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Abstract

The main objective of the article is to examine the Arab revolutions in the early
2010s in a context of establishing democracy, in order to determine what les-
sons can be learned from the experiences. It starts with an overview of the revo-
lutionary movement - the Arab Spring, that swelled across the MENA region,
overthrowing some long-standing authoritarian regimes. Next, it analyzes the
uprisings to indicate political, economic and social successes and failures in parts
of the region. Finally, in the summary of the study, based on the conducted ex-
amination, the author discusses the results of the analysis and explains why these
findings are important and thought-provoking.

Keywords: the Arab Spring, democracy, political system, terrorism, MENA

A historical perceptive of establishing democracy
in the Arab World

It is difficult to disagree with the statement that, as a rule, historical anniversa-
ries encourage scientists to evaluate. It is especially justified when they concern
important events such as revolutions or political upheavals that took place in the
past and caused significant changes of a political and economic nature. Today,
more than a decade after the Arab Spring, many are trying to answer the ques-
tion — why the installation of democracy in the Arab world' did not happen, as
many Arabs hoped. Moreover, the public wonders why as of today, the political,
economic and social situation in most countries participating in the Arab Spring
seems much worse than it was before its outbreak. Considering the fact that even
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world class scientific researchers who specialize in Middle East politics, such as
Marc Lynch? or Amaney A. Jamal® have tried to answer this question and have
not found an unequivocal answer, it might be worth going back not a decade,
but more than half a century into the past and noticing some important facts
about the topic of democracy in Arab states. After all, it is agreed that historical
perspective is a simple but crucial tool in understanding the present context of social
research?, and therefore can produce additional explanation to the dilemma. Yet
at the beginning of the examination, it is essential to define what developments
must occur for democracy to take place.

The main analytical tool for the study is historical analysis, and the author will
primarily rely on the secondary sources in the research, such as articles and books
on the subject. It is an intention of the author to uncover historical information
about a topic of democracy in the Arab World and broaden the understanding of
the idea by exposing it to others’ perspectives and interpretations. Consequently,
historical perspective is the author’s methodological approach.

According to Samuel Huntington democratic regimes have usually been intro-
duced in independent countries through one or some combination of two processes’,
replacement and/or transformation. The author specifies: ,Replacement” occurs
when an authoritarian regime collapses or is over-thrown as a result of military de-
feat, economic disaster, or the withdrawal of support from it by substantial groups in
the population. Its leaders are killed, imprisoned, flee the country, or withdraw from
politics®. Transformation on the other hand, takes place when the elites within an
authoritarian system conclude that, for some reason or another, that system which
they have led and presumably benefited from no longer meets their needs or those of
their society. They hence take the lead in modifying the existing political system and
transforming it into a democratic one’. Did any of the processes that Huntington
defines take place in the Arab world after the countries gained independence?

Since the Second World War the MENA region has experienced many so-
cial, economic and political developments. First, the world witnessed Arab na-
tionalism in the 1950s and 1960s, generally linked to Egypt and its charismatic
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president Gamal Abdel Nasser. Following that period, Islamic fundamentalism
took place in the 1970s and 1980s. Fundamentalist have overthrown the Shah
in Iran; caused a civil war in Algeria; triggered a near-civil war in Egypt, and
produced the downfall of the Soviet occupation in Afghanistan. Finally, econom-
ic and political liberalization since the late 1980s, represented among others by
Libyan leader Muammar Qadhafi’s ,,Perestroika™. In the Arab world the process
of transformation that Huntington identifies began when a cohort of democratic
reformers appeared as agents of change during the third wave of liberalization and
later spearheaded the Arab Spring by promoting democratic values and encouraging
protesters to continue to struggle for regime change®. For example, in Tunisia newly
elected President Ben Ali amended the constitution, ,,freed” the press, and limit-
ed the presidential term. In Egypt, Hosni Mubarak enabled more political parties
to participate in general elections. In Libya, however, Muammar al-Kaddafi was
against sharing the political power with any of his political opponents.

It is believed that in the second phase, the democratic transformation process
would take further steps when democratic reformers replaced standpatters in the
authoritarian regime and succeeded in maintaining greater control over the process
of decision-making and regime change', yet none of these transformations oc-
curred in the Arab world as the rulers did not allow the changes to take place.
In Tunisia and in Egypt, neither Ali nor Mubarak were willing to continue the
process of democratization with the necessary, considerable measures. Similarly,
the failure of liberalization, which Huntington calls as the third phase of trans-
formation, also did not take place in the Arab world, but the forth phase — back-
ward legitimacy whereby democratic reformers attempt to neutralize the internal
opposition of the regime’s standpatters by weakening, reassuring, and coercing some
of them to change sides' has occurred in Egypt - the army collaborated with the
democratic activists in order to overthrow Mubarak. Concluding, as one can see,
despite certain shift from authoritarianism to democracy that has occurred in
the Arab world after the World War II, the changes that took place in countries
such as Egypt, Syria, Libya or Yemen did not produce democracy. The question
remains — why democracy did not happen?

