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Post Arab Spring Thoughts:
The Middle East between External and Internal
Mechanisms (Political Economic & Social Forces)
Abstract
This paper aims to keep readers informed by addressing common views which are
widespread not only among academics and politicians, but also amongst the Arab masses
which have started to question and lose confidence in the current climate of Arab revolution.
The paper will enunciate the term the Arab Spring as a phenomenon, examining its
contours though practical and theoretically accepted norms. Actual forces, whether internal
or external, will be contextualized within a theoretical framework in order to introduce an
innovative analysis of the current conditions in the region, in an effort to draw some
relevant conclusions and provide a working prognosis of the future course of events.

Introduction
Arabs for years have been divided, dealing with a seemingly endless succession
of blows. Arab Nationalism has remarkably transcended boundaries and borders
have become a major source of conflicts. Suddenly, an atmosphere of revolution has
come to light in this region, which has been described for long time as idle and
immune towards transformations, catching everyone off-guard, toppling regimes
and shaking the thrones of others; sweeping away the status quo and re-gathering all
those concerned under one new name: The Arab Spring. This event has made it clear
that the borders separating political units are no longer solid.
For almost three years now, the Arab world has been the scene of an epic
paroxysm; the greatest wave of empowerment the world has witnessed for many
years.1 Feverish analyses began to mount in an attempt to examine this event: The
Arab Spring. Some chose to factor in this context a new foreign conspiracy, aiming
at dividing of what is left in the region. Others suggest that the revolution is a long
awaited insurrection of dignity, evinced when people have decided to shake the
dust of obedience and thus a phenomenon (the Arab Spring) came to pass that was
ignited by plain domestic forces. Nevertheless, amidst observers bewilderment
over a fresh set of events, which misrepresented a newly anticipated course of
*
Associate Research Fellow at the Institute for Middle East Studies  Canada; Ph.D. candidate
at the University of Sunderland, United Kingdom, e-mail:bg36zm@research.sunderland.ac.uk.
1
Robin Wright, Rock the Casbah: Rage and Rebellion Across the Islamic World, New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2011, p. 2.
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democracy and transformation in the region, new prospects for scholars to address
novel hypotheses and theories have come to light. Events have unfolded which
pinpoint five evident cases of the Arab Spring; Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen and
Syria. Demonstrations in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia have been colored in a sectarian
hue and other demonstrations in Algeria, Oman, Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, Sudan,
Kuwait and Morocco have not exceeded previous regular protests, similar to
many that had occurred in the Arab World before the eruption of the current spate
of revolts.
In order to conjure up what has happened in that region, delimiting the scope of
our research into well-defined geographical boundaries and well-known geopolitical
contours is deemed crucial, especially when adding a brief historical background. In
addition, throughout the course of our analysis, the term the Arab Spring will be
articulated through comparing aspects dovetailing this term into a widely known
theoretical framework of revolution. Furthermore, factors (both domestic and foreign)
that have inspired, affected and diverted the course of Arab revolution will feature
within the course of this paper. Finally, an evaluation and a conclusion of the current
status of Arab revolts will be presented in order to give a quasi-accurate prognosis
for the future course of events.
The Arab World vs. the Middle East
To start, in todays article we would apply the term the Arab World rather than
the widespread term the Middle East. The main reason behind this is to limit the
scope of our analysis to specific geopolitical boundaries, due to the continuous
disagreements on the exact definition of the Middle East. This fact was clearly referred
to by many scholars, like Bernard Lewis who points out the importance of redefining
the term the Middle East adding, we have been always a little vague about the
geographical meaning of this expression, which was invented in the west in the early
years of this century.2
The term the Middle East appeared first in 1902 in an edition of the British
journal National Review, in an article by Alfred Thayer Mahan entitled The Persian
Gulf and International Relations, in an attempt to delineate a region from the
Mediterranean to India.3 This term was first employed in World War II when Britain
established the Middle East Command in Egypt, which had been known previously
as the Near East.4
For a time, the Near East was the term used for the Levant, Egypt, Lebanon,
Palestine, Syria and Jordan, while the Middle East applied to Iraq, Afghanistan and
Iran. Some definitions limit the Middle East to the countries bound by Egypt to the
Rethinking the Middle East, http://www.hmjackson.org/downloads/bernard_lewis.pdf
(accessed 18.02.2014).
3
C. Mohamed, Reconsidering Middle East and Islamic Studies for a Changing World,
International Critical Thought, Vol. 2, No. 2, June 2012, pp. 197208.
4
Baskýn Oran, Atay Akdevelioglu and Mustafa Aksin, Turkish Foreign Policy 19192006, Salt
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2010, p. 113.
2
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West, the Arab Peninsula to the South, and as an extremity Iran to the East, while
others consider the Middle East to be the region to Mauritania in West Africa and all
the countries of North Africa and as far eastward as Pakistan. The Encyclopedia of
the Modern Middle East includes the Mediterranean islands of Malta and Cyprus in
its definition of the Middle East. A more expansive view of the Middle East include
former south and south-western republics of the former Soviet Union, such as
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, because of the
republics cultural, historical, ethnic and especially religious over-lapping with
countries at the core of the Middle East.5
Accordingly, the term the Arab World will be applied throughout the course of
our analysis, in a way that it would narrow and delimit the research to a specific
geographical and political extent. Geographically, this will include Morocco to the
West, the Arab Peninsula to the South, Iraq to the East and North Africa to the
North. Politically, the term the Arab World encompasses all members of the Arab
League; excluding observer members such as Turkey. This will therefore originate
from the six founding members of the Arab League in 1945: Egypt, Iraq, Jordan,
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and Syria. Other Arab countries joined the league after winning
their independence including Yemen, Libya, Sudan, Morocco, Tunisia, Kuwait, Algeria,
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, Mauritania, Somalia, Palestine,
Djibouti and Comoros. Five out of the twenty-two Arab League member states
experienced genuine uprisings, while ten other countries have shown less pronounced
but real enough levels of mass movements.
Historical Background
Arabs have never had one state that has congregated all their peoples. However,
as they had common history, language, religion and traditions, they have always felt
closer to other Arabs rather than to any other nation. Tribal links remain evident and
one family can exist in two or more Arab states. The identity of Arab states (as of
today) had never emerged before the SykesPicot of 1916, which divided the Arab
World into separate states, regimes and nationalities. In this context, Raymond
Hinnebusch points out that imperialism fragmented the region into a multitude of
relatively weak and, to an extent, artificial states at odds with each other.6
It can be argued that the current round of revolts, now termed the Arab Spring
or Arab Awakening, does not constitute the first manifestation of Arab mass protests
that have led to a change in the social and political structure of Arab societies. In fact
it comes as the third wave of Arab mass revolts each possessing their own grounds,
circumstances, ideologies, slogans and outcomes.
5
What is the Middle East, http://middleeast.about.com/od/middleeast101/f/me080208.htm
(accessed 23.06.2013).
6
Philip Robins, The Foreign Policy of Turkey, in The Foreign Policies of Middle East States,
Raymond Hinnebusch and Anoushiravan Ehteshami (eds.), Boulder and London: Lynne Rienner,
2002, p. 3.
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The first wave of Arab revolts took place in 1914 and was called the Great Arab
Revolution. What characterizes this wave is that it had a leader, Sharif Hussein,
who led the revolution whose main target was ending Ottoman rule in Arabia. This
wave coincided with two major events, one global and another regional. World War
I was the major global event, while the waning and final collapse of the Ottoman
Empire (Pax-Ottoman) was the major regional event.
This wave was externally driven as the revolutions were supported by the British,
who were aiming to end and replace the Ottomans presence in the region. For all
that, the effect of the revolts was ephemeral as they were bereft of their main goal of
independence when colonial powers charted their way into that region. During this
period, a number of slogans and ideologies were endorsed through this wave and the
main slogan was nationalism. This slogan was deemed important in order to encourage
Arabs to get rid of any other subordination, mainly Islamism, which inevitably meant
rooting out any connection to the Ottoman Sultan and the warding off of any yearnings
for the Ottoman heritage.7
The second wave of Arab revolts took place in the 50s and 60s, and the term
the Arab Spring was used for the first time by a French writer. In his book Un
printemps arabe published in 1959, Jacques Benoist-Méchin describes the Arab
revolts that took place in the Arab Middle East, and tries to link them to the
European Revolutions of 1848, known as the Spring of Nations or Springtime
of the Peoples.8 Similar to the first wave, the second wave of Arab revolts came
after two major events, one regional and another global. The latter was World
War II, which had a great impact on the revolts and caused them to be driven by
external factors. In other words, foreign powers and forces encouraged and
even stimulated these revolts as Communist powers wanted to fight the Western
presence and colonization in the Middle East. For that reason, Fighting
Imperialism and Progressivism were among other key slogans and themes of
this period.
Yet, the major regional event that occurred during that period was the establishment
of the State of Israel in the center of the Arab World. This led to the endorsement of
an Arabism slogan to counter Zionism, which attended the establishment of the
State of Israel. Arabism was adeptly promoted by the late Egyptian President Gamal
Abdel Nasser, as his name was largely aligned with the second wave of Arab revolts.
In their analyses of this state of affairs, some scholars see that when the great
powers have been divided (as in the Cold War) and hegemonic intervention was thus
deterred, the conditions for regional autonomy could have been better and the region
was more likely to become united against the outside.9
Mehmet Sahin, 19501960 Arab Revolutions and the 2011 Arab Spring: Similarities and
Differences, in New World Order, Arab Spring and Turkey, B. Senem Cevik-Ersaydi and Bora
Baskak (eds.), Ankara: Ankara University Center for the Study and Research for Political Psychology,
2012, pp. 35.
8
Jacques Benoist-Méchin, Un Printemps Arabe (An Arab Spring), Paris: Albin Michel, 1959.
9
Robins, The Foreign Policy , p. 6.
7
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The desire to make Arabism (Pan-Arabism or Arab Nationalism) more influential
struck a chord with and inspired other leaders who commandeered revolts in other
countries in the Middle East. In effect, Arabism gained popularity in Arab streets,
termed at times as Nasserism, and had an evident influence on many Arab parties
like the Baath parties in Syria and Iraq, Gadhafi in Libya as well as others. This
wave of revolts did not target Israel, but focused on other colonial presences in the
Middle East  deemed to be the real instigators and creators of Zionism and hence
the State of Israel. In this regard, a number of kingdoms, condemned by their alliance
or reliance on Western imperialistic powers, paid the price and were toppled in
Libya, Iraq, and primarily in Egypt.10
Arab Nationalism, which mainly meant adhering to Arab interests and unity, has
gradually declined over the course of the past 40 years. For instance, the position of
Arab states was united and remarkably solid facing the establishment of the state of
Israel in 1948 and opposing the UN partition plan. A similar position was upheld in
1973 in what was known as the oil crisis. However, the signed peace agreement
between Israel and Egypt (during the reign of late President Sadat) solemnly
announced the decline of Arab Nationalism. A number of Arab states boycotted Egypt
and the Arab League headquarters were removed from Cairo, Egypts capital. A
number of incidents followed and bolstered this fragmentation, including the Arabs
restrained reaction against the Israeli invasion of an Arab capital, Beirut; the Iraqi-Iranian war which saw Syria in the opposite camp against Iraq; and the US strikes
on another Arab capital Tripoli in 1986, with the moderate reactions of Arab regimes,
providing another case in point.11
The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 had serious repercussions and a direct role
in the waning of Arab Nationalism, especially that it seemingly divided Arabs into
two camps, one of which was willing to invite non-Arab armies to attack their Arab
brothers in Iraq. 12 Perhaps the US occupation of Iraq in 2003 and the death of
Saddam Hussein, a staunch advocate of Arab Nationalism, declared the moribund
state of Arabism.
What happened in the Arab World in December 2010?
Against this frustrating background, combined with bleak economic conditions and
corrupt governments and regimes a Tunisian man Mohamed Bouazizi, a market trader,
set himself on fire in protest against those preventing him from selling his fruit and
vegetables. His tragic self-immolation ushered in a point of no return in the region,
which started with unprecedented upheaval in Tunisia on 18 December 2010, and
galvanized similar events of popular outcry in Egypt (who had Khaled Said as one of
10
Another Spring: The Middle East between the History of Revolts and the Future, http://
www.feps-europe.eu/assets/70bd3afb-a759-4a2b-8b93-0c72019e42a4/another-spring-by-fadielhusseinipdf.pdf (accessed 20.10.2013).
11
Rethinking the Middle East, p. 9.
12
Ibidem.
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Egypts icons of revolution). Other Arab countries followed suit, as they shared and
endured similar economic conditions and the spoiled existences of oppressive regimes.
Tunisias Ben Ali was forced to seek refuge in Saudi Arabia after twenty-four
years of rule; Egypts Mubarak had to abdicate after thirty years in office; Yemens
Saleh was forced to resign after more than thirty three years in power; Libyas
Qaddafi, a forty years de facto ruler, was brutally killed, while Syrias Assad, serving
as President and ruling Syrian with an iron fist for thirteen years after succeeding his
father who led Syria for another thirty years, is still clinging onto power.
Unlike previous waves of revolution in the Arab World, the current wave of uprisings
was mainly internally driven. Olivier Roy states, For the first time in the Arab world,
revolution has not attached itself to some grand, supranational cause [t]hese movements
are patriotic rather than nationalist, taking root in a domestic context and confronting
the authorities without accusing them of being puppets of a foreign power.13
Sanguine observers and hopeful people preferred to dub this wave of revolts the
Arab Spring, believing or hoping that it would bring about fruitful results and a
new reality to the region. Nonetheless, in a fractious, rife-with-conflict Arab World,
earth-shattering events struck the region when a series of quick counter-measures
took place in Arab Spring countries, leading to a considerable change in the visions
and expectations of both people and observers.
In Egypt, after living with the empowering glimpse of a democratic transition, a
coup or a second revolution or a counter-revolution occurred as popular protests
broke out on 30 June 2013. As a result, the army deposed a president who had been
democratically elected through fair elections (the first of its kind in decades in Egypt)
after one year in power. A civilian rule was installed by the Army, who retained
greater powers.
What happened in Egypt had a direct impact on the situation in Syria. For some
time, Egypt has constituted an appealing model for democratic transformation in the
Arab World. Egypts current state of turbulence has flowed in favor of the Syrian
regime, who have been trying to show that the alternative to his rule signifies instability,
chaos, extremism and a failed state scenario. Add to that the longevity of the conflict,
the horrendous death toll and the scale of destruction in Syria, it is clearly apparent
that the rebels and their supporters have been absorbing a series of heavy and painful
blows against the backdrop of a lukewarm and hesitant international response.
In Libya, wariness and misgivings are being seemingly realized as instability
continues to ravage the country. It is true that Libyans succeeded in staging democratic
elections, but alas the Libyan society could not overcome its Sisyphean Ordeal of
fragmentation and tribalism. In addition to this, militias are still in control of several
regions where the central government has no presence and some oil ports are still
besieged by militants. Just few weeks ago, the Libyan premier was kidnapped much
to everybodys bewilderment.
Was the Arab Spring a Regional Response to Globalization?, http://www.e-ir.info/2012/07/
02/was-the-arab-spring-a-regional-response-to-globalisation/ (accessed 30.10.2013).
13
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In Tunisia, a bitter and overt struggle between Islamists and secularists has been
disrupting any potential for democratic stability in the country. The assassination of
some secular figures, terrorist attacks that have targeted police and army officers,
and continuous strikes and demonstrations seem to have sparked and highlighted a
scenario similar to the Egyptian one.
Finally, in Yemen people began to have doubts and question the goals of the
revolution, and many have interpreted the transfer of power from Ali Abdullah Saleh
to the new president Abdel Hadi Mansour as a distortion or an abortion of the real
goals of the revolution, which has resulted in demonstrations primarily because the
desired changes have not happened as was previously hoped. In addition, the country
seems on the verge of sectarian discord between Huthi and Salafi, which threatens
to put at risk any sense of achievement or progress.
Before going further in analyzing the factors affecting the Arab Spring and its
counter-revolutions, it could be deemed necessary to look into the meaning of the
Arab Spring.
What is the Arab Spring?
Karen Kaya opts to define the Arab Spring as:
A complex, rapidly unfolding phenomenon of uprisings, revolutions, mass
demonstrations, and civil war, a diverse set of movements with diverse instigators
and aspirations, including freedom, economic opportunity, regime change, and
ending corruption. It started in Tunisia in December 2010 and spread to the rest of
the Middle East throughout 2011. Although it is the most significant event to
happen in the Middle East in recent history, we do not yet understand its trajectory
and cannot predict its outcome. Despite the fact that the process is apparently
advancing the values of freedom, justice, and democracy, it can still produce less
desirable outcomes, requiring alternate approaches to standard diplomatic and
economic approaches with a long-term view.14

Eugene Rogan conversely sees that there is no consensus on what to call, the
revolutionary movements that have spread across the Middle East and North Africa in
2011.15 Rogan refers to two names for the revolutionary movements that struck the
Arab World: the Arab Awakening and the Arab Spring. The latter is a Western reference
while Arabs opt to call it an Awakening. Both expressions deal with social,
constitutional and ideological facts. Rogan stresses the fact that, the Arab world has
reached a historic turning point that is unlikely to be reversed.16 Tariq Ramadan refers
to the fact that while some call it the Arab Spring or Revolutions, other cautious
14
K. Kaya, Turkey and the Arab Spring, Military Review, Vol. 92, No. 4 JulyAugust 2012,
p. 26.
15
Eugene Rogan, Regional Overview, in The Arab Spring: Implications for British Policy, London:
Conservative Middle East Council, 2011, p. 4.
16
Ibidem.

12

Fadi Elhusseini

writers tend to use the term Arab uprisings, noting that it remains difficult to ascertain
and to assess what has happened or actually happening in the Arab World.17
Indeed, many believe that economic stagnation has been an important driving
force behind the demands for political change. Nitin Bajaj, for instance, argues that
the Arab Spring is an economic phenomenon within nations before it became a political
crisis across nations. Therefore it is, according to Bajaj, a story of political terms
and economic realities.18
Putting it in terms of a global nexus, the current series of revolts might arguably
be considered part of an unavoidable trend in states that have either failed or refused
to meet their citizens expectations. This trend has become all the more evident since
1989; in the collapse of the USSR itself, in Serbia (2000), Georgia (2003), Ukraine
(2004), Lebanon (2005), Kyrgyzstan (2005), Moldova (2009) and the Arab Spring
(2011).19
Conversely, some see in the Arab Spring a fourth wave of democratization (each
followed by a reverse one), in accordance to the concept developed by Samuel P.
Huntington. According to Huntington, the first wave occurred between 1828 and 1926,
with its roots in the recent French and American revolutions. The second wave took
place from 19431962, and featured coups and the establishment of authoritarianism
across Latin America, South and East Asia and allied occupation post-World War II.
The third wave between the 1970s and 1980s manifested in the collapse of the former
Soviet Union and swept Southern Europe, South America and Africa.20
Some scholars, like Ali Sarihan and Klaus von Beyme opted to include the events
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, leading to democratic transitions of varying
success in Eastern Europe, in the fourth wave of democracy. However, Sarihan
inserts the current Arab revolts within this framework. He opines that with the onset
of the current Arab Spring, the fourth wave of transformation or Democratization
of Communist and Islamic Regimes began.21 As per the fact that it has an impact on
other regions and inspired revolts and demonstrations in Europe, Asia, Latin and
North America, it gained its global contours. According to yet another conceptual
notion, Kenan Engin calls the Arab Spring the fifth wave of democracy, begun in
2011 and still ongoing.22
Tariq Ramadan, Egypt: Transition to Democracy, in The Arab Spring: Implications for
British Policy, London: Conservative Middle East Council, 2011, p. 13.
18
What caused the Arab Spring, http://theindianeconomist.com/what-caused-the-arab-spring
(accessed 27.10.2013).
19
The Great Arab Spring of 2011: Causes and Consequences, http://democratist.net/2011/03/
28/great-arab-spring/ (accessed 22.10.2013).
20
Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century, United
States: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991.
21
Fourth Wave Democratization: Democratization of Communist and Islamic Regimes, http://
www.turkishweekly.net/op-ed/2918/ (accessed 12.05.2013).
22
The Arab Spring: The 5.0 Democracy Wave, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.
aspx?pageid=438&n=the-arab-spring-the-5.0-democracy-wave-2011-08-19 (accessed 22.06.2013).
17
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A theoretical backdrop of the Arab Revolutions Spring
In carrying out an assessment of the Arab Spring, it is worth articulating Arab
revolutions as a phenomenon. Many efforts were given in order to define a
revolution. Broadly speaking, for Frederick Hegel, revolutions are motivated by
ideas (ideals principles); while for Karl Marx revolutions are motivated by material
interests (class interests). In other words, the transformation of the political classes
into social classes made the class distinctions of civil society into merely social
distinctions, pertaining to private life but meaningless in political life. With that, the
separation of political life and civil society was completed.23
Marxs materialist philosophy rose in direct opposition to Hegels spiritual one,
underpinning the foundations of the class system itself, inspiring revolutions and
overturning the established balance of power in many states.24 One can argue that
Marx and Engles (on his account on the German revolution and counter-revolution)
have presented most succinctly theories on revolution.
Hannah Arendt, who was much influenced by Marx (even while she criticized
him), stressed at one point that a revolution brings something new rather than a
restoration of the old. She puts forward the notion that revolutionary movements of
the left fight for a radical change in social conditions and the power of the bourgeoisie,
but never directly touch political authority and are always ready to submit to
governmental guidance in foreign affairs.25 Similarly, and in his account of the Glorious
Revolution, Edmund Burke views revolution as a restoration of vanquished liberties.
Burke puts forward the revolutionary experience as a kind of restoration, whereby
the insurgents attempt to restore liberties and privileges which were lost as the result
of the governments temporary lapse into despotism.26
Alexis de Tocqueville (in his study of the French Revolution) defines revolution as
an overthrow of the legally constituted elite, which initiated a period of intense social,
political, and economic change.27 Hence, a successful revolution occurs when, as a
result of a challenge to the governmental elite, it is able to occupy principal roles
within the structure of the political authority.28 According to Crane Brinton and George
Blanksten, revolutions are categorized as a coup détat (as a simple replacement of
one elite by another) and major revolutions (accompanied by social, political and
Karl Marx, Critique of Hegels Philosophy of Right, trans. Annette Jolin, ed. Joseph OMalley,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970, pp. 7194.
24
Hegel and Marx: Alternative Conceptions of History, http://altman.casimirinstitute.net/
hegel.pdf (accessed 18.02.2014).
25
Hanah Ardent, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Cleveland and New York: The World Publishing
Company, 1958, p. 38.
26
S. Pincus, The Glorious Revolution, History Compass, Vol. 1, No. 1, JanuaryDecember
2003. See also Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France 1790, London: Pearson
Longman, 2006.
27
R. Tanter and M. Midlarsky, A Theory of Revolution, Conflict Resolution, Vol. 11, No. 3,
October 2011, pp. 264265.
28
Ibid., p. 267.
23
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economic changes). Other scholars like Harold Lasswell, Abraham Kaplan and Edwin
Lieuwen differentiate between revolutions as palace revolutions, political
revolutions, and social revolutions, while Karl Deutsch classifies revolutions
according to a number of characteristics which are deemed important to measure
the various typologies of revolutions. Deutsch (also supported by Samuel Huntington)
proffers that the degree of mass participation, the duration of the revolution, the
damage or domestic violence inflicted and the general intentions, are all crucial in
classifying the various types of revolutions, as shown in the following table:
Table 1.29 Characterstics of four types of revolutions
Type of
Revolution

Mass
Participation

Duration

Domestic
Violence

Intentions of Insurgents

Mass
Revolution

High

Long

High

Fundamental changes in the
structure of political authority
& social system

Revolutionary
Coup

Low

Short to
moderate

Low to
moderate

Fundamental changes in the
structure of political authority
& possible some change in
social system

Reform Coup

Very Low

Short,
sometimes
moderate

Low

Moderate changes in the
structure of political Authority

Palace
Revolutions

None

Very Short

Virtually
none

Virtually no change

James C. Davies says:
Revolutions are most likely to occur when a prolonged period of objective economic
and social development is followed by a short period of sharp reversal. People
then subjectively fear that ground gained with great effort will be quite lost; their
mode becomes revolutionary.30

Some scholars propose economic development and levels of education as two
possible causes of revolutionary change. Others opt to name and define specific
social and economic causes. For instance, poverty according to Plato and Aristotle,
produces revolutions, wherein economic depression can be a major reason to trigger
revolutions, according to Tocqueville and Crane Brinton.31 The latters anatomy of a
revolution gives a specific schedule of events in a more process like manner.
Ibidem.
J. Davies, Towards a Theory of Revolution, American Sociology Review, Vol. 27, No. 1,
February 1962, p. 5.
31
Tanter and Midlarsky, A Theory of , p. 269.
29
30
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In his book The State and Revolution, Vladimir Lenin suggests that a revolution
only occurs when a number of factors coincide, and is successful only when four
major conditions are fulfilled: Firstly, faced with a profound crisis the ruling class is
incapable of governing in the old way and begins to split into different wings, each
seeking a different solution to the crisis. Secondly, the middle layers are in ferment.
Thirdly, the working class seeks a way out, not on the basis of the old society, but
in accordance with a new order. Fourthly is the existence of a clear Marxist leadership
at the head of a mass workers movement, with the necessary strategy, tactics, and
organization to guarantee victory. 32
In brief, one can say that a revolutionary idea can be equated with irresistible
changes that come as an outcome of historical struggle between the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat. In this vein, a revolution can be defined as operational by domestic
violence and a duration that causes the displacement of one ruling group, while
achievements and aspirations are defined by the rate of change. Expectations are
defined by the drop or reversal in the rate of changes of the level of education and
the longer the revolution persists, the greater the polarization continues.
Causes of the Arab Revolutions (Spring)
One can argue that the causes of the Arab uprisings can range between domestic
and foreign factors. However, the disagreement among scholars on how to label the
causes of Arab revolts results from the inclination to think that Arab states have
different societies and polities. Some do not see in the Arab Spring as a homogeneous
social movement or a set of national events, as each country has its own domestic
causes, unique national issues, different experiences, diversity in living conditions,
regimes and ruling systems. Moreover, demands differed from one country to another,
outcomes varied as did the diversity of internal dynamics between each countrys
military and political leadership, as well as between the military and society in general.33
Nonetheless and despite all these significant factors, Arab societies and Arab people
do indeed have tight interconnections and share important characteristics. 34 Historical,
religious and linguistic commonalities provide a solid bases to bring about similar
experiences, and hence outcomes. When also considering the similar practices and
conditions carried out by the ruling elites, and the similar techniques shared by Arab
protesters which ranged from civil resistance and strikes to demonstrations and
marches, as well as the use of social media to avoid state repression and censorship;
it seems more appropriate to regard this state of affairs as an Arab event.
Both domestic and foreign factors played a role in instigating the Arab Spring.
Domestic causes and the dynamics of the Arab Spring can be put into two main
32
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categories: direct and indirect. The latter is more concerned with the tools that assisted,
helped and were used by the defiant youth during the revolts. The direct causes of
the Arab Spring are primarily founded on core and basic motives, salient and
undisputed elements which laid the ground and ignited the people to rise and force
significant change.
Direct Domestic Causes of the Arab Spring
Generally, citizens basic needs may range from physical (food, clothing, shelter,
health, security, employment and safety) to social needs (equality, dignity, freedom
and justice). The protests were not fuelled by ideology but were mainly driven by
domestic grievances and frustrations. In other words, Arab revolts were mainly
spurred by a potent combination of economic, social, and political grievances that
created fertile grounds for dissent and united disparate groups in opposition to
their autocratic systems. 35
Socio-economic conditions
There are multiple and intertwined Socio-economic sources and dynamics that ascribe
to the eruption of Arab uprisings. The Arab Spring can be seen as a major revolution
for the social, political and economic transformations people longed for. The long-term failure of Arab states to deliver on promises of political freedom, real democracy,
freedom of speech, political justice and economic development, along with other
innumerable social and economic predicaments such as unemployment, low wages,
high prices and general bleak economic conditions were the stepping stone which
stirred people- particularly the youth- to move ahead. The level of education was also
an important factor in determining the path of Arab revolts, which was directly reflected
in the use of social media and the internet in the Arab Spring.
Ali Kadri sees these events as the culmination of decades of under development,
and in some cases de-development, high rates of unemployment and under-employment especially among the young, all fuelled by failed economic policies and
broken institutions. This was accompanied with an increase of inequality within
Arab societies, a further squeezing of the incomes of middle-class and working
families, blatant corruption and the general lack of democratic legitimacy. 36
One can say that combined widespread economic problems and profound political
and social grievances constituted a common causal thread behind the Arab Spring.
Poverty and a clash between expectations and reality played a role. High
unemployment and low living standards on an unprecedented scale especially among
Arab youths (and an educated youth at that epitomized by university graduates forced
to drive taxis to survive); rampant and ingrained institutional corruption; internal
regional and social inequalities; disenfranchisement and a further deterioration of
35
British Foreign Policy and the Arab Spring, http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/
cm201213/cmselect/cmfaff/80/8006.htm (accessed 29.10.2013).
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economic conditions because of the global 2008 financial crisis; and food price
increases were among the several socio-economic reasons that triggered the Arab
youths anger.37 A nation of 300 million people (which has doubled between 1975
and 2005) was producing an unprecedented youth population surge; two-thirds of
the population (in Egypt for example) is under thirty.38
In April 2009 (eight months before the first spark of the Arab Spring), the IMF
wrote:
The unfolding events make it clear that reforms, and even rapid economic growth
as seen periodically in Tunisia and Egypt, cannot be sustained unless they
create jobs for the rapidly growing labor force and are accompanied by social
policies for the most vulnerable. For growth to be sustainable, it must be inclusive
and broadly shared, and not just captured by a privileged few. Endemic corruption
in the region is an unacceptable affront to the dignity of its citizens, and the
absence of transparent and fair rules of the game will inevitably undermine
inclusive growth.39

