it should be built. And it should be people based - 
i.e. democracy; and it also excludes no-one. 

BENNETT-JONES:  What you say to many people in the West will sound 
great, and yet there are Islamic texts, are there not, from which Rachid 
Ghannouchi or anyone else cannot escape, various punishments, which just don’t 
fit in with any of the values you’re describing. 

AL-TIKRITI:    We do have… I mean, for instance, we talk about the 
issue of apostates, people who decide to leave Islam for another religion, they should 
be killed. But at the same time we read in the very same Koran, and with no 
contradiction whatsoever, that there shall be no compulsion in religion. So I think that 
what Rachid Ghannouchi has … the place that he has positioned himself is that the 
scriptures are our reference point, but they’re our reference point in order to bring 
freedom, to bring democracy, to bring welfare to people, not to make them feel as 
though they are under a police state. That is the way that our societies want to move. 

BENNETT-JONES: Ghannouchi - and a few others in his Ennadha party 
- have been saying this for some years now. Of course it could be a trick – some 
in the West think he is lying for tactical advantage. But even if we can take what 
he says at face value, do the people of Tunisia want their faith given this liberal 
interpretation?  

BENNETT-JONES: This is a working class district of Tunis, I’m 5 miles 
north of the centre of the city now in the An Nahda heartland. This is where 
their vote bank rests.  Do you think An Nahda wants to have an Islamic state? 

WOMAN: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:  She said that Nahda is willing to make Tunisia a 
democratic and an Islamic state at the same time.  

BENNETT-JONES: Which is exactly what Rachid Ghannouchi wants to 
hear. 



BENNETT-JONES: So far so good for Ghannouchi – but others are not so sure 
about his interpretation – they have red lines. Such as inheritance law and the 
amounts that should be received by men and women.  

BENNETT-JONES: Rachid Ghannouchi is talking about a modern type 
of Tunisia, what actually will be Islamic, do you think, in what he is promising? 

MAN:  (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:  The Holy Texts have said already that a man should 
inherit twice as much as a woman and this is a detail that is not up to discussion.  
Because God said in his book that a man should have twice as much as a woman.  
And this is one thing that we cannot discuss because God said so. Tunisian women 
had already got their rights, so they do not need any other person to speak for their 
rights.  

BENNETT-JONES: Now that man may have been an Ennadha supporter but as 
we left he added: “we don’t have to support Nahda”. That’s tricky for 
Ghannouchi because he has said he stands for equality of the sexes. So which is it 
-- equal rights or the Koranic text? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:  It is a complete simplification of the issue when we say 
that man gets double what the woman gets in inheritance. What we need to look at is 
that in principle in Islam equality is the basis for treating men and women. 

BENNETT-JONES: So let me give you another difficult case - that of the 
amputation of hands for thieves. Now that would be quite clear in the Koran. Do 
you think that should be the law in practice? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:    The problem or the issue isn’t how to punish someone, 
punish a criminal. Islam aims at preventing the crime from happening, preventing 
stealing from happening for example. 

BENNETT-JONES:  I mean I’m sure many people would agree with you 
that the best thing is to prevent crime and that there are many complicated social 
issues at stake. But you just have fudged that answer, haven’t you? I mean is it 
your view that the Koranic punishment is the correct punishment? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 



TRANSLATOR:    Muslims should abide by what the Koran says. But 
when we look at the Koran and when we look at the aims, the general aims of the 
Koran, it is to instill justice in the world, to provide living conditions with dignity to 
the people, and punishment isn’t one of the aims of the Koran.  

BENNETT-JONES: For many Muslims that is a very shocking statement. 

PRAYER SOUNDS  

BENNETT-JONES:  Beginning our interview with a prayer, Abdul Kadar 
Heshimi is a Salafi.  Salafism is now popular across the Middle East, promoted 
by Saudi Arabia, and it puts him well to the right of Ghannouchi – he’s a 
religious conservative, the sort of Muslim described as fundamentalist because 
he wants to get back to the fundamentals of Islam as practiced in the seventh 
century. 

HESHIMI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:    We think that Rashid Ghannouchi is more faithful to the 
sake of the Western than to the real causes and issues of our societies and Arab 
societies 

BENNETT-JONES:  Do you consider Rashid Ghannouchi to be a 
Muslim?  

HESHIMI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:    When we see that he is trying to build a new 
constitution and the constitution was not inspired directly by the Koran and Sharia in 
order to rule the country – so it’s a big question for us. 

BENNETT-JONES: Abdul Kadar Heshimi is helping organise some 
Salafi students who are protesting for more religious rights on campus – such as 
the right for women to be completely covered for lectures and exams. 

