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In today’s media world, events are defined by the news. Not only do they report what 

is going on, but they also organize and give meaning to it. At once, the experts are summoned 
in order to comment and explain the facts. They are expected to speak authoritatively – which 
is a difficult task - and some of them actually prophesy. It is difficult for them not to answer, 
or even to express their own questions. They are supposed to know when in fact, like 
everybody else, they only interpret what the written and TV media report.  

The events which started in the middle of the winter were quickly called an “Arab 
spring”, after this season’s association with the notions of renewal and freedom. In this 
respect, it follows the use which dates back to the 1848 “Springtime of the Peoples”, and 
which was regularly taken up, as it is shown with the 1968 “Prague Spring”, the “Beijing 
Spring of 1989”, or the 2000 “Damascus Spring”, and many other examples could be found. 
This label was quickly established even though it is not possible to say who first coined it. 
Few people know about the book written by Jacques Benoist-Méchin, Un printemps arabe 
(An Arab spring), published in 1959, and which is a tribute to Nasser. It seems that the Arab 
press did not initiate the use of the expression, even if it took it up afterwards, though less 
systematically than the world media.  

The initial time span is rather short. It begins with the start of the protests in Tunisia 
on December 17th 2010 and with Ben Ali’s fall on January 14th 2011, ending with the 
beginning of the movement in Egypt and Mubarak’s fall on February 11th, 2011. As soon as 
the end of January, significant protests erupted in several Arab countries, particularly in 
Bahrain and in Yemen. The other two big centers were Libya from the middle of February 
and Syria from the middle of March onwards, but not a single country was really spared.  

Thus, the word « contagion » was used, but because of its derogatory overtone, the 
latter was labeled “democratic”. The media also referred to the “domino theory”, often used 
during the Cold War and which is a reminder of the fall of the popular democracies in 1989.   

In order to better understand the present moment, it is necessary to look for historical 
precedents, if possible recent.  

 
 
Recent historical precedents 

 
In the world around 1980, liberal democracies were a minority and apart from India, 

most of them belonged to the Western world. In Europe, even Spain, Portugal and Greece had 
only recently emerged from right-wing dictatorships. The rest of the world lived under 
authoritarian systems, which were either left-wing, with a single or hegemonic party, or right-
wing with dictators who often came from the army and a few monarchies in which the 
sovereign did not only reign but actually ruled. The Cold War perpetuated this type of 
regimes. For the Soviets, the “popular democracies” and their true socialism were intended to 
spread beyond Eastern Europe. For the Americans, dictators were “bastards” but “our 
bastards”, that it to say they were strategic assets in the worldwide geopolitical struggle.  

The first wave of democratic transition took place in the 1980’s and mainly affected 
Latin America and the Philippines. The dictatorships were replaced with pluralist 
democracies. At first, the United States tolerated more than they encouraged this movement, 
but they welcomed it afterwards. The decline of the Cold War certainly made this evolution 
easier.  

The fall of the iron curtain triggered the second wave of democratic transition, this 
time mainly in Europe. A new discipline within political science theorized these events under 
the name of “transitology”. Some African countries were incited to follow the movement with 
uncertain results.  
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While a large part of the world remained under authoritarian systems, these regimes 
had to make formal concessions with regular elections, “independent” candidates, or even 
opposition parties that were more or less tolerated. The legal opposition, while being a real 
one, was part of the system, and limited its own scope of action. If dangerous protests erupted, 
the regime would suppress them at once, often using judicial matters as a pretext.  

Then came the « orange revolutions », the most famous of which was Ukraine’s in 
2004. These are protest movements, often triggered by elections that were more or less rigged. 
What makes them special are the new communication tools, especially the internet and mobile 
phones. An educated and technophile youth seems to be the spearhead of these movements 
whose roots are obviously to be found in the deep social and economic difficulties.  

The Arab spring could thus be the conjunction of a third wave of transition and of the 
orange revolutions, a case in which satellite news channels and social networks played a 
particularly important role.   

Whereas at the beginning the Western press used the word « revolt », the protagonists 
themselves used the word « revolution », which raised the question of knowing whether what 
was happening was a revolution, or several revolutions, and whether the 2011 events were 
indeed revolutions. This may lead to conceptual debates about what a revolution is, with the 
multitude of meanings this word can have, such as that of a circular movement, or a sudden 
change, with or without violence, and which respects or does not respect the previous legal 
codes. On top of these debates, there was also a culturalist vision of the Arab or Muslim world 
as unable by nature to experience the appeal of freedom, and doomed to different forms of 
authoritarianism. This is reminiscent of the old notion of oriental despotism, which was 
elaborated in European thought from the XVIth to the XVIIIth century.  