In a region gripped by economic difficulties, political and economic development in
most Arab states could not keep up with the staggering increase in the population.
Peoples demands and expectations kept rising but ageing rulers failed to bolster
intermediate associations between state and society to meet grievances and institutionalize
contestation. In other words, it can be said that the width of the gap between
governments and people in the Arab World has created an unsustainable deficit that led
to irreversible disruption between weary people and their vaunted rulers.
With regimes embracing cronyism and nepotism, revolts called on the Arabs to
take back their countries from rotten elites, giving rise to a mixture of patriotism and
social messages.
Frustration
Wherein sources of Arab revolts cannot be confined to purely socio-economic
grounds, other psychological reasons have also played an evident role. Education
and the rapid increase in literacy were crucial factors in revealing the concealment
of frustrating facts and realities. As stated earlier, the frustration of the Arab people
mounted day after day, and stemmed from several reasons, ranging between their
dissatisfaction with their economic illness to their discontent of their social conditions.
Economic malaise can be tolerated if people believe hardship is equally distributed
and if their governments were trying to improve conditions. Neither was the case in
the Arab world, where the majority of downtrodden lives were imbued with the
painful realities of theft, embezzlement, cronyism and nepotism, which benefited a
Dalacoura, The 2011 Uprisings , p. 67.
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small segment of society and made for an unbearable social imbalance. In the
meantime, there are other reasons behind such frustrations and their effects may
surpass previous social and economic ones.
 The Arab youth, the generation that constitutes the majority of the Arab
population, inherited anecdotes and stories of glory and a magnificent history
of modernity, development, advancement in civilization, arts, science and
military might. With the rapid increase in literacy, these stories day after day
hit a wall of frustrating reality as they (the Arab youth) found themselves in
states dependent on foreign powers who were experiencing successive defeats
and living in bleak and difficult economic and social conditions. This was
accompanied with the continuation of oppression and subjugation, a lack of
democracy and participation and an absence of political dissent and freedom
of expression. The presidency for life rulers exaggerated their grip on power
and displayed their confidence in the crudest fashion, and their hyperbole
made Parliamentary elections a joke and a scene of irony, while their hereditary
plans for succession (in theoretically Republican regimes) became a mixed
material of comedy and bitterness.
 More distressingly, the Arab youth witnessed progress, development and
success in other countries, and coveted for themselves the good economic
and social conditions other nations experienced. With the assistance of the
internet, social networks and communications technology, the new generation
started to share their pain and dreams with each other through such platforms.
Plagued by more than 25 percent unemployment, the Arab youth, with their
diminished dreams and aspirations, faced aging regimes laden with
connotations of being backward and underdeveloped.
 Frustration has not stopped at this point; and with every attack on other Arab
brothers and nations, accompanied with the passive reactions of their rulers,
frustration has grown; and with every defeat of their natural Arab instincts,
their feelings that their dignity and sovereignty were being trampled upon
has mounted. The Arabs yearnings to return to the old days of renaissance
and glory have been shattered on the rocks of frustration, with a remarkable
eclipse of Arabism and a growing feeling that they are falling prey to foreign
irredentism. Indeed, Arab rulers had to incur a heavy cost when they fell into
the trap of duality; whether to run these countries in the manner of raison
de la nation (Pan-Arabism) or raison détat (sovereignty)40. Tellingly,
confusion led to hesitation, which has spawned an Arab loss of trust and
confidence in their rulers, who have done little to stop the hemorrhaging of
sovereignty, or to at least hide their ostensible dependence on Western or
Eastern foreign powers during the Cold War, and chiefly upon the US
Bahgat Korany, Alien and Besieged, Yet Here to Stay: The Contradictions of the Arab
Territorial State, in The Foundations of the Arab State, Ghassan Salame (ed.), London: Croom
Helm, 1987, pp. 4774.
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afterwards, when the collapse of the former Soviet Union largely reduced
the autonomy of most of the Arab states.
The weakening effectiveness of the state and the unpopular ruling elites dwindling
levels of control over the Arab general public was referred to by Toby Dodge who
describes Arab regimes as externally imposed, weak and illegitimate post-colonial
states.41 Similarly, Bernard Lewis criticizes faked democracy in the Arab political
discourse, pointing out the sham parliamentary regimes that were installed and
bequeathed by British and French empires.42 Bearing this is mind, many see in the
elimination of some Arab leaders, like Yasser Arafat, Saddam Hussein or Gamal Abdel
Nasser, part of a conspiracy aimed to get rid of any regional power (leader) who is
perceived as posing a potential threat with regards to trying to re-organize the system
for more independent policies.43
Hinnebusch says that such relatively weak states, have emerged as Western
protectorates against potential opposition, and when seek external patrons and
resources for their regional power struggle and survival, have remained dependent
for their security on Western global powers long after formal independence.44 Dreading
the prospect of coups or revolutions, the pre-eminence of security issues over social
issues in the Arab area is given credence by the Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute (SIPRI) 2010 figures, which shows that Arab states have spent a total of
$117.6 billion in military expenditure, whilst approximately 34.6 million Arabs were
living under the two-dollars-a-day international poverty line in 2005, and had to
tolerate the reality of double-digit unemployment rates.45
 Frustration was not limited to the practices of self-aggrandizing dictators,
whose image in the eyes of their people was inculcated as a stooge, or at
best hamstrung and too attached to the West, glaringly dependent on the US
and also to their regimes and the system at large. A permanent lack of co-operation, a never-ending series of conflicts and enmity among their regimes
were among other dispiriting sources. The lack of horizontal ties among
Arab states is clearly reflected in the volume of trade amongst each other,
compared with foreign states.46 Being dependent on foreigners, while ignoring
Arab brothers has been widely criticized, and regimes and rulers were the
ones to blame. Additionally, border disputes have proved to be another source
of frustration. Whereas artificial borders were drawn by colonial powers,
any subsequent border disputes have been regarded as shambolic and
41
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considered as another source of fragmentation of a nation.47 In this respect,
Tarik Oguzlu suggests that the apparent norms of interstate and intrastate
anarchy have been a quintessential part of interstate and societal practice in
the region since the demise of the Ottoman Empire, stating that rivalries have
continued to shape regional politics for decades and serving a reminder of
the traditional rivalries between Iran and Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Saudi Arabia,
Iran and Iraq, Iran and the United Arab Emirates and Turkey and Iran. Oguzlu
continues suggesting that recent years have witnessed the rise of societal
and transnational rivalries and polarizations all over the region that have pitted
one particular ethnic or sectarian group against another.48
Indirect Domestic Factors
One should take into account other important factors that have duly gone and
aided the escalation of the current series of Arab uprisings, but have not caused
them. These factors do not constitute and cannot be considered as direct sources
for triggering or instigating revolution, but should be regarded as facilitators
First and foremost is that of the contagion effect, when revolts broke the apparent
wall of fear. Insurgents steadfastly copied and shared their tactics and challenged
their dictators and rulers. Meanwhile, bungled state responses to the mass protests,
which ranged from dismissal to brutality and late, hurried, reforms, elicited a
widespread and increasing determination to effect change. In his work on the third
wave of democratization, Samuel Huntington highlights the importance of the
demonstrative effect referring to the process as a snowballing effect of earlier
transitions in terms of stimulating and providing models of subsequent efforts at
democratization.49
Secondly, while many have tried to put Arab revolutions in the channels of Arabism/
Arab Nationalism or Islamism, it could be said that current Arab revolts cannot be
colored in one specific ideological brand as the uprisings have not sought to impose
a particular set of beliefs or order. Islamists, seculars, Arab nationalists, youth, liberals
and others have all gathered and united their efforts to remove dictatorships. 50 In this
47
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respect, it is important to highlight the fact that frustration and disbelieve in regimes,
which were regarded as westernized, has spread in favor of other forces and ideologies
as they appeared an acceptable alternative. Islamism has been the biggest winner
and the use of mosques through Friday prayers to announce rallying calls has proved
to be an iconic feature during Arab uprisings.
Mosques became the perfect starting point for mass gatherings and hitherto protests
have been largely counting on Friday prayers, naming their campaigns after Fridays:
the Friday of Liberation, Friday of Legitimacy and Friday of Salvation. It comes as
no surprise to see Islamists; who were previously deprived their rights, expelled and
even executed by their own regimes; gaining rising popularity. However it is fair to
say that neither Islamism nor mosques caused the Arab Spring although they have
helped and in turn benefited from these uprisings.
Thirdly, levels of education have played an important role in Arab revolts, but the
degree and the direction of how this education has affected revolution, remains
controversial. One group believes that the lower the level of education, the more
likely it is to have a long and violent revolution.51 This analysis can be fully-fledged
and accurate when talking about the 1950s and 1960s, whereas in the 21st century,
things are different. The second group sees that the chances of a revolution correlate
positively with the level of education. This argument is supported with the remarkable
advancement in telecommunication technology, social media, satellite and internet.
When addressing the level of education from this standpoint, it could be categorized
as indirect cause  in that it facilitated and was a means of help during the revolts.
But, if the level of education is addressed from another perspective, specifically in
terms of socio-economic conditions and frustrations, this would categorize it as a
direct cause of the Arab Spring. Similarly, Emmanuel Todd suggests the rapid increase
in literacy to be among the root causes of the Arab revolutions.52
Fourthly, communication and digital technology were a crucial element in inspiring
people, and henceforth in encouraging them to topple their rulers. The Internet and
social media sources have turned an on-line fantasy world into a reality that has
ushered in a new era different from the previously distasteful epoch. For instance,
the first mass protest in Egypt was announced on Facebook and helped to galvanize
thousands of people. Social media sources proved a powerful mobilization tool that
helped the activists to outwit the police. Nearly nine in ten surveyed Egyptians and
Tunisians said they were using Facebook to organize protests or spread awareness.53
With such social networks and the development in communications technology,
the Arab youth began to see real democracy, progress, development and success in
other countries. They started to share their feelings, concerns, fears, frustration,
Tanter and Midlarsky, A Theory of , pp. 271- 273.
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ambitions and dreams, equipped with their atypical revolutionary tools: Twitter,
Facebook, YouTube, and bloggers appeared as powerful voices, spreading news
whilst evading the state-controlled press.
In other words while all aspects of life were state-controlled, including tight controls
over areas of political and social life with censorship on forums and cultural and
media activities, social media sources and satellite TV bypassed government controls
thus enabling activists to avoid conventional techniques of communication.
Temporarily at least, aged regimes were still pre-occupied with old fashioned forms
of message conveyance which served to further undermine the effectiveness and
importance of such technology.
This tool, which is now no longer confined to the domain of the liberal youth, was
another way that empowered activists to gather, inspire, encourage, coordinate and
communicate with people, revealing brutal regime practices, and finally serving as
an efficient and practical media tool. Ramesh Srinivasan suggests that social media
sources played a role in the Arab Spring by infiltrating media elites and replacing
traditional, biased, state run media sources such as TV and radio, with internet
access to everyone thereby linking the street and digital worlds.54 It is noteworthy
again to refer to the fact that Social media sources may have aided but were not the
sole cause of the Arab Spring.
Foreign Causes of the Arab Spring
The ignition of events in the Arab World was not merely limited to domestic
(direct or indirect) factors, but other foreign causes had a significant impact including
the global economic crisis and the effects of globalization, as well as other sources
of inspiration.
 One of the most evident causes of the Arab Spring can be attributed to the
weakened economies that could be linked with the unsuccessful economic
models that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Banks (WB)
austere and stifling policies only served to worsen. The 2008 economic crisis
hit the Arab World and played a key role factor in triggering the Arab spring
as economic conditions suffered even more.55
 Globalization played another crucial role in the Arab Spring. Firstly, the Arab
Spring as a phenomenon, which was manifested in concepts of bordertranscending and the challenging of political and social differences, cannot
in any way be regarded as exempt from the processes of globalization.56
Within this process and as mentioned earlier, the global recession (specifically
the 2008 financial crisis) overshadowed the economic situation in Arab states
54
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and created unavoidable repercussions. Also when talking about the ineffable
role played in the Arab revolts by digital media, Satellite channels, and the
evolution in telecommunication technology, this leaves us in no doubt that
globalization, which made everything available to everyone. People revolted
in Tunisia, and on the same day people in Egypt, Algeria, Yemen and Syria
were watching these events with bated breath. Globalization made this
technology available for all and provided people with unprecedented advantage
over their ruling elites. Similarly, globalization made it available for everyone
to see and observe the real practices of democracy, freedom of speech,
justice, equality and other empowering principles sought after by Arab people.
In this realm and refuting the argument that the Arab World is immune towards
global democratic transformations, Marwa Daoudy states that no one can argue
anymore that the inherent features of Arab and Islamic cultures make them
incompatible with democratic values, and the successful revolutions in the Arab
World have been clear rejections of the failed, war-imposed democratization projects
which have led to the destruction of a country such as Iraq.57
 The blatant interference of Superpowers in the domestic affairs of Arab states
was another reason to encourage people to topple their unpopular rulers. Such
interference ranged from providing conditional loans and grants to calls on
Arab governments to adopt certain political stands (especially related to Israel)
to the accompaniment scathing criticism of some domestic policies. In effect,
this region stands to be one of the most active regions of foreign interference.
Oil, gas, water, natural resources and other geopolitical reasons led many super
and regional powers into meddling in the affairs of this region.
Nevertheless, many Arabs still believe that the Arab Spring is a foreign plan,
formulated in the days of former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, to divide
the Middle East into smaller rival nations in order to breed discord and facilitate a
plundering of wealth. From this perspective, it would not be outlandish to see many
Arabs subscribe to the theory that recent events in Egypt, Libya, Yemen and Syria
point to a calculated plot to destroy Arab and Islamic countries and wipe out their
rich heritage and history.58
 Some argue that the Arab Spring has its precursors in Irans 20092010
election protests, and the Green Movement which emerged after the contested
re-election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2009 might also have been a factor
influencing the beginning of the Arab Spring. It is true that these protests
could not achieve their goals, yet they defied the authorities in Iran, and
encouraged others to break the wall of fear.59 In the same vein, Dalacoura
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points out that the Arab Spring has been compared to other historic
revolutionary movements, and thus it has been suggested that the events
were foreshadowed by the 2009 Iranian Green Movement, or inspired by
movements such as the 2005 Prague Spring.60
An Evaluation and Conclusion
The Arab Spring is a phenomenon of ordinary citizens rebelling against repression
and economic hardships, much like other well-known revolutions. In a quick
assessment of the applicability of the Arab Spring (awakening) to the general
theoretical framework of a revolution, one can say that the conditions, causes and
outcomes of the Arab revolts seem to be in line with such accepted, documented
norms. After fleshing out the socio- economic causes of the Arab uprisings, it
appears that the contours of the Arab Spring go along perfectly in some aspects
with Karl Marxs account on revolutions, as motivated by material (class) interests,
and with Edmund Burkes views on revolutions as a restoration of vanquished
liberties. Poverty as one initiator of the Arab revolts goes along with Plato and
Aristotles findings, and economic depression and frustration in Arab societies as
another reason to trigger revolution matches the argument of Tocqueville and Crane
Brinton.
Lenins account on the factors and conditions of revolutions seem to parallel
those of the Arab Spring (a profound crisis the ruling class is incapable of governing
using the old methodology, the middle classes are in a state of ferment, and the
working classes seek a way out, not on the basis of the old society but of a new
order). The only difference between Lenins model and the Arab Spring lies in the
fourth condition. The Arab revolts have not been led by any prominent leader or
party, while Lenin suggests the existence and necessity of a leadership, with the
necessary strategy, tactics, and organization to guarantee victory.
The outcome of the Arab revolts thus far, goes in line with Tocqueville who sees
that a successful revolution occurs when, as a result of a challenge to the governmental
elite, the major players are able to occupy principal roles within the structure of the
political authority; and with Crane Brinton and George Blanksten who see that major
revolutions are accompanied by social, political and economic changes. The features
of the Arab revolts as mass revolutions go in line with Deutsch and Huntingtons
opinion as to how the degree of mass participation, the duration, the damage or
domestic violence inflicted, and the general and specific intentions are all crucial in
classifying the type of revolution.
When analyzing the role of social injustice, lack of freedom, poor human rights
conditions and frustration as significant causes of Arab revolts, Frederick Hegels
account on revolutions (motivated by ideas) and Hegels theory are manifested clearly
in the events of the Arab Spring. Historical, political and social conditions in a domestic
context, combined with foreign and external factors have interacted in such a way
60

Dalacoura, The 2011 Uprisings

, pp. 6379.

Post Arab Spring Thoughts

25

that they have seemingly shaped an idea, which relatively speaking has been translated
into actions. Mansoor Moaddel points out in his book Islamic Modernism, Nationalism,
and Fundamentalism a similar concept. While examining patterns of stability and
change in the Islamic world from the seventeenth through to the twentieth century,
Moaddel offers a notion to advance the social-scientific understanding of the
relationship between the production of ideas and broader social conditions, pointing
out that ideas and social structures correspond to each other.61 The Arab Spring has
not hitherto produced an ideology, yet it can be an eventual outcome at a later stage,
as Brinton proffers.
Better still, when linking the Arab Spring with Crane Brintons revolutionary fever,
the same symptoms feature perfectly; people from all social classes are discontented;
people feel restless and held down by unacceptable restrictions in society, religion,
the economy or government policy; the scholars and thinkers give up on considering
the way their society operates; the government does not respond to the needs of its
society; the government is unable to get enough support from any group to save
itself; and the government cannot organize its finances correctly and is either going
bankrupt and/or trying to tax heavily and unjustly.
As stated earlier, Brintons The Anatomy of Revolution puts it in a process that
does not essentially alter much, from the pre-right through to the post-revolution
stage. In accordance with Brintons model, the Arab Spring has passed through
Phase One (Preliminary Stage); which included: 1. Class Antagonism; 2. Government
Inefficiency; 3. Inept Rule; 4. Intellectual Transfer of Loyalty; 5. Failure of Force,
and Phase Two (Characteristics); which included: 1. Financial Breakdown; 2.
Government Protests Increase; 3. Dramatic Events; 4. Moderates Attain Power; and
5. Honeymoon Period. The last two points have not yet materialized clearly, which
puts the Arab Spring at this stage in Brintons model.
If Brintons model is proved apposite, a working prognosis of the future course
of events can be summarized in the last two phases of his model Phase Three (Crisis
Stage); which includes: 1. Radicals Take Control; 2. Moderates Driven from Power;
3. Civil War; 4. Foreign War; 5. Centralization of Power in a Revolutionary Council
Dominated by a Strong Man (somehow applicable in the Egyptian case), and finally
Phase Four (Recovery Stage); which includes: 1. Slow, Uneven Return to Quieter
Times; 2. Rule by a Tyrant; 3. Radicals Repressed; 4. Moderates Gain Amnesty; and
5. Aggressive Nationalism.
Brintons model may be utilized to explain the current conditions, the counteractions
and turbulence that have been occurring in Arab Spring countries. In fact, if
revolutions are about an intense struggle for profound change, then any revolution
should expect a counter-revolution. However, there could be other reasons behind
this state of affairs that can be summarized in the following points:
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1. Counter-revolutions: According to theoretical frameworks, especially the work
of Samuel Huntington, each wave of revolution is followed by a counter-wave or a reverse one. The reverse wave can be carried out by the remnants
of the former regime who wish to retrieve power. Other forces who wish to
impose their ideas, beliefs or ideologies try to gain power after breaking the
wall of fear, and may seek such end. In either way, unsolicited outcomes
follow and violence spreads. (Example: Egypt).
2. Democracy: each society has to go through specific phases in order to build
its own brand of democracy. It is true that democracy has general features
and renowned values, yet each society is unique for its history, traditions,
practices, and education. As a result of this, copying or emulating other
models would only serve in intensifying the degree of disagreements and
squabbles among people who have various views that have been oppressed
for decades. The disagreement is reflected in the degree of intolerance and
rigidity in the positions and affinities of the quarreling parties who have been
taking defensive attitudes, unwilling to listen to the other, and are eager to
change the new rulers, even though continuous demonstrations may cause
further violence, in a clear misinterpretation of democracy. (Example: Tunisia
and Egypt).
3. Education: after decades of dictatorships, Arab societies have not been
exposed to a firm grounding in education, especially on state building, rule
of law and democratic values; the following point must be emphasized in
that, Social media [sources] and satellite TV cannot constitute an alternative.
After the success in toppling autocratic regimes, many rebels (who are
becoming Street dictators) cannot rule out the fact that the power of
democracy is not in the streets and the resulting chaos can only bring more
anarchy. Hence, masked rebels, tribal militias and other militants are prevailing
in several countries across the Arab World, and this limits the ability of any
central government to function properly. Any decision by these governments
to restore order may instigate a civil war. (Example: Libya and Yemen).
4. Regional actors: some regional counties might be stoking the fire of conflicts,
adopting disruptive policies and may ignite counteracting waves. Fearing
similar revolts within their borders, and limiting any untoward domino effect,
these regimes would try to show their citizens that the alternative of their
rule is chaos, disorder and violence. (Example: Syria).
5. Wrong practices: Newly elected and early transitional governments tend to
make major changes in attempts to eliminate the worst manifestations of the
dealings that characterized previous regimes. This would more likely cause
them to make untenable mistakes, especially when they lack governmental
and political experience. Once this occurs, other civil actors (for example,
the military) may pounce on the opportunity in order to topple fledgling
regimes. For instance, the most striking mistake the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt made, was in hastily passing the new constitution, despite opposition

Post Arab Spring Thoughts

27

from Christians and a civil society, instigating unprecedented unrest. (Example:
Egypt and Tunisia).
6. Economic conditions: the main causes of Arab revolts are a lack of good
jobs and the failure of a moribund economic model that did not promote
inclusive growth. To date, little seems to have been done on structural reforms
and nothing has really improved. Poverty, unemployment, inflation and other
poor economic conditions have not changed. Newly elected governments
cannot bear the brunt, especially that they inherited economic malaise
compounded by the fragility in the banking system which limits any financial
reforms. However, those who toppled dictators were too ambitious to think
that a sudden improvement can only be realized by the absolute and complete
removal of corrupt regimes. (Example: Egypt the most worrisome case).
7. Political conditions: In some countries, revolution succeeded in ejecting the
head of the state, but not the rest of the regime. This has created frustration
as people felt that their revolution was stolen or distorted and has not realized
its goals. (Example: Yemen).
8. Clash of ideologies: After toppling autocratic rulers, a lot of movements
representing various ideologies breathed a sigh of relief. Many thought that
they had a unique opportunity for their plans to materialize, and hence crush
any opposition. The current strife between secularists and Islamists is a case
in point.
However, given that socio-economic and political grievances are nothing new in
the Arab World, the question confronting observers now is why Arabs revolted at
this particular moment in time?
A number of possible explanations could provide an answer:
 The exceptional conditions of frustration, discussed earlier in this paper.
 The fall of the first Arab dictatorship in 2006, after ruling Iraq for twenty
four years.
 Extreme bleak economic conditions after the global financial crisis in 2008,
 Irans 20092010 Green Movement serving as a source of inspiration.
 An unprecedented widespread use of social media sources and other means
of communication.
 Groundwork preparations for rebellion by pre-existing civil society and
political opposition groups.
In a nutshell, one can say that the Arab Spring came as a result of an
interrelationship between historical, political, sociological and psychological factors
on a domestic level and external, foreign factors rooted in the phenomenon of
globalization. Thus far, Arabs have only experienced the easy part of their bittersweet
journey towards more democratic practices and better lives, albeit on an obstaclestrewn road with no clear route ahead. Whilst upheaval and a lack of systemic
transformations are common features of many other revolutions, an uncertainty of
the future of the Arab Spring lingers as it remains vulnerable to counteraction and
the perils of restoration.
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If education, social, political and economic prospects do not brighten, and if
religious, ethnic or sectarian violence soars, the masses are susceptible to the return
of dictatorships. Therefore, new Arab elites should strengthen democratic and political
transitions as they are still undoubtedly reversible. Education must be developed in
the Arab World and ignorance has to be fought in order to avoid any attempts to
distort the real values of democracy. In fact, fighting the sources of instability and
the real causes of the Arab Spring must be a priority, and the gist of any reforms for
any new government must go alongside an instilling of confidence between the ruler
and the ruled, combined with the creation of proper and direct channels between
state and society, all of which are deemed crucial at this stage.
In this respect and inasmuch as the Arab World has been described for an eternity
as immune towards transformation; the ongoing developments of the Arab Spring
give a stern warning to the status quo and theoretical absolutes, underlining the fact
that Arab people became a new actor in the region, and their opinions and perceptions
matter.
This fact, accompanied with an apparent depletion of popularity regarding the
United States and other superpowers, has led to a power vacuum that is expanding
and pending other forces, is more acceptable to be taken up and fulfilled by the Arab
people. It also appears that the hopes and aspirations of Islamic forces in the region
are on the rise, regardless of any ephemeral counteraction.
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Abstract
The Arab Spring was carrying its satisfying wind of freedom while people in Turkey were
observing the revolutions, praising events from a far-removed territory, and supporting
their regional friends who were achieving liberation from outmoded dictatorial rules. Some
observing academics and politicians assert that the Turkish political experience can be a
good model for the Arab Spring countries. In contrast to this assertion however, this paper
will focus on the reverse direction affects, namely the influence of the Arab Spring on
Turkey and Turkish society. The Arab Spring and its re-created common values have given
the Turkish policy makers an opportunity and a chance for dramatic transformation and
hence the need for some fresh and innovative imagination.

Introduction
When the history of the world is examined, we see that mankind has infrequently
encountered social movements that affect large areas. One of the social movements
that has been influential in recent years, and will continue to be influential in the
future, not only within their countries but also in the context of both regional and
global dimensions, is the movement called the Arab Spring. Descriptions such as the
fire of freedom, a new wave of democratization and the awakening of the nations
appear to be the most important concepts that define this movement. Of course, the
use of such slogans in international social movements may cause the socio-economic
characteristics of each country, in the area where these social movements are taking
place, to be overlooked because these characteristics may directly influence the
impact of the spirit and the fervour, which has been the driving force behind the
movement and within a social context is reflected in these slogans.
When these slogans, created by social movements, are evaluated on a regional
and global scale, the resultant spirit and fervour that has thus been reflected in their
slogans may have various effects on neighboring countries. In this study we aim to
analyze the effects of these slogans on Turkey, one of the countries in the region,
rather than focus on the interaction of the societies out of which they came.
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It is argued that a social phenomenon like the Arab Movement has had far reaching
effects, due to the contrary winds of change in the countries from where they
came into being. Conversely, the Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoðlu continues
to maintain an agenda based on values generated by the Arab Spring by stating, in a
speech he delivered in November 2013 in Washington, that demands made during
the Arab Spring such as freedom of speech, rule of law, human rights and free and
fair elections, will continue to impact policies that are supported by the Justice and
Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkýnma Partisi  AKP) in local politics in Turkey. 1
Maintaining this approach, specifically within the confines of the AKP government
publicly supporting the Arab Spring, would fail to explain the situation adequately.
There is a historical background as to why the government constantly keeps the
principles of the Arab Spring on the agenda. In this article, after a brief description
of this background, answers will be sought to the following questions: Why is it that
Turkish politicians often emphasize the Arab Spring? What does the Arab Spring and
the spirit generated by it mean for the Turkish Society? What are the effects of the
Arab Spring on politics in Turkey?
The Arab Spring
Almost all the books and articles written on the Arab Spring begin with an emphasis
on the incident where a street vendor in Tunisia committed self-immolation. In the
evaluation of all the documented social phenomena, there is an incident or a series of
incidents that are generally considered to be pivotal, be it as a beginning or as a milestone.
In this context, the act of the young man who burned himself to death in Tunisia is
acknowledged to be the beginning of the Arab Spring. However, it is true that the
cause of all the subsequent events that have occurred during the Arab Spring cannot
be reduced to such a pre-cursory incident, and that the deeply ingrained effects of an
ancient and deep past involving economic, social and political phenomena ultimately lie
behind the beginning of the whole series of events. Thinkers who conduct studies on
Arab societies analyze the existing situation in Arab countries, notably in Egypt, and
speak of a possible uprising, revolt or a revolution. Indeed, Tarek Osman used the
term Egypt on the Brink2 in his book published right before the revolution, voicing
the possible expectations. When the book is read from beginning to end, we could
observe that the readers may possibly ask themselves why Egyptian society has taken
so long to stage a concerted uprising. Another study, which had also been published
just before the revolution, expressed similar expectations in a more direct manner with
the title The Land of the Pharaohs on the Brink of a Revolution.3
Ahmet Davutoðlu, Turkish Foreign Policy at a Time of Global and Regional Transformation:
Vision and Challenges, for an uncorrected Transcript of his Speech: http://www.brookings.edu/
events/2013/11/18-turkey-transformation-challenges-davutoglu (accessed 25.12.2013).
2
Tarek Osman, Egypt on the Brink: From the Rise of Nasser to the Fall of Mubarak, Hampshire:
Yale University Press, 2011.
3
John R. Bradley, Inside Egypt: The Land of the Pharaohs on the Brink of a Revolution, New
York: Macmillan, 2009.
1
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With the collapse of the bi-polar world, democratization efforts by eastern bloc
countries and an abandonment of authoritarian systems, social turmoil and agitation
had also begun to take hold in Middle Eastern countries. In fact, mis-management and
the resultant policies that arose in many Arab countries could be considered as pre-cursors of these revolutionary movements, which led to confrontation between the
regimes and the people. Dafna Hochmann says that three factors have had a determining
role in the events leading up to the Arab Spring.4 The first of these concerns an intensive
demand by the public towards freedom of speech, primarily because strict censorship
was enforced in those countries where people had to live under the authoritarian rule
of their own states. The discrepancy between officialdom and the reality, that the
people found within these harsh policies as a result of social media networking, helped
them to organize themselves and thus became a very significant factor on the way to
leading a revolution. Another factor was the limitation of many freedoms and political
rights in a top-down manner, which has ultimately resulted in numerous human rights
violations. Finally, the new elites, who alongside the collapse of the Communist Bloc,
emerged as a result of economic liberalization measures implemented by the children
or friends of the political elites, wanted to have a direct say in power.5
As a matter of fact, the world began to witness a new kind of social revolution as
of 2011. The technological acquisitions by the nations of the world during the past
two centuries were what made these revolutions different. Whatever took place
during this process was simultaneously watched, read and shared in social media all
over the world. Although revolutions are incidents that are infrequently encountered
during the course of world history, they have global influence by virtue of their
short, medium and long-term effects.6
Middle Eastern societies, which include Turkey, gained either totally independent
or semi-independent status at the beginning of the 20th century. These tens of states,
which emerged after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, either adopted a monarchic
regime or established republics, following the political system prevalent in the western
world. However, almost all the states in the Middle East undertook a new kind of
social engineering project, irrespective of their regimes, and primarily because these
states were inevitably founded by minority elites, who already occupied the upper
echelons of the social strata , and not as a result of grassroots level, working-class
revolutions or movements. These elites attempted to shape the new state and society
via the secular western style education they had received. In particular, the state,
which was seen as the chief architect of modernization, was sanctified and became
the sole catalyst of progress.7
Dafna Hochman Rand, Roots of the Arab Spring: Contested Authority and Political Change in
the Middle East, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013, p. 2.
5
Ibid., p. 3.
6
Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979,
pp. 34.
7
Nazih N. Ayubi, Over-stating the Arab State: Politics and Society in the Middle East, New
York: IB Tauris Publishers, 1995, p. 63.
4

