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The first edition of this book, which might also be subtitled “How I
Spent My Summer Vacation,” came about as a result of two phenom-
ena. First, the Libyan uprising. Having completed a project on Syrian
history, I decided to turn my sights 1,336 miles to the west to look at
Libya—specifically how the Italian invasion of Libya in 1911 affected the
inhabitants of the Arab east. Since the process of obtaining a Libyan
visa was long and, to put it mildly, quirky, I had begun making travel ar-
rangements in the fall of 2010 for a research trip the following summer.
Then came the uprising, the government’s brutal attempt to suppress
it, and a six-month civil war, which tilted in favor of the rebels only
in August 2011. Discretion being the better part of valor, I decided to
abandon my travel plans and find another way to practice my craft (his-
tory) during my vacation.

The second phenomenon has to do with Los Angeles being a com-
munications hub abounding in educational institutions and civic asso-
ciations. After the Egyptian uprising demonstrated that the Tunisian
uprising was no fluke, I began receiving requests for interviews and
media appearances from as near as the local affiliates of the major
American networks and as far away as Brasilia and Beijing. I also
received requests for presentations from institutions as diverse as
Pomona College and the Santa Monica Rotary Club. As of this writing,
1 have done nearly two hundred interviews and made close to seventy
presentations. The requests for interviews and presentations forced me
to think critically about what was going on in the Arab world, par-
ticularly how history informs what is going on there, and to hone a
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As far as a dedication is concerned, the choice is as obvious for the
second edition as it was for the first: to all those who are still searching
for heroes, I would suggest they look to the Arab world. Since December
2010 (and in many cases before), tens of thousands of men, women,
and children have faced death on a daily basis to end the nightmare of
oppression that all too many outside observers had written off as their
destiny. This book is dedicated to them.
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1

A REVOLUTIONARY WAVE?

What is the Arab world?

The phrase Arab world might be defined in two ways. First, it refers to
a geographical expanse that stretches from North Africa to the western
border of Iran (west to east), and from the southern border of Turkey
to the Horn of Africa (north to south). The Arab world includes twenty-
two states: Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan,
Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, the Palestinian
Territories (recognized in 2012 as a non-member observer state of the
United Nations), Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia,
the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. The predominant language in
the region is Arabic.

The phrase Arab world also refers to the cultural world in which the
inhabitants of the region, and others who identify with that cultural
world, live.

Is the Arab world homogeneous?

Most inhabitants of the Arab world are Arabic-speaking Muslims. Nev-
ertheless, the term Arab world masks the fact that the inhabitants in
the region are not homogeneous. For example, Muslims are divided

5% Page10f210 » Location 183 of 4202

into two main branches, Shi'is and Sunnis. The split between the two
branches of Islam occurred early on in Islamic history over a dispute
about who should lead the Islamic community after the death of the
prophet Muhammad. Over time, each branch also developed its own
sets of rituals, traditions, and beliefs. Most Arabs are Sunni, but two
Arab countries (Iraq and Bahrain) have Shi'i majorities, and there are
substantial numbers of Shi'is in Lebanon, Yemen, Kuwait, and Saudi
Arabia. Since both rulers and their opponents in the Arab and wider
Islamic worlds sometimes exploit the Sunni-Shi’i divide for their own
benefit, it is necessary to know that there is a difference between the
two branches of Islam. Knowing the contrasting sets of rituals, tradi-
tions, and beliefs is irrelevant for understanding the uprisings.

In addition to Shi'is and Sunnis, there are other Muslim sects in the
Arab world. For example, the ruling group in Syria draws from the
Alawite sect, which comprises about 13 percent of the Syrian popula-
tion. There is also a substantial Christian population in the Arab world,
including Maronite Christians in Lebanon, Coptic Christians in Egypt,
and Orthodox Christians throughout the region.

Linguistic and ethnic minorities also live in the Arab world. Berbers,
for example, make up about half the population of Morocco and about
a third of the population of Algeria. Tunisia and Libya host Berber com-
munities as well. Kurds living in the Arab world inhabit Syria and Iraq.
Both groups have their own languages. Discrimination (and worse) has
increased the sense of Berber and Kurdish identity among members of
each group.