We should remember that classical Islamic civilization experienced, as did all the 
other civilizations, several forms of dissension and popular disorder. All the significant 
religious movements – the schisms of Islam, as the expression goes – were popular actions as 
much as dynastic ambitions. Historians often looked for social reasons to explain those 
movements. Classical Islamic thought defined the concept of “fitna” as a violent trouble 
within the community, and which it was better to avoid. Just as it happened in Europe, the 
issue was to decide whether injustice was preferable to disorder.  
  In Ottoman times, there was a real debate around the notion of unjust power. Injustice 
was defined as a violation of Islamic law, which protected goods and persons. If those in 
power were unjust and if they subjected their people to several forms of humiliations, such as 
the imposition of taxation considered as illegal, or extortion, the question was to know if an 
uprising was legal or not, that is to say if a religious authority would be ready to sanction it as 
such. In practice, if the uprising was successful, authorities could be found which accepted to 
grant such a legal status, but if it failed, the uprising was considered as a “fitna”. The religious 
authorities were indeed on the side of the winner.  

The word « fitna » was thus used by the first Muslim authors to define the French 
revolution, which shows how negative their vision of the event was. Of course, those people 
had a stake in the existing order. All great civilizations generally condemned the idea of a 
revolt against the existing order, even when the latter seemed unfair, all the more so as high 
culture is the prerogative of the ruling classes, and the latter can hardly be favourable to a 
popular uprising.  

It was only much later that the word « thawra » was established in the Arabic language 
to mean revolution. Originally, the word meant rebellion, with its evident negative overtones. 
These last few years, in the context of the re-islamization of the political vocabulary, the word 
“fitna” has reappeared in the everyday language. Most of the time, it is used by the 
authoritarian regimes in order to condemn the actions of the Islamist movements which 
challenge their domination. Here again, it has been possible to find religious authorities ready 
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to grant that label. Without exaggeration, once can say that fitna does not exist per se, but is 
the product of its opponents’ discourse.  

 
An Arab tradition of revolution 
 
Throughout the whole XIXth century, revolution was a Western monopoly, provided 

the Latin American revolutionary movements against Spanish domination are considered as 
belonging to this group. Things changed at the beginning of the century which followed, with 
the Persian Constitutional Revolution in 1905, the Young-Turk Revolution in 1908, the 
Mexican revolution in 1910 and the 1911 Chinese Revolution. Most of the time, these 
revolutions were preceded by movements similar to the Carbonari movement and which 
emerged in the 1890’s. Therefore, one can say that armed struggle or terrorism spread from 
the Mediterranean to China as soon as the end of the XIXth century. The revolutionary 
discourse was then adopted and became legitimate everywhere in the Old World.  

In the Near-East, the word « thawra » is used to designate what is called “revolt” or 
‘uprising” in the West, such as the 1916 Arab Revolt, the 1919 Egyptian Revolt, the 1920 
Iraqi Revolt, or the 1925 Great Syrian Revolt. Later, the Algerian war of independence was 
defined as the Algerian revolution, and the Palestinians use both the words Palestinian 
“resistance” and “revolution”. Otherwise, thawra is used for non-Arab revolutions, such as 
the French or Russian revolution. There is no point in looking for the etymology of the word; 
Edward Saïd brilliantly criticized this type of theoretical inquiry, thus taking the opportunity 
to have a dig at Bernard Lewis – quite rightly. As far as this issue is concerned, only the 
meaning of words matters.  

The Arab world experienced revolutionarism, that is to say revolution as defining its 
own legitimacy. From the outset of the 1952 Egyptian revolution, the officers who took 
power, whether or not they were backed by a political party, generally set up revolutionary 
councils that they themselves created and which alone could claim legitimacy. Conversely, 
the opponents to the regime were condemned as “counter-revolutionaries”. Those regimes 
commemorated the day they seized power as revolution day and the cities’ names were 
affected by this reference.  