32

Ertan Özensel, Gökhan Bozbaº

During the process of the modernization of Middle Eastern societies, these states
usually broke with the past while the modernization they experienced or were
experiencing remained limited only to a certain group, without spreading to or infiltrating
other segments of society. The most important reason here is that the chief factor in
the modernization of these societies was politics, not the economy. In western societies,
on the other hand, the reason that this factor was economy based rather than political
led to the emergence of a bourgeoisie class, which served as a bridge between society
and the political sphere and perhaps even helped them to complement each other. This
situation caused both the revolutions that had taken place to be reflected in the people
and society in general, and at the same time allowed the people to internalize these
revolutions.8 Reciprocally in Middle Eastern countries, where political process has
been practiced through dominant factors meaning that a possible compromise between
the state and the public seems problematic.
In direct contrast, the most dramatic thing for these states, which had become
alienated from their own people, was the policy of othering that was conducted
between Turkey and Arab countries. Turkish decision-makers in particular, adopted
a position of denial regarding the fact that they themselves and the society they ruled
were a part of the Muslim Arab race living in the Middle East, and they consequently
refused all kinds of ideas, customs and habits originating from this region. 9 Before
talking about the effects of the Arab Spring on Turkey, it will be quite useful to
mention briefly about what kind of society was intended to be created through the
founding philosophy and engineering. The requirement to mention this founding
philosophy is very important in the understanding the effects of the Arab Spring on
Turkish policies.
Turkish modernization as Turkeys founding philosophy
One of the most fundamental features of Turkish modernization is that, instead of
internally determining and managing the dynamics and processes of its own
modernization, it became a process of transformation and change manipulated by
western states where the driving force was the state rather than civil society. The
modernization process of Turkey did not take place as a result of certain changes
and transformations that occurred within the country; instead it was implemented
by a certain class of people at the top called the Kemalists, who held power at that
time.10 For an evaluation of the fundamental building blocks of Turkish modernization,
it is important to have a closer look at policies regarding religion, nation and education.
The foundation of the Turkish Republic and the process of modernization it went
through continue to be a subject of controversy even today. In particular, the notion
8
Mazhar Baðlý and Ertan Özensel, ˙okkültürlü Vatandaþlýk [Multicultural Citizenship], Konya:
Çizgi Kitabevi, 2013, p. 33.
9
ªerif Mardin, The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought: A Study in the Modernization of Turkish
Political Ideas, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1962, pp. 107133.
10
Baðlý, Özensel, ˙okkültürlü Vatandaþlýk , p. 30.
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of how Islam as a religion could fit into the new republic remained undecided and
when utterances regarding the principle of secularism began to gather apace, the
country entered a period when severe debates started to take place and they are still
currently ongoing. The revised definition of Islam by state officials both involves
intervention aimed at eliminating its influence and yet at the same time highlights
religion as a part of politics in an unprecedented manner.11
When they are evaluated within the scope of Turkeys foundation, policies of
secularism formed the basis of both social and political transformations of that period.
The regulations, which were implemented gradually and called Atatürks revolution,
were first aimed at law and education. Secularism became the reference point of the
regime in every revolution performed and could be said to have almost substituted
for religion.12
When we look at the practices that were conducted in this period and described
as embracing revolution, we see that the first of them was Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu
(The Law on Unification of Education). Enacted on 3 March 1924, this law affiliated
all educational institutions in the country to the Maarif Vekaleti (Ministry of National
Education) without exception. The most significant event here was the abolition of
the position of Caliphate, which at the same time played a unifying role in the Islamic
world.13
Right after the enactment of this law, the school subjects of the Quran, religion,
Arabic and Persian were all removed from the educational curricula on the grounds
that there were people in the country adhering to beliefs other than Islam and that
they should receive equal treatment from the state. Within the scope of this practice,
which was implemented gradually, there were optional courses initially but then this
practice was totally abandoned and an educational curriculum devoid of the subject
of religion and its derivatives was conducted until the year 1948.14 As a matter of
fact, this practice was not performed against Islam only; on the contrary, it was
implemented to put barriers before the education of all kinds of religious faiths. The
minority schools present in the country at the time took their share of this practice
and the religious education they offered was prohibited within the framework of the
principle of secularism and this law, thereby subjecting all of them to the curriculum
of the Ministry of National Education.15
Another interesting revolutionary law passed in 1925 The Dress Code, which was
commonly referred to by the public the Hat Act. Instead of referring to this law
exclusively, it would be better to evaluate it alongside a series of other laws that
Abdullahi Ahmed An-Naim, Islam and the Secular State: Negotiating the Future of Sharia,
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009, pp. 182183.
12
Umut Azak, Islam and Secularism in Turkey: Kemalism, Religion and the Nation State, London:
IB Tauris, 2010, pp. 89.
13
Azak, Islam and Secularism , p. 10.
14
A. Arý, Tevhid-i Tedrisat ve Laik Eðitim [The Law of Unification of Education and Secular
Education], Gazi Üniversitesi Gazi Eðitim Fakültesi Dergisi, Vol. 22, No. 2, 2002, p. 189.
15
Arý, Tevhid-i tedrisat ve , pp. 189190.
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were passed in the same year. In general, these laws regulated the way people dressed
as a whole and all forms of clothing were made to conform to the norms in western
countries. The clothes before this law was designated as a symbol of backward-mindedness, bigotry and hatred towards civilization and those who opposed the law
were sentenced to prison terms and some who adopted a hard-line stance on the
matter were even executed.16 As a matter of fact, the Hat Act, which became symbolic
in the public psyche, was not the only one of its kind. Through some regulations
enacted before and after this law during this period, the attire that civil servants and
ordinary citizens could and could not wear from head to toe was regulated by law
and those who contravened were punished.17
The Hat Act and subsequent practices in this regard were an indication that the
revolutionary measures that were (and yet to be) implemented were intended not
only to improve the institutional and economic fields but also to intervene in peoples
social lives. Indeed, all units of measurement people used in daily life were changed
gradually between the years 1925 and 1935. Through legal amendments that were
implemented, it was decided that the calendar (1926), the clock (1926), the
numerical systems (1928), and the weight and length measurements (1931) used
within the borders of the country were to be changed completely.18 Even the
countrys holidays and festivals (1934) were regulated anew and made to conform
to those of the European countries, and Saturday and Sunday were adopted as
new weekend rest days. In the same year, Ayasofya (The Hagia Sophia) mosque in
Istanbul was converted into a museum and ceased to function as a mosque.19 All
these practices indicate that the revolution was not limited to institutional and
economic dimensions only.
Naturally, social engineering applications did not only include these practices.
With a law passed on 1 November 1928, a version of the Roman alphabet adapted to
Turkish was adopted in place of the Ottoman Turkish Alphabet, which was based on
Arabic scripts and had been used until that time. As a matter of fact, some problems
that occurred in practice connected with the Arabic script had been mentioned even
before the Republic.20 However, the issue of the substitution of the existing alphabet
for another one had never been brought up. This topic, which was raised twice
Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, London: Oxford University Press, 1968, p.
268; Burak Gümüº, Werte und Normen im Kemalismus [Values and Norms in Kemalism], in Politik
und Gesellschaft in der Türkei [Politics and Society in Turkey], Wolfgang Gieler and Christian
Johannes Henrich (eds.), Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2010, p. 40.
17
Touraj Atabaki and Erik J. Zurcher (eds.), Men of Order: Authoritarian Modernization under
Atatürk and Reza Shah, London: IB Tauris, 2004, p. 215; Yasemin Doðaner, The Law on Headdress
and Regulations on Dressing in the Turkish Modernization Bilig, Autumn, No. 51, 2009, pp. 4243.
18
Azak, Islam and Secularism , p. 11.
19
Atabaki, Zurcher, Men of Order , p. 243.
20
Hüseyin Sadoðlu, Türkiyede Ulusçuluk ve Dil Politikalarý [Nationalism and Language
Policies in Turkey], Ýstanbul: Ýst. Bilgi Ünv. Yay, 2003, pp. 218, 219; Lewis, The Emergence of
Modern , p. 277.
16
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during the Turkish Republic period, was rejected twice, specifically in the years
1923 and 1924.21 When the matter is evaluated within this framework, it is assumed
that the Alphabet revolution was intended to serve a dual purpose. One of them was
severing ties with the Islamic tradition because although the society did not speak or
write in Arabic, it was easy for them to learn and read the Quran thanks to the Arabic
script. The second intended purpose was severing the links between society and the
Ottoman tradition, which had acted a basis of Islamic legitimacy.22
The last example we will give of Turkish modernization, which we perceive to be
a movement aimed at creating a nation, is the recital of the azan and qamet/iqama23
in Turkish; a factor which we consider to be complementary to the Alphabet
Revolution. This situation, which officially began in 1932, was made into a law
during the Ismet Ýnönü era and those who did not obey were punished.24
The socio-political dynamics of the Turkish Republic, which was established in
the first quarter of the 20th century, arose as a result of the Balkan Wars, which were
fought during the Ottoman Era, and World War I and the Liberation War, which
succeeded them. During this period, Ottoman society suffered the loss of around
6 million people in these wars but in contrast, when immigration into Anatolia from
the territories it had lost in the Balkans and the Caucasus are taken into consideration,
it received about 5 million immigrants.25
The Turkish Republic first built a nation state instead of taking this rich heritage
as a reference point and then attempted to create citizens suitable for this new state.
As a matter of fact, the biggest dilemma facing the new republic was that it had been
founded on a rationale and consciousness entirely different from the other nation
states in the world. For example, French people came together and established the
French state and German people came together and founded the German state.
However, Turkey was not only founded by Turks, the state was established by
multinationals and all the people in it were ethnically Turkified in order to set up a
Turkish nation-state.26
Within this framework, everyone living in the new republic that was established
was defined as Turkish without exception. Article 88 of the 1924 Constitution
stipulated The people of Turkey are called Turks in terms of citizenship irrespective
of religion and race.27 One of the first steps that were taken during the republican
period aimed at building a nation state was the population exchange between Turkey
and Greece, which was referred to at the Lausanne Treaty and implemented later.
Lewis, The Emergence of Modern , p. 278.
Mehmet Mihri Özdogan, Nation und Symbol: der Prozess der Nationalisierung am Beispiel
der Türkei [Nation and Symbol: The Nationalization Process, Using Turkey as an Example], Frankfurt
am Main: Campus, 2007.
23
Azan: the Muslim call to ritual prayer made by a muezzin from the minaret of a mosque.
Qamet/iqama: a shorter azan that is made to let people know that the prayer is about to begin.
24
Azak, Islam and Secularism , pp. 4560.
25
Justin McCarthy, Death and Exile, Princeton, New Jersey: Darwin, 1995, pp. 1013.
26
Baðlý, Özensel, ˙okkültürlü Vatandaþlýk , p. 34
21
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As a result of this exchange, 1.4 million Greeks of Turkish citizenry moved from
Turkey to Greece while about 400,000 Turks moved from Greek territories to
Turkey. 28
One of the most important stages in nation building was the introduction of the
Turkish History Thesis. According to this, all civilizations of the world originated
in Central Asia. In this context, the Turkish nation was the common ancestor of all
the civilizations that existed on earth. Turks began to migrate to different parts of
the world as a result of a drought that broke out in Central Asia and led to the
emergence of new nations wherever they set foot. Anatolia, which was an important
intersection point on these migration routes, became the new and eternal homeland
of Turks. In this framework, the Hittites and the Sumerians, who were
acknowledged to be the oldest civilizations of Anatolia, were regarded as Turks.
Indeed, the one of the largest textiles factory was named Sümerbank after the
Sumerians. 29
Another important step in the Turkification of the society was the Sun-Language
Theory. This theory was in fact complementary to the Turkish History Thesis and
was supported by Atatürk himself as in the case of the aforementioned thesis. This
theory maintained that apart from the languages spoken in Anatolia, all the other
world languages had been born out of Turkish and hence attempted to Turkify
society as a whole linguistically, arguing that the society need not speak another
language because Turkish is the language of us all.30 The role, which the Sun-Language Theory played in history, is important for an understanding of Atatürks
revolution. It was a true reference point for a nation, which was in a transitory
state from ummah (religious community) to nation and turned its direction to the
West.
Challenges and defense reflexes
People of different religions, sects or ethnicities who have been kept under pressure
throughout the history of the Turkish Republic have challenged the official ideology
whenever they have had an opportunity. The most effective and democratic of these
challenges came from political Islam, which was produced by the conservative
center-right as represented by the Democratic Party (Democrat Parti  DP), the
Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi  ANAP), and the National Vision Movement
(Milli Görüº Hareketi)
27
Özlem Uluç, Ýmparatorluktan Ulus Devlete Vatandaþlýk Halleri: Osmanlý ve Türkiyede
Vatandaþlýk Politikalarý [Conditions of Citizenship from Empire to Nation State: Politics of
Citizenship in the Ottoman Empire and Turkey], Toplum Bilimleri Dergisi, Vol. 6, No. 12, 2012, pp.
730.
28
Karl Kaser, The Balkans and the Near East: Introduction to a Shared History, Münster: LIT
Verlag, 2011, p. 337.
29
Kemal Kiriºçi and Gareth M. Winrow, The Kurdish Question and Turkey: An Example of a
Trans-state Ethnic Conflict, London: Psychology Press, 2013, p. 102.
30
Atabaki, Zurcher, Men of Order , p. 248.
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From the foundation of the state until the year 1950, apart from the ruling elite of
the state and others granted permission to do so, the ordinary people did not have a
say in politics. The Turkish Republic was ruled as a one-party state until the year
1946 but the election that took place in that year went down in history as too unjust
to be described as democratic either at the time or in a present day understanding.
However in the election of 1950, the people showed their reaction to the Republican
Peoples Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi  CHP), which was the party that had founded
the republic, and for the first time in Turkish political history there was a relatively
democratic atmosphere and as a result only 69 of the 487 members of parliament
were chosen from the CHP.31
Some regulations and practices that were implemented during the Democratic
Party rule were met with huge protestations of the state elites both at the time and in
later years. One of the most prominent of these was a return to the old practice (in
Arabic) of azan and iqama, which were produced in Turkish from 1932 to 1950.32
Hardly had the controversy surrounding the return to Arabic azan subsided, when
the government removed the ban on religious broadcast and the Quran recitations on
the radio.33 This situation was not of course accepted by the official ideology of the
time; on the contrary, the practice was turned into a smear campaign.34
Adnan Menderes35 had emphasized at every opportunity that the Turkish nation
was Muslim. Furthermore, he said that the bans imposed on religious education in
the past were a violation of human rights and that if there was a demand in this
regard, the state was obliged to provide it. Moreover, in the first term of Menderess
premiership, religion became a compulsory school subject. Naturally, this practice
also came up against accusations of contravening aspects of Atatürks revolution
and another mark of failure was recorded on Menderess report card.36
Halk Evleri (Peoples Houses) were founded in Turkey during the one-party era
especially in an effort to ideologically educate society. In time these houses became
the most important social mobility tools for the CHP.37 Another institution that the
system established for ideological purposes was the Köy Enstitüleri (Village Institutes).
These were also designed as institutions that would raise educators who would help
convey the state philosophy in schools across the country. 38 Adnan Menderes put an
end to the activities of the Peoples Houses in 1951 and the Village Institutes in 1954
Udo Steinbach, Geschichte der Türkei [History of Turkey], München: CH Beck, 2011, p. 42.
Azak, Islam and Secularism , p. 73.
33
Ibid., p. 77.
34
Ibid., pp. 7484.
35
He was the Turkish Prime Minister between 19501960. He was one of the founders of the
Democratic Party (DP) in 1946 which was the ruling party between 19501960.
36
Mogens Pelt, Adnan Menderes, Islam, and His Conflict with the One-Party Era Establishment,
in Religion, Politics, and Turkeys EU Accession, Dietrich Jung and Catharina Raudvere (eds.), New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008, pp. 101102.
37
Atabaki, Zurcher, Men of Order , p. 106.
38
Ibid., p. 119.
31
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and therefore became a target of severe criticism.39 Some even accused these ventures
of being steps taken towards removing Atatürks revolutionary measures.40
The military conducted a coup in May 1960 on the pretext of all these practices and
some other political and social incidents that had taken place in the country. The military
had not naturally been pre-disposed to disinterest in the sphere of political and economic
phenomena until that coup. However, they had very rarely expressed views regarding
active political interest and had not asserted themselves until that day. There were
three reasons for this. Atatürk had prohibited the military from engaging in politics in
1923; the military had been loyal to democracy until the 1960 coup, and finally the long
historical experiences of the military had shown them to be politically disinclined.
Having stripped itself of its apolitical stance with the 1960 military coup, the army saw
the epithet of ultimate guardian of the republic as a fitting title for itself. 41
With the 1980 coup, a new era began in the state-society relationships in Turkey.
As a matter of fact, this period arose as a period where, within the scope of the
state-society relationships, the answer to the question of whether the state is for the
society or vice versa was interpreted from the opposite angle. As is well known, the
belief that the society existed for the survival of the state, which was fostered via
rights and duties, began to be questioned as a result of a certain level of awareness
that formed in the public mind during the Turgut Özal era.42
Özal43 served as the prime minister of the 45th and 46th governments of the Turkish
Republic (19831989), putting his indelible stamp on the 1980s. In the presidential
election in 1989, he became Turkeys eighth president and at the same time the first
civilian president.44
Özal delineated his political stance when he founded the party. Indeed, when he
described his party, he stated that it was going to be nationalist and conservative, in
favor of social justice and free enterprise and defined his position as moderate right.45
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Of course, the combination of this Özal led discourse the presence of someone who
had a critical view of the republic 60 years after its foundation, and the actuality of
his taking the helm of the state, proved to be too much for some Kemalists who
could not accept the status quo. Indeed, the election of Özal as head of state was
interpreted to mean a reduction of the prestige and authority of the state and it was
argued that the state should not be held captive by the ballot box. 46
Known for his pious demeanor, Turgut Özal attempted to reconcile technological
development and progress with tradition and religion, because until that time religion,
religiosity and the Ottomans had been constantly scorned by the Kemalist ideology.
Now, there was a prime minister who gave iftar (fast-breaking meals) and even
went on a pilgrimage to Mecca in 1988 when in power.47
Turgut Özal not only challenged some taboos with his policies but he also became
the first leader who took a tough stance against the army. First, he tried to demonstrate
that the place of the military in the power structure hierarchy was behind the civil
authority in terms of status, by effectively promoting the prime minister (widely
regarded as the seventh most powerful position after four posts held by generals), to
the third place in the state protocol.48 Moreover, Özal appointed general Necip Torumtay
as chief of general staff in 1987 instead of general Necdet Öztorun, who expected to
be appointed to the rank according to established convention. This unorthodox
appointment by Özal was understood by a prominent journalist for the daily
Cumhuriyet, Uður Mumcu, as a civilian coup against military and Kemalist ideology.49
However, this move by Özal is generally accepted as the most important evidence of
the fact that he pursued policies aimed at preventing the Kemalist ideology from
intervening in public affairs via the military. 50
The issues where Özal opposed the founding ideology were not only limited to
these examples Özal also never failed to hesitate in stating on all occasions that he
was opposed to the understanding of ethnic politics indoctrinated by the republic.
We can even argue that Özals understanding of ethnic politics was an area where he
was most in conflict with the Kemalist doctrine. The founding doctrine, and Özals
understanding of ethnic politics, were two totally opposing ideologies. Indeed, Özal
became the first leader who used the names of the ethnic origins of citizens of the
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Turkish Republic, and addressed them using these names because he likened Turkey
to America, maintaining that in America no ethnic group was highlighted or prioritized
and that just like America Turkey had a multicultural nature. He further claimed that
if their nation had been named Anatolia instead of Turkey at the very beginning, no
such problems would have been experienced in this regard.51
Another policy of Turgut Özal, which can be considered a challenge against the
Kemalist ideology, was his attitude regarding foreign policy, which could be called
new-Ottomanism. Undoubtedly, three important developments that occurred in
the year 1991 presented Turkey with significant areas of opportunity that were
hard to refuse. When the matter is seen from this perspective, the first significant
development was the Turkic states, which emerged in the Caucasus and Central
Asia after the break-up of the Soviet Union. The same can be said of Yugoslavia,
which disintegrated in the same year, and new formations in the Balkans created
new areas of movement for Turkey. The last opportunity that arose for Turkey in
this regard was Iraqs loss of the first Gulf War and the emergence of the Kurds as
a regional power.52
In addition to all these, Özal aimed to open the economy to foreign markets,
improve market mechanisms and encourage foreign investment and capital through
export-based economic policies. These economic policies led to a huge economic
boom throughout Anatolia in big cities such as Konya, Kayseri, Gaziantep and
Kahramanmaraº. This boom gave rise to a new middle class called the Anatolian
Tigers.53 These middle class capitalists, who emerged as a result of the policies
pursued by Özal formed the foundations of a powerful group that would challenge
the state in the years ahead. This new middle class (bourgeoisie) laid the foundations
of the AK Party, which would make the greatest of all ontological challenges against
the founding ideology in the future.
Turgut Özal inevitably paid the price of all these divergent policies with his untimely
death as a result of poisoning, the last in a series of assassination attempts. The first
attempt on his life took place on 8 June 1987 when the plane he was on was subjected
to murderous sabotage. The plane, whose electrical equipment suddenly broke down,
had to make a blind, emergency landing in Istanbul.54 When he took to the stage to
deliver a speech at a party congress in 1988, Turgut Özal suffered an automatic rifle
assault but luckily survived with just a minor injury.
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In the history of the Turkish Republic, alongside this tradition, represented by
Menderes and Özal and which challenged the founding ideology within the democratic
system, emerged another movement, which also challenged it by being integrated
into the democratic system. This is the tradition of the Milli Görüº, which is also
called Turkish political Islam.
With the passage to a multiparty system emerging throughout the Turkish political
order, many groups from different walks of life began to find a place or a niche for
themselves within the political system. One of them, the Milli Görüº , emerged as a
political movement, which advocated the Islamic tradition and although they did not
openly demand an Islamic state, they voiced their demands to freely and openly
practice their religious rituals
Established in the year 1969, the Milli Görüº gathered together a certain group of
people with religious sensitivities and began to engage in activities in social, political
and economic fields. This movement founded its first political party in 1970, known
as the National Order Party ( Milli Nizam Partisi  MNP), and got directly involved in
political life.55 However, just a year later, this party was closed due to a Constitutional
Court decision after the 1971 military memorandum. The reasoned decision of the
Constitutional Court stated that the party had been closed because it had contravened
the fundamental principles of the secular state and the law on protection of Atatürks
revolution.56
The same political cadre came together under the roof of the National Salvation
Party (Milli Selamet Partisi  MSP), a year later and tried to continue their political
lives. The party, which opposed the common market policies of Europe at the time
and argued that the country should open up to the Muslim world, had the opportunity
gain power three times as part of different coalitions during a period of two years in
the 1970s.57 For the first time in the history of the Turkish Republic, the MSP made
significant progress in institutionalizing peoples Islamic demands. This was turned
into a doctrine under the title of Milli Görüº and propagated. However, all these
efforts were disguised under the concept of culture rather than religion due to official
bans.58 The MSP too, was closed after the 1980 military coup as it was perceived as
a threat to the secular regime.59
The 1980 coup was in fact the most comprehensive in regulatory terms, as the
Kemalist regime was brought under constitutional protection. We can say that it
was almost a milestone in which the state was reset with a new emphasis on
Atatürks revolution. Indeed, all the political parties were closed, their leaders were
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arrested and imprisoned and the system went ahead with parties that were allowed
by the junta.
The Welfare Party (Refah Partisi  RP) was established in 1983 by those who
adhered to the Milli Görüº tradition. Although the party was not able to get over the
election threshold for a long time, it finally managed to put a firm stamp on the late
1990s. The emergence of the RP as the first party in the 1994 local elections and the
general election in 1995, was interpreted as a reflection of the search for identity in
the state-society relationships that began to be reshaped after the 1980 coup. 60
During its 12-month period in power beginning in June 1996, the RPs preferences
for foreign visits, the practices of the RP municipalities such as the Sincan Night (or
Jerusalem Night), and the acts and remarks by some party members were found by
the Judiciary and the Military wing to be anti-secularist. As a result of this situation,
the military and civilian bureaucracy launched a concerted effort against the RP and
the religious people, under the title of the fight against reactionism sparked by the
decisions announced as a result of the National Security Council Meeting held on 28
February 1997. The government, which could no longer withstand the systematic,
bureaucratic pressures including closure cases, opened against the party which was
disbanded when Necmettin Erbakan 61, the prime minister, resigned in June 1997.62
The closure case against the RP was brought to an end in January 1998 and it was
shut down. In the meantime, Erbakans close friends had established the The Virtue
Party (Fazilet Partisi  FP) in December 1997, as a contingency plan in case the RP
was closed. When the party was closed, all the deputies, with the exception of those
who were banned from politics, became members of the FP and attempted to maintain
their place in politics.63
The FP, the new party of political Islam, which was viewed as a continuation of
the Welfare Party, experienced a political controversy and the party witnessed a
struggle between two groups, namely the innovators and the traditionalists. The FP
was also closed on the grounds that it was the continuation of the RP. After this
closure, the innovators did not enter the newly-established Felicity Party (Saadet
Partisi  SP); instead they founded the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve
Kalkýnma Partisi  AKP) and declared themselves heirs to Menderes and Özal.64
The AKP was founded with the assertion that it was a party that represented a
liberal and political form of Islam. Its members did not consider themselves an
Islamist party; instead, they called themselves conservative democrats in the guise
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of the AKP foundation communiqué. With this definition, the purpose was to
emphasize the religious and cultural motifs that existed in the Turkish identity and
its values.65 When the emergence and impending success of the AKP at this juncture
is evaluated within the socio-political conditions at the time the most important
reason for this lies in the political preferences of the conservative electors in Turkey,
who we have so far tried to emphasize. The Turkish society has reacted to
impositions from above on numerous occasions since 1950, when they began to
have a say in the running of the country. The toppling of a party that came to
power through an election via the 28 February Memorandum led to reactions among
the conservative electors and resulted in them showing a preference for the AKP in
the elections held in 2002.
The AKP has always pursued a different line of discourse unlike its predecessors.
When they have defined themselves and the policies they will follow, they have tried
to digress from the Milli Görüº, to which most of the AKP members used to belong
to. It is possible to see the most obvious example of this in the European Union
acquis. While AKP, or to put it more accurately the Milli Görüº tradition, constantly
tried to defend itself against coups and closure cases in its struggle against the
founding ideology in the past, it began to fight against this deep structure through
more democratization with the 2002 elections especially thanks to the European
Union accession process.66 It was believed that the civilian will, that would arise
when the European Union and especially the Copenhagen Criteria were integrated
into the Turkish legal and political system, would eliminate the deep state within the
Turkish political system.
As a new party established in the early 2000s, many debates arose as to what the
political line of the AKP was. Naturally, it is possible to talk of two different views in
this regard; the party itself and its opponents. The AKP considers itself not in the line
of Milli Görüº but in the line of Menderes and Özal, who we can consider center
right figures. However, the opposition perceived the AKP definitely as a continuation
of Milli Görüº and assessed the matter in this way.67
Although the policies pursued by the AKP have not been connected with the policies
of Milli Görüº, the fact that most party members came from the Milli Görüº tradition
was an adequate enough reason for their rejection by the nationalists and Kemalists.
Indeed, hardly a year had passed after AKPs coming to power when a huge poster
with the slogan Army Take the Helm was brandished at the Homage to Republic
March organized by some university rectors and academicians in Ankara. 68 As is
well known, university students and academicians organized demonstrations in the
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streets and on university campuses before the first coup in the history of the Republic
and the wounding of Sýddýk Sami Onar, the then Rector of Istanbul University, during
those rallies became one of the reasons for the coup.69 Sýddýk Sami Onar was then
appointed to the head of the Constitutional commission formed after the coup.70
Moreover, in the February 28 post-modern coup also, the army organized the large
capitalist groups, the media and the same university rectors before the coup and
launched a campaign against the Welfare Party.71
Afterwards, it turned out that the armed forces made some plans for a coup
against the AKP in 2003 and 2004 and tried to lay the social ground to put them into
action. The article published in Nokta magazines issue dated 29 March4 April 2007
titled Coup Memos revealed the presence of coup attempts called Sarýkýz (Blonde
Girl) and Ayýþýðý (Moonlight) in the year 2004. In these memos belonging to the
retired Commander of Naval Forces Özden Örnek, it turned out that many
commissioned and retired military personnel had planned to seize the state
administration by overthrowing the government by force in the years 2003 and 2004.
The government took this Kemalist and ultra-nationalist secret organization called
Ergenekon, which attempted to oust the elected government, to court together with
its military and civilian elements. 72 Another such incident called Balyoz
(Sledgehammer), which was a military coup plan alleged to have been prepared by
the 1st Army Command in March 2003 to overthrow the Turkish Republic government,
was disclosed by Mehmet Baransu, a columnist in the Taraf daily, in January 2010.
Allegedly, a series of provocative incidents had been planned in order to pave the
way for a coup. These involved forcing the government to declare martial law by
exploding bombs in some mosques, agitating crowds by shooting down a Turkish
jet fighter in Greek airspace and arresting journalists with democratic views after the
coup. 73
There were two big elections on the horizon when Turkey was heading towards
the year 2007. One of them was the presidential election while the second was
general elections to be held soon after that. These elections were considered especially
by the Kemalists to be the last chance to get rid of the AKP. In particular, the possibility
of election of a candidate nominated by the AKP who might damage Turkeys secular
image, in other words one with a headscarf adorned wife, as president in the
presidential election had become a nightmare for the Kemalists.74 It can be said that
the first step that raised tensions was perhaps a press conference, a highly unusual
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one, held by the Chief of the General Staff on 12 April. In response to the question
of what kind of a president he wanted, he said the Turkish Armed Forces was
expecting a presidential candidate who was loyal to Atatürkism, secularism and the
fundamental principles of the republic not in words only but deep at heart.75 On 24
April, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan did not become a candidate; instead, he
announced Abdullah Gül, a deputy whose wife wore headscarves, to be their
presidential candidate. This move caused the opposition to declare that the regime in
the country was in danger and that they would boycott the election, which raised
further tensions in the country.76
The culmination of these tensions on the military side was a communiqué broadcast
by the Office of Commander in Chief on its website on the night of 27 April. The
communiqué described the incidents that took place during the process of the
presidential election and before 23 April (a national holiday) as anti-secularist with
instances of exploitation based on religious belief, and designated them as gravely
alarming. Considering these incidents as a challenge to the regime, the Office of the
Commander in Chief threatened the government, pointing out that the armed forces
would not hesitate to use the duties and obligations granted to them by law. 77
While these incidents were taking place and featured prominently in the concerns
of the political actors, Kemalist groups organized a series of rallies called Republic
Meetings and encouraged people to participate in them. When they are seen from
this angle and their timing is taken into consideration, the Republic Meetings had
been organized before the presidential election against the possibility of the presidential
candidacy of a politician of Islamic origin. With these meetings, the first of which
was held in Ankara on 14 April, two days after the press conference of the Chief of
the General Staff, followed by others held in big cities such as Ýstanbul and Ýzmir,
and attended by hundreds of thousands of people,78 the Kemalist elite tried to spread
the view that the public did not want the party in power.
The last attempt aimed at preventing the election of an unwanted candidate to
presidency came from the judiciary. The parliament had convened on 27 April to
choose a president, and the AKPs candidate Abdullah Gül had received the votes of
357 deputies out of 361 present in parliament at the time and therefore could not be
elected in the first round. While he was expecting to be elected in the third round like
his predecessor, the CHP, the main opposition party, opened a lawsuit via the
Constitutional Court demanding the cancellation of the voting session on the grounds
that for the first session to be opened, there needed to be 367 deputies present at the
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parliament. Also, the aforementioned communiqué was issued by the Office of the
Commander in Chief on the same day. In addition to all these, the Constitutional
Court cancelled the first session that had been held, thereby giving an extremely
controversial ruling79. However, the AK Party reached the required number of 367
with support from the Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi  MHP)
in the new parliament that had assembled after the general elections on 22 July 2007,
and thus Abdullah Gül was elected the president.
In the wake of all these events, Chief Public Prosecutor of the Court of Appeals
Abdurrahman Yalçýnkaya opened a closure case via the Constitutional Court on 14
March, 2008, on the grounds that the AKP had become the focus of anti-secularist
activities demanding the closure of the party and the suspension from politics of 71
people including Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan and President Abdullah Gül
for a period of 5 years.80
The fact that the party was not closed as a result of the closure case soon showed
its influence on the AKPs policies and the party began to act with more self-confidence. This could be considered as understandable for a party that comes
from a tradition whose parties over the years have been constantly closed down.
We can say that the AKP challenged the regime for the first time during its period
in power with the regulation it made to allow the wearing of headscarves by female
students attending universities with the ability to enter classrooms when the closure
case was in progress. The legislation, which was approved by 411 deputies out of
the 518 present in parliament, was reported by the Hürriyet dailys 10 February
2008 issue with the headline 411 hands up for chaos. CHP, which can be described
as the representative of the founding ideology, applied to the Constitutional Court for
its cancellation and the Constitutional Court revoked the legislation.81
Imam Hatip Liseleri (Islamic Divinity High Schools) founded to raise Muslim imams
or priests,82 were subjected to a new regulation by the AKP in the year 2009. The
students who graduated from these schools could only study Divinity at university
as a result of the 28 February Memorandum, and if they wanted to study in other
faculties their scores were calculated using lower coefficients in comparison to
graduates of other high schools. Necessary steps were taken by the AKP in July
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2009 to remove this practice, which was in violation of the principle of equality, and
thus the practice was brought to an end.83 Naturally, this move was greeted with
jubilation by one section of the public while the other responded with a public outcry.
The Kemalist media maintained that the move was based totally on subjective reasons
and that it was an entirely ideological regulation.84 Indeed, this regulation too, was
soon to be rescinded, this time by the Council of State.
Another challenge that was staged by the AKP in this period involved policies
launched in 2009 with the title of Kurdish Initiative. As a matter of fact, the diagnosis
of the problem had never been so well expressed until that time, when the matter
was assessed in the context of the founding ideology of the regime. This issue,
which had always been referred to with titles like the Eastern Question in an effort
to avoid dealing with the matter directly, had always been tackled within the framework
of security policies, but now perhaps for the first time it began to be addressed in the
context of democratization and democratic rights.85 Indeed, how complicated the
matter was and the slippery ground on which it was being implemented, quickly
surfaced as a result of a well publicised incident. In the public eye, the emergence of
the PKK militias (Kurdistan Workers Party), who came to Habur border gate from
their bases in Northern Iraq in October 2009 as part of the initiative and Kurdish
opening policies, were greeted like heroes by local people, led to a drop in public
support for the AKPs Kurdish opening policies.
The Arab Spring and the AKP
This century which we have previously and briefly touched upon, when the Turkish
political culture was evolving has undoubtedly been a harbinger of new changes and
transformations in Turkey. These changes and transformations have made it necessary
that radical reforms be implemented in the political, economic and cultural order.
The spirit generated by the Arab Spring in particular, became a driving force in the
implementation of reforms, this time on more legitimate grounds, which had previously
encountered some regime-related obstacles in Turkey but now needed urgent handling.
However, before we address these reforms, we need to understand and define the
spirit wrought by the Arab Spring which changed the melancholic and monotonous
Iren Ozgur, Islamic Schools in Modern Turkey: Faith, Politics, and Education, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012, p. 138; Mustafa Kemal Coºkun and Burcu Sentürk, The
Growth of Islamic Education in Turkey: The AKPs Policies toward Imam-Hatip Schools, in
Neoliberal Transformation of Education in Turkey: Political and Ideological Analysis of Educational
Reforms in the Age of the AKP, Kemal Ýnal and Güliz Akkaymak (eds.), New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012, p. 167.
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Seta Report, 2011.
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goings on of the world. This changed the national and international atmosphere for
the reforms that the governing party in Turkey endeavored to implement policies in
the spirit of the Arab Spring.
As was clearly seen in Tahrir Square, the crowd, who had gathered there and had
no say in the practices of those who ruled them until the revolution, now publicly
voiced their rejection of the status quo in those societies. People in streets instantly
shared the unfolding outcry with the rest of the world via using the social media,
which has been made possible as a result of the technological revolution we have
experienced during the recent decades. Well, what were the fundamental principles
that led to the emergence of the Arab Spring and caused the Arab Spring to be
compared to the American and the French Revolutions? 86 Naturally, we will address
the principles that had an effect on Turkey, rather than all the principles holistically,
which would be beyond the scope of our discourse.
Firstly, the situation that these social movements led to, and which became known
as the Arab Spring, resulted in an all-encompassing objection to the established and
personalized political structures that had turned a blind eye to peoples demands for
transformation, change and rights, and had not even merited a response. These
changes and transformations, which occurred simultaneously, took place on different
levels in Turkey as was mentioned above. Unlike the uprising of the Arab people,
Turkey has more or less had a semblance of democracy in the past sixty years
despite some interruptions. However, the preferences and the demands that have
been made by the public have constantly been regarded by the official ideology as a
threat and the attempts aimed at the implementation of these demands have been
aborted through some safety valves installed by the founding ideology.
While these incidents were taking place in Turkey, which was trying to consolidate
its democracy, Arab peoples, who seemed to have a pre-disposition for authoritarian
rule in societies where ordinary people were never recognized as players, were not
expected to take to the streets voicing democratic demands. The arbitrary attitudes
of the rulers in these countries, where violations of the most fundamental rights and
freedom such as the right to life and freedom of expression, brought these people to
a launch pad and gave rise to the process we call the Arab Spring. This shows that
the oppressed masses , thanks to the political consciousness they experienced, voiced
their demands for democratic values and the most fundamental human rights in the
streets, which was seemingly the only option available to them. In Turkey however,
the same demands were made, as previously mentioned, via elections and ballot
boxes. As a matter of fact, in the elections held in June 2011, the AK Party received
almost 50% of the votes, meaning that it was asked to act in response to these
demands. The most fundamental demand that emerged during the Arab Spring, whose
start could be traced to the months of December 2010 and January 2011, was a
democratization of society and the guarantees of fundamental rights and freedoms.
E. Chaney, Democratic Change in the Arab World, Past and Present [with Comments and
Discussion], in Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, Spring 2012, pp. 363414.
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Another fact that often became an item on the agenda of the Arab Spring concerned
the approaches to sects and religions that existed within societies. Specific examples
include the radical secularist approach invariably mentioned in connection with
Tunisia,87 the different religious and sectarian discriminations referred to in the context
of Syria,88 and the kind of a stalemate they led to between the state and the public
began to be openly debated in the context of the Arab Spring. We could argue that a
headscarf ban was one reason why people took to voicing their discontent in Tunisia,
where women were forbidden to wear headscarves even in the streets which were
designated as a public domain. Likewise in Syria, people were tortured for being
members of the Muslim Brotherhood and given life imprisonment. Around the same
time, the Syrian army became the stronghold of a single sect, resulting in a division
of society effectively by the hand of the state. Indeed, all these issues took place in
parallel to the developments in Turkey to a certain extent. Strict secularist policies in
Turkey and efforts aimed at unifying different religious and ethnic minorities under
the umbrella of a Turkish identity were at an unacceptable level in terms of democratic
rights. All the steps taken in this regard met harsh responses from the founding
ideology. A second demand cried out to the whole world during the Arab Spring and
in this context it was a call for the bringing to an end of religious and sectarian
discrimination.
When the Turkish Republic set out to build a single national identity, the cultural
diversity of the country at the time did not seem to be ready to embrace this new
identity. The founding cadres of the Republic attempted to legitimize this process by
developing various arguments such as the Sun-Language Theory and the Turkish
History Thesis even if only on a theoretical level. Moreover, attempts were made to
reinforce this process through many de facto practices such as population exchange,
immigration movements and nationalized educational policies. The incidents that took
place in the Dersim province in the years 19371939 were among the bitterest
examples of this process. A campaign was launched by the Turkish Armed Forces to
ensure absolute state control in Dersim and 13,807 people lost their lives during this
campaign while thousands more were subjected to forced migration.89
In November 2011, 75 years after the Dersim incidents, a Prime Minister apologized
for the first time in the history of the Turkish Republic, as a result of documents
discovered in the archives for this crime committed by the Republic.90 It seems very
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hard, for the present time at least, to predict the political consequences of this unexpected
apology. However, one of the most important results of this incident was that the
psychological worlds of the new generations, shaped by the official version of the
history of the Republic in the name of creating a nation state, would begin to question
the history of the Republic from the very beginning. This enlightenment which seems
to have come, at an unexpected time and manner, when the masses began to realise
that what they had known until then was in contrast to reality.
Another important and revolutionary step taken by the AKP government in the
past three years is the initiative called the democratic initiative. This initiative,
which had been attempted on several previous occasions through various different
political channels but ultimately failed, is a policy aimed at an official recognition of
the cultural identities of people of different ethnic groups, most notably with reference
to the Kurdish citizens. In other words, the intended democratic initiative is meant to
redefine and reconstruct society-state relationships, something which the state has
been trying to establish for a century and whose basic parameters are the nationstate format. It aims to build a new form of identity, where all kinds of differences
are taken into consideration in accordance with the socio-cultural composition of
the existing citizens, and more importantly to infuse a new understanding of citizenship.
This initiative is not intended for a certain minority only, as was done by previous
incarnations; instead it aims to solve the social problems of all the citizens of the
Turkish Republic, be they Kurdish, Alewite, Roma or non-Muslim, on the basis of
fundamental democratic rights and freedom, not just at the level of identity.
An analysis of all these incidents reveals that the basic target audience of this
initiative is of course the Kurdish society. Thanks to this initiative, which has been
implemented recently, Kurds have dispensed with the bans of the past which forbade
giving Kurdish names to their children, naming the cities they live in, opening private
schools and conducting courses and education in their native language.91 Naturally,
the target audience of the initiative is not just one group. Following the first Alewite
initiative, which the government tried to implement in 2007 and 2008,92 a new step
was taken to solve the problems of the Alewite society. The president of the Turkish
Republic attended an iftar dinner (a meal eaten to end fasting) given the by the
Alewite society for the first time in the history of the republic and recognized their
difference at the highest level.93
As we have mentioned before, the social engineering attempted by the Turkish
modernization movement had specified, through laws, where and what people could
Kemal Ýnal, Kürt sorununun önemli bir boyutu olarak dil: AKP döneminde Türkçenin
kamusallaþmasý [Language as an Important Dimension of Kurdish Question: Publicization of Kurdish
Language during the AKP Rule], Education Science Society Journal, Vol. 10, No. 37, Winter 2012,
pp. 76112.
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wear and could not wear. This was so much so that the Turkish modernization
movement had banned the headscarf, which it considered an Islamic symbol, from
all public places. As a matter of fact, articles were written at the time arguing that
the headscarf, which was worn for purely religious reasons, was not a human right
and that it was a tool for political pressure.94 When it is taken into consideration that
the number of women wearing headscarves was 69.4% of the total female population
in 2007, the gravity of the situation becomes more apparent. As a result of the
changes experienced in Turkey in recent years, the ban on wearing headscarves in
public places was removed in October 2013.95 Thus, new areas of activity have been
opened to headscarf adorned women, who constitute about 70% of the total female
population, in politics, the economy and social life.
The fact that with the Arab Spring, the AKP had rapidly implemented the reforms,
which it had attempted several times during the initial years of its rule but were
opposed and prevented by the founding ideology, did not go without reaction. Indeed,
one of the typical examples of this was the Gezi Park incidents. A crowd that had
in essence gathered in the name of preserving the green was turned into a crowd
driven to protest against the government as a result of provocative news, which had
spread via social media.96 The crowd, who had initially come together to prevent the
cutting down of some trees, later issued a communiqué demanding that the
government give up almost all the policies it followed.97 Here, the founding ideology
turned a form of demonstration and action, which had become popular across the
world with the Arab Spring into an effort aimed at overthrowing the government.
In lieu of a conclusion
The Turkish Republic is a nation state that was founded in 1923 on a legacy of
differences left by the Ottoman Empire. Despite these differences, the founding
cadre and the ideology they created aimed to melt the whole society into a single
identity, ignoring all the existing ethnic, cultural and religious differences.
Whoever opposed this new identity, which sought an otherness from the Ottoman
Empire and all that was associated with it, was accused of being reactionary,
which, by its dictionary meaning, meant a desire to return to the past, maintaining
the old and objecting to all that was new. 98 The policies shaped by the founding
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ideology in Turkey were intended to manipulate every sector of Turkish societies in
its own predetermined direction. But, the emergence of the multiparty system provided
legitimate channels where people of different backgrounds could express and provide
for themselves with right to seek legal remedies.
Regarding this episode of establishing rights, and legitimization which has been
ongoing during the past 60 years, the story of the conservative Muslim struggle to
forge its own identity has proved to be the most noteworthy in terms of its organization
and success. When the opposition staged by this group is examined in terms of
content, it is seen that it has mostly taken the form of defying the founding ideology.
Naturally, this defiance, which was performed on legal grounds, was for a long time
suppressed with the illegitimate defense mechanisms of the founding ideology. These
defense mechanisms, which sometimes appeared in the form of a military coup,
took, at other times, the form of a judicial intervention as in the case of party closures,
military or civilian ultimatums and economic intervention.
After all these experiences, the AKP came to power as the representative of the
conservative tradition in Turkey, having taken into consideration the demands of the
periphery and has now been in power as a single governing party throughout the
past 12 years. During the first nine years of its rule, the AKP, like its predecessors,
tried remain receptive to the demands by the party at grassroots level whilst at the
same time fighting the defense mechanisms of the founding ideology, which took
different forms at different times. The reform movements, which the AKP launched
but were occasionally interrupted due to the reflexes of the founding ideology, went
down in history as the greatest series of nationwide multi-ethnic acquisitions especially
within the context of the Arab Spring, which allowed them to develop and maintain
deeper roots in the very fabric of Turkish society. These developments in Turkey
are quite significant in that they show how Turkey has been influenced by the demands
voiced during the Arab Spring such as freedom, human rights and an overriding
emphasis on democracy.
The answer to the question of how the spirit of the Arab Spring played the role of
a driving force in the reforms in Turkey lies in the aforementioned nationwide struggle
between the center and the periphery. The possibility that social movements could
develop and spread throughout Arab societies can also bring millions of people together
in the streets in Turkey  a nation in close proximity to the Arab Spring in terms of
geography and culture  meaning that the possibility of undesirable incidents can
become a genuine threat for both the founding ideology and the ruling AKP government.
As previously mentioned however, the social and political conditions in Turkey were
different, and if Turkish society, who had been subjected to similar oppression before,
took to the streets, the destruction of the systemic acquisitions of the founding
ideology could have been a distinct possibility. Running such a risk could result in
the weakening of a government, which has always sought after change and
transformation legitimately. Such a situation could have compromised and terminated
the acquisition processes within Turkey, a nation well on its way to democratic
consolidation. This risk was the reason why the government stood its ground and
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acted more determinedly and resolutely in its struggle against the founding ideology
after the Arab Spring.
Another incident that, alongside the Arab Spring, inspired the government with
the confidence and courage to implement radical reforms, is the perception of the
Turkish model, which was reintroduced into literature.99 Islamic parties won great
victories in almost all of the Arab countries, in the elections that were held following
the incidents that shook the Arab world. Naturally, this situation caused fear and
apprehension in the Western world. The AKP model became a phenomenon
discussed by politicians and investigated by researchers across the world to prevent
the incidents from evolving into another Iranian revolution. The state of being a
model party and the widespread discourse in this regard that developed on international
platforms became a source of self-motivation for the AKP directors in their reforms,
which they implemented after the Arab Spring.
The center-periphery struggle, which we analyzed here within the framework of
Turkeys transformation process, has not come to an end as a result of the reforms
that the AKP has implemented. The AKP has attempted to respond to the demands by
different social groups in Turkey by turning a social movement, witnessed by the
whole world and the ground provided to it by the spirit of this movement, into a
source of motivation within the framework of the tradition it represents. However,
the founding ideology, again with the Arab Spring, has attempted to defend itself
using different methods to maintain its struggle as well as more classic ones. As a
matter of fact, this became quite apparent during the Gezi Park incidents.