It is believed that the preconditions for democratization can be clustered into
four comprehensive categories: economic, social, external, and cultural. Accord-
ingly, in the opinion of Samuel Huntington, the rise of democracy in a society is
aided by a number of factors: (...) higher levels of economic well-being; the absence
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of extreme inequalities in wealth and income; greater social pluralism, including
particularly a strong and autonomous bourgeoisie; a more market-oriented econo-
my; greater influence vis-a-vis the society of existing democratic states; and a cul-
ture that is less monistic and more tolerant of diversity and compromise'>. Other
scientists, such as Hans Stockton, Uk Heo & Kwang H. Ro support Huntington’s
reasoning, yet clarify that based on their findings, only economic prosperity helps
successful democratic installation... economic and social development may occur
simultaneously, although economic development rather than social development ac-
counts more for democratic installation". It is hard not to agree with the research-
es; after all Seymour Lipset, as early as 1959 underlined that people democratize
as they modernize, and he emphasized in his work a strong connection between
the rise of per capita income and representative government'*. However, based
on the results of the studies conducted on the obstacles to democracy in the Arab
Countries before the Arab Spring began, the economic determinant should be
combined with the cultural®. According to Brigitte Weiffen, in the Arab world
exists the cultural-economic syndrome which well explains the Middle East long
resistance to democratization. The syndrome is closely related to the oil wealth
and the elites who govern it. The scientist clarifies her way of reasoning by div-
ing the Arab world into three categories: Muslim states without oil wealth, oil-
wealthy states without Islamic influence, and countries where oil wealth and
Islamic cultural tradition are at work. Weiffen explains that In Muslim states with-
out oil wealth, economic modernization usually takes place sooner or later, and its
effects, complemented by globalization and the diffusion of liberal and democratic
ideas associated with it place democratic reforms on the political agenda'. On the
other hand, In oil-wealthy states without Islamic influence... no mechanism able
to replace governmental resource distribution with religious welfare organizations
and material well-being with spiritual fulfillment and self-affirmation is at work,
so that in times of crisis there is no alternative to finding a genuinely political solu-
tion". Finally, in Arab countries where oil prosperity and Islamic cultural tradi-
tion are at work, religious doctrine, political authoritarianism and wealth generated
by external rents mutually reinforce each other in blocking the democratic option:
People are neither free nor in need to pursue political representation'®. Therefore,
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returning to the main question — why democracy did not happen in the Arab
countries after they gained independence, some as Weiffen believe it is because of
the cultural-economic syndrome. Simply put, Arab people were satisfied with their
lives and consequently felt no need for political participation. Until the social con-
tract broke'® and the Arab Spring began.

The social contract represented the ,,unwritten pact” between the government
and its people in the Arab world. For many years, governments of the Arab coun-
tries provided jobs, free education and Health care, and subsidized food and fuel,
in return for the subdued voice of the population®. Starting in 2000s, especially
the Arab middle class began to be frustrated. The anger was related to the fall-
ing standards of living, the deficiency of formal-sector jobs, dissatisfaction with
the quality of public services, and progressive corruption*. What has worked for
a long time - ended, and the social contract was broken. Consequently, it is be-
lieved that The Arab Spring and its aftermath indicates the need for a new social
contract, one where government promotes private-sector jobs and accountability in
service delivery, and citizens are active participants in the economy and society®. If
the reasoning is correct, then Mohamed Bouazizi, who certainly did not repre-
sented the Arab middle class, but the poorest, by setting himself on fire in protest
for the wrongdoing triggered the Arab Spring, happened to be not the cause of
what turned out to be a massive rebellion movement, but ,,the ignition” of it.

The Arab Spring:
the genesis of the revolutionary movement

Over a decade ago, a very poor street vendor - Mohamed Bouazizi, who made
living by selling fruits and vegetables from a cart on the streets of a city Side
Bouzid, Tunisia, and that way supported his whole family, was routinely checked
by market inspectors for the permit. The control showed that on that day Mo-
hamed Bouazizi did not have the necessary document. In response the officials
confiscated some of the vendor’s goods, depriving him of the only way to make
a living. Moreover, some witnessed that during the confrontation the seller was
publicly humiliated by a female police officer who even slapped the humble men,
which has been an obvious humiliation to Mohamed Bouazizi. Angry, Bouazizi
went to the local governor’s office to protest but was denied a hearing with the
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official. Later the same day, Mohamed Bouazizi conducted the horrifying act of
self-immolation by setting himself on fire outside the governor’s office. Sustaining
major injuries to his body, Mohamed Bouazizi died a few days later.