There is no doubt that the Arab revolutions which took place in the 1950’s and the 
1960’s were indeed revolutions in so far as they deeply affected the ruling classes, and 
triggered significant transfers of property as far as production goods are concerned. They also 
led to a form of political stability in the form of an authoritarian regime. There was a marked 
difference between the old regime and the revolution. The popular democracies of the Soviet 
Bloc were often considered as examples to follow. Those countries were often labelled “non-
capitalist developing” countries by the Soviet Union, which went as far as recognising 
Nasser’s Egypt as a socialist country. For those on the far-left of those countries’ political 
exchequer, Marxism-Leninism provided the revolutionary movement with a theoretical and 
scientific background which sometimes led them to deny reality. More often than not, the 
revolutionary reference allowed those regimes to justify their violations of the rule of law 
through the definition of a kind of superior state of necessity.  

Except for the monarchies, virtually all the Arab States of today went through a 
revolutionary phase which is often proclaimed as such still today. Revolutionary events are 
indeed inseparable from the struggle for independence from European colonial rule. 
Revolution and independence are often realities that cannot be separated. They are the 
founding events of today’s republican states.  

Thus there is an apparent contradiction in the fact that authoritarian regimes claimed 
their revolutionary heritage while at the same time, the resort to the revolutionary reference 
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during the 2011 protest movements was in itself an instrument for political mobilization 
despite the experience of the previous periods.  

 
The Arab exception 
 
It is true that there are two types of revolution in the European frame of reference. The 

first type is the revolution that intends to create a “new man”, and thus brings new institutions 
or even a complete reorganization of society. The usual models are the French and the 
Russian revolutions. Dictatorship is part of the process which appears at the end of the 
revolutions, after the model of the month of Thermidor during the French revolution 
(Napoleon Ist is emblematic of the Thermidor period). The second type of revolution is the 
revolution of 1848, in which the revolutionaries have to give way to representative democracy 
– not without difficulty. After all the Third Republic was founded on the repression of the 
Paris Commune understood as the rejection of the polls’ verdict.   

After the second wave of democratic transition, authoritarianism seemed permanently 
grounded in the Arab world. The concept of an “Arab exception” emerged, which some tried 
to explain by giving it cultural, almost genetic roots. Of course researchers found diverse 
explanations but all of them were related to politics, since they absolutely rejected the 
essentialist premise.  

The first explanation is related to the continuation of the 19th century authoritarian 
modernism. The willingness to “catch up” with the Western world meant that drastic reforms 
had to be imposed by force given the strength of the resistance which was often inspired by 
Islam. All the Arab revolutions of the 1950’s and 1960’s are part of this tradition, whose 
noble motivation was general interest. The “struggle against reaction” was a permanent 
watchword which justified the repressive measures which were taken at the expense of human 
rights. The social advancement of people from the lower class was real during that period 
which favoured collective interest over the individual interest, while at the same time a new 
ruling class replaced the previous one. 

The second explanation has to do with the way the regional political system has 
worked since the end of the XVIIIth century. The latter is founded on a permanent game of 
interferences and involvements on the part of the regional and international protagonists. Each 
time there has been a pluralist political system, other powers have interfered and have got 
involved, as it happened in Lebanon and Palestine, as well as in Iraq from 2003 onwards. 
Dictatorship thus guaranteed national independence. This is precisely what Nasser explained 
to Nehru at the beginning of the 1950’s: a multi-party system would be synonymous with a 
struggle for power on the part of the country’s political forces supported by foreign powers.   

Those dictatorships also instrumentalized the conflict of civilizations by trying to 
appear, in the eyes of the Western world, as the only barrier against the Islamist threat in 
general or more particularly against that of Iran and Shia Islam. Those regimes also claimed 
to maintain a certain degree of modernity, particularly as far as women’s rights were 
concerned. Finally, with the recent history of civil wars - in Jordan (with Black September in 
1970-71), Lebanon (1975-1990), Syria (1978-1982), Iraq from 1978 onwards, not to mention 
Algeria – authoritarian stability seemed preferable to bloody disorders. Without having to 
spell things out, those regimes used the fact that the nation-building process was unfinished to 
legitimate the permanent use of repression. In some cases, those in power could even be 
suspected of playing on the religious, tribal or ethnic divisions in order to stir up domestic 
conflicts, thus preventing the emergence of a united opposition.  

The third reason is the oil rent and the additional revenues. In such cases, the State 
does not raise many taxes from the population; rather, it redistributes the money to political 
clients. No taxation leads to having no representation. The money of the oil rent is used to buy 



6 
 

 6 

social peace in a consumerist logic. International tourism works in the same way as it relies on 
the absence of agitation. Millions of jobs depend on the regional and international stability. In 
case of a major international crisis like that of 2003, economic paralysis can spread to whole 
sectors of society, thus depriving masses of workers of their jobs.   