The concept of the "Turkish model" was proposed and supported by the West. The first use
of it was possible model for development in the Turkish Republics. See: Ýdris Bal, Turkeys Relations
with the West and the Turkic Republics: The Rise and Fall of the Turkish Model, Farnham: Ashgate
Pub. Ltd., 2001. The last use of this concept was during the Arab Spring. This time is in the form of
a marriage between moderate Islam and democracy. Especially electoral success of AKP in secular
Turkey has become the ultimate allure to which Arab Islamists aspire. See also: Alper Y. Dede, The
Arab Uprisings: Debating the Turkish Model, Insight Turkey, Vol. 13, No. 2, 2011, p. 25.
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Abstract
This paper analyses the causes that have sparked the Arab Spring, stressing the impact
of the common political, economic and social issues in spreading the uprisings throughout
the entire region. It will then proceed to examine the case study of Egypt and to offer an
historical comparison that will enable the reader to understand the cyclic dynamics of the
Egyptian events, and to recognise the dangers of the present situation. The analysis of the
Egyptian uprisings will thus permit me to identify the future challenges for a successful
transition to democracy, summarised in the four conclusive points.

Hunger for Democracy?
Three years have passed since that fatal day in December 2010, when an unknown
Tunisian street vendor named Mohamed Bouzazi set himself on fire in a desperate
act of self-immolation against the authoritarian and despotic power of the Tunisian
police forces. Nobody could have predicted that such an isolated gesture would
have so quickly crossed the Tunisian national borders to then trigger a series of
events destined to upset the entire Middle East. A subsequent, overwhelming wave
of protests and revolutionary movements developed in Tunisia first, and progressively
throughout the whole region, transforming the features of countries that just some
time before seemed condemned to maintain a stagnant, passive status quo. To
understand the impact of such movements even outside the region, one could simply
think about the fact that, three years later, the Middle East is still the centre of
political, economic and sociological debates, and that the causes and outcomes of
the protests are still being discussed among the international community.
The so-called Arab Spring, a term coined in reference to other uprising movements
carried out in Prague in 1968, or earlier in Europe during the 19th century, has erupted
throughout the entire region, toppling governments in Egypt, Yemen, Libya and Tunisia,
and shaking many others, thus giving evidence that Mohamed Bouzazi was not alone
in his indignation, as the now notorious slogan  We are all Bouazizis 1 suggests.
The Arab Spring has shown how the people in the Middle East had started sharing
Ph.D. holder, Kings College London, United Kingdom, e-mail: antonio.perra@kcl.ac.uk.
R. Abouzeid, Bouazizi, The Man Who Set Himself and Tunisia on Fire, Time Magazine,
January 21, 2011, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2044723,00.html (accessed
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something beyond their language and religion. Indeed, they started sharing a common
feeling of frustration towards their political and socio-economic system, towards
in fact their own existence, thus beginning a long journey for freedom, equal rights,
political participation and economic justice. Three years after the beginning of the
revolts, the assertion that the Arab Spring is not a uniform phenomenon is largely
shared, and rightfully so. Differently from other historically relevant uprisings,
such as for instance those of the former Soviet bloc, from which the Arab Spring
has romantically borrowed its name, the Arab countries do not belong to a
consolidated and institutionalised empire, but are autonomous entities that share at
most some transnational common features. This key characteristic emerges clearly
from the analysis of the Arab Spring itself, as, the uprisings have propagated,
impacted and produced effects in different ways among the various Arab countries.
It would thus be quite erroneous to examine the effects of these revolutionary
movements through a large regional lens, as the result would hardly be able to
reflect a truthful representation of the specific dynamics taking place in each Arab
state. Although the Middle East is often treated as a single reality, especially in
global geo-political analysis, the specificity of the local societies and institutions
differs from country to country, and therefore requires a much more contextualised
approach, at least when it comes to the analysis of the consequences of the
phenomenon. In fact, what is very fascinating about the Arab uprisings is that
while the effects produced are multi-directional, the original causes appeared from
the start to be transnational. It could actually be safely affirmed that the very
nature of these revolutionary movements was forged upon the friction between a
strong and transnational impulse towards an idealist democratic ambition, and the
presence of constraining and preventing forces whose main features were identical
in each country.
The democratic ambition of the Arab people is far from being a mere Westernised
intellectual assumption, nor should some recent developments induce us to believe
that this is actually the case: the original pulse was indeed a democratic one. In 2011,
the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies (ACRPS) published a report, in
which it showed that, among the respondents in all the surveyed countries, a large
majority considered a Democratic system  better than other systems.2 The Arab
idea of democracy is not very different from ours, as it is founded upon principles
that all of us can recognise to be the fundamentals for any democratic system:
guarantee of freedom, civil and political rights, justice and equality, and a democratic
system of government, thus legitimized by the people, with the distribution of power
The Arab Opinion Project: The Arab Opinion Index, Arab Center for Research and Policy
Studies, p. 39, http://english.dohainstitute.org/release/5083cf8e-38f8-4e4a-8bc5-fc91660608b0
(accessed 21.10.2013). The survey included countries like Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon, Yemen, Algeria,
Jordan among other Arab countries.
3
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and political pluralism guaranteed, an improving economic situation, social security
and stability.
While keeping in mind, as mentioned above, that each Arab country is different in
its history, traditions, political and economic systems, such a shared pulse towards
democracy has been originated from another shared element among the Arab countries,
which is the heightened, long-lasting discontent with the systems of power. A study
conducted in 2004 by the United Nations Development Programme has shown that
there are indeed some affinities between the systems of governance adopted in the
Arab countries, and it is simple common sense to note that such features collide
with the idea of democracy described above: a strongly centralised head of state,
absence of political pluralism, lack of legitimacy (often self-given through the so
called Legitimacy of Blackmail)3, strong barriers to participation to the political life
of the country, economic corruption and social repression.4
The tension, or friction, between unfulfilled democratic ambitions and anti-democratic regimes emerges clearly through the analysis of some of the major
countries where the Arab Spring has erupted. Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Libya, just
to name a few, branded themselves with the name of Republics, while in truth there
was nothing republican, in the Latin acceptation of the word, about them. The
power held by leaders such as Ben Ali, Mubarak, and Qaddafi was indeed so absolute
and totalitarian that, as Hichem Karoui suggests, it would be more appropriate to
describe them as monarchical republics5, nothing more than tyrannous regimes.
No political pluralism, no representation, no participation in the political life: no res
publica, in fact. It is, in a very simple way, a clear manifestation of a government,
or an entire political system, that fails its own people.
Why now? Tricks and triggers behind the Spring
Beyond the democratic ambitions of the Arab world, there are at least three factors
that have triggered the Arab Spring and brought the region to witness such a rapid
and contagious diffusion of the revolts. The economic troubles, the social issues
and the role of the new media, are the three key elements to analyse in order to
obtain a better understanding of the events.
First of all, it should be pointed out that uprisings in the Middle East are nothing
new. Throughout its contemporary history the region has experienced an impressive
number of more or less radical protests, coups détat and vicissitudes in general,
which have certainly played a role in shaping the Middle East as we know it today.
However, from an historical perception, it is immediately notable that the nature of
these revolutionary movements has changed. After the Second World War, and for a
vast lapse of time, the Arab discontent was connected to the tragic inheritance left
by the colonial era and to the creation of Israel. Back then, many of the problems,
Ibid., pp. 1518.
H.H. Karoui, Arab Spring, The New Middle East in the Making, Middle East Studies Online
Journal, USA, 2012, p. 66.
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whether being political or economic, were perceived as a direct consequence of the
imperialist exploitations carried out first by the European empires, and later by the
United States, which eventually favoured the emergence of the nationalist movements
and the recurrent waves of Nasserism throughout the entire region. Conversely, as
Michael S. Duran rightfully argues, today  people see the problem as home-grown.6 Although it would be highly inaccurate to say that the Arab world has a
good perception of certain international actors, especially given the fact that the
United States and Israel are considered by a vast majority of the Arab population to
be the main threats to their countries7, the basis of the current uprisings is exclusively
a matter of internal discontent with the political and socio-economic system of those
countries. Nevertheless, the impressive longevity of the dictatorial regimes toppled
by the Arab Spring uprisings (Ben Ali had been in power from 1987 to 2011, Mubarak
from 1981 to 2011 and Qaddafi extraordinarily from 1961 to 2011) should at least
make us wonder: why now?
First and foremost, it is important to specify that such discontent should not be
seen as a strictly exclusive trend originating from the Arab Spring phenomenon.
Although the Middle East has never before witnessed such a dramatic wave of protests
as is being witnessed today, this is not the first time that an aversion towards an Arab
regime has been disclosed  a clear reflection of the fact that the Arab world has
nursed its discomfort for a long time. For instance, the uprising in Egypt has been in
the making from as early as 2000, when, after the Second Intifada, thousands of
Egyptians took to the streets, first in an act of solidarity towards the Palestinians,
then in an act of protest against Mubaraks regime. In 2003, and again in 2004, new
pro-Palestinians and anti-war demonstrations turned into anti-Mubarak riots with
people taking to the streets once more and  burning down Mubaraks billboard.8
Strikes took place in Egypt from 2006 onwards, and in 2008 an actual movement,
called the April 6 Youth emerged through Facebook in support of the strike of
workers in El-Mahalla El-Kubra. Even in Tunisia, the malcontent with Ben Alis regime
is not exclusive to 2010, as protests against the exploitations of the bureaucratic
apparatus had already taken place in 2008, with hundreds of people demanding better
work conditions and less corruption.9 It would therefore be misleading to think that
the Arab uprising started in December 2010. Nonetheless, as mentioned above, there
are three elements today, three common causes that have helped the emergence and
6
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propagation of the Arab Spring uprisings in this specific time, namely the economic
troubles, the youth bulge phenomenon10 and consequent unemployment issue, and
the role of the new media.
The political exasperation, caused by the friction between democratic ambitions
and constraining forces, rightfully occupies a primary position in the analysis; however,
this exasperation cannot be the only reason behind the explosion of the Arab uprisings.
In fact, the term exasperation itself implies not a sudden, but rather a gradual
generation of the feeling of aversion. Thus the eruption takes place whenever the
limit is reached and when certain mechanisms are set in motion. This is why, next to
the broad argument of the political framework, the analysis of the triggers of the
Arab Spring, which could be described in general terms as economic and social
factors, shows its importance: what are these mechanisms that have been set in
motion, subsequently triggering the uprisings?
ACRPSs 2011 survey has brought to light some rather significant data, which
provides a good starting point for such analysis: the majority of Arabs linked the
toppling of both Ben Ali and Mubarak to the deteriorating economic situation of their
countries.11
The economic condition of these countries, powerfully symbolised by Bouzazis
confiscated wares, is indeed a pivotal cause to understand the origin of the Arab
Spring. As Suzanne Maloney argues, despite  its traditional place in international
commerce, an unrivalled resource base, and a vast young labour market 12, the
economy of the countries in the region has been highly disappointing: corruption,
unequal wealth distribution, subsidized and unproductive non-oil sectors and an
impressive unemployment, are some of the causes of a very worrisome situation,
as Stephen Glain has argued. 13 In Egypt, for instance, the stagnation of the economy
has forced half of the population to live on just $2 per day, perhaps even less. 14 In
the last few years, the Tunisian GNI per capita was oscillating between $6,000 and
$8,00015, a rather worrisome figure if we compare it to United States GNI per capita
during the same timeframe, somewhere in between $47,000 and $50,000.16 As such,
despite the promises of a better life that arose through the propaganda of these
leaders, promises of reforms, liberalization and a general growth of the economy,
The Youth Bulge is a phenomenon that occurs when to a growing fertility and lowering rate of
mortality follow a lowering rate of both fertility and mortality, which results in an increase of the
number of young people.
11
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the majority of the people were, in fact, living in poverty. To some, this is the real
reason behind the Arab uprisings. It is not merely a matter of poverty per se, it is a
matter of extremely disappointing achievements: the growing gap in expectations
of a better life and a more modest reality sparks the revolution.17
Let us take the case of Egypt. After the highly controversial 2005 elections, Mubarak,
according to the US State Department,  simplified and reduced tariffs and taxes,
improved the transparency of the national budget, revived stalled privatizations of
public enterprises and implemented economic legislation designed to foster private
sector-driven economic growth and improve Egypts competitiveness.18 These
measures did improve the GDP growth of 7% between 2005 and 2008 and did
manage to bring some benefits to the economy of the country. Nevertheless, as
David Schenker argues, while there was a sort of economic improvement, this was
merely  in a wider sense  and, as he continues, Your average Egyptian guy on
the street did not see19 any benefit.
Therefore, the rampant corruption, high inflation and a very poor welfare system
excluded the population from the economic achievements of Mubarak. It also
exacerbated and further unveiled the wide gap between the State-apparatus and the
population. While a rather small part of the population was reaping and enjoying the
benefits of Mubaraks liberalizations, an alienated vast majority was condemned to
poverty.
The global economic crisis was the icing on the cake. Although these countries,
being somehow shielded because of their closed financial system, managed to survive
the direct impact of the crisis, they did not survive the consequences of the economic
recessions in other countries: being strongly linked with Europe, both Egypt and
Tunisia, among others,  have reported sharp declines in their exports of agricultural
and manufactured products in 2009. 20 This exponentially worsened the living
standards of the majority of the Arab population, and thus triggered the uprisings.
However, it is important to highlight the fact that the global economic crisis was not
the direct cause of the Arab Spring. Poverty and malcontent characterised the Arab
countries even prior to the global crisis, which therefore had the sole role of
exacerbating an already rather unstable situation and precarious balance.
Two more causes can be identified to answer the question raised of why the
uprisings occurred when they did, both interweaved with each other and with the
economic situation described above. The first one concerns the fact that, from the
1950s to the present day, the countries of the Middle East have experienced an
impressive population growth, 2% to 3% a year in contrast to the 1.2% a year of the
Pollack, The Arab Awakening , p. 68.
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world. The decline of child mortality and an increased rate of fertility have brought
these countries to witness first an increase in the proportion of children, and then,
with a subsequent slowing decline of fertility, to experience a significant increase of
the youth, aged 15 to 24  a phenomenon known as youth bulge.21 As Suzanne
Maloney sums up, Approximately two-thirds of the population of the region is
under the age of thirty 22, and the youth now constitutes one-third of the working-age population in the Middle East region.23
This data becomes particularly alarming when it gets cross-referenced with the
unemployment rate. According to Masood Ahmed, Director of the Middle East and
Central Asia Department of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the rate of
unemployment in the MENA regions  is the highest in the world and largely a
youth phenomenon24, with figures of youth unemployment that oscillate between
25% and 32%25 and have continued to increase over the past few years.
From the analysis of these figures, an immediate result can be noted: the Middle
East is a region of young, unemployed people. The anger of the youth therefore lies
within both political and economic spheres: the political system, static, authoritarian
and corrupted; the economic system, unequal, stagnant and generally unable to offer
any prospects for the future.
One last, fascinating reason should be highlighted, and again, it is strongly associated
with the first two. The new media, particularly the very popular social networks
such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, have certainly played an important role
during the Arab uprising, at least for the rapidity with which they helped to spread
the first news of the Tunisian unrest, hence activating the domino effect throughout
the Middle East, and for the level of exposure they have given to the entire Arab
Spring and consequently to the Arab regimes among the international community.
Several analysts, perhaps in a wave of enthusiasm, have gone even further, as they
have attributed a pre-eminent role in causing the Arab Spring to facilitate the use of
social media. This is open to debate. However, there are some elements of connection
between the political and economic crisis of the countries in the Middle East, the
youth malcontent and these new media, which cannot be ignored. The first obvious
21
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consideration lies with the fact that these new channels are usually accessed by the
youth  the same angry, unemployed youth as described above. In todays globalised
world, the Arab youth became  acutely aware of their relative deprivation and
understood there existed alternatives to the repressive governments under which
they lived.26 Secondly, they have allowed a rapid and public diffusion of certain
events (including Bouzazis self-immolation, as well as other rather shocking episodes,
such as Khaled Saids homicide), which would have otherwise been kept private.
It is difficult to imagine that these stories would have spread so effortlessly and had
such an overwhelming impact without this widespread publication on the internet.
Thirdly, it helped the mobilization: people took over the squares often after being
summoned through a quick exchange of information through social media platforms.
The new media also helped in exposing the level of corruption of the leaders of the
Arab regimes, as the story of Tunisian Blogger Astrubal indicates27, not only among
the Arab population but among the West as well, placing these authoritarian regimes
 to a new level of scrutiny.28 Finally, WikiLeaks; one can only imagine the level
of frustration of the Arab people when the notorious website leaked the cables of the
former American ambassador in Tunisia, Robert F. Godec, where he stated President
Ben Ali is aging, his regime is sclerotic and there is no clear successor Many
Tunisians are frustrated by the lack of political freedom and angered by First Family
corruption, high unemployment and regional inequities , adding that Major change
in Tunisia will have to wait for Ben Alis departure. 29 However, the exhausted
Tunisian youth did not wait for Ben Alis departure. It prompted his departure.
The same sort of incident happened with the former American ambassador in
Egypt, Margaret Scobey, as already in 2009 she had revealed in a secret cable: The
next presidential elections are scheduled for 2011 and if Mubarak is still alive it is
likely he will run again and, inevitably, win.30 When on 9 December 2010, the
British newspaper The Guardian reported that  Scobeys candid view, in a cable
dated May 2009, is that Mubarak is most likely to die in office rather than step
down voluntarily or be replaced in a plausible democratic vote31, it made the news
accessible to anyone. For a population seeking political pluralism, representation and
British Foreign Policy and the Arab Spring, Foreign Affairs Committee, July 19, 2012,
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participation in political life, the apparent endless regime of Mubarak represented the
very demons it was fighting against, and therefore had to come to an end.
There are at least three reasons that can justify the profound impact that the
public disclosure of the contents of these secret documents had among the Arab
population. First of all, they unveiled the international discontent with the situation in
the Arab countries: Godecs cable, for instance, reads By many measures, Tunisia
should be a close US ally. But it is not32, thus indicating that the high corruption of
the Ben Ali regime and the impossibility of implementing reforms, were jeopardising
the relationship with the United States government. This is not to say that the average
Tunisian youngster perceived the dissolving friendship between US and Tunisia as a
central issue, directly influencing the quality of its life, but more simply that it
somehow made definite and unequivocal the fact that the country was corrupted
and had severe political, social and economic problems which were seemingly
recognised abroad. Secondly, they included predictions of the future political and
socio-economic situation of the countries: Godecs cable states Major change in
Tunisia will have to wait for Ben Alis departure 33, and Scobeys reads  Mubarak
will likely resist further economic reform if he views it as potentially harmful 34,
bringing to mind a rather dramatic scenario, with the countries doomed to a static
and unevolved status quo. The third and final point is that the cables considered the
change. It is easy to imagine that, for a population that has lived for decades under
the same dictatorship, the word change might sound utopian. Nonetheless, the
change was indeed considered abroad, if not envisaged.
A change did in fact occur. As mentioned above, the wave of the Arab Spring
eventually brought with it the toppling of these regimes, and the beginning of a
process of transformation, initially called democratization, particularly in western
intellectual circles. Nevertheless, the extension and outcomes of these revolutionary
movements are still, even now, highly unpredictable and uncertain. Much has happened
during the past three years, and the ups and downs of the struggle suggest at least
that the phenomenon of the Arab Spring is far from being a mere revolution with
short-term results, in the style for instance of the Berlin wall fall, but rather that it is
more a matter of very long-term dynamics and adjustments.
Furthermore, while it has been possible to examine some general common causes
for the eruption of this public outcry, or at least for what concerns the driving force
behind the populations unrest, it would be virtually impossible to predict their results.
The Arab Spring is not a uniform phenomenon, and while there have been some
common elements and aspirations behind the origin of the uprisings, its impact among
the Arab countries is very heterogeneous. This inevitably inhibits one from drawing
the general conclusion that we are witnessing a wave of democratization throughout
Ibidem.
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the entire Middle East. On the contrary, it is mandatory to differentiate between the
countries hit by the Arab Spring, and only by doing so is it possible to see that for
some countries, this might well be the beginning of an even darker age. Indeed, the
story of Egypt tells us very much so.
Important lessons from the past: The case of Egypt
Whether because it is has a population of more than 80 million people, its historical
pre-eminence, or because of its central role in the Middle East, the uprisings in
Egypt were followed with particular excitement and concern both in the Arab world
and among the international community, and were seen by many as a pivotal test for
the success or failure of the democratic wave across the region.
However, for those who, in the classic Arab Spring-wave of enthusiasm related to
the quick toppling of Mubarak, were ready to bet on the triumph of democracy in
Egypt, the events that followed 3 July 2013 might come as a dampening of the spirits.
The military coup that overthrew the Morsi government, in spite of whichever way
one might wish to describe it or portray it, was indeed a military coup, and in no way
could it result in the full establishment of a democratic system. Rather, it is arguable
that Egypt is in fact moving to the very opposite side, which appears to be the firm
establishment of a military dictatorship, whose similarities with past regimes gives us
cause to believe that it may even last for a long time. But let us proceed with order.
Egypt has been under the rule of Hosni Mubarak, former Chief Commander of the
Egyptian Air Force since 1981, after the assassination on Anwar al-Sadat occurred
on 6 October of the same year. Without digging into a long, detailed analysis of his
thirty-year long presidential career, a few key aspects of his regime are noteworthy.
The first one regards the fact that, for a very long time, Mubarak has been a very
precious ally for the United States in the Middle East. Washington vastly benefited
from good relations with Cairo especially concerning its interests in ensuring the
stability of the region: under Mubarak, Egypt collaborated with the United States in
promoting stability in the Middle East on several occasions, for instance when it
joined Saudi Arabia against Iraq in the 1991 Gulf War. Most importantly, Mubarak
committed his country with respect to the Camp David accords signed in 1979 with
Israel. A cable of March 2009, leaked by WikiLeaks, perfectly sums up the American
geostrategic advantage in supporting Mubaraks regime: Egypt remains at peace
with Israel, and the US military enjoys priority access to the Suez Canal and Egyptian
airspace.35 Thus, it should not be surprising to read that the United States government
was providing its precious Arab ally with $1.3 billion per year in foreign military
aid.36 In addition to his foreign policy program, Mubarak carried out a process of
economic liberalisation, also of value to Washington, which started when Sadat moved
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past the era of Nassers authoritarian and centralised economy, but which was
translated, as discussed earlier, into an impressive growth of wealth concentration
and socio-economic disparity. Finally, the presence of a virtually unchallengeable
political leader such as Mubarak, enabled the Egyptian government to keep the
Muslim Brotherhood under control, essentially excluding the party from the political
life of the country, which also reassured the American government, notoriously
fearful of Islamic parties, but which jeopardised the very essence of the concept
of democracy.
The reasons behind the fall of Mubarak have already been examined: a mixture of
political and economic injustices, fake promises and disappointing realities, eventually
led the Egyptian population to rise against the authoritarian power of its President,
who on February 2011, was finally forced to resign. But what happened next?
The Egyptian Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) retained power until
July 2012, taking charge of the so called democratic transition of Egypt, and
promising it had no aspiration of running the country. Despite these reassurances
though, the transition  has been an almost surreal collection of paradoxes and
contradictions37, as Khaled Elgindy rightfully points out, as it has been stained by
numerous episodes of violence between the population and the military, with thousands
taking to the streets and demanding immediate end to military rule. This could hardly
come as a surprise, for a country that for most of its contemporary history has been
governed by generals and military officials, as the detainment of power by the SCAF
represents a clear step back rather than a step forward. Indeed, the period in between
the fall of Mubarak and the election of Morsi was anything but democratic. A report
by the Human Rights Watch highlights how Under SCAF leadership, excessive use
of force and extrajudicial killings, torture, attacks on peaceful protests, and arbitrary
arrests of bloggers and journalists have become commonplace and illustrate how
little has changed.38 The SCAF tried to shield itself blaming no better identified
third parties of implementing foreign agendas in order to fuel the campaign against
the armed forces, while some members even advocated that the protesters would be
 thrown into Hitlers ovens. 39 Such a statement, from which the military
government wisely distanced itself, nonetheless gives an idea of the level of democracy
that the SCAF was ensuring for the transition of Egypt.
Despite the controversies that emerged during the SCAF-imposed military regime,
by the end of June 2012 the world witnessed the first democratic elections in the
history of Egypt and the accession to power of the Islamist Mohammed Morsi,
member of the Muslim Brotherhood. Widespread speculation has been made to explain
and justify the somehow unexpected victory of the Islamists, which go from the
intricate mechanism of the electoral system to the alleged economic support of the
37
Kh. Elgindy, Egypts Troubled Transition: Elections Without Democracy, The Washington
Quarterly, 2012, http://csis.org/files/publication/twq12springelgindy.pdf (accessed 25.10.2013).
38
Egypt: Dismantle Tools of Repression, Human Right Watch, January 16, 2012, http://
www.hrw.org/news/2012/01/16/egypt-dismantle-tools-repression (accessed 25.10.2013).