SOUND OF PRAYER 

BENNETT-JONES: So we’re just leaving those students now and one of 
them has started singing the Koran in a fairly gentle attempt, I think, to convert 
me to Islam. 

SOUND OF PRAYER 

BENNETT-JONES:  It’s impossible to imagine the Salafis ever 
accommodating themselves to Ghannouchi’s ideas. And even in moderate 
Tunisia, these students have become a force on the streets.  But there are other 



groups which might be more willing to adjust to Ghannouchi’s ideas. Islam, so to 
speak, is a broad church. Maha Azzam. 

AZZAM: The range of opinion is very wide. There are those who 
would be described as Islamists who believe that Islamic law in its totality ought to be 
implemented in society, for example the position of women is such that she has to be 
veiled. And that range shifts to somewhere in the middle where people you know 
believe that the Hadud - i.e. Islamic punishments - ought to be implemented, to those, 
like Ghannouchi, who believe that women are both equal to men, that alcohol ought to 
be served in places of tourism. So the range is very, very wide.  

BENNETT-JONES:  But can Ghannouchi’s vision accommodate 
everything within that range? There are those who are more conservative than 
him and then there are those Arabs who are not interested in political Islam at 
all. Can the pious Ghannouchi win them over? In the case of Tunisia there are 
many secularists equally at home in Paris as Tunis. So where do they fit into 
Ghannouchi’s plans? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR: The type of state we want is one that doesn’t interfere in 
people’s private lives. The state should not have anything to do with imposing or 
telling people what to wear, what to eat and drink, what they should believe in. The 
state should provide a framework that protects all religions, all faiths, and we should 
use the positive moral energy that faith gives us. 

BENNETT-JONES:  It sounds to me, if I might say so, you sound rather 
like a Church of England version of Islam. You’ve lived in the UK for 22 years. 
Would that be fair? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   I’m impressed or I respect the Archbishop Williams and 
he is a respected philosopher. 

BENNETT-JONES:  That’s all very well. But of course there’s a bit of 
difference between the arguably rather wishy-washy Church of England and the 
very active faith of Rachid Ghannouchi – after all Ghannouchi’s party has just 
won an election. It’s difficult to imagine the Church of England managing that. 
To understand his ideas about what he believes he should be able to do within a 
democracy, it its first necessary to distinguish between French and British 
secularism –  France left the Tunisians with a very strict division between 
religion and the state – even headscarves were banned - the British version of 
secularism is different and Ghannouchi believes  would give him more room to 
promote his religiosity. Maha Azzam. 



AZZAM: Tunisia - as is the case with other North African 
countries - has a very strong connection with France and has the legacy of French 
colonialism, and therefore its elite is very closely connected to French secularism - the 
idea that society and state have to be secular and religion has very little role to play in 
that society. Ghannouchi comes in to say no, this society has Islamic roots, it has 
Islamic traditions. It has to express the will of the majority of its people, and if the 
majority of its people want a role for the religion in that society and want to express 
that religiosity, they should have the right to do so.  

BENNETT-JONES:  And the fact is that given the choice most Tunisian 
women do want to wear headscarves – go to post revolutionary Tunis and you 
can see it for yourself. So here is Ghannouchi’s idea. The constitution says little 
or nothing about religion. It simply lays out the democratic rules. The political 
parties can then put forward their ideas – and in his case he will be campaigning 
for more Islamic values in society. He says he’s like Christian Democratic parties 
in Europe. But in Europe those parties long ago gave up trying to impose a 
religious approach. Will Ghannouchi be that restrained?  He says Islamists can 
be comfortable within a secular system, and never impose religious rules. 

BENNETT-JONES:  Why then have you written that secularism is 
turning the West - and this is a quote from you - “turning the West into a place 
of selfish beasts” and is undermining the family, making the family meaningless? 
Is there not a contradiction there? 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR:   No, many of Western societies, they have been based on 
the philosophy of individualism, excluding faith from anything to do with society 
with the economy. And this makes the members of society like separate islands, all 
living separately with no real connection or solidarity between them. 

BENNETT-JONES:  Western societies, he is arguing, lack religiosity and 
as a result there is selfishness and isolation. 

AZZAM: I think Ghannouchi believes that Islamic traditions and 
values have a role to play in society, and I think it goes deeper than the symbolic.  

BENNETT-JONES:  He wants a more religious society – but he wants to 
get there with democratic means. And he thinks they two are complimentary. 
Maha Azzam again. 