All these reasons account for the constitution of securitarian States symbolized by the 
omnipresence of the police and of the intelligence services, and by extremely brutal 
behaviors. Whereas they had boasted about their revolutionary momentum, those regimes 
now claimed that they had brought stability to a region which is perpetually agitated. The 
repression apparatus strengthened the moral hold on society, which is why the Arab region 
had the world’s lowest delinquency and homicide rate, far inferior to that of Western Europe. 
However, the absence of democratic control and the low wages of civil servants led to a very 
high level of corruption, on the part of both the small civil servants and the ruling groups. 
Kleptocracy became inseparable from the securitarian State, thus leading to a division of 
society, in people’s minds, between “us” and “them”, between those who have a share of 
authority and who abuse it and those who suffer from this system on a permanent basis. 
Stability became inseparable from a feeling of fear and humiliation.  

These last few years however, authoritarianism has sharply decreased. Authoritarian 
modernism has been shaken up by economic liberalism which is advocated by external 
moneylenders. Because the regional markets are closed to one another, the privatization 
initiatives barely turned the State monopolies into a private monopoly. The elites in power 
have tried to adopt the ostentatious consumerist way of life of the ruling classes of the Gulf 
countries. There has been real economic growth, but only the ruling circles made the most of 
it, especially the circle around the dictator and his family. The kleptocracy of those in power 
replaced the notion of general interest. Whereas human development statistics show a general 
progress of Arab societies in the last half-century, the fact that the attempts at welfare state 
policies were shattered led to an increasing gap between those in power and society.  

In fact the authoritarian State is a victim of the results of development policies. This 
State has maintained as far as possible the basic social services and has even extended them, 
as it is shown by the Human Development Index. Most of the time, Arab countries are found 
in the middle of the world’s ranking defined by the Human development Index. As a result, 
on top of a huge growth of life expectancy, the younger generations have been schooled, and 
a significant part of them has even reached university level. Gender relations have been turned 
upside down – at least in so far as studies are concerned – since there is a slightly superior 
number of women who are recruited at university level.  

The progress of development can be found at the beginning of the second phase of 
demographic transition. Everywhere, though not in the same proportion, the birth rate 
decreases, which is a sign of the deep transformations of family life and of the approaches to 
life. Authoritarianism decreases in the relationships between parents and children. As there 
are fewer children, they enjoy more freedom. There is no longer any Arab exception in that 
respect, and the same logic applies to the majority of the old Third World societies, except in 
sub-Saharan Africa. The Arab world is entering the twenty-first century as its demographic 
profile is becoming normal, and so are its inhabitants’ approaches to life. Its family structures 
are becoming closer to the world’s standard or at least to the majority model.   

However, there is also the impression that the Arab world is « late », because there is 
an Arab baby boom whose effect is that the most numerous age groups are to be found among 
those who are more than fifteen years old. In other words, economic growth is not enough to 
provide quality jobs for a great number of young people a part of whom went to university. 
The most common feature is that of the unemployed graduates, which shows that the 
economic assets of the Arab world are being underused – such is the case with its energy 
resources or the age groups distribution, which lowers the cost of education (there are fewer 
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pupils in schools) but does not increase the cost of pensions (proportionately, there are few 
people aged more than sixty).  

The option of economic liberalism could be justified by the similar experience of 
Asian countries, or closer to the Arab world that of Turkey, but the expected advantages did 
not follow because the markets were closed to one another, and the rentier attitude prevailed, 
as well as political patronage, kleptocracy and corruption.  

The progress of education can be related to the growing power of the new media. The 
Arab satellite news channels which appeared in the second half of the 1990’s won the world’s 
battle for information. Quality news in Arabic have become available to all. People’s fluency 
in modern Arabic has significantly increased. The habit of having pluralist discussions has 
significantly spread. From the Gulf to the Ocean, the Arab world has become a space for 
communication again. Information, though biased, has replaced the shameless propaganda of 
the 1950’s and 1960’s, whose main feature was a large denial of reality.  

The same applies to mobile phones, the internet and social networks. For example, 
there has been an increasing number of blogs which could not be targeted by censorship. The 
news are permanently being commented by individuals whose following constitutes a 
permanent approval. The repression groups were largely overtaken by these new technologies 
which went beyond their skills. It is indeed more difficult to strike where there is no centre.  