66

Antonio Perra

rich Gulf countries, to the apparent fragmentation of the secular non-Islamic parties.40
Nevertheless, despite whatever conjecture one might wish to make, the Muslim
Brotherhood representative Mohammed Morsi was indeed elected by the population
in what could be considered  a broadly fair election.41
The election of Morsi might have been a disappointment for those who, in Egypt
and abroad, were hoping and expecting the country to embrace the path towards a
westernised secular democracy. In fact, during its short life, Morsis political steps
rapidly took the shape of a fundamentalist Islamist agenda, with a strong pledge to
implement the Sharia and to shape Egypt into a radical Islamist state. This was hardly
a surprise though; during the campaign, Morsi made his stand rather clear, as he
passionately declared: The Koran was and will continue to be our constitution I
take an oath before Allah and before you all that regardless of the actual text [of the
constitution] Allah willing, the text will truly reflect [Sharia], as will be agreed upon
by the Egyptian people, by the Islamic scholars, and by legal and constitutional experts42,
showing an even more radical position as he recited: The Prophet Muhammad is our
leader, Jihad is our path, and death for the sake of Allah is our most lofty aspiration. 43
For as alarming as Morsis position might sound, it is important to note that Egypt is
not new to advocating Islam in politics, as a look back in history would indeed give
evidence of the fact that its population, or at least part of it, has already disclosed the
propensity to seek shelter in more traditional values after the failure of secular
experimentations. For instance, after the disastrous outcome of the 1967 war, which
had officially put an end to the Nasserist ideology and its secular mark encapsulated in
his political philosophy, many found comfort in the Islamic al-turath, heritage, and
sought a stronger proximity to the traditional values of their religion: to say it with Fred
Halliday, author of The Cold War: Global Conflict, Regional Upheavals, the emergence
of Islamic movements in Egypt after the Six Day War  reflected a general rejection
of the secular modernity associated with radical nationalist politics and with the
modernising state.44 Nevertheless, the power rested secure in the hands of members
Al-Masri Al-Youm Staff, SCAF Adviser Claims Military Entitled to Fire on Protesters,
Egypt Independent, December 22, 2011, http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/scaf-adviser-claims
-military-entitled-fire-protesters (accessed 25.10.2013).
40
S. Tadros, Egypts Elections: Why the Islamists Won, World Affairs Journal, March-April,
2012, http://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/article/egypt%E2%80%99s-elections-why-islamists-won
(accessed 25.10.2013).
41
Shashank Joshi, Egypt: Mohamed Morsi Was no Angel, but He Was Democratically Elected.
Liberals Shouldnt Cheer the Egyptian Armys Coup, The Telegraph, July 4, 2013, http://
blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/shashankjoshi/100224818/morsi-was-no-angel-but-he-was-democratically
-elected-liberals-shouldnt-cheer-the-egyptian-armys-coup/ (accessed 28.10.2013).
42
Mohamed Morsi during Elections Campaign: Jihad Is Our Path, Death for the Sake of Allah Is
Our Most Lofty Aspiration, the Sharia Is Our Constitution, Misr 25 TV (Egypt), May 13, 2012,
http://www.memritv.org/clip/en/3476.htm (accessed 28.10.2013).
43
Ibidem.
44
Fred Halliday, Middle East in International Relations: Power, Politics and Ideology, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 122.
39

Between Expectations and Reality: The Arab Spring in Egypt

67

of the Egyptian military, as it had simply shifted from Nasser to Sadat in 1970 and to
Mubarak in 1981. This inevitably confined the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, to either
be illegal and persecuted or to play at most a very marginal role in the political life of
the country, and now imposes a legitimate doubt: is it a mere coincidence that on the
first free elections after 60 years of military rule, the result favoured an Islamic party?
As mentioned above, many reasons can be analysed to justify the already narrow
victory of Morsi, and the analysis of the legitimacy of the Brotherhoods victory on
the 2012 elections would be unrelated to the scope of this paper. However, an important
consideration has to be stressed.
Despite the political struggle, and in addition to the ideological appeal, the Muslim
Brotherhood kept operating in the territory, providing various services in impoverished
areas, through the combination of  religion, social welfare, and political activism
in its work,45 and therefore building its constituency upon the lower-middle class.
The Brotherhood has thus largely benefited from the widespread impression that it
was an honest and caring organization,  often in contrast to the ruling National
Democratic Party (NDP), popularly perceived as self-serving and corrupt.46
If we acquiesce to the paradigm that the Arab Spring was originated by the lower-middle class in popular opposition against authoritarian regimes, for their political,
economic and social abuses, and if we allow Hallidays analysis to play a role in todays
events, perhaps it would not come as such a surprise that an organisation, who for
several decades has charitably operated among the Egyptian lower-middle class while
advocating a return to the traditional Islamic values, ended up benefiting from a quite
large consensus.
Back to the future: A coup is a coup
Despite the fact that the first free elections in Egypt removed the power from
secular military leaders, ending approximately 60 years of military based leadership,
the outcome of the elected Islamic turned out to be utterly disappointing. Such
assessment does not originate from an ideological point of view, nor from a rejection
of certain religious values that are manifestly dear to a large portion of the Egyptian
population; it is strictly based on a pragmatic assessment of Morsis presidency,
which, while promoting radical Islam, thus alienating practically all the secular
segments of society, also failed to deliver on the most urgent issues, the same issues
that brought him to power in the first place.
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People were demanding rights and social justice, and instead they received a leader
who interpreted  a narrow electoral victory as a mandate to rule alone47, and
whose first political actions were indeed designed to grant himself  far-reaching
powers 48 through a new constitution. They were expecting openness, tolerance
and pluralism and they were to be yet again disappointed. What made matters even
worse was, the priority given to the reshaping of Egypt into a radicalised Islamist
country that prevented Morsi from tackling the severe economic troubles that were,
and still are, afflicting the country: it was in fact reported that Over the past year,
economic conditions in Egypt have gone from bad to worse49, and approximately
80% of the Egyptian population admitted that, under the Morsi government, the
economy of the country was getting worse.50 Lacking a pragmatic political agenda
and attempting to consolidate its legitimacy among the  broadest possible
audience51, Morsi was more dedicated to showing himself  leading prayers at the
palace more often than signing new trade and investment agreements52, at a time
when pragmatism was badly needed instead.
Some might argue that  Morsi faced an almost impossible challenge from the
start53, due to the fact that he inherited huge economic, political and social problems
left by the 30 year-long Mubarak regime. However, even granting for the sake of
argument that there was a more or less strong base of popular legitimacy, it is
undeniable that the Brotherhood leader did not meet the peoples demands, and ended
up producing a rather paradoxical result: A year later, now, the millions of Egyptians
who cheered for Morsi are saying he must go54, as was acutely commented by
Fawaz Gerges.
The result of Morsis leadership was thus a strongly disappointing discrepancy
between promises of better life and a failure in meeting expectations, just as it happened
with the first uprisings, the ones that sparked the Arab Spring. This time though, a
large part of the Egyptian population had made a choice, had voted and had elected
Morsi. This is the basis for understanding the current state of affairs in Egypt.
By 30 June, one year after the elections of 2012, a new and perhaps inevitable
wave of protests was set off by tens of thousands of Egyptians, who took Tahir
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Square demanding Morsis resignation. The SCAF promptly seized the opportunity
to get rid of a vexatious leader, and delivered an ultimatum in which it stated that
Morsi had 48 hours  to respond to the peoples demands, or the armed forces
would impose its own roadmap of the future. 55 Two struggles emerged
simultaneously: while in the corridors of power Morsi challenged the SCAF by rejecting
the ultimatum and insisting he was indeed the legitimate leader, the streets of Cairo
witnessed severe clashes between the supporters of Morsi and those who opposed
to him. Eventually, on the 3rd July, the military coup opened a veritable Pandoras
box. General Abdel Fattah El-Sisi seized power, overthrowing Morsi and arresting
several members of the Muslim Brotherhood. The riots in the streets grew worse
and blood was spilled as the military and the anti-Morsi movement confronted the
supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood, armed with stones and bats, and with live
bullets, killing and injuring hundreds of people the Brotherhoods supporters. For
El-Sisi it was only a matter of hours before he could get in front of the cameras and
praise the SCAF intervention and removal of Morsi, who was accused of having
 failed to meet the demands of the Egyptian people.56 What people though?
According to eminent Professor Noam Chomsky  thats a term that should be
avoided. The people are badly split the reference to the people already tells you
something misleading .57 In fact, although it is undeniable that in the summer of
2013 Cairo was again overwhelmed by a massive wave of anti-Morsi protests, it is
also incontestable that a significant part of the population did support the democratically
elected President, and with him it supported the very concept of democracy. Morsi
was certainly operating within an alarming ideological framework, as he tried to reform
Egypt through strict and radical religious precepts, but to many Egyptians he had been
allowed to access power by their vote, a privilege for which they had already spilled
blood in 2011. Thus, the overthrow of Morsi assumes a dramatic tone for two reasons:
the first one regards the fact that the military has toppled a democratically elected
regime, the first one in Egypt, ignoring the will of a large portion of the population that
was supporting it; the second one is that Egypt is now yet again under military rule,
not for the first time in its history. For as convenient as it might be to portray the 3rd
July event as a step forward towards democracy with the ability to prevent a radical
Islamist from reshaping Egypt, in truth it was nothing but a military coup. The democratic
break of 2012, for as disastrous as it might have been, was too brief indeed to allow
the country to test the advantages and limits of a political system separated from
military power, and El-Sisis coup tells us that it will be a long time before the military
will relinquish power, if indeed it will ever do so. In fact, the Egyptian military is not
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programmed to yield to a democratic elected government: after all, Egypt is under the
rule of Generals and members of the military force since 1952 and Morsis regime was
too short and controversial to allow an actual and significant breakthrough. This
interweaved connection between military apparatus and political power now looks too
tight to imagine it will just simply cease to be, unless a process of deep reformation
begins. The country also looks a long way from that goal, an assessment easily made
simply by observing the jubilant reaction of a big fraction of the Egyptian population to
the 3rd July coup.
How someone managed to see El-Sisis seizure of power as beneficial to the
country remains a mystery. The military will act the way the military acts
everywhere, and historically in Egypt as well. It will impose a harsh, brutal regime,
its aim will be to reinforce its own power they will crash dissidents 58 commented
Chomsky, and rightfully so.
As discussed earlier in this paper, the original spirit of the Arab Spring was based
on a strong and overwhelming desire for democracy, and as has been argued, the
Arab idea of democracy is not very different from ours, as it is founded upon
principles that all of us can recognise to be the fundamentals for any democratic
system. Are the military in Egypt respecting these principles? It would seem not.
The massacre of the Muslim Brotherhood supporters carried out by the military
on 19 August 2013, has been  the most serious incident of mass unlawful killings
in modern Egyptian history59, with over 700 Egyptians killed and thousands injured.
Freedom, civil and political rights, justice and equality are being trampled on; the
Muslim Brotherhood, the leading opposition party, is being persecuted regardless of
that spirit of political pluralism which constitutes the foundation of any democratic
system. Is the country secure? Is the country stable? Again, the answer has to be a
negative one. Clashes between the population and the army are a sad routine in
todays Egypt, freedom is openly denied and the economic troubles of the country
are nowhere near being resolved.
Old rhetoric
If today we struggle to make any prediction about the future of Egypt, it is largely
because we struggle to imagine a democracy founded upon military rule. A
government which operates under military rule inevitably evokes the idea of
dictatorship rather than one of democracy, as the legitimization of power does not
come from public consensus, but rather by the use of military force, or at least the
threat of it. In the Middle East, the military has traditionally played an important role
in politics, particularly in Egypt. The Free Officers 1952 military coup, which freed
the Egyptians  from the elite of big landowners and the royal dynasty that constituted
its backbone, which had held the key political, economic and social positions in
Ibidem.
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Egypt60, that being the monarchy of King Farouk, has projected in the minds of the
Egyptian population the idea of a military power at the service of the people. In
1952, Nassers Free Officers  did not accede to power by a consent of any large
section of the Egyptian public, prior or even concurrent. They were not chosen.
They took power forcibly; the public simply acquiesced61, nonetheless they offered
a change sought by a good portion of the Egyptian society, eager to get rid of the old
monarchy. Easily seducing the masses through a skilful use of popular rhetoric,
Nasser was  never serious about any schemes of popular political organization.62
Nevertheless, he quickly managed to create foreign demons instead of allowing the
people to create domestic ones, as it was the western imperialist forces, traditionally
Britain and France, which were now seeking to prevent the Egyptians from their
self-determination rights. Deceived by the powerful rhetoric that portrayed the new
military government as the champion of the peoples ambitions, the Egyptian
population was easily distracted from realising that their self-determination rights
had again been stripped away from their hands, right at the moment when they had
their chance to claim it. Later on, the power and prestige of the military was easily
consolidated through the dismantling of the  superstructure of institutions 63
on one hand, and through the ideological appeal of the pan-Arabism goal on the
other, which advocated Arab unity against foreign imperialism. Following the Nasser
era, it was again down to the military to start in 1973 the process of liberating the
Sinai Peninsula after the Six Day war; and more recently, it was the military who
stepped in to force Mubarak to resign, in 2011. So there is a long history of the
military being or portraying itself as being one hand of the Egyptian people64, argues
Steven Cook, as the presence of the military in politics has indeed been so dense and
substantial throughout the history of Egypt that people in the country might still be
induced to associate a military coup with processes of political and social liberalization.
This might be a rather significant obstacle to overcome, and might in fact require a
process of de-idealization of the Egyptian military power.
In Egypt today there is probably more awareness of what a democracy actually
means. Some people in Cairo have repeatedly acknowledged the terrible mistakes
made by the Morsi government, but also realise a very basic yet vital concept:
democracy is when  you allow him to rule and fail and then vote him out.65
However, the 3rd July coup has once more prevented the people from benefiting
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from this right, and has resulted in the perpetuation of the military power, or rather
a military dictatorship.
Sadly, the rhetorical instruments used now do not excessively differ from those
used in 1952, and the people of Egypt are once more deceived into believing that the
threat is foreign rather than domestic, while the SCAF perfectly plays the role of the
champion of Egypts transition to democracy.
With virtually no political contenders, SCAF is shielding itself from accusations
of authoritarianism through counter-accusations of American imperialism, fuelling
the masses to protest against Washington, portrayed as the real danger for Egyptian
democracy, and again distracting them from understanding that the looming danger
comes from within. While it cannot be argued that the United States has been operating
in the Middle East exclusively in the interest of the Arab countries, far be it from me
to delve into an analysis of Americas recent actions in the region. What is important
to stress is that there are some rather frightening similarities between the propaganda
used sixty years ago and the one employed nowadays.
General Abdel Fattah El-Sisi, the current Minister of Defence and leader behind
the toppling of Mohammed Morsi, is the author of an eleven page-long thesis
entitled Democracy in the Middle East, in which he argues America has been
the driving force with respect to supporting Americas national interests. In her
effort to do so, America has supported non-democratic regimes and some regimes
that were not necessarily well respected in the Middle East As a result, many
in the Middle East question the motives of the United States and her desire to
establish democracy in the Middle East now. Is a transition to democracy in the
best interest of the United States, or is it in the interests of the Middle Eastern
countries? Democracy development in the Middle East will not easily emerge if
the initiation of democracy in the Middle East is perceived as a move by the
United States to further her own self-interest.66 The thesis, while it incidentally
and quite alarmingly, advocates  an extremist view of Islams role in a
democracy and emphasizes the importance of religion to the regions politics 67,
seems to be inspired by the same old rhetoric against the foreign invader,
which draws an easy consensus among the population (it should be noted that
America, together with Israel, is considered a major threat in Egypt) and allows
the military to be set on the side of the people, simply because it is distancing
itself from what the people dislike.
The comparison between Nasser and El-Sisi works well, too well to be ignored.
Just like Nasser, El-Sisi is a tough, charismatic leader, a strong proponent of Egyptian
nationalism and the role of the military in the country as  guardians of the patriotic
Brigadier General Abdel Fattah Said El-Sisi, Egyptian Army, Democracy in the Middle East,
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responsibility.68 He also, perhaps unsurprisingly, consults very often with Mohamed
Hassanein Heikal, a famous Egyptian journalist who happened to also be one of
Nassers closest confidants.69 Just like during the Nasser era, in Egypt there is now
the same, strong cult following towards El-Sisi, with people worshipping him like a
hero, waving his photo together with that of the Free Officers leader.
People in Egypt have experienced two years of uncertainty, testing the price of a
transition to democracy, and wavering dangerously close to falling into the hands of a
radicalised Islamic regime. In a moment of extreme fragility, in which it is not exactly
clear what direction the country might be taking, people turn to strong leaders to be
guided, and in Egypt those are traditionally part of the military,  the last bastion of
stability and recourse.70 El-Sisi and Co. are cunningly riding this wave of popularity,
but it is important to stress that the apparent legitimization coming from a good portion
of the Egyptian population does not derive from a conscious, democratic choice of the
people, or from the trust in the alleged noble intentions of the SCAF, or from a widespread
approval of a useful and desirable political program. It takes origin from a profound
sense of disorientation and bewilderment, which is cleverly being manipulated by the
SCAF. The military today has captured the essence of the 1950s and 1960s Egyptian
nationalism, originating from a profound dismay and uncertainty, and has thus worked
unrelentingly to justify their power by spreading conspiracy theories that the Obama
administration was opposing Egypts democratic ambitions through an alleged plan to
overthrow the military and reinstitute the Brotherhoods regime. People are tricked
into believing that the only way to avoid anti-democratic interferences is to keep the
SCAF in a position of power, and those interferences are indeed portrayed as foreign
attempts to put into play internal actors into undermining the democratic transition.
That is why it is not uncommon today to hear your average Egyptian say: Americans
are with the Muslim Brotherhood  as if  it was common knowledge71, and it is
unsurprising to see that the pro-Sisi faction is also the most anti-America one. Theories
that would want the United States government trying  to reach an agreement that
would guarantee the return of the Brotherhood 72, or even worse plotting the death
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of hundreds of Brotherhoods supporters to then blame it on the military regime73,
expose the distorted truth that there is a sort of master plan, orchestrated by a world
superpower, to deprive Egypt of any sort of nationalist desire and right. The ploy is
always the same: if people do not like you, find someone they like even less. The
Egyptian population does know that there is a military-based government, and it would
be preposterous to think otherwise. Nevertheless, there is the widespread belief that
the SCAF is protecting the people from any internal and external anti-democratic
attempts. As John F. Kennedy pointed out in 1951, following his congressional trip to
the Middle East:  whoever is the enemy of my enemy is my friend.74 History seems
now to be repeating itself.
Demo-crazy
The case of Egypt examined above confirms what has been argued previously in
this paper. The Arab Spring, while it has not failed, has not yet succeeded, but it is
producing long-term ructions whose outcome is still unpredictable.
Indeed, much has happened during the past three years, too much perhaps to be
able to keep a firm focus on what really matters: the people. Domestic and international
actors are playing chess in a perverted game of geo-political interests, civil wars
have exploded fuelled by factions eager to benefit from the chaos, while the press
and critics have been proclaiming the failure of the Arab Spring with the same rapidity
with which, back in 2011, they were professing the triumph of democracy over
dictatorship. And yet the Arab people are still fighting for a better life and are still
paying a dramatically high price, with hundreds of thousands of civilians brutally
killed in endless conflicts. Is it really the beginning of a darker age?
Democracy cannot be built overnight, but can nonetheless be built. History has
already showed us that the road to the establishment of a democratic form of
government is insidious, and it takes decades, centuries even, before it is fully accepted
and recognised. Samuel P. Huntington argues that the world has gone through three
waves of democratization, or modern democratization (he indeed excludes i the ancient
pseudo-democracies, such as the Romans or the Greeks), starting in 1828 all the
way up to the late 1980s75, and the instability and complexity of the process is
proven by the fact that each one of those has then been followed by a reversed
wave, which brought the establishment of authoritarian governments, as the cases
of Hitlers Germany or Mussolinis Italy perfectly illustrate. And even today, in an
age in which the western world is prevailingly considered democratic, we are still
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presented with all the limits and controversies of that political, economic and social
system that falls into the common definition of democracy.
The Arab world has never witnessed such a passionate and persistent struggle for
democracy, and the remarkable events of 2011 have kept the world breathless because
they have  raised hopes that the world may be witnessing the start of a fourth
wave of democratization, one with the Middle East at its epicentre.76 Though, the
results so far have also shown how easy it is for a country in transition to be hijacked
by actors who, refusing such profound change, steer the trajectory towards anti-liberal and pseudo-democracies.
The case of Egypt is indeed a perfect example of how, in a time lapse of just two
years, these actors have worked unrelentingly to establish a tainted version of
democracy, applying the so called legitimacy of blackmail, and thus founding their
consensus upon the less evil-solution argument. Mohammed Morsi and the
Brotherhoods delusion of grandeur resulted in an attempt to transform Egyptian
society into something glaringly conflicting with the idea of democracy. This resulted
in the Brotherhoods self-ousting with the consequent establishment of a military
regime, which by definition is inconsistent with the basic principles of democracy.
Nevertheless, these are inevitable hindrances that occur whenever a country is in
transition from a historically consolidated authoritarian regime to a brand new
democratic form of government, especially if this originates from an ideological
aspiration rather than a pragmatic model. Indeed, the historical absence of true forms
of democracy in the Middle East prohibits the transition to be based on the emulation
of the successful neighbour, let alone that of a western democracy. Arabs want an
Arab democracy, not an American one. The path is surely a hard one, but can
nonetheless be successfully completed if deception, demagogy and stagnation are
overcome in a process of political renovation and cultural reformation. Far be it
from me to simplify such an arduous journey, but there are at least four indispensable
steps that need to be undertaken.
First of all, the de-idealization of certain political actors is a fundamental step to
take in order to overcome a pre-constructed set of beliefs that might frustrate any
democratic attempt. This process is probably the most arduous one as it draws its
strength from historically consolidated assumptions, but it is nonetheless the most
important. The case of Egypt examined earlier, particularly with regards to the role
of the SCAF, offers a perfect example of how the historical value attributed to a
political actor is a pivotal factor in determining its role in the political life of a country.
As discussed above, the military benefits from such a historically consolidated
value that the people are led to turn to their generals and to endorse their rule whenever
alternative solutions fail. This idealization inevitably perpetuates a dangerous and
paradoxical thinking pattern, which allows military intervention to be associated with
a process of political and social liberalization, and thus gain a large approval that
dismally overshadows the antithetical fact: a military coup, and the establishment of
76

Pollack, The Arab Awakening

, p. 22.

76

Antonio Perra

a military rule that cannot bring political and social liberalization. People in Egypt
have accepted the 3rd of July coup because of the recurrence of a certain progression
of events and the crystallization of the thinking pattern that military intervention
happens indeed for the good of the people. Obviously such a perspective does not
allow the people to have the full consciousness that this alleged process of
liberalization happens through very anti-liberal means, and thus military coups are
always justifiable because they are set in motion by what is idealistically perceived to
be the will and the hand of the people. Demagogy and deception do the rest,
perpetuating this idealization while also silently consolidating the power of the military.
The de-idealization of certain political actors would hence allow the population to
gain a more conscious and realistic perception of their role and actions, and in the
case of Egypt, would thus enable them to assess a military coup for what it really is:
a military coup. Surely in Egypt the military apparatus is so entrenched in the political
structure that it is difficult to imagine that generals and officials would not find a
way to perpetuate their presence in the various positions of power, yet if deprived of
the peoples legitimization, they might be forced to reshape their role according to
democratic standards. This would obviously be a long process, but that does not
mean it cannot be done. After all, the Egyptian population has already showed to the
world the power of a fight for a common cause.
A second pivotal step to undertake is the creation of new and democratic
institutions. In fact, a major problem for the Arab countries transition is that they
lack legitimate and democratic superstructures able to regulate political and social
dynamics, like an abuse of power or a social unrest, within their democratic
boundaries. These dynamics are thus free to tilt towards a non-democratic direction
instead of being constrained within a democratic framework, and even more so if
there are actors who wish to prevent the establishment of a democratic system in
order to perpetuate or protect their interests.
The absence of democratic superstructures inevitably produces two results. The
first one is that it allows dictatorships to emerge and consolidate themselves, and
thus to last for an indefinite time. In fact, if a dictator is able to crush or appease the
few actors that could pose a threat to its regime, like opposition parties or the armed
forces, it will have nobody to answer to for its actions and will therefore be able to
extend its power with no constraints. When it does happen that the dictator is
questioned, other non-democratic agents are free to come into play and have their
way, as they assume the role of the superstructure that is not otherwise offered by
a pre-existing system, just like the SCAF has done in Egypt. This fact produces the
second result, which is the replacement of a dictator with another dictator: Mubarak
to Morsi to El-Sisi. Thus, to achieve democracy, one cannot merely overthrow a
dictator, because this will easily be replaced by a new one. A superstructure has to
be created, formed by strong, legitimate and respected institutions that can regulate
the political and social life of a country.
Another important step, strongly linked to the previous one, is the reform of the
political culture. As argued previously, many of the Arab countries, and the domestic
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actors that operate in them, are not educated to the rule of law, which inevitably
allows the disputes to develop anarchically rather than democratically. This is another
rather significant obstacle, because without the application of democratic principles,
which can only derive from a profound reformation of the political culture, certain
actors will always be allowed and somehow justified to use non-democratic means
to impose their will. The case of Egypt is again quite illustrative, as the SCAF has
indeed operated outside the rule of law when it overthrew Morsi, backed by thousands
of jubilant Egyptians. This proves the fact that not only political but even social
actors have to develop a new democratic awareness. As Kenneth M. Pollack explains,
it would be hard to imagine the US army marching to Washington and seize power,
simply because  the US military have been fully inculcated into a political culture
of democracy .77 And it could safely be assumed that it would be even harder to
imagine thousands of American citizens praising the coup, as they are perfectly
aware of the fact that a democratically elected government ought to be democratically
changed. Surely there is more to a democracy than the elections, but a legitimate
political turnover is nonetheless a major step to undertake in countries that have
known change of governments mainly through the rule of force. A correction of the
political culture in the Arab countries would therefore bring all the actors to operate
through the rule of law, thus would offer guarantees that any sort of social unrest or
political dispute would be dealt with by democratic instruments endorsed by all
parties involved. The Arab societies are indeed new to the model of democracy, but
there are strong and positive signals of an actual understanding of its main feature.
In Tunisia, for example,  the democratically elected Islamist government
promised to resign peacefully, with no threat of a coup détat in sight78, while in
Egypt, as mentioned earlier, some people started to realise that democracy is when
 you allow him to rule and fail and then vote him out79, without the military
taking control and ousting the president or the prime minister in charge. Surely we
could not imply that a new political culture will emerge simultaneously in every
country involved in the Arab Spring, but we could hope that the process has at least
been set in motion.
The final point is an obvious one, but should not be overlooked: the success or
failure of the Arab transition to democracy is highly dependent on the perseverance
of the Arab people. Two challenges in fact emerge whenever a population begins the
journey towards a new, democratic system of government. The first one is the risk
that the people would lose their enthusiasm, that initial pulse that had sparked the
revolution in the first place. It takes time and patience to achieve significant results,
and the struggle could prompt settling for a lesser accomplishment. This would
Ibid., p. 89.
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inevitably perpetuate the legitimacy of blackmail, as the exhaustion could indeed
bring the people to accept the less evil solution and adopt another form of pseudo-democracy. The second challenge is that whichever democratic structure gets built,
it will need the support of the people to ensure its correct functioning. It has been
demonstrated how the transition can be hijacked by actors who wish to prevent the
full establishment of a democracy, hence every single achievement, for as small as it
might be, needs to be fully supported by the people, or otherwise the fragility of the
new democratic structure might be easily exploited and manipulated to either make it
fail or spoil its original purpose.
The four points examined above are not a step-by-step procedure, and the events
that have taken place in the Middle East since the end of 2010 have shown a much
more complex reality. In fact, the results that have been produced by the Arab Spring
are now fragmented among the various Arab countries, and this suggests that each
country willing to endorse a democratic system will have to follow a realist agenda
that could easily adapt to the local context in which it is implemented.
The brief analysis of the Egyptian Spring provided above offers a case study from
which it is possible to identify dangers and challenges for a country in transition, and
it is dismaying to admit that the result of the uprisings in Egypt seems now to be
reflecting a failure rather than a triumph. The country is back to square one, with the
military firmly holding the reins of power and brutally crushing the opposition. It is
difficult to make a prediction of what will happen in the country, but surely much
will depend on the determination of the people to de-idealize certain political actors,
to create new institutions, to reform the political culture and, especially, to not give
up and concede defeat.
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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to understand Arab political humour by applying an image
studies approach to examine political cartoons presenting the Arab Spring and its aftermath.
An attempt is made to search for common themes undertaken by the cartoonists, then the
cartoons are divided into several categories according to these findings. It is proved that the
political cartoons mirror collective consciousness on the one hand, and stimulate peoples
imagination on the other. The cartoonists prefer to display Arab solidarity and serve as
agents of ethical responsibility and socio-political change rather than just being funny.