Bouazizi’s act of desperation, automatically triggered massive protests demon-
strations in Tunisia. People opposed very high unemployment, inflation, corrup-
tion and a lack of freedom of speech. In result, police and security forces reacted
and caused the death of 338 people while over two thousand injured. However,
this did not stop the demonstrates from the fight that eventually led to the ousting
of longtime president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. The success of Tunisians inspired
similar actions throughout the Arab world. The rallies extended to other Arab
countries: Libya, Yemen, Egypt, Syria, and Bahrain. Long time rulers such as Zine
El Abidine Ben Ali, Muammar Gaddafi, Hosni Mubarak, and Ali Abdullah Saleh
were overthrown. More countries joined the Arab Spring. Major demonstrations
took place in Morocco, Iraq, Algeria, Oman, Iranian Khuzestan, Lebanon, Jor-
dan, Kuwait and Sudan. There were also some form of protests in Palestine and
Saudi Arabia among others.

Up to date, there have been conducted numerous studies of the uprisings to
indicate political, economic and social gains and failures in parts of the region.
While some think tanks’ analysists such as those associated with Council on For-
eign Relations indicate that the lives of people in Arab Spring countries have im-
proved in certain aspects but worsened in others®, other researchers tend to rather
highlight the negatives aspects of the uprising over the positive ones, particularly
when it comes to establishing better governance and improved economic perfor-
mance* in the countries where the protests have taken place.

Political, economic and social successes and failures
of the Arab Spring

The studies indicate that In every country, more than half of all respondents placed
the need for ,,improving economic conditions” among the trio of main causes of the
demonstrations®. To illustrate the point, for example In Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and
Tunisia, the figure clustered around 70 percent. What troubles the most is the very
high unemployment rate among young Arab people. Studies show that the youth

» K. Robinson, W. Merrow, The Arab Spring at Ten Years: What's the Legacy of the Uprisings,
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unemployment rate is even as high as 80% in some areas®. Economic freedom
does not exists in the Arab countries. The government policies make it very hard
to start a formal business because they entail many tough to pass administrative
steps. In addition, the state fails in providing the education and training necessary
to prosper in a wide variety of industries?. In result, Frustration among the youth
population because of lack of jobs and other economic opportunities make them
prone to protests™.

As for better governance, in eight of the nine countries more than half of the
respondents called anger at ,,state corruption” one of the three main causes of
the Arab Spring®. The large-scale corruption has developed predominately dur-
ing the privatization of the public sector, and in turn dramatically weekend the
rulers’ accountability regarding fundamental economic activities. The industrial,
commercial and financial leaders become an intrinsic part of the government elite
ot, worse, members of the government elite become the industrial, commercial and
financial leaders without thought to their qualification and suitability®®. Studies
indicate that Around 90% of the Arab Transformations Survey respondents think
there is strong corruption in state agencies and institutions (Libya is a little lower,
at 73%), and between a third and 45% think the state is doing little or nothing to
eradicate it*'. Bribery is present not only in the business sector but also in other
places such as free health care services, and allocation of jobs agencies. Surveys
confirm that 35% of Egyptians said they had paid a bribe at least once, and 36% of
Moroccans®. Moreover, researchers point out that Bribery in some societies turns
to be a way of life as, due to abysmal economic performance and institutions, it
becomes the only way to access public services. Even in most societies where brib-
ery is condemned and unacceptable, it is meant to be invisible, and its victims are
not easily identifiable®. The result of the massive corruption in the Arab coun-
tries is that there is virtually no public trust in the Government, Parliament, local
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government, the police and the legal system*. Replacing the old regimes with the
new administration in countries such as Egypt did not end the corruption, but
strengthen it. The only exception is Tunisia, a country in which the uprising has
helped with the establishment of constitutional democratic power. In the coun-
try where the Arab Spring started, over 95% said they have never been offered an
incentive®.