Although it is less visible, values are also changing among the new generation. The 
foundation of the revolutions of the 1950’s was the restoration of collective honor in the face 
of foreign domination. People kept their head up when confronted to the colonizer as 
submission to the other came to an end. Islamism fed on resentment due to the invasion of 
external elements. Modernity was seen as a conspiracy from outside. The insistence on 
authenticity led to a rejection of the values defined as non-Islamic. Thus democracy, by 
giving all the power to the people, disregarded the divine commandments as to the 
organization of society.   Modernity was considered as a deviance from the Islamic order that 
had to be restored for power to reemerge.  

On the contrary, those who are becoming adults in the XXIst century, a large part of 
whom is literate and has access to the globalised digital world, embrace the universal 
language of human rights and democracy. It is nevertheless true that the first steps of their 
political mobilization seem to be similar to those of the previous generations, that is to say a 
reaction against imperialism and Zionism, with the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, the 
war in Lebanon in 2006 and Gaza in 2008-2009. The popularity of the Hezbollah and Turkey 
shows that Arab societies are still very much affected by the Palestinian case. The 
authoritarian regimes were all the more criticized as they proved unable to act in favour of 
this cause. The most important thing is that a large part of the educated youth takes a stand 
which is first and foremost a moral one. It is in the name of universal and democratic values 
that this youth rejects the unacceptable and the complicity of those in power, not in the name 
of insulted Arab honour or Islam under attack. This could not be seen at the time because of 
the obsession for the conflict of civilizations and the war on terrorism.  

In several Arab countries, political mobilizations followed one another from 2003 
onwards, first against American imperialism and Israel, then against the authoritarian regime 
itself. In parallel to those mobilizations, there were significant social movements in Egypt and 
Tunisia. Even if the democrats brought their support to the latter, there was not yet any 
conjunction between the two protest movements.  

 
 
The Arab spring 
What actually constitutes the Arab spring are the events that took place at the 

beginning of 2011.The whole region was affected, but there are particular features for each 
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country. Tunisia gave the signal. The first message conveyed by the Tunisians was that they 
were no longer afraid, or rather that they were able to face their fear, thus neutralizing the 
deterrence capacity of the police force. This is reminiscent of the Palestinian first Intifada. 
The second message conveyed is union under the symbol of the national flag, so that the 
accusation of working for the benefit of foreign powers cannot stand. The movement is built 
on the basis of a collective and clever mobilization without any leader or previous 
organization, and with an advanced use of social networks and satellite television channels. 
The practices of the revolutionaries belong to the methods recommended by those who 
theorized non-violent resistance and civil disobedience and whose ideas were largely spread 
through the internet. Workers join the movement during the crucial step of the last fights, thus 
operating the conjunction which the authoritarian regimes dread. In Egypt, the supporters’ 
football clubs were also a force which joined the movement. Victory is won when the 
movement, which is mainly generational, succeeds in expressing the expectations of the 
largest part of society whereas the State apparatus becomes divided and there is a split 
between the army and the police.   

Thus there is a kind of mystical moment in which the people overcomes its fear and is 
ready to sacrifice itself. Everything starts with the rejection of the dictator himself with the 
famous motto “clear off” (dégage). Then the movement identifies as a collective and 
sovereign being against a whole system and the motto becomes “the people wants the fall of 
the system”. At this point, the authoritarian regime loses all legitimacy and credibility. The 
regime shows signs of weakness when it tries to compromise with the social movement by 
promising that things will change and that the dictator won’t run for the next election, which 
actually precipitates his fall.     

The conditions for success are united in the countries with an old State tradition with a 
relatively homogenous population like Tunisia and Egypt. Things are clearly different when 
the protest movement is confronted with the fragmented nature of society and with the 
regime’s refusal to yield. In such cases, bloody confrontations take over and they can turn into 
a civil war.  

Society’s fragmentation can be tribal like in Libya or Yemen, or religious like in 
Bahrein and Syria. Nevertheless, the Arab spring’s momentum has been able to integrate non-
Arabs: in Libya Berbers participated in the revolt, in Morocco the king made cultural 
concessions to the Berbers and Syria’s Kurds are being wooed by both the opposition and the 
regime.  

The monarchies have a greater capacity to adapt. They enjoy the legitimacy of 
representing the State and its history, like in Jordan and Morocco; as for the countries which 
are part of the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf, they can adapt thanks to 
the oil rent resources. In the first instance, the monarchies can always resort to the principle 
according to which the King reigns but does not rule, and at once, they may claim that they 
will defend or even actually implement reforms. The street’s motto shows that the regime has 
a greater legitimacy: “the people wants the reform of the system”.  