The one thing a tyrant cant stand is to be laughed at.2
The so-called Arab Spring, the series of uprisings that began in Tunisia in
December 2010 and spread across the Arab world in 2011, witnessed a boom in
cultural production relating to music (hip hop, rap), graffiti, and political cartoons.
From newspapers to online sources, and onto the walls of buildings  satirists have
been noting every iteration of politics in the revolutionary and post-revolution reality.3
The aim of this paper is to explain Arab political humour reflected in the chosen
cartoons presenting the Arab Spring and its aftermath. It argues that political cartoons
in the Middle East form a threat to Arab regimes as they have the potential to generate
change  by freeing the imagination and resisting state control. Thus, political cartoons
can be considered as a significant societal force. In addition to that, they provide a
glimpse into the thoughts of the common people living in the Middle East.4
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Although to gain a thorough understanding of political dynamics in the Middle
East, one needs to not only examine political cartoons, but also other mediums,
ranging from television to the internet to street art. Because of spatial constraints,
I aim to focus only on one medium. By analysing political cartoons, I do not wish
or intend to separate hard politics from soft politics as these two spheres are
intertwined. I also do not wish to distinguish between the cultural and the political,
since politics sometimes takes a popular cultural form and often incorporates
elements of popular culture such as image making and performance.5 Very often
political culture is politics and the image-making act can itself be a political act.6
Image studies and visual culture studies
Images present a fascinating and challenging field of interest. There is no single
definition of images, though different meanings and usage can overlap. According to
Ludwig Wittgenstein, to make sense of a term such as image one must perceive a
complex network of relations between the different meanings. Taking Wittgensteins
point of view, there cannot be absolute clarity in terms of a philosophical concept of
the image, nor a designated set of tools to guide research in advance.7
The image remains a focal point in visual culture studies which are broader than
image studies. David Morgans definition of visual culture makes the basis of this
articles analytical approach, Visual culture is what images, acts of seeing, and
attendant intellectual, emotional, and perceptual sensibilities do to build, maintain, or
transform the worlds in which people live. The study of visual culture is the analysis
and interpretation of images and the ways of seeing (gazes) that configure the agents.
Practices, conceptualities, and institutions that put the image to work.8 Some early
work on visual culture has been done by John Berger and Laura Mulvey. Other
writers important to visual culture include William J. T. Mitchell, Griselda Pollock,
Stuart Hall, Roland Barthes, Jean-François Lyotard, Rosalind Krauss, Paul Crowther
and Slavoj iek.
It may seem obvious to state that, seeing comes before words. The child looks
and recognizes before it can speak.9 For John Berger, image is a sight which has
been recreated or reproduced. It is an appearance, or set of appearances, which has
been detached from the place and time in which it first made its appearance and
preserved  for a few moments or a few centuries.10 I prefer a different definition
of images though, and understand them as constructs infused with meanings,
John Street, Politics and Popular Culture, Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997, p. 48.
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attributes and projected perceptions.11 Hence, the images can be perceived as mental
attributes.12
What is important is that the new mass means of reproduction (advances in printing
techniques, broadcast media, Internet) have caused situations when images enter
the mainstream of life and surround the people. A new language of images has been
created  and the potential for a democratization of meaning-making. At the same
time a new kind of visual literacy has become necessary to achieve a more reflexive
understanding about the character of society.13
The question remains open whether digital culture does fulfil such hopes or whether
it only continues to replicate traditional power relations. There is no single answer 
one may argue for or against. What is sure is that images, especially political ones,
can be used for critical and creative purposes  and their potential should not be
underestimated.14 Régis Debray suggests sarcastically, if you want to make yourself
known everywhere and establish a form of domination over the world, manufacture
images instead of writing books.15
For the use of this article I have analysed hundreds of cartoons drawn by Arab
cartoonists which were published online or appeared in newspapers and then were
reproduced on the Internet. I have chosen approximately 70 cartoons using purposive
sampling techniques. Content analysis was used to identify the themes contained in
the picture depictions. Qualitative methods helped to analyse the cartoons through
semiotic analysis. All the cartoons were drawn by Arab artists. The only non-Arab
national among them was the Brazilian Carlos Latuff (who actually has some Lebanese
ancestry) due to the fact that he has become an unlikely star of the Arab Spring.
His cartoons, turned directly to Twitter and were rapidly disseminated among
campaigners across the Middle East.16
A history of political cartoons
It must be reiterated that Sunni Islam, like Judaism, has traditionally discouraged
figurative representations in the hadiths (reports of the deeds and sayings of
Muhammad), especially of the Prophet and his family, but also regarding depictions
of humans and animals. Despite this attitude, the portrayal of figurative miniatures in
books occurred in most Islamic countries, though they were more common in Persian
lands and less so in Arabic-speaking areas, and in the Umayyad era frescos and
reliefs of humans and animals were created.
Khatib, Image Politics..., p. 3.
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The precursors of political cartoons were the Renaissance broadsheets  political
images printed on loose sheets of paper and sold to the public.17 There were emblematic
books that developed a pictorial language from the medieval conventions of allegory
and myth. Since the sixteenth century it was a common practice in Italy to depict
humans as animals. During the same period the term caricatura was coined. 18
Caricatures gave political dissidents the chance to ridicule and in this manner to
delegitimize the kings. As a result a new shared set of political symbols were generated.
The French king Louis XIV banned caricatures fearing their revolutionary
character,19 but the caricaturists moved to Holland and continued their work. Other
caricatures were illegally trafficked to France from the more liberal Dutch Republic.
In the late eighteen century caricatures portrayed French citizens as Greeks and
Romans, mocked the king and his court, and thus hastened the French Revolution.20
The nineteenth century witnessed an improvement of printing techniques  the
steam powered press made its way to printing houses; and cartoons started to reach
the illiterate masses. Political priorities were changing as well. The term cartoon first
appeared in 1843 when the British magazine Punch parodied politicians. 21 Cartoons
were crucial in mobilizing civilians to fight for the emerging nations  foes were
drawn as weak and pathetic, and the allies as powerful and honourable. During
World War I political cartoons were used both at home and against the enemy. A
visual warfare was fought along the frontier.22 However, the growing popularity of
cartoons was paralleled by an escalation of censorship. It always increased during
wartime when governments were less tolerant of criticism.
Germany was first to understand fully the power of propaganda and finance
humour magazines.23 Many German cartoonists put their talents at the service of
the nation, which meant that they chose self-censorship. 24 Nevertheless, the German
government controlled the paper and print supplies  the editors of pro-regime
magazines had access to quality paper.25
Political cartoons did not remain limited to Europe  they were spread all over the
world. In the second half of the nineteenth century, they came to the Middle East.
The first Ottoman cartoon appeared in the journal Istanbul in 1867, while the first
17
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21
Sheppard, Cartooning for Suffrage , p. 39.
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caricatures in the Arab world were drawn in 1877 by Yaqub Sannu, a Syrian Jew
and Egyptian patriot, who coined the phrase Egypt for Egyptians.26 In 1887 Sannu
published Al-Tankit wa Al-Tabkit (Joking and Censure), a humorous newspaper
whose aim was to criticize the West.27
Since then the Egyptian press was the major source of cartoons until 1925 when
Kannas al-Shawari (The Road Sweeper) was established by Michael Tays in Iraq. Other
famous pioneering caricaturists were Khalid Kahhala from Syrian Al-Mudhik al-Mubki
(The Weeping Joker) and Bayram al-Tunisi from Tunisian al-Shabab (The Youth).28
Generally, Middle Eastern caricatures expressed anti-colonial feelings, disagreement
for foreign reign, and called for changes. Since the creation of the state of Israel,
anti-foreign sentiment was directed at Jews, and more specifically at Zionists. Even
today this is quite visible as anti-Semitic cartoons appear constantly in the printed
Arabic press. Most probably they will not disappear in the foreseeable future as they
work as unifier of the Arab world.
Conversely, the Middle Eastern cartoons have become a medium of negotiation
often borrowing, mixing and inventing forms from Western and local contexts.29
Their range was enriched by pre-existing sources of humour, characters from
shadow plays, the tales of Juha and Nasreddin Hoca, and the wise fool.30 The
result was a mixture, a hybrid generating ambiguity which could subvert the narratives
of both the West and local governments. 31 Still, Western dominance remained
unruffled. Middle Eastern cartoons could to some extent undermine Western values
but they were not able to alter its forms of domination.32
Just like in Europe, political cartoons in the Middle East used to be initially censored
by the governments and then by the Allied Powers. During World War I and shortly
after it, Ottoman caricatures tried to resist censorship in a few ways, for example by
sending erasable drawings for approval and then replacing them with more
provocative ones or leaving a blank space in the place of the censored cartoon.
Later, when the modern states were born in the Middle East, the cartoons started to
fight with local problems and politicians.33
How to read political cartoons?
As Fatma Müge Göçek notes, the political cartoon emerged as a very powerful
social medium because of the multiplicity of meanings and forms embedded within;
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it contains both a visual and textual message on political events presented through
cultural symbols as interpreted by the caricaturist. The social impact of the political
cartoon derives from its simultaneous appeal to the intellect and emotion.34 The
cartoon presents a picture as the essence of truth, a message as to what should be
done on behalf of the portrayed, it suggests how the viewer ought to feel about
certain facts.35 It is the cartoonists interpretation of larger societal practices and
forces through the use of textual and visual codes.36 The process of decoding the
cartoon reveals layers of meaning as multiple audiences may find different renditions.37
The ambiguities in the message help protect cartoonists and avoid issues of control.38
James Scott describes humour embedded in cartoons as a hidden transcript that
represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant.39 Political
cartoons transport the event from the realm of serious events to that of fiction,
distorting the subject and allowing the viewer to decode the puzzle.40 Everything is
transformed into cheerfully irreverent quotation marks. 41 This is most apparent in
societies where people do not feel free to speak openly, whereas cartoons enable
them to share their frustrations and desires.42
Cartoons in political struggle
The politics of the Middle East is now more visible than ever. State and non-state
actors, oppositional groups and ordinary people are using these images in their political
struggles. The media appears to be a political actor, and not just a mediator, exerting
political influence. Boris Groys suggests, the desire to get rid of any image can be
realised only through a new image  the image of a critique of the image.43 Political
struggle changes into the visually productive, an endless process of images battling,
reversing, erasing and replacing other images. All sides are fighting to be visible and
maintain visibility. For authoritarian regimes, political power means having control
over visual production and consumption, while the opposition searches for democratic
Ibidem.
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representations. For people with a political agency, the ability to be seen, and not
only heard is of utmost importance.44
There are several forms of manifestation of the visual in political struggle: as a
mass media image, a digital image, a cartoon, a piece of art, a physical space or
object, an image on paper, a wall or another physical medium, and ultimately as a
human embodiment. It can be a conceptual image as well. As all these forms merge,
an image cannot be looked at in isolation from the others. Although visuals had been
used in political struggles in the Middle East before, its role has accelerated since the
attacks of September 11, 2001. Thus, the key political moments of the last decade
are remembered in the form of images: the collapse of the Twin Towers, Osama bin
Ladens video messages, the Separation Wall in Palestine, the toppling of the statue
of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad, Saddams execution, the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon,
Abu Ghraib, the Green Movement in Iran, and most recently the Arab Spring.45
Interestingly, the lasting images of the aforementioned events are not necessarily
the official versions, but rather the new, oppositional ones. The enduring image of
bin Laden is him sitting in a house in Pakistan smoking marijuana and watching
pornography. The enduring image of the United States war on Iraq is embodied in
the photographs of tortured prisoners in Abu Ghraib. The lasting image of Israels
Separation Wall is Banksys graffiti challenging Israeli domination. The lasting image
of Hosni Mubaraks regime is his thugs attacking protesters in Tahrir Square on
camels and horseback.46
Nation states embraced visual processes in their image management strategies; a
legitimizing of the self and a deligitimizing of the others, moblising and demobilising,
empowering and disempowering. Authoritarian countries in the Middle East are
particularly reliant on the image as a tool to maintain social consent. Henri Lefebvre
divides oppressive societies into three levels: the repressive society, using ideological
persuasion and compulsion; the over-repressive society, which also uses language
to deaden the opposition; and the terrorist society, where terror and violence
cannot be located but are seemingly widespread and diffused. Images testify to the
progression of authoritarian states in the Middle East to this third level; the citizens
are always watched by the state  physically and/or symbolically.47 As Lefebvre
argues, a terrorist society, cannot maintain itself for long ( ) when it reaches its
ends, it explodes.48
Such an explosion happened during the Arab Spring. The process of gradual visual
rejection resulted in changing the status quo. Arab citizens have become members of
a network society in which cultural codes flow. The domino effect of the uprisings
proved that images have the potential to activate the viewer. Sontag argues that the
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presence of images documenting revolution in a neighbouring country makes the
concept of revolution less remote.49
Before the Arab Spring
Arab political cartoons before the Arab Spring used to focus on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Naji al-Ali, a Palestinian cartoonist who was assassinated in 1987,
is regarded as one of the most influential Arab artists of the 20th century. During his
life, Al-Ali drew more than 40,000 cartoons, most of which illustrate symbols of
occupation and resistance. He created Handala50 (Arabic for bitterness) a barefooted
10 years-old child with his back turned towards the observer51, in shabby clothes
and with the head of a hedgehog52, who symbolizes Alis lost childhood.53 The New
York Times once wrote If you want to know what the Arabs think of the US, look
at Naji al-Alis cartoons.54
Political cartoons as a form of dissent gained popularity during the first Gulf War
in 1991. For the first time, the conflict was depicted and viewed by two different
parties  the Americans and the Iraqis  and the Arab artists presented their views to
local audiences.55 During riots in Egypt in 20052006, the cartoonists become more
brave and published cartoons which sometimes could be called radical.
The Arab Spring  a Golden Age for political cartoonists
In contrast to the West, where electronic media tends to have the upper hand, the
printed press is still strong in the Middle East. As Simon Cottle writes about the
communication channels during the Arab Spring period, new social media and
mainstream media often appear to have performed in tandem, with social media variously
acting as a watchdog of state controlled national media, alerting international news
media to growing opposition and dissenting events and providing raw images of these
for wider dissemination. The international news media, including Al Jazeera, have
distributed a flood of disturbing scenes and reports of the uprising, which are now
easily accessed via Googles YouTube, and boomeranged them back into the countries
concerned. Mainstream newspapers and news broadcasters in their online variants
Khatib, Image Politics , pp. 910.
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also increasingly incorporate direct links to these new forms of social media, effectively
acting as a portal to their constant updating of communication flows and a near live-streaming of images direct from the protests themselves. This moving complex of
interpenetrating communication flows and their political efficacy across different aspects
of the uprising deserves careful documentation and comparative analysis.56
Almost each Arab newspaper employs cartoonists, and recently the biggest titles
have had several employees in this field. One of them, Emad Hajjaj, a Jordanian
editor of Palestinian origin, said that since 2011 he had endured the best and the
worst times of his life.57 On the one hand, there is such an abundance of cartoons,
that it is impossible to see them all (they leap off the page and into public places,
from street art to galleries, on leaflets and TV programs58). On the other hand, the
cartoonists still risk their health and safety when they cross invisible, still existing
lines.
Emad Hajjaj described his state of being as something like euphoric, when two
immovable dictators in Tunisia and then Egypt were ousted from power by their
own people. He had been doing editorial cartoons about Arab politics for 20 years,
and all of a sudden, the impossible was happening. But shortly after the feeling of
euphoria subsided. The task of commenting on daily events in the Arab world became
a lot more complicated.59
For sure Arab cartoonists have been getting more daring and their works carry
more punch. According to Jonathan Guyer, a Cairo-based Fullbright fellow, recently
there have been hardly any stupid gags or anti-Semitic tropes in recent times. Guyer
investigates Egyptian cartoons and publishes them on his blog Oum Cartoon60 (he
does a good job translating the captions from amiyya, an Egyptian dialect, to English).
Another good source of information about Arabic cartoons is Tok Tok published
quarterly since January 2011.61
What was the role of the Arab cartoonists during the Arab Spring? Most certainly,
they were not the main cause of the revolution, they did however capture the public
mood even before events unfolded, and many of them joined the protests, sometimes
holding high their own cartoons to inspire the people. In other words, they were a
part of the story.62
S. Cottle, Media and the Arab Spring, Journalism, Vol. 12, No. 5, 2011, p. 652.
Cartoonist Emad Hajjaj Calls Arab Spring Blessing and Curse, http://pri.org/stories/2012
0319/cartoonist-emad-hajjaj-calls-arab-spring-blessing-and-curse (accessed 10.11.2013).
58
J.J. Guyer, The Writing on Egypts Walls, http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/
2013/08/writing-on-egypts-walls.html#slide_ss_0=1 (accessed 5.11.2013).
59
Cartoonist Emad Hajjaj .
60
Oum Cartoon, http://oumcartoon.tumblr.com (accessed 5.11.2013).
61
It is a magazine founded by five young professional graphic artists: Shennawy, Makhlouf,
Andeel, Hicham Rahmah and Tawfik. Tok Tok, A magazine Marks a New Era for Egyptian Comics,
http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/tok-tok-magazine-marks-new-era-egyptian-comics
(accessed 5.11.2013).
62
I.I. Kushkush, Cartoonists Pen Leaves Mark Across Arab World, http://www.nytimes.com/
2013/06/08/world/africa/cartoonists-pen-leaves-a-mark-across-the-arab-world.html?_r=0 (accessed
5.11.2013).
56
57

88

Marta Woniak

One of the most famous cartoons was the one drawn by Carlos Latuff depicting
Khaled Said (a young Egyptian who was killed by security forces in Alexandria in
June 2010) holding Mubarak who is portrayed as a mouse trying to escape.63Another
Latuff cartoon presented the idea of Christian-Muslim unity  a Coptic priest and
Muslim imam embrace each other, their robes forming an Egyptian flag.64
Generally, the intent of the Arab caricaturists was mainly to provoke, shock, and
make people question their reality  to make them wake up.65 Subsequent studies
of the Arab adoption of cartoons identify how the artists incorporated local forms
and meanings into this Western product to transform it into their own discourse
and represent Arab social realities. All cartoons which were drawn in the discussed
period can be divided into several thematic categories.
Fighting for freedom
The common motive is the plight for freedom. There are many representations of
birds fleeing cages (a Tunisian bird providing a notable example66) and many showing
the fear and anxiety of the Arab leaders who, whilst watching the media coverage of
the Tunisian revolution, sense that they might be losing their power.67 Freedom signifies
the getting rid of corrupted kings and presidents but also of the post-colonial influences
of Americans and Europeans, as well as escaping the effects of globalization.68
Crowds demand and execute freedom, crushing its leaders simply with their weight
of numbers.69 But freedom (huriyya in Arabic) is always threatened  rope nooses
serve as a reminder of its fragility.70
Bad and worse rulers: Differences in portrayals
Ilan Danjoux notices that during the Arab revolutions there were dramatic
differences in the way the Libyan president Qaddafi was depicted and the way Mubarak
was portrayed.71 Mubarak was seen as an official, he was not demonized as much
as Qaddafi, who became the devil incarnate. Those cartoons might have predicted
the two dictators respective fates. The more demonized the depiction of the person,
the narrower the policy options become. You can no longer negotiate with people
63
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that are depicted as animalistic or barbaric. Mubarak and Qaddafi both had revolutions
ousting them  but one was killed, the other went on trial.72
The Tunisian president Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali was mocked as a wicked coward,
the weak husband of greedy Leila, who became a lightning rod for dissatisfaction
within a Tunisian society disgusted with her lack of education, low social status
and conspicuous consumption.73 Syrian opposition newspapers show President
Bashar Assad as a butcher74 or a vampire bathed in blood,75 and the one to be blamed
for a chemical attack on the Ghouta in August 2013.76
Toppling the rulers: Domino effects
The most typical representation of the process of toppling the rulers of Tunisia,
Egypt, Libya and Yemen is portrayed by some kind of domino stones with leaders
heads falling one upon the other77 or dynamite sticks, with Arab countries flags, catching
a spark and looking set to explode.78 From the broken pillars on which the monuments
of much hated, greedy presidents stood, flowers with the dates of certain revolutions
sprang.79 Sometimes poetry is used to make the message more powerful like a quote
from Abu al-Qasim al-Shabis The Will of Life: If the people have the will to live,
providence is destined to respond favourably. This sentence explains the action of the
peoples metaphorical fist destroying the old regime.80 The point is to not only oust the
rulers but also their confidants in order to make space for the new.
Media: Censorship, and the power of Facebook and Twitter
Many cartoons focus on censorship  imposed by the rulers (eg. Mubarak making AlJazeera blind, deaf and mute)81 but also by the journalists themselves  a reporter witnesses
a scene of bloodshed but he chooses to draw the hand of Fatima (a popular palm-shaped
amulet) rather than a hand of a dying person.82 Nevertheless the media, and especially
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sources of social media, are a powerful weapon. A young boy is able to scare a big
soldier using Facebook;83 a Twitter bird leaves a cage in the shape of a military man;84 a
cartoonist risks sketching although his hand is placed in a guillotine-like device.85
The last cartoon draws attention to the problem of freedom of speech. In Egypt
the countrys media is more careful about publishing images critical of the army.
Some artists received warning calls from the military. In other countries they received
threats  for example Yemeni cartoonist Kamal Sharaf often mocked President Saleh
and consequently received emails warning him that he would regret it. Dont step
on people who are above you, said one email. Anyway, newspaper publishers do
not seem to appreciate cartoonists in Yemen. However, Facebook gives them a broader
audience and a chance to show their cartoons. In Morocco the punishment for
satirising the king is imprisonment, and in Syria it seems even worse. Syrian artist,
Akram Raslan, was arrested a year ago and has not been heard from since  it seems
likely that he has been murdered.
Victims
Almost all cartoonists try to commemorate victims of the regimes. Sometimes the
peoples only fault was that they were not conformist enough  they had to disappear
as they posed a threat.86 A few victims are heroes whose faces are known  like
Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor who set himself on fire on the on 17
December 2010, in protest of the confiscation of his goods. The captions say that his
carriage destroys the presidential throne.87 An anonymous Yemeni victim resembles a
mummy but also a janbiya, a type of dagger worn as a sign of high social status.88 The
artists know that history seems to repeat itself  two Egyptian martyrs drawn as
skeletons have a conversation  both were killed under tanks  one died on 6 October
(during the outbreak of the October War in 1973) and the other on 9 October (during
the Maspero demonstrations in 2011).89 The social network rallying calls of Tweets
and Facebook entries could not protect a young protester from being shot.90 The
bloody flower of revolution is handed over to a new revolutionary.91
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Womens issues
Doaa Eladl, who calls herself a Muslim anarchist,92 is a famous Egyptian woman
cartoonist who began publishing her drawings in 2007. Now her cartoons appear in
the prominent newspaper Al-Masry Al-Youm. According to her there has been no
improvement in womens freedom since Mubaraks fall  their status seemingly
lower than that of Copts and Egyptian Christians.93 The Muslim Brotherhood wanted
to silence the women and deprive them of their rights. The ordinary men still accept
polygamy and harassment.94 However, Doaa Eladl says she does not only criticize
men but some of the habits which are wrong and must be totally reconsidered.95
Eladl uses her art to bring attention to domestic violence, underage marriage,96
sexual harassment, violence against women, and the new phenomenon of attacks
against female demonstrators. Some claim that her work is too shocking. Most
disturbing, yet thought-provoking, is one cartoon against female genital mutilation,
in which a man is standing on a ladder between a womans legs, reaching up to cut
her with a pair of scissors.97 This image serves as a reminder that the majority of
Egyptian women are circumcised.98
Cartoonists are threatened but still fighting
On the one hand, people are hungry for this kind of visual imagery,99 so political
cartoonists in the Arab world enjoy the popularity usually reserved for movie stars, but
on the other hand, the authorities always seem to try to fight back. Horan, a cartoonist
from Daraa in Syria, who chooses to remain anonymous out of fear for his safety,
remembers the hardships he faced at the start of the revolution. We struggled because
of house raids and searches by security forces. We were forced to constantly change
our location, and get rid of any traces of our work. We hid our markers, paint, cardboard
boxes and pieces of cloth in a valley near our neighbourhood.100
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In 2011 Ali Ferzat, a renowned Syrian political cartoonist who has published more
than 15,000 caricatures, was badly assaulted in Damascus after drawing president
Bashar Assad trying to hitch a lift from Libyas dictator, Muammar Qaddafi.101 The
horrific beating of Ferzat, whose fingers were broken, drew such attention that TIME
magazine included him in their list of the 100 current, most influential people in world.
Although the Moroccan king likes to present himself as liberal, ridiculing him or
somebody from his family can still result in a prolonged spell in a prison cell. In 2008
Fouad Mourtada, a young engineer, was sentenced to three years in prison for
impersonating the kings brother on Facebook. In 2012 Walid Bahomane appeared
before a court in Rabat. The 18-year-old was accused of defaming Moroccos
sacred values by posting pictures and videos on Facebook mocking king Mohammed
VI of Morocco.102 Several Egyptian cartoonists were sued for making fun of president
Morsi.103
Anti-American/Anti-Israeli
These two topics can be treated separately or together as they are not mutually
exclusive. The Anti-Defamation League has compiled newspaper cartoons
depicting what they describe as the Arab medias demonization of the 2012
presidential election and the US-Israeli relationship.104 It proved that generally
speaking, these two countries cooperate closely, and that US policy is influenced
by Israeli lobbyists.
The US is depicted as a greedy state wanting Arab oil,105 collaborating with Arab
governments behind the backs of the common Arab people,106 using the Arab leaders
to realise their own political goals and then getting rid of them.
Israel sometimes appears as a mouse107 which scares the Arabs, but more often it
appears as a powerful and dangerous aggressor who  with the help of the US and
the silence of Arab countries  devours Palestine. 108 Both Israel and the US want to
destroy the Middle East  the difference being that Israel conducts this plan openly
while the US does so covertly.109
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developments_article.php?id=16 (accessed 10.11.2013).
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Arab cartoonists have long been accused of anti-Semitism but they defend
themselves by saying that they just criticize the criminals, while the Western media
are very delicate and refrain from condemning Israel.
Anti-Islamist
The Arab cartoonist hardly ever mocks its religion. There is obviously nothing
strange about this. Tunisia sentenced two cartoonists, Jabeur Mejri and Ghazi Beji,
to seven years in prison for posting cartoons showing a naked Prophet Mohammad
on a Facebook site. The two cartoonists have published many inflammatory and
provocative cartoons on the Internet, including one of a pig sleeping on the Kaaba,
an Islamic shrine in the city of Mecca.110
Nonetheless, several cartoonists dare to mock the clerics and the fundamentalists. In
Egypt some people quickly changed alliances  they were pro-Mubarak and then they
became pro-Morsi. 111 The difference between these two regimes appears to be
insignificant.112 Under Mubarak, Egyptians were threatened with prison, whereas under
Morsi  who wanted to be like a king ruling from a throne  they were threatened with
hell.113 In 2012, a Salafi lawyer Khaled el-Masry, Secretary General of a group called the
National Center for Defense of Freedoms, filed a complaint against Doaa Eladl for defaming
the religious prophets. The cartoon he objected to shows an Egyptian man with angel
wings lecturing Adam and Eve.114 Conversely the image of a man, bearing a picture of
Osama bin Laden on his bag of ill-gotten gains, being forcibly ejected from his country
by an ancient Egyptian, signifies the end of the Muslim Brotherhoods reign of terror.115
The international community
The international community is commonly presented as indifferent to the sufferings
of the Arabs. The Arab League is like a blind person  it does not notice mass killings
in Syria although it is walking over blood in a Jewish kippa  a symbol of being
Israeli-orientated.116 The revolution tourists cross the Syrian border, merely to take
pictures to share on social media platforms,117 in an attempt to gain fame. 118 A
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commission looking for the weapons in the Middle East region overlooks the pile of
Israeli missiles.119 The peace sign composed of rifles, pistols and bullets shows that
the international community prefers to sell weapons to the Middle Eastern armies
and rebels, rather than work for peace in the region.120 Finally, one of Al-Watans
cartoons depicts glasses with a kind of permanent view on the burning World Trade
Centre. The caption says: Western glasses for the Islamic world.121
Elections
The elections conducted both in Egypt and Tunisia brought lots of hope in the
early days. Even the Sphinx seemed to be content with his metaphorical finger bearing
a sign of voting.122 A similar idea of patriotism and involvement was conveyed by an
image of a Tunisian flag framed into the fingerprint of a voting person.123 But soon
the cartoonists became disillusioned  the Egyptian parliamentary elections of 2012
were to be won by Islamic fundamentalists, just as in the elections two years earlier
which had to be won by the military men from Mubaraks clique.124 The big word
thaura (revolution) strangely did not fit into the voting box, unlike fulul (lit. notches)125
 the word which in todays Egypt describes the cronies of the previous regime,
people loyal to Mubarak.126 The young Egyptian is stunned when he notices the
military men pulling the hand of a clock backwards to the symbolic midnight  the
time when Mubarak ruled. 127
Present
A lot of international cartoonists are limiting themselves to commenting on the
bloodshed in general, lamenting all the lives that are lost without clearly pointing out
who is to blame. Other cartoonists condemn the role of the military. This perspective
seems to be in line with global public opinion, where most countries have strongly
condemned the aggression used by the army against the pro-Morsi protesters.128
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The girlish Egypt is being torn between the solider and the Islamist. A little boy
asks the military man when there will be a democracy and the soldier responds,
not yet! The captions on an imaginary card, that the Armed Forces might send
the Egyptian people in gratitude for their support, says Thank you for your
authorization. It is a particularly ironic as the cartoon was drawn by Tawfik, an
artist who has published anti-military caricatures. The poster by Ganzeer was
widely circulated on Facebook. The sign next to the skulls reads Bread, Freedom
and Social Justice, the calling card and chant of the January 2011 uprising. 129
Ganzeer is one of Egypts pre-eminent graphic artists; his stencils and decals can
be spotted on walls throughout Cairo. Amr Talaat is the author of the cartoon strip
The Blood. In the past year, whenever violence broke out in Egypt, the independent
newspaper Al-Tahrir would recycle a familiar cartoon, simply titled The Blood.
A moustachioed man enters a blood bank and asks the attendant, How much does
a bag of blood cost?. Its free, responds the employee. The customer immediately
retorts, Why? In a typically dry Egyptian joke, the employee replies, Because
its Egyptian blood. 130
Future
The cartoons which try to foresee the future make it clear that the cartoonists
represent a broad spectrum of opinion and their cartoons reflect reality: confusing,
complex and uncertain.131 The optimists want to believe that love will conquer hate.132
The realists know that the road to democracy seems like a labyrinth133 and people
adapt to even the most terrible conditions. The Egyptian authorities attempted to
clear Rabaa on 7 and 27 July 2013, killing fifty-one and seventy-two people,
respectively. In that environment, Andeel, a cartoonist for the independent Al-Masry
Al-Youm newspaper, poses a challenging question to the reader: At what point will
Egyptians become indifferent to violence? The Arabic writing says Last night I
tried to cry about all the people getting killed. Nothing came out!.134
Pessimists predict that nothing would really change  the old dictators will be
replaced by the new ones  nothing better.135 The future of Palestine, the land which
in the past was green, and in the present is bloody and pitch dark. 136 There is
seemingly no hope for a poor Palestinian boy  no revolution will help him.
Ibidem.
Ibidem.
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The role of political cartoons in the Middle East
According to Fatma Müge Göçek, in the Middle East, especially in the countries
where the literacy rate is low, it is much easier and more convenient to use visual
mediums because anyone who sees the cartoons can interpret them without needing
subtitles.137 The Arab political cartoons, despite being quite simple, manage to create
an intellectual challenge and excite the imagination of people. As the main purpose of
Arab political cartoons is to be an outlet for frustration, analysing them gives a rare
chance to penetrate the Arab mind.
For Ilan Danjoux, cartoons are like seismographs  they show there is tension
brewing. And if something happens, you know where the fault lines are. Like an
earthquake: you know where the fault lines will be and you also know certain places
where the earthquake will not happen.138
The political cartoons hardly provide arguments, they rather reproduce them.
Cartoons cannot change opinions. In World War II the Allied Powers were dropping
cartoons on enemy populations to try to change them, and in the 2006 war, the
Israelis dropped cartoons on Lebanon to try to say that Hezbollah is a snake. It did
not work though, because the cartoons confirm what people already believe. They
also explain the world by simplifying it.139
The cartoons can be seen in three different ways: as predictors, opinion-changers
or chronicles, not necessarily in terms of facts, but in terms of opinions. The idea of
the chronicle is the oldest and most common. It is being used by historians all the
time: if you want to know what a society is, look at the cartoons.140
Cartoonists in the Middle East do not just entertain.141 They choose to display
Arab solidarity and serve as agents of ethical responsibility rather than just being
funny. They prefer to teach a Tunisian lesson that the revolution is possible. There
is no exaggeration in saying that they are among those who lay the basis and prepare
the groundwork for a new political culture in the Middle East.
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Abstract
The Arab Spring created a new image of North Africa. Old conflicts were replaced by new
ones. The best example of these changes was the renewal of the Sufi  Salafi clash. It can be
viewed not only as the result of the reinforcement of fundamentalist tendencies but also,
and most of all, as a sudden rise of political Salafism. The Sufi  Salafi conflict has been
present for some time in the history of North Africa. However, after the Arab Spring, it
became more violent. The earlier war of words, both written and spoken, was transformed
into a real one, during which many Sufi zawiyas were destroyed. However, the sudden rise of
political Salafism also led to a consolidation and an elicitation of Sufis that started building
up political alliances in order to protect the rights of their community. The Sufi  Salafi
relations in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya will not follow the Sudanese casus, where the charismatic
personality of Hassan al-Turabi helped in normalizing relations, without a further escalation
of conflict. The failing of the political Salafism usually leads to further radicalization of the
jihadi Salafism. It is highly possible that in future, especially if political Salafi organizations
lose their influence, we will witness more acts against the Sufis and their places of worship.