As for social policy development in the Arab world after the Arab Spring, the
MENA countries vary substantially. At one end there are countries like Yemen
which has underdeveloped social infrastructure, while at the other end there are
oil rich countries such as Kuwait with advanced social structure. The low educa-
tion level characterizes the poor parts of the Arab world with countries such as
Yemen, Lebanon, Iraq and Palestine. The reports from those nations identify the
lack of resources, gender disparity, rural-urban/regional inequalities, and below-par
teaching standards as common barriers to attaining good quality universal primary
education®. It is reported that in countries such as Egypt and Morocco the basic
public services such as the right of use to education and health-care is distributed
favoring the elite groups rather than seeing them as the rights of every citizen®.
Research on adult literacy and expected years of schooling warns that although
the MENA region has made massive improvements since the 1980s, more than
one in ten adults in countries such as Yemen, Egypt and Morocco has not re-
ceived any education®. The elites, which remain the deciding force in construct-
ing and implementing the social policy, profit themselves — not the ones who
need the services most. In addition to the corrupt dominant players, it is the
lack of political stability that prevents the proper development of adequate social
policy in the analyzed region. One of the reasons why the Arab world after the
Arab Spring lacks a solid and secure governance is the existence of various ter-
rorist organizations headed by the Islamic State — ISIS, which are present in the
region and terrorize the societies.

Researchers emphasize that The instability brought about by the Arab Spring
created a unique opening for ISIS to capture territory, establish recruitment net-
works, and fund its organization on a scale never seen before by a modern terrorist
organization®. Fledgling democracies in countries such as Tunisia do not have
strong enough bureaucracies to support governance in the fight against the ter-
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rorists who destabilize the region and have a very negative impact in the coun-
tries’ economies. The numbers speak for themselves; Between 2007 and 2021,
the largest number of deaths from terrorism was recorded in the MENA region,
at more than 49,000 deaths*. Terrorist groups were particularly active in Iraq,
Syria, Egypt, Tunisia, and Algeria. One of the consequences of their activity is the
decline in tourism, especially in Egypt and Tunisia, countries well-know in the
industry and eagerly visited by tourists. To illustrate the point, after the terrorist
attacks which took place in 2015 and in 2016 (an attack on a Russian airliner, the
explosion at the hotel in Al-Arisz, an attack on a tour, an attack in Bella-Vista
hotel in Hurghada) the number of tourists visiting Egypt in 2016 decreased by
almost 50% in comparison to 2015*. In Tunisia terrorist attacks that took place
have also catastrophically weakened tourism. In March 2015 two terrorists killed
at the Bardo National Museum twenty four tourists from Japan, Poland, Tunisia,
Spain, Colombia, Belgium, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, and Italy; and
two months later two attackers opened fire and killed thirty eight European tour-
ists on the hotel beach in Sousse — one of the most stylish Tunisian resorts, the
number of tourists from Germany decreased by 44% and by 85% from the United
Kingdom®*. As of today, even thou the number of tourists visiting countries where
terrorist attacks took place in the past increases, conducted surveys indicate that
the Arab countries still suffer a drop in the number of arrivals of foreign tourists,
reduction in the income generated by tourism, decline in employment in tourism
and the general slowdown in the development of tourism®.

As for political successes of the Arab Spring, there are three main facts that
have to be pointed out. First, the dictators in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Libya
were forced out. Second, in Tunisia transition to democracy took place. And
third, the Arab Spring surely has overseen a transition from an old-school au-
thoritarianism to a reformed version of authoritarianism without losing its ro-
bustness. Out of the three political accomplishments of the Arab Spring, the Tu-
nisian case is heavily discussed recently due to the society’s disillusionment. The
reports reveal that even thou as some say Tunisia has emerged as the one success
story of the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings*, the country’s transition is still weak.
Studies indicate that in 2013 over 70 percent of Tunisians were for democracy, yet
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in 2019 just 46 percent approved®. In 2022 the figure has dropped to 41 percent*.
Moreover, it is worrying that an increasing part of the Tunisian society is even
beginning to miss authoritarian rule. If that is true, and the number of those who
wish the transition to democracy wound have never happened continue to rise,
the fairly young democracy might break down. While military coup in Tunisia is
rather doubtful, primarily because the Tunisian military possesses both, politi-
cal influence and substantial financial resources, the election of a strongman who
dismantles democracy from within’ is more probable. The current political situa-
tion in the country is alarming. President Kais Saied’s political moves such as the
introduction of the emergency law under article 80 of the constitution, making
the president eligible to rule by decree, might indicate the beginning of a return
to the state of authoritarianism®. It is believed that The road followed by Kais
Saied might lead to the legitimation of a new authority based on a strong personal
leadership, a new ra ’is or za ‘im, who is the personification of the stereotype of the
Arab society where the charismatic ,,big man” reduces politics to his personality and
inclinations®. If President Saied does follow the path of authoritarianism, the Tu-
nisian dictatorship may return.