 The monarchies yield – at least for a time – with measures of democratization and 
anti-corruption procedures. In this way, they are able to save time while challenging the 
political class of exercising the State responsibilities. Contrary to the dictatorial republics, 
royal power has a long experience and is skilled in the manipulation of political forces which 
they can lead to lose credit progressively because of the game of compromises and surrenders 
of principle. By making concessions – at least apparently – the Jordanian and Moroccan 
monarchies weaken the possibility of renewing the political system.  

In the second case, both the Arab spring and the Iranian nuclear crisis maintain the 
price of oil at more than 100$ per barrel, which gives the oil monarchies the financial means 
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to buy social peace. Once again, the oil rent weakens social conflicts, all the more so as in 
those countries, the majority of the workforce is foreign and even non-Arab, it is thus offside.  

Paradoxically, the Arab spring does not affect countries in which there are actual 
forms of political pluralism – not because democracy in those countries is working as it 
should, but because it has led to a deadlock.  

In Algeria, the memory of the awful civil war of the 1990’s has an impact on the 
willingness to commit to political contest. As there are relatively free newspapers as well as 
existing political forces - though they are not well considered - the regime is not so much 
called into question, and the latter is represented as a system rather than as a dictatorship 
embodied by one person. As a result, social conflicts become widespread but there is no 
massive and global rejection of the system, which can no longer be identified in the person of 
the dictator to whom the people is asking to leave.  

In Iraq, after the last American troops left, the low-intensity civil war went on while 
the official political forces mix the pleasures of parliamentarism with militia fighting.   

In Palestine, there has been a start of popular movement to demand political 
reunification. Fatah and Hamas yielded to that demand at least in appearance, but the 
contradictions remain too deep.   

In Lebanon, the confessional system has led to a deadlock. The issue of Hezbollah’s 
armament is reminiscent of what was at stake with the presence of armed Palestinians at the 
beginning of the 1970’s. The two antagonistic coalitions claim to be affiliated to the Arab 
spring, on March 8th with an anti-imperialist interpretation, and March 14th as the vision of 
continuity with the Cedar revolution.   

Therefore, while the Arab spring is taking place from the Gulf to the Ocean – as the 
expression goes – it also clearly reveals regional realities, such as the deep-rootedness of the 
State, tribalism, confessionalism, the oil rent, monarchy or republic, and the weight of specific 
histories. It shows what makes the Arab world special, its cultural unity (the Arab nation) and 
its local diversity (the Arab peoples).   

 
Transitions and foreign involvements  
 
As a result of the Arab spring, legitimacy has to be won by the way of free elections, 

which have become the norm. This implies a phase of transition, just before the elections are 
organized, and during which instability prevails. In Egypt and Tunisia, the government 
managing the country comes from remains of the old regime while the revolutionaries and the 
would-be revolutionaries maintain the pressure in the street. The elections also have to be 
prepared with new and transitory institutions before constituent assemblies can meet. On top 
of all this, economic difficulties persist and there is a sharp decrease in public security.  

The political game works on the basis of successive jolts in an atmosphere of 
increasing confusion. The mystical moment of the beginning slowly turns into a mere 
political, or even politicking action. From outside, one gets the impression of being lost in 
transition.  

This is not really a case in which there is a double power like in the French and 
Russian revolutions, but it is a situation of instability. This is particularly true in Egypt where 
the army has remained an autonomous protagonist. What constituted the strength of the 
movement in its first phase – the fact that it was collective and clever, without organized 
leader or political force, now turns against it. The revolutionaries are unable to become 
coherent political forces with programs, or rather, they are divided into hundreds of small 
movements which are not very coherent and unable to structure society. Nevertheless, the 
opposition to authoritarianism spreads to society as a whole, to the point of creating 
significant difficulties in the school system.  
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As for the Islamists, to a large extent, they remained aloof from the revolution, 
whereas they represented the main opposition force and were the first victims of government 
repression. Today however, they are reemerging as the country’s first political force. They 
benefit from the fact that they express the utmost rejection of the old regime, and that they 
know how to talk to people. But in their turn, they are likely to be divided. The Salafists had 
been rather encouraged by the old regimes because they were supposed to be apolitical given 
their religious fundamentalism, while the majority group - the Muslim Brotherhood - 
rediscovers its original vocation as a reformist movement. Within the movement, there are 
generation gaps, as well as opposition gaps between the members who had been exiled and 
those from the inside. Another issue at stake is the redefinition of their political program with 
regard to modernity.  

