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to the Arab Spring?
‘When
constitutions were
drafted, the
concerns of
women’s groups,
minorities, human
rights activists,
and civil society
organisations
were ignored.’
Haleh Esfandiari

A Tunisian girl during
a rally of the once
outlawed Tunisian
Ennahda Islamist
Party ahead of the
north African nation’s
landmark election to
elect a constitutional
body in October 2011.
Far left: Tunisian
protesters chant as
they hold a
photograph of
Mohammed Bouazizi
in January 2011.
Photos: Reuters, AP

Karim Mezran, professor of Middle
Eastern and North African studies at
Johns Hopkins University. ‘‘Revolu-
tions take a much longer time to meet
any kind of expectation. The countries
of the Arab Spring are thus far moving
in the right direction yet remain on the
verge of a cliff – where the possibility
that everything could go wrong is
always present.’’

For all its violence and false starts,
too, the empowering human element
of the Arab Spring remains unchal-
lenged. In this version of the Arab
Spring story, the unwillingness of
ordinary Arabs to accept the status
quo has transformed the region’s peo-
ple from oppressed victims and pass-
ive onlookers to actors with a say in
shaping their own destiny.

‘‘One thing is clear about the Arab
Spring: it ushered in people’s role in
the political processes for the first
time in the countries where revolu-
tions took place,’’ says Khalid al-

Dakhil, a Saudi sociologist and polit-
ical analyst. ‘‘And this, if consolidated,
is a big achievement and a turning
point in the political history of the
region.’’

Dalia Ziada, executive director of
the Ibn Khaldun Centre for Develop-
ment Studies in Cairo, said the people
had broken the barriers of fear and
realised that they had the absolute
right to decide their future and the
future of their country. ‘‘If this was the
only gain from the Arab Spring, it is
more than enough,’’ she said.

It is also true that experiences of the
Arab Spring vary greatly across the
region. Partly, this has to do with what
Rami Khouri, a Lebanese academic at
the American University of Beirut,
calls the ‘‘variety of regime
responses’’.

These responses, he says, would
include buying off citizens with cash
(the Gulf States), making modest and
symbolic reforms (Jordan and

Morocco), fighting back militarily
(Bahrain and Syria), and leaving office
dead or alive (Libya, Tunisia, Egypt,
and Yemen).

At the extreme end of the Arab
Spring’s spectrum of outcomes stands
Syria’s civil war and Bahrain’s shutting
down of civil society. Egypt, too,
teeters on the brink of a profound
political crisis, its democratic experi-
ment having come to resemble the
dark days of the Mubarak regime with-
out the accompanying stability.

‘‘In medical terms,’’ Dr Tariq Rama-
dan, professor of contemporary Arab
studies at Oxford University, told ABC
radio earlier this year, ‘‘the country is
in intensive care, its survival at stake,
its economy asphyxiated, unable to
produce a vision for the future’’.

At the same time, countries such as
Jordan and Morocco inch towards
political reforms while remaining
stable at a time of great regional
upheaval. Part of the reason for this

stability doubtless lies in the govern-
ments’ recognition, forced upon them
by events of the Arab Spring, that they
could no longer survive without at
least paying lip service to the need for
popular participation.

It also has to do with another lesson
of the Arab Spring, the need to beware
of what may follow from a popular up-
rising: ‘‘I’m less aggressive towards
the king because I saw what the Islam-
ists could do,’’ Alaa Fazzaa, editor of a
banned Jordanian website, told The
Atlantic in July. ‘‘I see what is happen-
ing in the region.’’

Even Libya, for all the lingering
power of the armed militias that
helped overthrow Gaddafi, has held
peaceful elections.

It has also entered the post-Gaddafi
era in a state characterised more by
paralysis and soul-searching than any
meaningful likelihood of resuming
actual hostilities.

And then there is Tunisia, the cradle
of the Arab Spring. There, the two
defining forces of North Africa’s most
liberal country, the two great strands
of philosophical thought that dominate
political debate in the Middle East –
Islamist and secular social democrat –
govern the country in an unlikely but,
for the most part, successful coalition.

That they have done so without tak-
ing up arms is as much a part of the
Arab Spring as Syria’s descent into
anarchy.

With such different manifestations
of the broader Arab Spring at play, the
result is, in the words of one analyst,
‘‘noisy, messy and inconclusive’’. It is
also a victory for the people even as it
has complicated their lives and at
times feels like a defeat.

Perhaps we have been using the
wrong framework to judge the success
or failure of the Arab Spring, prefer-
ring to view as a revolution what could
better be described as an awakening.

Either way, the ultimate test of the
Arab Spring may be whether popular
participation ended with the demon-
strations that drove dictators from
power.

Or, to put it another way, whether in
charting the region’s future it is the
people, or the already powerful, who
get to cast the deciding vote.
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