Why do Arab

identify with one anothe

One of the most interesting aspects of the Arab uprisings has been how
the actions of Egyptians, for example, captured the imagination of the
inhabitants of Libya, Yemen, Syria, and elsewhere. Besides a shared
language, a number of factors have increased the likelihood that the in-
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habitants of the region would identify with a broader Arab community.
There is a sense of shared history and experiences that school systems
and intellectuals encourage. There is poetry, (Egyptian) soap operas,
and movies that Arabs throughout the region, and throughout the
world, share. This is why the adage “Egyptians write books, Lebanese
publish them, and Iragis read them” rings true. There are regional as-
sociations, such as the Arab League and the Gulf Cooperation Council;
regional development funds, such as the Arab Monetary Fund and the
Arab Fund for Social and Economic Development; and a few linger-
ing pan-Arab political parties, such as the ruling Baath Party of Syria,
whose slogan remains “unity, freedom, socialism” (even if its actual
commitment to unity is no more serious than its current commitment
to socialism). There is the widespread opposition to American activities
in the region, notably the 2003 invasion of Iraq and America’s backing
of Israel, which unites many of the inhabitants of the region, as well as
the widespread support for the Palestinian cause. And there is the re-
markable growth of Arabic-language media, such as the satellite televi-
sion channel al-Jazeera, which began broadcasting in 1996 and remains
the most popular source for news in the region. During the Egyptian
uprising, more Egyptians got their news from the Qatar-based channel
than from any other news source.

It is important to differentiate between, on the one hand, what might
be called an “imagined Arab community” that exists in the heads of
those who identify themselves as Arab and, on the other, Arab nation-
alism. Just because people might identify themselves as Arab does not
mean they necessarily want to renounce their Egyptian or Lebanese
citizenship, for example, in favor of citizenship in a pan-Arab state. As
a matter of fact, the (pan-)Arab nationalism of the 1950s, which politi-
cians promoted to thwart real and imagined “imperialist conspiracies,”
has for the most part dissipated over the decades as more and more
people came to identify with the states in which they live. As recent
events in the region attest, however, an Arab identity has not dissi-
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pated. This is one reason the inhabitants of the region have followed
the uprisings in neighboring countries with such interest and, in some
cases, sought to emulate them.

What was political life in the Arab world like on

the eve of the uprisings?

In 2000, the Regional Bureau for Arab States of the United Nations
Development Programme commissioned a group of scholars and policy
makers to assess the state of human development in the Arab world.
1t published the first Arab Human Development Report in 2002, then
followed it up with four others.* Overall, the reports provide a scathing
assessment of political, economic, and social conditions in the Arab
world in the period leading up to the uprisings.

In terms of politics, the 2002 report begins its assessment in this
manner:

There is a substantial lag between Arab countries and other regions
in terms of participatory governance. The wave of democracy that
transformed governance in most of Latin America and East Asia
in the 1980s and Eastern Europe and much of Central Asia in the
late 1980s and early 1990s has barely reached the Arab States. This

The reports cite a number of characteristics political systems in the
region held in common on the eve of the uprisings:

« When it came to civil liberties, political rights, and independence of
media, only Jordan ranked above the international mean (Kuwait
ranked exactly at the mean).

« When it came to the quality of public services and the bureaucracy
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and independence of civil service, only eight of the twenty Arab
states surveyed ranked above the international mean.

When it came to public perceptions of corruption (graft, bribery,
cronyism), ten out of the seventeen Arab states surveyed ranked
above the international mean.

The 2004 report categorized almost all Arab states as “black-hole
states,” in which the executive branch of the government is so pow-
erful that it “converts the surrounding social environment into a
setting in which nothing moves and from which nothing escapes.”

In states in which there was no dynastic succession (such as
Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen), presidents regularly modified
constitutionally mandated term limits. In Syria, the rubber-stamp
parliament amended the constitution so that the underage son of
the former president might assume the presidency.

To garner support, most Arab governments resorted to the
“legitimacy of blackmail” (more accurately rendered “legitimacy by
blackmail”); that is, most presented themselves as the only bul-
wark standing between the citizenry and Islamism or chaos. (The
terms Islamism and Islamic movements embrace a grab bag of
associations, parties, and governments that seek to order their so-
cieties according to what they consider to be Islamic principles.
The term Islamist refers to those who profess those principles.
Some Islamists choose to participate in politics to achieve this end;
others do not. Some believe Islamic principles provide them with a
striet roadmap to be followed without deviation; others treat those
principles more gingerly.)

Most Arab states tightly restricted the formation of political par-
ties. For example, interior ministers or government committees in
Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and Jordan had to authorize the formation
of any new party. The Gulf states and Libya dealt with the issue of
political parties simply by banning them.

Seventeen of the nineteen Arab states surveyed required newspa-

g mw o
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pers to be licensed; there was pre-censorship in eleven states.