The Western countries were caught by surprise by the Arab spring while they were 
largely involved in the security management of the old regimes. To a certain extent, the Arab 
countries were largely shaped by the demands of Western countries representing the 
international community, that is to say the security of oil supplies, the control of immigration 
from Africa and Asia, as well as anti-terrorist struggle. While the consequences on oil are 
only to be found in the high price of an oil barrel, the management of immigration and 
security however, is, from the Western point of view, challenged by the recent events. Again, 
and on a huge scale, boats filled with illegal immigrants try to cross the Mediterranean, with 
harrowing dramas in the end, and with the constitution of spaces bringing new opportunities 
to international Jihad: a part of the Yemen and the African Sahel. Therefore, while the Arab 
spring was the opposite of the ideological foundations of Jihadism, the latter is given new 
margins of maneuver in the geographical margins of the Arab world.   

The Western powers urgently had to redefine political action in the region at a moment 
when the question of Palestine was on the agenda again and the Iranian nuclear crisis 
threatened to worsen the situation.  

The case of Libya was the revealing moment. The insurrection against Kadhafi could 
have ended in bloodshed, thus halting the working dynamic of the movement. Just as it had 
happened at the time of the Lebanese civil war, the issue was to decide whether to make the 
crisis an Arab or an international one. At the instigation of France and Britain, the NATO 
countries decided to intervene, citing the responsibility to protect the population. They mainly 
acted through the use of air strikes which helped the popular insurrection and progressively 
paralyzed the repression forces. But the involvement of the West seemed too important and 
Russia, China and the emerging countries refused that such a situation be repeated.   

When the Syrian movement started, the hold of geopolitics on the region resumed. The 
Gulf countries, especially Saudi Arabia and Qatar, which so far had been on the defensive, 
now found new opportunities with the increasing momentum experienced by Sunni Islamist 
movements. It seems that these new political allies received a significant financial support. 
Russia and China act as the protectors of the Baathist regime, thus finding a role for 
themselves in the game of international relations, while the Western countries cannot afford to 
proceed to another military intervention.  

While the Syrian movement follows the model of civil disobedience, it is also caught 
in the logic of these alliances. The axis known as “Shia” – Hezbollah, Syria, Iran – is in 
danger, thus upsetting both the stakes as to the question of Palestine and that of the Iranian 
nuclear crisis. Hamas thus remains aloof from the Syrian regime while the latter’s call to fight 
against terrorism and international Jihad no longer seems credible. It is the end of the system 
that had been initiated by 9/11. In the Near-East, the new system of alliances is featured by 
the definition of a Sunni axis, with the reemergence of a political actor who so far had been 
left aside, the Muslim Brotherhood.  
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The Muslim Brotherhood’s “moment” 
 

In the autumn of 2011, the Muslim Brotherhood and those associated with them seem 
to be the winners of the first elections, thus marginalizing the secular political forces or those 
that emerged from the revolution, even if the latter partly agree to enter into government 
coalitions. The orange revolution does not pave the way for the kind of political activism that 
supervises society. Therefore, paradoxically, the revolution leads to the victory of elements 
considered as conservative, both as to morals and as to the organization of society and the 
economy.  

Sunni Islamic thought is favourable to economic liberalism. For example, in Egypt, 
the Muslim Brotherhood had approved, under the Moubarak era, of the dismantlement of the 
agrarian law that dated from the era of Nasser. What the Muslim Brotherhood promotes is the 
union of social classes, with the wealthy helping the poorest through charities. Everywhere, 
the Muslim Brothers had shown the example by creating free clinics and schools meant for 
the poor. By way of their propaganda which they spread by setting an example, they 
underlined the failures of the authoritarian regimes in power. The rejection of the power 
elites’ corruption also strongly reinforced their success. However, the Islamists are rather 
disarmed in the face of the social movements running counter to their desire for social 
harmony and they have no experience of managing the State or the economy.   

Of course, they can always use the hotly debated issues of norms, first of which the 
presentation of women’s bodies, but this won’t solve the question of unemployment and 
dependence on the big international financing networks, in a context of increasingly vivid 
external vigilance as to the issue of norms. In the medium term, social demand tends to weigh 
in favour of the establishment or reinforcement of the welfare state whereas the economic 
context is not really favourable to such an evolution. They find themselves in the same 
position as the European socialists at the beginning of the XXth century. Their aim is to 
conquer power in order to reshape society, but several constraints will force them to simply 
exercise power in order to implement reforms that will be more or less limited. There must be 
a passage from a utopian discourse in which Islam carries all the solutions to a political 
practice precisely based on the definition of what Islam is, and with the confrontation with 
down-to-earth matters, such as the heavy social and economic difficulties for which there is 
no specifically Islamic solution.  