Introduction
The Arab Spring changed an image of North Africa drawing new lines and forming
new alliances. One of the most interesting examples of those changes was the renewed
of clash of the two ideologies: Sufi and Salafi. The main reason for this is not only
the reinforcement of fundamentalist tendencies but also, and in particular, the sudden
rise of political Salafism. The unexpected electoral success of Salafi political parties
created favorable conditions and encouraged Salafis to implement their views and
start the fight for forming an ideal Islamic state.
As is widely known, the Sufi  Salafi conflict was present earlier in the history of
North Africa. We may even say that it had its roots in the 19 th century dispute that
came into force with the birth of the so called reformist movement led by Muhammad
Abduh from Tanta (18491905), Rashid Rida (18651935) and Jamal al-Din alAfghani (18381897). 1 These preachers were concerned that Sufism promotes
Ph.D. holder, independent scholar, e-mail: annak.zajac@uj.edu.pl.
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regression, not rational exegesis. The views mentioned above were promoted by
many media sources, but most of all by the Al-Manar  the Salafi newspaper launch
by Rashid Rida and Muhammad Abduh in Cairo.2
From the early beginning, the Sufi-Salafi conflict had two levels: namely religious
and political. The first one is rooted in the very strict interpretation of the Sharia by
Salafists. It condemns the Sufi practices such as recitations (remembrance of
God al-dhikr), celebration of the birthdays of Sufi saints (considered as bidah 
innovation by Salafis), the poetry in praise of Prophet of Islam (anasheed), intercession
(tawassul) the act of supplicating to Allah through a prophet, the intercessionary
powers of the Prophet Muhammad (wasilah) considered as a polytheism (shirk) by
some of the Salafi scholars, and lastly the intercessionary powers of the Sufi saints
(ziyarah).3
On the political ground Salafi scholars criticized the corruption and libertinism of
Sufis, accusing them of conformism and seeking to gain political status in the Ottoman
Empire. During most of the nineteenth century reformers argued that Sufism was
responsible for keeping Islam in a backward state through the support of the
disintegrating Ottoman order.4
As we may also suppose the Sufis too did not remain silent in this dispute. For
example Yusuf al-Nabahani (18491932) from the Qadiriya order called Jamal
al-Din al-Afghani an apostate, Muhammad Abduh a devil and Rashid Rida a
perpetrator of evil. 5
Sufis and Salafis vs North African regimes
After a short description of the history and the main essence of this dispute, we
should now turn our attention to the activity of the Sufis and Salafis shortly before
and during the Arab Spring. Before the Arab Spring the Sufis held different views
regarding North African regimes. The Sufis in Egypt were engaged in Mubaraks
policies and thanks to the support given to the National Democratic Party they
The nineteenth century modernists called themselves Salafis (the term referred to companions and
successors of the Prophet). However, it should be stressed that some modern Salafis oppose early
salafiyya movement and views presented by Muhammad Abduh, Rashid Rida and Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani are described as deviant.
2
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gained many benefits, such as ownership of land and shares in the national chemical
industry. They strengthened their influence on Al-Azhar and in the religious
leadership. It is worth mentioning that the current Shaykh of Al-Azhar (rector of
the school), Ahmad al-Tayyeb, is a hereditary Sufi shaykh from Upper Egypt.6
Recently he expressed his support for the formation of a world Sufi league. The
current Grand Mufti of Egypt and senior Al-Azhar scholar Ali Gomaa is also a
highly respected Sufi master.7
In Libya things went the opposite way. Before the era of Colonel Muammar
Qaddafi, Libya might be seen as a very important center and focal point of Tariqa
al-Sanussiya.8 This Sufi order was highly politicized and played a very important
role in the fight against the colonial powers in North Africa. Some scholars are even
concerned that thanks to its actions the unification of Cyrenaica, Tripolitania and
Fezzan was possible. The last and the only king of Libya  Muhammad Idris bin
Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Sanussi was also a prominent Sufi sheikh. After the coup
dØtat in 1969 Sufi practices became banned because of the links with the previous
ruler and successor of the king  Hassan al-Rida al-Sanussi, who was put under
house arrest.9 The situation changed shortly before the Arab Spring, when Qaddafi
was supporting Sufism, probably in order to undermine the growing Salafi / Muslim
Brotherhood influence. He was even hosting pro-Sufi conferences. The last one
took place shortly before the revolution started, in February 2011.10
Sufism has always played an important role in the formation of Tunisias religious
and cultural identity. The orders that are most influential in that country are
Al-Qadiriyya, Al-Tijaniyya, Al-Shadhilyyia, Al-Madaniyya, and Al-Shabiyya. During
the rules of the Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali in Tunisia the Sufis did not play any significant
role. They were neither for, nor against the regime. Sufi zawiyas were focused on
spiritual development and did not become embroiled in politics. It is also worth
mentioning that the Sufi shrines and mausoleums in Tunisia were officially supported
through government funding.11
Risks to Al-Azhar?, http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/News/3403/32/Risks-to-Al-Azhar-.aspx
(accessed 10.10.2013).
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weekly.ahram.org.eg/2011/1071/eg4.htm (accessed 1.03.2013).
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The Salafis in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt were quite inactive before the Arab Spring.
The biggest Salafi organization in Egypt, Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya12 (founded
in 1926), remained apolitical and preferred to focus attention on neutral causes that
referred only to the religion and that which might be seen as typical components of
the Salafi program. As a result of these policies, the organization was able to operate
outside of regime oppression.13 In fact, Ansar al-Sunna was officially licensed by
the state in the pre-revolutionary era and promoted a view that strongly rejected the
use of armed action against the government.14
From the 1970s we may observe a characteristic regional distribution of the active
Salafi centers in Egypt. It is notable that the formation of the activist Salafi movement
played an important role in such cities or areas of cities like Alexandria (where the
group under the name Al-Dawa al-Salafiyya15, later known as Salafi School was
formed16) and the Shubra neighborhood of Cairo.17
The Salafi trend in Libya has its beginnings in the 1960s. And as in other countries,
since its foundation it revealed many different outlooks and perspectives. Non-jihadi
Salafism was divided into two sub-trends: status-quo/apolitical/scholarly Salafism
and political/reformist Salafism. Despite links with Saudi theologians, status-quo
Salafism was able to continue to exist in public under the Qaddafi rule. It did not
undermine the legitimacy the regime and even sanctioned it.18
In Ben Alis Tunisia the Salafis were forced to leave the country and during his era
no influential Salafi organizations were formed. The only organization that had limited
influence in the country was the Islamic Tendency Movement (MTI  fr. Mouvement
de la Tendance Islamique, now Ennahda). All significant Salafi preachers were forced
to leave the country. The Tunisian government tolerated only a limited number of
scripturalist Salafis19 that presented an apolitical religious attitude. During many
years in exile Salafi scholars from Tunisia benefited from the many Saudi organizations
12
S. Lacroix, Sheikhs and Politicians. Inside the New Egyptian Salafism, Brookings Doha
Center, Policy Briefing, June 2012, p. 1.
13
Salah el-Din Hassan, Kharitat al-taiyarat al-salafiyya fi Misr [A Map of the Salafi Movement
in Egypt], Part I, 2011, http://www.nokhbah.net/vb/showthread.php?t=9288 (accessed 1.11.2013).
14
D.A. Boehmer, J.P. Murphy, The Politicization of the Egyptian Salafiyya. Principled
Participation and Islamist Competition in the Post-Mubarak Era, IMES Capstone Paper Series,
May 2012; Salafi Groups in Egypt, Islamopedia Online, http://www.islamopediaonline.org/countryprofile/egypt/Salafists/Salafi-groups-egypt (accessed 1.10.2013).
15
Lacroix, Sheikhs , p. 3. One of the founders of this group was Yasir Burhami  later one of
the most prominent figures in the Egyptian Salafi movement and vice-president of Al-Dawa
al-Salafiyya.
16
The main tools used by this group were: an educational institution known as the Furqan
Institute, a magazine called Sawt al-Dawa, and a social service network.
17
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Center, Policy Briefing, May 2012, p. 3.
19
Tunisia: Violence and the Salafi Challenge, Middle East/North Africa Report, No. 137, February
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and were able to get in touch with scholars promoting a violent, anti-imperial version
of Salafism in West European mosques.20
Sufis and Salafis during the revolutions
In most instances both groups were inactive during the Arab Spring. Only once
symbols that might be associated with Sufism were used in Libya  in Cyrenaica
posters of king Idris (a leader of Sanusiyya Sufi order) were used during
demonstrations.21
In Egypt Ahmad al-Tayyeb  a Sufi sheikh, who also holds the position of sheikh
of Al-Azhar when the protests started, called for a need to end the demonstrations
and curb the bloodshed.22
Some of the Salafi sheikhs went even further openly condemning the movements
that were intending to topple Middle Eastern regimes. They considered the protests
as an impermissible act of rebellion against the Islamic state promoting a view that
all power comes from God.23 This view was even propagated by the Salafis in
Alexandria that for many years had been pressured by the state security services.
Shortly before the revolution, in December 2010, a Salafi preacher Lutfi Amir issued
a fatwa condemning Muhammad al-Baradeis criticisms of Husni Mubarak and
accusing him of inciting civil insurrection against the Mubarak regime.24 Sheikh
Yasser Burhami, one of the most prominent Salafi preachers, pronounced on the
Arabic Salaf Voice website a fatwa affirming the illegal nature of the demonstrations.25
The Salafis in Damanhour in Delta painted the slogan No rebellion against the ruler
all over the town. Another Egyptian Salafi scholar Mustafa al-Adawi spoke on Egyptian
state television on 4 February as the protests raged, and called on those in Tahrir
Square to return home so that Muslim blood would not be spilt. Those who died in
a fight with other Muslims would not, he stated, die as martyrs. 26 Ansar al-Sunna
issued a fatwa on 10 February 2011, addressing the permissibility of participation in
the demonstrations against Mubarak. The fatwa stated: Going against a Muslim
S.M. Torelli, F. Merone, F. Cavatorta, Salafism in Tunisia: Challenges and Opportunities for
Democratization, http://www.mepc.org/journal/middle-east-policy-archives/salafism-tunisia
-challenges-and-opportunities-democratization (accessed 10.01.2013).
21
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-eastonline.com/english /?id=44543 (accessed 12.02.2013); The Sufi Foundation of Libyas
Revolution, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/stephen-schwartz/sufis-in-the-libyan-revolution_b
_933611.html (accessed 22.02.2013).
22
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23
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that a bad Sunni ruler is still better than fitna (chaos)  compare: George Moyser (ed.), Politics and
Religion in the Modern World, LondonNew York: Routledge, 1991, p. 109.
24
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25
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ruler who rules by the Sharia of Allah, performed prayers among the Muslims, and
did not show outright infidelity ( ) Ahl Al-Sunna rules that this is not permissible,
even if he transgresses and creates injustice.27
As was the case with the aforementioned Egyptian Salafis, the Libyan sheikhs
representing the so-called status quo Salafism were initially against the Libyan
revolution. Between February and August 2011, some were used for pro-Qaddafi
propaganda, issuing statements on television and radio that sought to grant the regime
religious legitimacy, whilst delegitimizing the revolutionaries.28
Sufis and Salafis after the Arab Spring
After the Arab Spring the Sufi-Salafi conflict became more violent. The previous
war of words, both written and spoken, was transformed in the real one, during
which many Sufi zawiyas were destroyed. The main reason for these changes was
the reinforcement of the so called Salafi  jihadi groups. They have been present and
very active in all analyzed countries.
In Tunisia we can find many examples of groups inspired by Salafi-jihadi ideology.29
This movement was greatly supported by ex-prisoners who were released after Ben
Ali had left the country 30 and many jihadi and scripturalist Salafis that returned from
exile in Western Europe.
The spiritus movens of the biggest Salafi-jihadi organization was Sayf Allah bin
Hussayn (known also as Abu Ijjadh al-Tunsi), former leader of the Tunisian Combat
Group in Afghanistan, that had been responsible for the assassination of Northern
Alliance leader Ahmad Shah Massoud. He founded Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia.31 The
activity of this organization and many other smaller groups that share the same
ideology led to an unprecedented number of acts against Sufi places of worship. At
least 38 such places have been vandalized since Ben Ali was ousted. Among them
are: Sidi el-Kacem, Sidi Assila in Bardo, Sidi el-Mouhareb in Monastir, Sidi Yacoub in
Salafi Groups in Egypt, http://www.islamopediaonline.org/country-profile/egypt/Salafists/
Salafi-groups-egypt?page=223 (accessed 1.11.2013).
28
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30
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Tataouine, Sufi Mausoleum in Kairouan, Sidi Abdallah el-Ghrivi, Sidi Abdelkader elJilani in Menzel Bouzelfa, Saida Aicha Manoubia in Manouba, Sidi Ali Ben Salem in
el-Hamma, Sidi Mohamad el-Gouth in Douz, Sidi Ali Hachani in Menzel Abderrahmane,
Sidi Abdelaziz el-Mahdi in La Marsa, Sidi Bou Said el-Beji in Sidi Abou Said, Sidi
Ouerfelli in Akouda.32 The Salafis also caused disturbances at a Sufi festival that was
taking place in Qairouan.33
Most of the Salafi organizations in Libya are apolitical and might be seen as a so
called jihadi Salafi.34 The most active was Katibat Ansar al-Sharia in Benghazi,
which was probably responsible for an attack on an American Consulate that occurred
in that city in 2012. It was led by Muhammad al-Zahawi. This organization imitated
the Muslim Brotherhoods social program  where its members were involved in
different activities, like preparing food for the poor, helping in hospitals and keeping
order in the cities.35
Another highly active Salafi group was Ansar al-Sharia in Derna, headed by Abu
Sufiyan bin Qumu (ex Guantanamo prisoner).36 Following the latest developments,
members of this group abandoned their Derna headquarters and left town.37
Salafis from Ansar al-Sharia in Benghazi and other smaller groups inspired by
Salafi ideology were responsible for a number of attacks against Sufi mosques
and tombs in Benghazi, Misrate and Zliten. 38 They bulldozed the Shaab mosque
(and more than 50 Sufi tombs that it contained) in the center of Tripoli. In Zliten
they wrecked the shrine of Sidi Abd al-Salam al-Asmar using bulldozers, explosives
and jackhammers. 39 They also attacked the Sidi al-Lafi mausoleum near Benghazi.
32
Salafist Arsonists Target Tunisian Heritage Sites, http://www.Salafist ArsonistsTarget
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33
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In Tripoli not only did they vandalize mausoleums, but they also turned a zawiya
into a Salafi mosque. The last example was very symptomatic and showed a new
tendency in Salafi actions. The Salafis were seemingly trying to remodel the face
of the Islam in North Africa by promoting its pure version. This apparent
interception of the mosques could be considered as one of the tools in their
strategy.
In Egypt jihadi Salafis were represented by al-Taliah al-Salafiyah
al-Mujahediyah Ansar al-Sharia (founded by Ahmad Ashoush in November 2012),
Ansar al-Sharia (operating in the Sinai Penisula, founded in 2013), Tawhid wa
al-Jihad and Takfir wa al-Hijra.40 The aforementioned above groups emerged
when many Islamists were released from Egyptian prisons after Mubarak was
ousted. The figurehead of these organizations was one Muhammad al-Zawahiri,
a brother of Al-Qaida leader Ayman. The main goal of these groups was
implementing Sharia and fighting polytheism. Consequently, at least 20 Sufi
sanctuaries have been torched and pillaged in Egypt, 41 especially in Alexandria,
which is home for at least 36 Sufi groups, where the Salafis have committed
profanities against a number of places of worship. Amongst them was the tomb
of Mursi Abu Abbas, who had been a student and follower of sheikh Abu
al-Hassan al-Shadhili  founder of a famous tariqa. 42 Sufi shrines were also
attacked in the region governed by Al-Qalyubiya.
After the Arab Spring we can not only observe a rise of jihadi Salafism, but also a
deeper integration of Salafis into the political process. A new phenomenon has been
the formation of Salafi political parties. On an unprecedented scale it took place in
Egypt. The Salafis based near Cairo created the first Egyptian Salafi political party
called Al-Fadila. 43 A few months later the Al-Nour Party was established by
Al-Dawa al-Salafiyya44 to fight in the upcoming parliamentary election. A third
40
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Salafi party was created in July, 2011 when Al-Fadila party president Adel Abd alMaqsoud Afify left the party and founded, the Al-Asala Party,45 which had the backing
of the Activist Salafis of Cairo. 46 Not long after this, another political organization,
the Building and Development Party (Hizb al-Bina wa al-Tanmiyya) was formed by
Gamaa al-Islamiyya.47 During the parliamentary election (held from 28 November
2011 to 11 January 2012) Al-Nour obtained 111 seats, Al-Bina wa al-Tanmiya 13
seats and Hizb al-Asala three seats.48
In Tunisia Salafi political parties were unable to compete in the election to the
Constituent Assembly held on 23 October 2011, because none of them were recognized
as eligible. Hizb Jabhat al-Islah al-Islamiyya al-Tunisiyya (fr. Front de la rØforme)
was created in 2012. The Ennahda-led transition government granted it official legal
status in May 2012.49 This party, whose leader Muhammad al-Khawjah was a former
professor at the University of Tunis, is very active in public. Jabhat al-Islah was
involved with a variety of demonstrations and protests. Amongst them were those
against the broadcast of the animated film Persepolis.50
Another political Salafi organization in Tunisia  Hizb al-Tahrir was a part of a
wider pan-Islamic movement.51 It was led by Ridha Belhaj. The party was finally
officially recognized on 17 July 2012, following pressure exerted on the Ennahda
government.52 The party does not recognize the principles of the nation-state and
democracy and wants to re-establish a world based on Caliphate order.53
The third, relatively small Salafi party on Tunisias political scene was Hizb
al-Rahma54, led by the former Ennahda militant, Sheikh Said al-Jaziri. The party was
legalized on 30 July 2012. Its program focuses on social services.
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47
Al-Banna wa al-Tanmiyya (Building and Development Party), http://egyptelections.
carnegieendowment.org/2011/09/20/al-banna%E2%80%99-wa-al-tanmiyya-building-anddevelopment-party (accessed 1.04.2013).
48
Lacroix, Sheikhs , p. 1.
49
Tunisia Licenses First Islamists Salafi Party: http://www.reuter.com/article/2012/05/11
(accessed 20.02.2013); S.M. Torelli, F. Merone, F. Cavatorta, Salafism in Tunisia: Challenges and
Opportunities for Democratization, http://www.mepc.org/journal/middle-east-policy-archives/
salafism-tunisia-challenges-and-opportunities-democratization (accessed 10.01.2013).
50
A. Zelin, Who Is Jabhat al-Islah?, http://carnegieendowment.org/2012/07/18/who-is-jabhat
-al-islah/cuxr (accessed 1.10.2013); D. Goodman, Tunisian Islamists Riot over Animated Film
about Iran, http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/10/10/tunisian-islamists-riot-over-animated-filmabout-iran/?_r=0 (accessed 1.03.2013).
51
This party has a pan-Islamic character and is banned in several countries.
52
Tunisia Legalizes Second Hardline Islamist Group Hizb Al-Tahrir, http://english.ahram.org.eg/
NewsContent/2/8/48066/World/Region/Tunisia-legalises-second-hardline-Islamist-group-H.aspx
(accessed 1.11.2013).
53
Hizb ut-Tahrir, http://www.hizb-ut-tahrir.org/ (assessed 1.10.2013).
54
Tunisia , p. 21.
45

106

Anna K. Zaj¹c

Another political group was Hizb al-Rafah al-Tunisiyya (fr. Parti tunisien de la
prospØritØ) based in Sfax and controlled by Mohamed Feki.55 The party was granted
official legal status in September 2012.
The Salafi trend in Libya, despite being larger in size than the Islamist Muslim
Brotherhood and the Al-Jamaa al-Islamiyyah al-Muqatilah bi-Libya, suffers from
a lack of leadership and organization.56 Those Salafi political parties that currently
exist: Al-Watan and Umma al-Wasat did not gain much support during the 2012
election in Libya (Umma al-Wasat secured only one seat and Al-Watan none ).57
That is why we may conclude that the absence of political representation in Libya
led to a strengthening of the militant Salafi trend, which tries to secure its position
by use of direct violence.
However, the sudden rise of the political Salafism led to a consolidation and
re-emergence of Sufis that started building up political alliances in order to protect
the rights of their community. It was easier for them to establish such alliances
because  in contrast to Salafi  Sufi organizations were always more hierarchical
and centralized.58 For example in Egypt the Sufis had and still have links with
Al-Azhar. Since the time of Mubarak they have been also united under quasi-umbrella
organizations such as the Al-Majlis al-Ala li l-Turuq al-Sufiyya and Jabhat
al-Islah al-Sufi. The latter organization soon came into alliance with liberals,
revolutionary youth groups59 and a Shia Muslim minority.60 They also participated in
the launch of the first Sufi political party, the Egyptian Liberation Party (Hizb alTahrir al-Misri).61
In Tunisia Sufis are united in the Union of Sufi Brotherhoods. This organization
has denounced in the strongest terms the attacks against the Sufi mausoleums,
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accusing Wahabis of perpetrating the aggression, and insisted several times on the
need to protect these sites. Thanks to some good organization they were able to
mobilize the international community (e.g. UNESCO) in order to protect the cultural
heritage sites that were being torched by the Salafis.62 Unlike in Egypt, the Sufis in
Tunisia did not form a political party.
In Libya there is also a lack of Sufi political representation. However local
communities (not just the Sufis) are trying to rebuild the Sufi shrines destroyed by
the Salafis, and consider them as an important component of social and cultural
heritage.63
Conclusion
The analysis of the different aspects of both groups allows us to form the
conclusion that thanks to a hierarchical structure with a long tradition and new
forms of political consolidation, Sufism will preserve its role in North Africa. Salafism,
which seemingly lacks charismatic leadership and dispersion will remain strong only
in certain territories, especially in poor areas which for many years have been more
conservative, e.g. South Tunisia, parts of Cyrenaica in Libya and Northern Egypt.
The latest developments in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya will also affect Salafi movement
and could also weaken its influence on the political scene. The failings of the political
Salafism usually lead to a further radicalization of the jihadi Salafism. Thus, it is
highly possible that Salafis will continue to employ a policy of confrontation by
exerting direct force against Sufis and their places of worship.
Contrary to the Salafis, the Sufis seem to be more flexible in forming political
alliances (for example with minorities), which should give them an advantage and
strengthen their influence on the post Arab Spring governments.
It is also worth mentioning that almost all North African countries share a long
history of Sufi metaphysics. There is a significant number of people who regularly
visit Sufi shrines and consider Sufism as an important part of their cultural heritage.
It is unlikely that they could be influenced by Salafi ideology and support any acts
that are against the Sufis.
Finally, the Sufi  Salafi relations in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya will not follow the
Sudanese casus, where the charismatic personality of Hassan al-Turabi helped in
normalizing relations, without any further escalation of the conflict.64 It seems very
likely that in the future we will witness more acts against the Sufis and their shrines.
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Abstract
The revolutionary and post-revolutionary period in Egypt created emerging and vivid
public spheres that became communication milieus for various strata of society. Therein, new
ideas and concepts were confronting old and established perceptions. Hereby, a genre of
political graffiti in Cairo was formed, and within a comparatively short lapse of time it
became an integral part of the revolution itself. Shortly graffiti started to be seen with
glorified and romanticised connotations and graffiti artists were perceived as resistance fighters:
primarily against the regime, thereafter against security forces and eventually against the
Muslim Brotherhood. Their works were seen as tributes to revolution and its illustration.
Although approaching graffiti as the dominateds resistance against the dominator
indeed explains a wide realm of this societal conduct, it nevertheless regards graffiti only as
a pro or counter statement. Therefore quite often, significant side-meanings and social
perceptions on various issues are omitted.
This paper explores Cairo graffiti not only as revolutionary narrative, but also as a
prevailing public sphere where debate takes place. Analysing the side-messages that are
drawn on the walls, helps to address social attitudes and public opinions on a variety of
revolutionary and non-revolutionary issues. It employs various social sciences approaches
and looks how the Cairo graffiti scene follows patterns of the notion defined as the
public sphere.

Introduction
For many in Egypt, the 18 days of the January 25 Revolution was something what
Turner would call a liminal moment  when everything is possible, but nothing yet is
replaced. Tahrir square became a symbol of hope, unity and power. And to a great
extent that power, either real or implicit, was gained through people freeing their
voices of expression. This freedom of expression per se and what it represented:
self empowerment, pursuit of justice, expectancy of equality, etc. was one of the
precious values and means of participation among revolutionaries. Speaking up and
expressing ones mind became crucial, and different people found different ways to
embody this objective.
Thus, the revolution created many genres of participation: sit-in protests in Tahrir,
marches and clashes with security forces, and tweeting or writing blogs and articles
M.A. holder, Researcherat the Vytautas Magnus University, Lithuania, e-mail: ieva.zakareviciute
@yahoo.com.
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in various media outlets. The public sphere and vocal self-expression within it, became
inbuilt elements of the revolution.
Eventually Tahrir square and its surrounding streets became a symbol of revolution,
both day and night being filled with people. In addition to their mere presence, people
started using the walls and streets surrounding the square, as another means of
expression. Hereby, a genre of political graffiti in Cairo was formed and over time
lapse it became an integral part of the revolution itself. Although graffiti in Egypt
was present before the revolution, it was still a rather rare phenomenon and was
mostly used by football fans or for advertising purposes, and thus the January 25
Revolution put graffiti on a completely different scale.
In no time graffiti pieces mushroomed all over the city and became more and
more sophisticated. Graffiti artists and drawings themselves were acknowledged by
journalists, bloggers and activists and gained a widespread recognition as a different
means of communication, whereby they exceeded their otherwise relatively short-lived existence on the streets. The political graffiti in Cairo created an entire market
around itself: numerous catalogues compiling graffiti drawings were published1;
articles and reports on the topic appeared and were given coverage by all kinds of
media starting with local newspapers2 before spiralling upwards to the BBC 3 and Al
Jazeera4; many bloggers and so-called graffiti hunters captured their favourite pieces
and spread them through social media, trying to ensure that the graffiti messages
were permanently etched in the public consciousness even after they were erased
from the street walls. And once the graffiti reached the realms of social media, it
started its life all over again, becoming a message, declaration, symbol and illustration
that was shared, commented on and admired by people. Graffiti producers (particularly
those who did not favour anonymity, but created pseudonyms which were left as a
tag) not only became wellknown figures in the activists scene, but were also
recognized as artists exhibiting internationally.5
The majority of these reports presented the graffiti with glorified and romanticised
connotations. Graffiti artists were regarded as resistance fighters primarily against
the regime6, thereafter against security forces and eventually against the Muslim
Brotherhood, and their works were seen as tributes to revolution, its illustration 7 and
1
For example: Mia Grondhal, Graffiti in Cairo, Cairo: AUC Press, 2013, http://www.
aucpress.com/p-4771-architecture-and-the-arts.aspx (accessed 27.05.2013).
2
For example: Egypt Independent, http://www.egyptindependent.com/taxonomy/term/15565
(accessed 31.05.2013 ).
3
Is the Writing on the Wall New Cairos Graffiti Workshop: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
world-middle-east-22453213 (accessed 14.02.2014).
4
M. Villamizar, Egypts Youth Vocal against the Army, Al Jazeera 26, May, 2011, http://
blogs.aljazeera.com/blog/middle-east/egypts-youth-vocal-against-army (accessed 16.02.2014).
5
Egyptian Artists Exhibit around the World: http://suzeeinthecity.wordpress.com/2012/11/
04/egyptian-graffiti-artists-exhibit-around-the-world/ (accessed 16.02.2014).
6
Villamizar, Egypts Youth Vocal .
7
Soraya Morayef, Seven Wonders of the Revolution, Jadaliyya, 22, March 2012, http://
www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/4776/the-seven-wonders-of-the-revolution (accessed 16.02.2014).
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narratives8 and as a social barometer9. Numerous articles were published praising
and portraying those responsible as artists, or as hero-like figures putting themselves
in danger10 for the sake of a common good, while the governments attempts to
whiten graffiti-scrawled walls, were portrayed in a damning manner and were
bestowed with the epithet of professional whiteners who were accomplishing a
barbaric task 11 to silence the nation.
From a general perspective, the graffiti became seen as some kind of constructed,
unanimous memorial space for the revolution and as a freedom of expression struggle
against changing regimes.
However, after a long and rather investigative walk through the Cairo streets, a
fairly different and rather contradicting impression about this unanimous struggle
becomes apparent. Undoubtedly, a political critique of those in power and recollections
of the revolutions martyrs are the predominant topics of the graffiti in question. But
in juxtaposition to this, a whole range of other topics were introduced through the
graffiti: a critique of social injustice, topics of international politics, roles of religion,
the status of women, different aspects of human rights, societal values, sexual
harassment, nationalistic symbols, visions of future or pursued justice, portraits of
national and international figures, Quran verses, quotes from literature and a lot
more. Besides, none of these topics followed one prevailing discourse line. They
have been debated and addressed from different angles just like they are debated and
addressed in other different communication spheres  from those regarded as
conventional right through to the latest social media and friends gatherings, and
they clearly differ in the kind of ideology, political, religious and value-system beliefs
they represent.
Furthermore the manner as to how this debate on the walls of Cairo has taken
place, is in itself of great interest. Drawings or inscriptions are adjusted, added,
corrected, filled with cross outs or additions, some are blackened, erased or drawn
on top of others, in some places you can see responses by different authors added to
the original work. In the end one starts to see the graffiti as a dynamic, vivid and
extensive dialogue rather than a static, declarative manifesto  more as a noisy public
sphere and less as a conservative museum.
Deliberating the Arab public sphere: From the early days until the present
The concept of civil society became a common criterion analysing democratic,
political movements and changes. The common sense of civil society today is
M. Abaza, The Buraqs of Tahrir, Jadaliyya, 27 May 2012, http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/
index/5725/the-buraqs-of-tahrir (accessed 16.02 2014).
9
M. Abaza ,The Revolutions Barometer, Jadaliyya, 12 June 2012, http://www.jadaliyya.com/
pages/index/5978/the-revolutions-barometer (accessed 16.02 2014).
10
Suzeeinthecity: http://suzeeinthecity.wordpress.com/ (accessed 16.02 2014).
11
The Art of Movement: Another Chapter of Mohamed Mahmoud Graffiti: http://suzeeinthecity.
wordpress.com/2012/09/20/the-art-of-movement-another-chapter-of-mohamed-mahmoud-graffiti/
(accessed 16.02.2014).
8