« Syrians had been living under a state of emergency since 1963,
Egyptians since 1981, Algerians since 1992, Iragis since 2004,
Palestinians since 2007, and Sudanese since 2008 (2005 in the
Darfur region of Sudan). A state of emergency strips citizens of
such fundamental rights as habeas corpus and the right to assem-
ble, authorizes extraordinary courts and suspension of constitu-
tions, and expands even further the powers of the bloated executive
branch of government. Although some constitutions guaranteed
such fundamental rights as the sanctity of the home and freedom
of expression, most guarantees of this kind were empty promises.
In some states, the constitution was ambiguous when it came to
rights. Other constitutions delegated the definition of rights to the
government. And still other constitutions subordinated rights to an
official ideology (such as to the principles of Arab socialism) or na-
tional unity.

« In its 2008 report, the Arab Organization for Human Rights cited
seven states—Iraq, Syria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Jordan,
Kuwait—and the governing authorities in the West Bank and Gaza
for regularly torturing interned prisoners; the United Nations High
Commission for Human Rights also threw in Algeria, Bahrain, Mo-
rocco, and Tunisia, for good measure.

« “State security courts,” operating with unclear jurisdictional limits,
imprecise procedural guidelines, and no oversight, existed in a
number of Arab states. Not that it always mattered: eleven states
(Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Saudi Ara-
bia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Yemen) allowed extrajudicial deten-
tions.

g mw o

As far as political participation is concerned, on the eve of the
uprisings The Economist reported that not one Arab state fit into the
categories of “full” or even “flawed” democracies according to its an-
nual “Democracy Index.” The highest ranked Arab state was Lebanon,
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whose score placed it no. 86 among 163 states worldwide. Along with
Palestine and Iraq (nos. 93 and 111, respectively), it was one of only
three states in the region that fell into the category “hybrid democra-
cies.” In hybrid democracies, elections have substantial irregularities,
there is widespread corruption, and civil society is weak. The Economist
placed the remaining nineteen members of the Arab League within the
category of “authoritarian regimes.” Of these, the lowest ranked was
Saudi Arabia, which tied with Equatorial Guinea for the dubious dis-
tinction of sixth most undemocratic state in the world. Overall, the Arab
world had the lowest composite score of any region.

Why have authoritarian governments been so

common in the Arab world?

For years, historians and political scientists speculated about the cul-
tural or social origins of authoritarianism in the Arab world. Some
pointed to Islam, arguing that it was not compatible with democracy or
human rights. Others looked to family structure, arguing that a state
dominated by a single (male) figure simply reproduced the patriarchy
of the typical Arab family.

Today, few historians and social scientists take these explanations,
or any single explanation, seriously. There is no reason to assume that
Islam is any more or less compatible with democracy and human rights
than Christianity or Judaism, for example. There is also no reason to
assume that all Muslims approach their Islam in the same way, read the
same meanings into their Islam, or even apply at all principles derived
from Islam in their daily lives. Then there are counterexamples, such
as Indonesia (the world’s most populous Muslim country) and Turkey;
both are democracies, although with flaws (increasingly noticeable in
the case of Turkey). And a state is not simply a family writ large.

Although there is no single explanation for the prevalence of authori-
tarian governments in the Arab world, historians and political scientists
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have offered two partial explanations with which many experts agree.
The first has to do with the Arab state’s control over resources, the sec-
ond with American foreign policy.

States in the Arab world are highly dependent on a source of revenue
called by economists “rent.” Economists define rent as income acquired
by states from sources other than taxation. Some economists call states
that are dependent on rent for a certain proportion of their income
“rentier states”; others call them “allocation states” because the states
distribute the rent they receive to favored clients and projects.

The most lucrative source for rent in the Arab world is, of course, oil.
Some Arab states derive well over 9o percent of their revenues from oil.
But even Arab states not usually associated with oil production, such as
Egypt and Syria, have an inordinate dependence on rent. In 2010, rent
accounted for 40 percent of Egypt’s revenue and 50 percent of Syria’s.
In the case of the former, the sale of oil provided $11 billion to the
national treasury, but there were other sources of rent as well. These
included American aid (about $1.6 billion) and Suez Canal tolls (about
$5 billion). Syria has traditionally derived rent both from oil and from
other states that fear its ability to cause trouble in the region (or that
wish to encourage this ability).

In no other region of the world are states as dependent on rent as

the state does not have to go hat in hand to its citizens for revenue, it
also ensures that the state will be the dominant economic actor. This
enables the state to attach itself to the population through ties of pa-
tronage. It also enables the state to buy off dissent. It was thus not out
of character when, in the wake of the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt
and unrest at home, other states in the Arab world attempted to bribe
their populations by offering them social benefits, pay raises, or higher
government subsidies on basic commodities in order to buy social
peace. In sum, rent reinforces a relationship between the state and the
citizens of the state that can be summed up in the phrase “benefits for
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compliance.”
The second parti
rule in the Arab worl

post—World War II period. American engagement with the region thus
coincided with the onset of the cold war, which defined American goals
there. Throughout the cold war, the United States sought to attain six

" Authoritarian regimes were useful in achieving all these goals. For
example, American policy makers believed only strong, authoritarian
regimes could bring about the rapid economic development necessary
to prevent their populations from “going communist.” Only strong,
authoritarian regimes such as that in Egypt could sign peace treaties
with Israel in the face of popular opposition to those treaties. And only
strong, authoritarian regimes that maintained a regional balance of
power could ensure the uninterrupted supply of oil to the United States
and its allies.