It seems that the managing bodies of the Islamist movements are particularly aware of 
the dilemmas that await them. As a program, they have adopted the concept of “civil State”, 
(dawla madaniyya), a kind of synthesis between the notions of the rule of law and civil 
society, rather than the notion of an Islamic state. Nevertheless, some among the rank and file 
activists remain rather hostile to such ideas, and the Islamists could use a more Islamic civil 
society to Islamize the State in the name of a social demand defined as that of more Islam, not 
more social services.  

Thus, two agendas can be distinguished for the new parties in power: how to treat 
universal norms, especially those related to the body of women, which in the previous period 
was said to be a Western plot designed to subvert Islam and a cultural invasion coming from 
the outside? How to face the social and economic challenges which imply a strong degree of 
dependence on the outside? The case of tourism is particularly telling – it is an industry which 
provides governments with valuable cash and millions of jobs, but which also implies the free 
consumption of alcohol and rather free morals. In face of the social and economic difficulties, 
it is very tempting to use debates around sexual norms or the accusations of blasphemy. It is 
both a diversion and the beginning of a confrontation with a fraction of the revolutionary 
movement on its way to becoming professional.  
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Conclusion 
 
The question of knowing whether the Arab spring is or is not one or several 

revolutions must be left to the fanatics of conceptualization and theory. As it has been said, 
what matters is the feeling of the protagonists themselves, who use their own history in order 
to tell it, and who use it as a means of social mobilization.  

The most relevant comparison is that with the 1848 revolution, and the present 
moment would match the emergence of the parties of order. Some also tried to use 
modernization theories, which used to be fashionable and were left aside afterwards – 
probably unfairly. The development indexes of the Arab world show that these societies enjoy 
a degree of evolution which is favourable to the emergence of democracy. More than any 
other category, the young generations have entered into subjectification and individuation 
processes allowing the development of the individual against the constraining logic of 
belonging to a group. Whereas the revolutions of the 1950’s and 1960’s were the expression 
of demands for collective dignity in the face of foreign domination, 2011 represents a demand 
for individual dignity and respect for persons.    

The Arab spring is a kind of tectonic earthquake in which all the energies previously 
constrained by the different sorts of repression were finally able to break free and a certain 
amount of time will be necessary for a new order to emerge. What makes the 2011 revolution 
special is the absence of a utopian project aiming at redefining man and society. In fact, the 
situation is the exact reverse since what the revolutionaries demand is the end of the Arab 
Authoritarian exception, and the establishment of a democratic normality, as it is already the 
case in the greater part of the world. It is thus easy to understand the fear of the big 
authoritarian powers, which immediately sensed that this subversive demand for normality 
could easily spread. There is more to this question than the mere protest against 
authoritarianism. To be normal means to define oneself in relation to the universal values of 
human rights and to reject repression which is justified in the name of specific values, be they 
of a religious or cultural nature, such as Islamic values, Indian values, or Asian values.  

Revolutions last longer than just one moment. Sometimes, they need decades for their 
programs to become a reality and to be carried out, as it is shown by the example of the 
French revolution or that of the Springtime of the Peoples. The Arab spring has already led to 
two essential achievements: first, the political regime in power matches the state of society, 
hence the victory of the Islamists with their socially conservative programs, and secondly, 
debates have been established as legitimate means of expression. The people wants both 
democracy and a more Islamic society, it is up to the protagonists to show that those demands 
are not contradictory. A second phase of the revolution is currently developing: there is no 
Islamist winter; the Islamists are only being put to the test as they now have to manage power 
and society. Everything will depend on their failures or successes within an accelerated time 
span. A third phase could follow the second one.  

As in all revolutions, the essential question revolves around the force of circumstances 
which Saint Just talked about in the following way: “the force of circumstances may lead to 
results about which we have not thought about”, but it is too soon to define who exactly “we” 
is.  

Since 2011 was to a large extent the founding moment of a new Arab generation, it is 
going to become the point of reference for the Arab decades to come. Now is the time of an 
accelerated period of political recompositions, and it is too soon to make out how this phase 
will end.   
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