112

Ieva Zakareviciute

comprehended by a prevalence of non-governmental organisations, human rights
and apparently honest elections. This encouraged many contemporary scholars to
use European institutions as the comparative basis against which to measure social
and cultural institutions elsewhere. Such approach eventually led to a certain
Eurocentrism in social theory, and this is when many sociologists, anthropologists
and historians researching non-Western societies, started questioning the notion of
civil society itself as a proper and revealing tool researching various social and
political processes, and as applicable in general discussing societies outside the realms
of the West. As Kamali states, Although there is no consensus about the definition
of civil society, there are some factors, such as individualism and democratic
institutions, that are taken for granted as necessary conditions.12 Nevertheless, he
also notes that individualism and democratic institutions are not necessary for a civil
society to exist. One of the preconditions for civil society however, is the existence
of a relatively independent public sphere in which debate, that influences political
decision-making, takes place.
The public sphere, on the other hand, is not limited to modern societies. As
Eickelman and Salvatore note it is the site where contests take place over the definition
of the common good, and also of the virtues, obligations and rights that members
of society require for the common good to be realized. This emergent sense of
public goes hand-in-hand with the sharing of norms that define ideas of community
and the responsibilities of those who belong to it. The idea of the public sphere is
thus a wider notion than that of civil society.13
Following this definition we can trace the existence of a specific public sphere in
the Arab or Muslim-majority world, even a few centuries ago. One of the frequently
quoted examples is the oath of allegiance to the ruler (baya) in pre-colonial Morocco,
when political belonging was not based on unquestionable belief, but rather on a
continuing process of contest and reaffirmation. Since the fifteenth century Moroccan
monarchs circulated almost continuously throughout their domains embodying their
personal authority in constantly shifting locales.14
Bettina Dennerlein depicts an episode, when in October 1873 the artisans of Fez
insisted on making the baya contingent upon the abolition of certain non-Islamic
taxes. Local ulamas, notables and military leaders agreed to this provision, however,
a few days later the taxes were reinstated. As a result, the tanners of Fez and their
followers attacked and plundered the residence of the tax administrator. A month
later Sultan Mawlay al-Hasan announced an amnesty for those involved; nonetheless
M. Kamali, Civil Society and Islam: A Sociological Perspective, European Journal of Sociology,
Vol. 4, No. 3, 2001, p. 458.
13
D.F. Eickelman and A. Salvatore, The Public Sphere and Muslim Identities, European Journal
of Sociology, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2002, p. 94.
14
Clifford Geertz, Centers, Kings and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of Power, in
Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology, Clifford Geertz (ed.), New York:
Basic Books, 1983, pp. 136137.
12
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he ordered the taxes of issue to be restored. Again conflict erupted and royal army
besieged the rebellious quarters until people once again accepted the demanded taxes.15
The Bayas themselves symbolized a collective identity, political belonging, social
status and locality. Baya documents were read aloud in public in every town in
which they were prepared, generally in mosques. Some represented collectives, others
prominent notables, and the texts of various bayas were circulated throughout the
monarchy.16 They were discussed and debated in this pre-modern public sphere, and
sometimes, as the example shows, became the reasons for inflicting political
participation within it.
Such a notion of the public sphere and its apparent overlapping with street society
is deep-rooted throughout the region and became a place where various forms of
political or social participation took place over a period of a few centuries.
Multiple public spheres in the Egyptian Arab Spring
The latest and widely resounding political participation in the public sphere, dubbed
the Arab Spring, was also centralized around the notion of street. Thousands of
Egyptians flooded the Cairo streets in order to reclaim power  became a viral
perception committed to explain and define what was actually happening in Egypt
and elsewhere in the Arab world. The epicentre of this political participation, which
evolved into a fully-grown revolution, once again stemmed from street society, or
to be precise Tahrir square, where the major protests took place, and where the
whole revolution is perceived to have happened.
And yet, many researchers, analysts and also journalists acknowledge the crucial
role of alternative public spheres in organizing the people during the Arab Spring
revolutions. A widespread and intense usage of social media and blogging by many
researchers and observers is recognized as an important player in creating
communication networks and mobilizing people. The phenomenon of the Facebook
exploitation as a political tool gave the Arab Spring the title of Facebook Revolution,
just as the spread of Twitter christened the 2009 protests in Iran as the Twitter
Revolution. Eventually, some observers went as far as referring to social media
sources as a key mover in the Arab Spring, without apparent risk of overestimating
their impact.
Nonetheless, such praise lavished upon social media sources did not elapse without
critique. Greg Burris perceived this type of interpretation as an overexcitement of
western commentators and dubbed it the new coming of Lawrence of E-rabia.17
While the Oxford educated British archaeologist, poet and army officer T. E. Lawrence,
B. Dennerlein, Legitimate Bounds and Bound Legitimacy: The Act of Allegiance to the Ruler
(Baia) in Nineteenth Century Morocco, Die Welt des Islams, Vol. 41, No. 3, 2001, pp. 287310.
16
Ibid., pp. 287310.
17
G. Burris, Lawrence of E-Rabia: Facebook and the New Arab Revolt, Jadaliyya, 17 October
2011, http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/2884/lawrence-of-e-rabia_facebook-and-the-new-arab
-revo#.TpxcoJDQW8c (accessed 16.02.2014).
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became a key character in explaining the Western public of the abrupt nature of the
Great Arab Revolt against alleged Ottoman despotism during World War I, now
the celebrations of the omnipotent role of new media sources in denouncing the
abuses of authoritarian rule and mobilizing wide sectors of North African and Middle
Eastern populations, apparently denies social movements and protesting crowds, an
autonomous collective agency and political subjectivity 18. According Burris, such
interpretations are nothing more than a Western celebration of its own invented
technology providing modernity to the Middle East from external sources. Only this
time, Lawrence came armed not with a camel and a keffiyeh, but with Facebook
friend requests. 19
Ratta and Valeriani in their research on revolutionary events in Tunisia and Egypt
note, that the networks that mattered most during the revolutionary period were
neither Facebook nor Twitter but more traditional, offline ones: including universities,
mosques and trade unions. Satellite TV stations like Al-Jazeera seemingly played the
most important role amongst all the media sources at work.20 They argue however,
that during the weeks of social mobilization and upheaval, the web 2.0 had a profound
impact on how all the networks and media functioned, not just singularly but also in
terms of their mutual relations. This intended impact was already in place circulating
pre-revolutionary content throughout social media sources several years before actual
events unfolded.21
Indeed, social media provided the central public sphere where many of the most
notable revolutionary and pre-revolutionary events were regularly debated. On March
2008 Esraa Abdel Fattah, an Egyptian activist, decided to launch a Facebook group
in order to support a strike in a textile factory. It rapidly gained tens of thousands
followers mobilizing them under a common political banner. Eventually, a broad
coalition of oppositional groups and parties cutting through the leftist-secular/Islamist
divide jumped on the bandwagon and on the key day of 6 April 2008, they declared
their support for the initiative. In the context of far surpassing its original intent, the
mobilization and now the whole movement targeted the corruption of the regime and
the deteriorating economic conditions of the vast majority of the Egyptian population.
Later, the April 6 Movement became a crucial, symbolic rallying point of all oppositional
initiatives during the 2011 revolution.
Another story, that of Khaled Said, is also worth mentioning here due to its
virality in the web and the massive mobilization of the crowd that occurred after
his murder.
18
A. Salvatore, New Media and Collective Action in the Middle East. Can Sociological Research
Help Avoiding Orientalist Traps?, Sociologica, No. 3, 2011, p. 3.
19
Burris, Lawrence of E-Rabia .
20
D. Della Ratta and A. Valeriani, Working on Technology, Working for Society: ICT Startups
and Social Activism in Lebanon and Jordan, Paper presented at the workshop Between Everyday
Life and Political Revolution: The Social Web in The Middle East, University of Naples LOrientale,
March 21, 2011.
21
Ibidem.
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Khaled was beaten to death on 6 June 2010 at a cybercafé in Alexandria by two
members of the Egyptian security forces after an alleged resistance against arrest.
Posthumous pictures of his face, badly distorted when his body was knocked against
the stairs, were widely shared throughout social media sources, provoking public
outrage. The official autopsy report claimed that Khaled died after he tried to swallow
a packet of hashish, for which he had been arrested. This cover up version infuriated
people even more and unprecedented protests on a massive scale took place. Khaled
Said became the best known shahid in Egypt with posters, graffiti pictures and
placards being produced as tributes to his martyrdom. Khaleds story marks a
momentum when the public spheres of web and street started to meet head on
and interact.22 As a result the outrage, which initially was voiced via the in internet,
quickly became more visible and was transformed to the streets. Public events and
gatherings were organized in various Egyptian cities, where long processions of
young men and women, standing several meters apart (so as not to constitute a
gathering under the Egyptian emergency law), lined up along the banks of the Nile
or the Mediterranean, in order to remember Khaled and his brutal murder, by simply
taking with them and reading a book of their choice.
After the assassination of Khaled Said, Wael Ghonim, a thirty year old computer
engineer and head of the marketing division for Google Middle East and North Africa,
launched a blog and a twin Facebook page, each with a double name: El Shaheed (the
martyr), and We are all Khaled Said/Kulluna Khaled Saeed. This page gathered evidence
about assassinations and other acts of violence perpetrated by the Security Forces.
During and after the revolution, the page transformed itself into serving as a mouthpiece
for revolutionaries talking about various human rights and other issues. In his many
interviews Wael dubbed the Egyptian revolution as Revolution 2.0, claiming that
neither this nor any other similar revolution could be attributed to individual heroes.
The Arab revolutions signify a moment when different public spheres interacted
and developed a mutual synergy. They became mutually influential and reflective and
moreover this synergy began mobilizing a broad variety of different actors. Armando
Salvatore in his article on public spheres before and after the Arab Spring reflects on
his experience in Cairo a couple years before the Egyptian Revolution, when his
fellow Arab colleagues refused to accept social media sources as influential in terms
of public spheres, or even more  as political tools. At that time it was regarded as
mere  chatting connecting powerless private rooms, and its tangible merit was
perceived as very doubtful especially when considering that the public space par
excellence  the street  is inaccessible for political protest.23 And yet, just a
couple of years later this public sphere of internet communication not only managed
to synergize with the real public sphere  the street, but it also continued to exist
in the streets even after the initial driving forces,the people and the protest, had
A. Salvatore, Before (and after) the Arab Spring: From Connectedness to Mobilization in
the Public Sphere, Oriente Moderne, Vol. 91, 2011.
23
Ibid., p. 10.
22
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dissipated. Two spheres had seemingly merged together and created a third one.
Pictures and posters that were once in circulation throughout the internet started
appearing on the walls of the streets. Together with the massive protest graffiti
scene that emerged in Cairo, it became a kind of extension of the protests and a
continuum of the revolution. It serves as a constant reminder of what is happening
in the country even when the streets are empty, and of the public sphere itself where
many issues are debated, the regime is denounced, and different narratives are promoted
and immediately contested.
Graffiti during revolutions
While researching graffiti during periods of unrest and turmoil, anthropologists
tend to interpret it through a theory of resistance tactics to intervene in relations of
domination, while their main focus is the effects of graffiti on differentially empowered
and positioned readers.24
Julie Peteet in her anthropological research The Writing on the Walls: The Graffiti
of the Intifada, conducted during the first Palestinian intifada in 1990 on the West
Bank, considers graffiti to be silent narratives accompanying acts of resistance and
being acts of resistance themselves.25 She claims that graffiti encouraged resistance,
cajoled, demanded, critiqued and provided a running political commentary on the
progression of the uprising. At the same time, they were an act of civil disobedience
directed against Israel and their mere appearance gave rise to arenas of contest in
which they served as a vehicle or agent of power.26
A similar approach was taken by Mona Abaza who analysed graffiti in post-revolution Egypt. In her research Walls Segregating Downtown Cairo and the
Mohammed Mahmud Street Graffiti, she uses a term of new public culture of protest
to explain the practice of graffiti on the military built walls and barricades in Cairo.
What is called the tactics of zoning  creating war zones in downtown Cairo by
isolating specific quarters with walls which have emerged where many clashed  is
being challenged by artists initiative to create alternative purposes of these very
same walls by daubing them with graffiti.27
Although this approach to researching graffiti action as a form of the dominateds
resistance against the dominator is very valid and legitimate, and indeed explains a
wide realm of this societal conduct, it nevertheless ignores the graffiti that does not
have a revolutionary discourse. Furthermore, this approach treats graffiti as a pro or
24
B. Rolston, Politics, Painting and Popular Culture: The Political Wall Murals of Northern
Ireland, Media, Culture and Society, Vol. 9, No. 5, 1987; Jeff Sluka, The Politics of Painting:
Political Murals in Northern Ireland, in The Paths to Domination, Resistance and Terror, Carolyn
Nordstrom and Joann Martin (eds.), Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992, pp. 190216.
25
J. Peteet, The Writing on the Walls: The Graffiti of the Intifada, Cultural Anthropology, Vol.
11, No. 2, May 1996, pp. 139159.
26
Ibidem.
27
M. Abaza, Walls, Segregating Downtown Cairo and the Mohammed Mahmud Street Graffiti,
Theory, Culture, and Society, Vol. 122, No. 139, 09 October 2012.
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counter statement, and normally does not pay attention to its social origin, parallel
meanings, linguistic motives, and societal perceptions on various subjects that are
represented through the medium of graffiti.
Therefore, my approach to analysing graffiti in Cairo derives from a comprehension
of graffiti as a means to observe societal attitudes and patterns. I employ theoretical
approaches from throughout of the public sphere, a vernacular discourse and
vocabularies of motives, concepts discussed respectively by Jurgen Habermas, Gerard
Hauser and C. Wright Mills; and mainly focus on how discussion takes place rather
than how it is used as a political tool.
Graffiti as a milieu of societal attitudes
Numerous projects researching graffiti have been conducted as an approach to
study issues of social importance. Stocker, Dutcher, Hargrove and Cook in their
study Social Analysis of Graffiti in public bathrooms of three universities in United
States claim that graffiti as an aspect of culture can be used as an unobtrusive
measure to reveal patterns and attitudes of society and observing graffiti will reveal
changes in those customs and attitudes.28
Gonos, Mulkern and Poushinsky in study Anonymous Expression: A Structural
View of Graffiti on the same topic, push the notion of graffiti as a mirror of social
attitudes even further. They claim that so called expressive graffiti may not be a
direct reflection of the dominant community value-system at all, but a manifestation
of that content which is proscribed, restricted or taboo in the graffitists ordinary
circle of social life. The anonymity afforded the graffitists allows the opportunity to
use language, and present beliefs and sentiments, which are not acceptable in ordinary
life, and that anonymity provides graffitists a niche of freedom even within a public
space.29 Thus they approach a milieu of graffiti as a kind of purified public sphere
which is not subjected to any social or public political correctness, politeness or
censorship.
Graffiti in Cairo, that has become a place of personal freedom and escape from
political correctness, and has a great quantity of messages with a derogatory as well
as a glorifying manner, can be looked as a space with pronounced societal attitudes.
As many journalists and bloggers have already observed, graffiti stencils and murals
on the walls around Tahrir and Muhamad Mahmood street are reflective in their
communicative nature. This even gave the graffiti the status of revolutionary
barometer, adding weight to the idea that one can look around in the street to know
what other media channels are debating. Such an idea is largely true since the content
of newly emerging graffiti is strongly reactionary to what is actually happening in
the countrys political life.
T.L. Stocker, L.W. Dutcher, S.M. Hargrove and E.A. Cook, Social Analysis of Graffiti, The
Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 85, No. 338, OctoberDecember, 1972, pp. 356366.
29
G. Gonos, V. Mulkern and N. Poushinsky, Anonymous Expression: A Structural View of
Graffiti, The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 89, No. 351, January-March, 1976, pp. 4048.
28
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When it started emerging on the walls around Tahrir during the 18 days of
revolution, most of the graffiti stencils and murals were attributed to mocking and
denouncing Mubaraks regime. Ironic depictions denouncing Mubarak, together with
graffiti pieces calling for thaura (revolution) symbolically mark the beginning of the
revolutionary graffiti. However, the graffiti seemingly evolved together with the
revolution. Shortly after the overthrow of Mubarak, one of the most famous graffiti
works of the time  the fall of the king  appeared near Tahrir. It was made by the
Egyptian graffiti artist El Teneen and depicted a chess board with a black King lying
on its side.
As the post-revolutionary period continued, so did the revolutionary graffiti on
the walls which persisted in reflecting societal attitudes towards events. During one
year of rule by the SCAF (Central Security Army Forces) many of the graffiti works
were attributed to the condemnation of army and police violence and a commemoration
of martyrs. Here a wide variety of graffiti works emerged with messages that ranged
from depicting police or army figures as pigs or loose women, with a widespread
use of a condemnatory English abbreviation ACAP (all cops are pigs); to the
depictions of real events: for example a mural portraying the beating of a blue bra
girl  a famous episode when during one of the protests a woman was dragged and
beaten by soldiers until her blue bra was exposed through her ripped clothes.
The subject matter and content of the graffiti quickly changed after Mohamed
Morsi was victorious in the presidential elections. Many of the graffiti works began
to depict Morsi in a derogatory manner and began comparing him with the former
regime  with one mural depicting Morsi looking at a mirror which gives a reflection
of the face of Mubarak  being particularly famous. The level of criticism in the
public domain, as well as the emergence of new graffiti, intensified after 22 November
2012, when president Morsi released a new decree that strongly extended presidential
powers. Reactionary graffiti critical of this decree appeared almost instantly and
stencils depicting Morsi with a Pharaohs crown started appearing on the walls.
Rapid changes and significant events in Egypts political life still remain the main
source of graffiti subject matter and content. These, as well as images discussing
and debating international affairs and various cultural categories and issues, constitute
the majority of graffiti works in Egypt. By reflecting various political and social
issues within the context of differing opinions about them, the graffiti scene in
Egypt can be considered as a significant voice in the public sphere  a physical
milieu where social attitudes and public opinion can be expressed.
Graffiti as a public sphere
On one of the early days of the revolution in 2011 a big picture of a tank was
sprayed under a bridge in Zamalek (an elite neighbourhood in Cairo close to Tahrir,
also a place where many graffiti images are created). A boy riding a bicycle and
transporting a huge tray full of goods balanced on his head (a common sight in
everyday life in Cairo) was drawn facing the tank. This big stencil, while initially
intending to portray the mightiness of an army in combat with and confronting
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unarmed civilians, became one of the best examples of the evolution of graffiti with
a social message within the public sphere.
Shortly afterwards, another graffiti artist added further details to the portrayal of
the boy on the bicycle with the addition of a line of people raising their hands as in a
position of protest. Four male figures were drawn next to the tank, depicting two
men being crushed by the tank and the other two trying to pull them out and free
them. A caterpillar track sprayed with red paint imitating a pool of blood was a
further embellishment.
However, this version of the tank was not destined to last long either. A few days
later the four male figures and the pool of blood were erased by white paint. The
features of the line of protesting people and the boy on the bicycle  were made
dimmer and less pronounced and Egyptian flags were placed in their hands. Now the
tank, which was not subject to further alterations, seemed to be the subject of
congratulations and cheering by people demonstrating nationalistic sentiment and
fervour. Some time later, in yet another demonstration of the rapidly changing nature
of Cairo street art, the line of cheering people with flags was removed and was
replaced by a giant man with a monstrous face wearing an army uniform. In his
teeth he was holding a dead woman and a liberal splashing of red,to imitate bloody
carnage, completed the image.
A few days later, the mans face, as well as the dead woman, was blackened out
and obliterated. Dozens of Arabic symbols for no (la) with different postscripts
(for example:  no for female humiliation,  no for killing religious men, etc.  all
referring to some previous event) were sprayed throughout the area under the bridge.
The image of the tank has already been subjected to many alterations and
amendments and will most probably undergo more changes in the future, each time
representing different opinions, positions and sentiments. It also represents one of
the best examples of how the general publics understanding of the revolutionary
events is seen from differing perspectives with an acquisition of different images
and portrayals, and how the graffiti becomes a public sphere where these images,
portrayals and opinions compete.
The notion of the public sphere was defined as the site where contests take place
over the definition of the common good, and also of the virtues, obligations and
rights that members of society require for the common good to be realized.30 This
definition, encapsulating many different forms and types of communication, is
presumably the most suitable description when attempting to explore the graffiti
scene as a sort of public sphere. However, the broadness and generality of the
formulation also brings some difficulties limiting the criteria through which a public
sphere might be analysed.
Therefore the description of a public sphere, the way it was defined and analyzed
by Jurgen Habermas, a pioneer of the notion in the field of social sciences, still
remains relevant even today. In his study, The structural transformation of the
30
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public sphere. An inquiry into a category of bourgeois society, he develops an idea
and a concept of the public sphere, that was formed in the 17th and 18th century.
Habermass public sphere is centralized in salons and coffee houses, which became
centres of discussion and debate  initially in literary terms, then also becoming
politicised  and took place between aristocratic and bourgeois intellectuals, who
sought to maintain a sense of educational parity.31 A bourgeois public sphere was
created when opinion in the salon was no longer in the service of the patron, and
became emancipated from the bonds of economic dependence32, making it directly
connected with an emergence of a freedom of expression.
Habermas defines the public sphere as, a realm of our social life in which something
approaching public opinion can be formed. Access is guaranteed to all citizens. A
portion of the public sphere comes into being in every conversation in which private
citizens assemble to form a public body. The public sphere for Habermas is ideally
an intermediate space in which ideas are presented on their own merits rather than
as emanating from such authorities as preachers, judges and rulers. Authority is
vested in the public sphere itself. In it, all participants have in principle an equal
opportunity to persuade others.
Today the majority of scholars agree that Habermass model of the public sphere
remains unfulfilled in any given historical situation. Nevertheless it does not lose its
importance, since it serves as a template against which actually existing discursive
conditions and practices may be measured and assessed in terms of the structural
and ideological distortions that define any given, actually existing public sphere.
For Habermas each public sphere has three major criteria, which defines it as
such. There is a are presumed equality between communicators, their independence
from state controlled discourse and an inclusive nature allowing participation for all:
1) A preservation of a kind of social intercourse, that is far from presupposing
the equality status altogether (status is disregarded; its not even part of
analysis by default). The tendency replaced the celebration of rank with a
tact befitting equals.
2) Discussion within such a public presupposed the problematizing of areas
that until then had not been questioned. A breakthrough of state monopoly in
terms of public discourse.
3) The same process that converted culture into a commodity established the
public as in principle as inclusive. However exclusive the public might be in
any given instance, it could never close itself off entirely and become
consolidated as a clique, for it always understood and found itself immersed
within a more inclusive public of all private people.
Equality, as an essential principle for any public sphere, is also quite easily traceable
in the Cairo graffiti scene. Graffiti in principle, can be considered as a discussion
Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Massachusetts: MIT
press 1989, p. 32.
32
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between anonymous agents. Although there are some exceptions, since a few graffiti
artists choose pseudonyms and sign their works, the vast majority of graffiti works
are made by anonymous authors. Some graffiti artists due to the artistic or political
appeal of their work have become known publicly since they have given interviews
to media outlets and blogs.33 But generally speaking it is still maintained as an action
of an anonymous agent that enters a public sphere free of any pre-conceptions
regarding their previous practices or notions of status. The position of the graffiti
artist also holds a peculiar status. Whether acting anonymously or under an alias the
graffiti artist becomes an individual agent of collective attitude. His perceived
anonymity serves to recognize the content of the graffiti as an expression of a
collective attitude rather than as an individual opinion.
A similar status is afforded to the graffiti works themselves. Any graffiti may be
removed, erased or painted over. None of them come with any exceptional
predetermined status of admiration or preservation. Graffiti works cannot be
considered as established opinions, and are debatable, can be changed or removed.
They enter the public sphere on equal terms and in principle have a sense of equality
between them.
Polarization. The public sphere can be defined not only through localization, as in
what spatial discourse is happening, but also in terms of more specific types of
discourse. The domain of the public sphere is normally regarded as a common
concern, and topics discussed in this public sphere can be considered as subjects
of public matter versus private. Quite often however, especially in places with limited
freedom of expression, the notion of public appears simply as that sector of public
opinion that happens to be opposed to the authorities. 34 This is why an opposing
discourse to the one of the state is required in order to create a sense of inclusive
deliberation.
Despite the high levels of censorship under the strict, Mubrak led regime, the
state did not engender a total monopoly on discourse, and in terms of traditional
media coverage Egypt was regarded as a partly free country. 35 Specific structures
of TV and radio systems were made almost impossible by established independent
media outlets, and many state owned newspapers and state controlled journalist
syndicates, ensured that any journalists outside these hallowed realms were made to
feel particularly vulnerable in a seemingly overbearing atmosphere of limited public
discourse pluralism.36 Libel or blasphemy charges for writers, film directors and
artists were a rather common phenomenon, signifying and illustrating the existence
M. Abaza, The Art of Narrating the Egyptian Revolution: An Interview with Alaa Awad,
Jadaliyya, 18 April 2012, http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/5134/the-art-of-narrating-the
-egyptian-revolution_an-in (accessed 16.02.2014).
34
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Indicators, Egypt: UNESCO, 2013, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002207/220742E.pdf
(accessed 16.02.2014).
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of state censorship. In this context it is easy to see how one of the axis of revolution
became a communal desire for self expression, which became voiced by many means
of communicative media, including street art.
Furthermore during the revolution and the period just after it, the concept of
information (exchange) in terms of value and effecting change was reconsidered
and re-evaluated. When crucial political changes were taking effect, this sought
after information served not only as a tool to follow events, but also as a signifier of
occurring changes. In this context the dispersion of information symbolized the
possibility for change itself and the liberating nature of it became a means for
revolution. Information became an empowering tool and also a pre-occupation of
revolutionaries, who by tweeting, facebooking or spraying graffiti on walls participated
in revolution. A veritable wealth of information exchange takes place when this sense
of empowerment prevails.
Inclusivity, as well as equality, represents another rather obvious element that is
found within the graffiti laden public sphere. Graffiti is seemingly designed as a
form of mass communication hoping to reach everyone who find themselves
physically present at that place. It can also be practised by everyone, the only
requirement being the ability to read images or rather to understand their vernacular
meanings. An average level of literacy is not even needed, since inscriptions can be
read and retold by people in the vicinity. Graffiti has a high inclusive value because it
is difficult to avoid and ignore if one comes across it. Even though only a few
choose to respond to graffiti messages that they encounter in one form or another,
the messages illustrated will still be read and understood by most passers-by. For
graffiti artists it is also provides a medium that facilitates communication outside
their own social circles, and this auditorium is enlarged further still when graffiti
works are transferred to various forms of social media, where they are adapted and
relayed for further discussion.
Moreover graffiti seems to merge and interact with traditional public spaces
(surroundings), since it becomes an exhibition place for Egyptian spectators and
tourists alike who take pictures of the graffiti and pose next to them. This revolutionary
discourse creates a kind of market around the walls which could be said to become
a symbol of everlasting political forums and a natural place to gather. As a result
improvised versions of cafes and kiosks have been established. While shifting ones
position from receiver to producer in this form of social interaction, the graffiti still
keeps its position and maintains its principle as an inclusive form of media  since no
one is restricted from entering. But participation from all levels of societal strata in
terms of the graffiti senders role does not seem to be entirely, proportionally
representative. Not only can physical restrictions (geographical restraints, financial
costs, etc) be seen as filters of participation. But in general terms it seems to be
strongly connected with forming, keeping and promoting a personal image and
establishing the status of doing politics without being politician. On one hand this
might provide safe escape route from troublesome issues in that conceivably its
just art rather than political action, but it also may serve to maintain ones position,
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since the graffitist is being presented primarily as artist, but at the same time he
demonstrates an awareness of the social cause.
As the text has previously addressed, it seems that the whole, general nature of
the graffiti genre and in particular the case study of Cairo, make the milieu of graffiti
a valid example of the public sphere. Retaining anonymity and equality as a form of
communication, and by remaining inclusive, pluralistic and dynamic, it becomes a
place which facilitates debate and allows for the deliberation of the common good.
Vernacular language
One of the strongest and widely acknowledged critics of Habermas is the German
social scientist Gerard A. Hauser. His critique derives from the point that rhetoric
and vernacular particularities, rather than reason and purely logical deliberations,
determine the strength of the argument and are the real mediums of the public sphere.
He claimed that we belong to a community insofar as we are able to participate in its
conversations, and we must acquire its vernacular language in order to share
rhetorically salient meanings.37 Discursive qualities rather than institutional guarantees
determine whether deliberations are open or distorted.38
When graffiti first started appearing in Egypt it was instantly regarded as proof of
western expansionism and was regarded as something foreign and non indigenous.
Since the graffiti was strongly associated with the revolution it served as a popular
discourse for old regime supporters, that the whole revolution was orchestrated by
western powers.39
However, the style and content of the graffiti gives a notion of how strongly this
communication medium is localized and adapted to a social and cultural context. Not
only are the vast majority of graffiti works written in Arabic, but the use of language
ambiguities, quibbles, calligraphic quiddities that turn inscriptions into images seem
to show a great level of allocation and allow the whole transaction to be seen as
societys communication to society. Images and portraits of national and regional
activists, intellectuals and celebrities from the past, as well as murals and stencils
portraying the revolutions activists, seem to highlight the notion that graffiti is
produced to communicate with inner social circles and niches, and in order to read
its silent and tacit meanings, not only should local language skills be acquired but
also that a great extent of vernacular as well as historical and cultural knowledge
should be obtained.
For Hauser the ability of the actor to use and engage the vernacular language is
important not just because of his possibility to participate in public deliberation. He
argues that controlling the language in which issues are discussed determines how
they are expressed, with the relevance of experience and expertise in adjudicating
37
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the issues they raise. Thus establishing a meaning to an existing word, or associating
a desirable denomination to a propagated action becomes one of the goals of
conversational conduct. Language wars are contests for authority since language
conveys status on its literate users as sources of knowledge and power. The language
that dominates an arena of discourse seems to exist as an index of symbolic
resources, that contain the norms and values of groups and classes, their knowledge
of their past, and their commitments to the future.40
Numerous graffiti stencils with the Arabic word for revolution  thaura 
proliferated in January 2011, when protest on a massive scale become more evident,
as if trying to establish the name for what was happening and also to stimulate
development. This apparent contest for a vocabulary setting is also present in graffiti
images which address womens rights. This dispute to establish a dominant discourse
in terms of vocabulary is particularly visible in facilitating the use such terms as
sexual harassment, sexist, feminism, etc., that seek moral accounts, by labelling
various epithets to these terms and allow them to be challenged. The Arabic term
taharrush al ginsi (sexual harassment), despite widespread use and even a partial
social acceptance of this phenomenon, has strong negative connotations. Most of
the time those being accused of harassment declare themselves as merely flirting
(muaksa), and thus, many acts are attributed to the domain of romance, providing
social legitimacy. Many graffiti images denouncing the act, primarily promote the
establishment of a correct wording for it, by establishing associations to the word,
and encouraging reactionary responses.
Hauser just like Habermas defines the public sphere by its kind of discourse since
the issues it considers are primarily of a public nature. Civil judgment presupposes
that these issues are irresolvable in an enclave of like-minded persons. It gains weight
as issues are exposed to a host of diverse observers who, despite their unique
perspectives, collectively assert a prevailing tendency of belief and action. The borders
of these spheres are alive with tension between openness and control to the possibilities
and the realities of a discursive space in which social actors meet to discover their
common world.41 Tahrir square, the military barricades surrounding it, and Mustafa
Mahmud street with graffiti images on the wall become materialized places through
which these shared realities are acquired.
The public sphere of active societies, like the one in post-revolution Egypt, contain
a high level of engagement through diverse viewpoints and interests that intersect on
common problems and that interact in creating policies and evaluating deeds. An
active society hears and speaks to manifold interests that converge on any issue.
When individuals talk to the same enclave, they become powerless to effect change.
Therefore reaching wider audiences and speaking to others outside of ones social
circle is one of the distinctive elements that put graffiti in the category of the active
public sphere.
40
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Vocabularies of motives and performative actions
Most of the graffiti images produced in this turbulent period of the Egyptian
revolution should be interpreted not only as arguments in the debate occurring on
the walls, but also as adversaries of actions they are calling to. Graffiti, as well as
other forms of communication starting from social media sources such as Facebook
and Twitter, are seemingly full of motives that are meant to influence social behaviour
and opinion.
While studying the modern use of language, sociologist C.W. Mills suggests that
linguistic behaviour should be studied, not by referring it to private states of individuals,
but by observing its social function of coordinating diverse actions. Rather than
expressing something which is pre-conceived and personal, language should be taken
by other persons as an indicator of future actions or intensions.42 Thus, a category
of linguistic motives is needed to help to explain linguistic behaviour.
For Mills, motives may be considered as typical vocabularies having ascertainable
functions in delimited societal situations. Rather than fixed elements in an individual,
motives are the terms with which interpretation of behaviour by social actors
proceeds. In other words, Mills suggest that while analysing ones discourse, we
should not take the indicated reason of an actor by its literal meaning, since the
differing reasons people give for their actions are not themselves without reasons.43
Conversations may be concerned with the factual features of a situation as they are
seen or believed to be, or on the contrary, it may seek to integrate and promote a set
of diverse social actions with reference to the situation and its normative pattern of
expectations  this is when persuasive or dissuasive speech and vocabulary arise.
And institutionally different situations have different vocabularies of motive to
appropriate their behaviour.
Furthermore, motives and actions very often originate not from within but from
the situation in which individuals find themselves. It transfers the focus of analyses
from the question how into the question why that is answerable in terms of a
situation and its typical vocabulary of motives. A satisfactory or adequate motive is
one that satisfies the questioners of an act or program, whether it is the others or
the actors. Therefore, a stable motive is an ultimate in justificatory conversation,
which can be used to vindicate present, future or past actions.
When they appeal to others involved in ones act, motives become strategies of
action. In many social actions, others must agree, tacitly or explicitly. Thus, acts are
often abandoned if no reason can be found that others will accept.44
While studying womens rights, womens empowerment or narratives challenging
them, one cannot disassociate from this interpretation of linguistic behaviour. Since
rhetoric articulated in the form of words or images shall not be only be understood
42
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as an expression of personal or communal opinions, but also as an intention, motive
or call for action. This vocabulary of motives, full of vernacular meanings, is being
operated towards an implementation of actions. The use of a linguistic behaviour
theory can be used for analysing womens empowerment and engagement actions,
justificatory vocabularies for misbehaviour, and the use of womens representations
for persuasive or dissuasive motives in other social contexts.
One of the best examples of such graffiti usage is the project Women on Walls
(WOW), with clearly articulated an agenda to promote womens rights. At that time
when the project started in the beginning of 2013, the graffiti already had great
popularity as an attractive revolutionary phenomenon, and thus a group of concerned
activists and graffiti artists decided to use it as a means to promote womens rights
and empowerment. This initiative was organized by a female European journalist.
After years spent in the Middle East, publishing books with collections of graffiti
works from Gaza and the Egyptian revolution, she became an active advocate of
womens rights in Egypt, publishing books and organizing events on the topic. The
Women on Walls (WOW) project, funded by international donors, organized a
programme that allowed many established Egyptian graffiti artists to create graffiti
works in four major Egyptian cities. The whole course of the project had a clear
deliberate agenda to promote womens empowerment that included monetary
remunerations  and thus illustrated significant deviations from the conventional
understanding of graffiti that is both free and not structured.
The graffiti works created under the WOW umbrella normally included rather
artistic images of famous Egyptian women or mythical figures that were meant to
symbolize the strength of female emancipation. Apart from this, the projects
organizers exercised a decisive and scrupulous, rhetorical critique towards Salafist
and Islamist movements (their implicit adversaries on the womens rights cause).
After the damage and apparent vandalism of one of the WOW graffiti works in
Alexandria, this act was condemned by the WOW Facebook page as an Islamist
attack on women rights. On another occasion, under the image of an unfinished
graffiti work in Luxor, a comment was added declaring the picture to be: Unfinished
because a mob  led by a drug addict  made a lot of noise about this wall concerning
the strength of women acting against Islam. These and other comments on official
WOW Facebook page means of communication created an impression of a project
fighting for womens rights against Islamists, that were called vandals and drug
addicts and their actions of entering the graffiti sphere were criticized and
understood as immoral and illegitimate. This was in contrast to graffitists that
were always referred to as artists pushing for the right values and their work
therefore, had to be preserved and protected within this dynamic environment.
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