AZZAM: I think the issue here is that for the majority of believing 
Muslims in Tunisia and elsewhere in Muslim majority countries, they want their lives 
to be imbued with Islamic values and to live in a society that is Islamic friendly. That 
is quite separate to upholding democratic values and the rule of law, but I think for a 
long time we’re going to still see the emphasis on Islam in daily life being an issue 
that is going to become increasingly politicised. It’s not something that can be put 
aside. It is going to enter the realm of political debate. 



BENNETT-JONES:  Rachid Ghannouchi calls it Islam of the heart. But 
can it work – can you be both a secularist and a polticised Muslim at the same 
time? 

WOMAN: This is not going to work - you have to choose.  You are 
going to be a progressist or you going to just stay conservative? You have to choose, 
and he is not choosing.  

BENNETT-JONES:  A group of young Tunisian feminist law students 
think it just doesn’t add up. 

WOMAN:   I don't believe and I don’t trust Rachid Ghannouchi.  
Not because of Rachid Ghannouchi, he is neither my father nor my friend, I don’t 
know him.  But I don’t trust him because if we want to lead a country, we cannot lead 
a country or a political party based on religion  

BENNETT-JONES:  But he says he wants the state to be neutral about 
religion.  He is a Muslim, he wants to promote Islam, but the state is neutral. 

WOMAN:   So why do you have a Muslim ideology in the first 
place.  I don’t get it actually. 

WOMAN:   The dangerous thing, that of course they say that you 
can go to the beach by bikini or you can drink alcohol, but at the same time when 
women are attacked by Salafis, thy are doing nothing for to protect them.  

WOMAN:   You have the right to wear bikini, but then there will be 
private places, separation between women and men, and there are going to be no 
more… He’s just playing on words. He is not going to say no to alcohol, but they are 
going to make more taxes and it’s going to be more expensive so people won’t drink 
anymore. 

BENNETT-JONES:  That sounds quite plausible and even if its done by 
nudges, people who think like these young women could be in for a tough time in 
Tunisia – even if they are not going to live in an Islamic state, they are going to 
live in a more Islamic society. Of course there is a good reason for that – it’s 
what most Tunisians want. So Ghannouchi can speak democracy and get Islam 
at the same time. Which, from his point of view, is very convenient.  And he 
hopes it will catch on elsewhere. 

GHANNOUCHI: (Arabic) 

TRANSLATOR: I believe the Tunisian experience or experiment at the 
moment is like a light house or an example to the rest of the Muslim world, gaining 
popularity in Egypt, in Morocco, in India. And after the Tunisian Revolution, after the 
Arab Spring started, this has given more power to our ideas. 



BENNETT-JONES:  But it’s not as simple as that. Polls show that even in 
moderate Tunisia no fewer than 78% want their law based on Sharia or religious 
law.  But they rank that desire beneath unemployment, the economy, security 
and education in that order. Sharia barely gets on the list. Which means that 
democratic parties in Tunisia – including Ghannouchi’s – would be well advised 
to spend less time promoting religion and more on creating jobs. And if they fail 
to create jobs – they could face political defeat. But could they walk away from 
power if they lost elections?  There’s an old fear in the West that once the 
Muslim Brotherhood wins power, it may never leave. Maha Azzam. 

BENNETT-JONES:  The argument is - this is tactics to get to a strategic 
goal of an Islamic state. 

AZZAM:   But the argument fails in the very fact that if the 
democratic system is in place, he will be voted out of power. And… 

BENNETT-JONES:   Yes, but elected once and no more elections. 

AZZAM:   Unlikely. I think this is something we’re you know 
crystal ball gazing now. I think that if you’re reading what’s happening in society 
carefully both in Tunisia and across the region, you would realise that some very 
deep-seated changes have happened and they are not necessarily the sort of changes 
that a secularist or a liberal want to see because they are imbued still with Islamic 
values. But, nevertheless, the struggle of those that came out onto the streets of 
Tunisia is for accountable government, is for respect for human rights and the rule of 
law. And within that context, they still want respect for Islamic values, but I don’t 
think that there is a desire for an Islamic system of government that throws away 
democracy. 

BENNETT-JONES:  How seriously should we take Ghannouchi?  You 
could say he is just a 70-year-old scholar who holds no public office and who is 
pretending to be moderate. But he has steered a previously banned party to a 
pretty substantial election victory saying he wants a more Islamic society but 
only if he can get there through persuasion within a democracy. It’s easy for 
Westerners to shrug off the fact that people like Ghannouchi were imprisoned 
and persecuted by regimes propped up by the Westerners who feared radical 
Islam. Now some of those former prisoners are governing. You might think 
they’d be angry. But in Ghannouchi’s case anyway they are saying they don’t 
want to confront the West but to live alongside it. 