Conclusion

To recapitulate, there are some thought-provoking observations that can be made
from a decade of the Arab world’s experiences after the Arab Spring happened.
The first lesson is that the road to democracy is rough and that it takes time. The
Arab countries might require to go through what Samuel Huntington calls a two-
turnover test>. In his view, a true democratic country must have experienced
two peaceful transitions of power. The scientist indicates five phases in a typical
transition: 1) the rise of reformers, 2) the coming of reformers into positions of
power, 3) the fiasco of early reformers, 4) the subduing of displaced supporters
of the authoritarian regime, and 5) and the inclusion of new sectors®'. Following
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Huntington’s reasoning and assuming that the Arab Spring is a process, then we
must wait for another transition to take place in other countries where the au-
tocrats were overthrown: Egypt, Yemen and Libia. Hopefully when the process
carries over, the nations will fully transition to democracy.

The second remark discovered is that the Arab Spring uprisings have aston-
ished both the Arab world and the West. Social scientists and political analysts in-
dicate that we were all taken by surprise and in result the West was not prepared
for the events that started in 2011 in Tunisia®. The Arab Spring was very hard to
predict for two reasons. First, the uprisings were difficult to foresee because of
what Timur Kuran calls a preference falsification, which does not mean that peo-
ple do not reveal their private preferences but rather whether an individual who
opposes a regime would join some kind of movement against it if a certain number
of others did so as well*. History showed that while some joined the revolutionary
undertaking, others did not. At the end, the Arab Spring did not spread to Jordan,
Algeria or Saudi Arabia. The fact indicates that the distribution of revolutionary
thresholds in those countries was simply not conducive to mass uprisings — although,
again, no one could have foreseen just where and how far the Arab Spring would
travel. Second, the revolutions were hard to forecast because many including the
academics and even the activists believed that the region’s rulers were competent
of overcoming any probable threat®. As we know today, that was not the case -
the dictators were overthrown.

Finally, the third lesson of the Arab Spring is to give due attention not so much
to transition to democracy as to the resilience of authoritarianism under the nexus
of the internal and the global politico-economic realities”’. The examples of power-
ful states such as Russia, Turkey and China prove that democracy and authori-
tarianism are not mutually limited categories®. The observation can be applied to
the Arab world countries as well. It is believed that before the Arab Spring began,
countries such as Egypt, Syria, Tunisia or Libya were not solely authoritarian, but
represented rather a ,,authoritarian—-democratic hybrid”*. Today, in 2022, eleven
years after the uprisings took place, one can still observe the presence of both -
democracy and authoritarianism in those nations. Even in Tunisia, the only Arab
country that has been able transition to democracy, the political developments
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that take place under President Kais Saied suggest that the country is a good ex-
ample of the ,hybrid”.

The question is: has the Arabs fight for democracy been lost? Looking
back over a decade ago, the answers is yes, but as some imply ,this defeat is
temporary”®. Despite the existence of various political, economic and social fail-
ures in the region, raging from corruption and poor economic conditions, to the
abuse of human laws and acts of terrorism, the establishment of a democratic re-
gime, however flailing and imperfect, has given an unforgettable taste for freedom
to the younger generations and influential sections of society such as journalists,
lawyers, NGO activists, and so on®'. During the Arab Spring a lot of young people
took to the streets in order to show their frustration with the rulers. The interna-
tional community must support them in the fight for democracy, because their
future existence depends on it. People should be able to control their own lives,
and decide for themselves. As of today, ten years after the uprisings of the Arab
Spring shook the world, the people who stoop up to oppose the regimes, continue
the fight for their basic democratic rights.

Abstrakt
Andrzej Demczuk
Demokracja i Arabska Wiosna. Skutki rewolucji w $wiecie arabskim

Gléwnym celem artykutu jest zbadanie arabskich rewolucji na poczatku 2010 r.
w kontekscie ustanowienia demokracji, w celu ustalenia jakie wnioski mozna wy-
ciggna¢ z tych doswiadczen. Praca rozpoczyna si¢ od przegladu ruchu rewolucyj-
nego — Arabskiej Wiosny, ktdra rozrosla si¢ w regionie MENA, obalajac niektére
wieloletnie rezimy autorytarne. Nastgpnie analizuje wystapienia, aby wskazac
sukcesy i porazki polityczne, gospodarcze i spoteczne w niektorych czesciach re-
gionu. Wreszcie w podsumowaniu, na podstawie przeprowadzonych badan, autor
omawia wyniki analizy i wyjasnia, dlaczego wyniki te sa wazne i sktaniajg do
refleksji.

Slowa kluczowe: Arabska Wiosna, demokracja, system polityczny, terroryzm,
MENA
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