American support for autocrats was both direct and indirect. The
United States directly and indirectly supported military officers who
seized power in states throughout the region from the late 1940s
through the 1960s. For example, the United States backed (some say
sponsored) the first post-independence coup d’état in Syria—the first
coup in the Arab world following World War II—which overthrew a
democratically elected government. And, of course, the United States
directly and indirectly supported a host of autocratic kings and emirs.
This began even before the end of World War II, when Saudi Arabia be-
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came the only neutral state to receive Lend-Lease assistance.

When the cold war ended, the United States maintained five of
its six policy goals in the region; containing the Soviet Union, which
was dismantled in 1991, was, of course, no longer necessary. Hence,
the United States maintained its support for authoritarian regimes as
well. Thus it was that the United States headed the coalition liberat-
ing Kuwait from Iraq in 1991. And after 9/11, the United States added
another policy goal that turned out to be a further boon to friendly
autocrats: the United States declared a global war on terrorism. Auto-
crats such as Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, Ali Abdullah Saleh of Yemen,
and even Muammar Qaddafi of Libya managed to put themselves on
the side of angels by agreeing to accept and interrogate under torture
suspected terrorists (Mubarak), allow the United States to fight the war
on terror on his country’s soil (Saleh), and renounce weapons of mass
destruction (Qaddafi). Although President George W. Bush announced
his “freedom agenda” in 2003—a professed commitment to “drain the
swamp where terrorism breeds™ by promoting democratic change in
the region—the United States stuck with Mubarak and Saleh well past
their expiration date.

What was the state of the economy in the Arab

world on the eve of the uprisings?

The Arab world includes states such as Qatar, which in 2010 boasted
an annual per capita income of $88,232 (for the approximately 20
percent of the inhabitants who were citizens, not guest workers), and
Yemen (whose population earned an annual per capita income of about
$1,000 the same year). Simply put, states in the Arab world run the
gamut when it comes to wealth and poverty. Overall, oil exporters tend
toward the wealthy side of the spectrum, while states whose primary
source of income is not oil tend toward the poorer side. It is thus diffi-
cult to generalize about economic conditions. But it is also necessary to
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try, since the uprisings that have spread throughout the Arab world are
about economic as well as political conditions. This is the reason why
autocrats commonly attempted to prevent or defuse protests by making
i to their lations—a sure sign that they recog-
nize the role played by economic issues in promoting dissatisfaction.
In his address on the uprisings in May 2011, President Barack Obama
made the point that economic assistance to Tunisia and Egypt would be
necessary to ensure a smooth transition to democracy. He also stated
that such assistance would be a topic at the upcoming meeting of eight
industrialized countries (the G-8). In preparation for that meeting, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) put together a report on the state
of the economies in the Middle East and North Africa. The report
paints a fairly bleak picture:

« Over the course of the previous three decades, the growth of the
GDP in the region averaged 3 percent, while the GDP in the rest
of the developing world grew at the rate of 4.5 percent. (GDP—
or gross domestic product—is the total market value for finished
goods and services produced within a state or territory.) Between
1980 and 2010, per capita GDP grew at a rate of 0.5 percent annu-
ally, well below that of the 3 percent growth that marked the rest of
the developing world. To absorb the unemployed and new entrants
to the job market, the annual GDP would have to grow at a rate of
7.5 percent.

With the exception of oil and gas, exports have remained flat in
recent decades. The remainder of the developing world has more
than doubled its share of the international market since 1980. The
situation looks even worse when exports from oil importers in the
region are compared with exports from other regions. In 2009,
their exports reached only 28 percent of GDP, compared with 56
percent for the Asia Pacific region.

Close to 60 percent of the region’s exports go to Europe. This
indicates two problems. First, the only comparative advantage the
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region has is its proximity to Europe. Second, the region is isolated
from the global economy in general and from emerging markets
such as China in particular. (Other sources assert that outside sub-
Saharan Africa, the region is the least globalized in the world.)
The number of jobs grew 2 percent annually between 2000 and
2007. Overall, unemployment in countries for which data are avail-
able—Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and Tunisia—hovered be-
tween 10 and 12 percent (other sources put the unemployment rate
as high as 15 percent).

Overall, the report asserted that oil importing states would need
foreign grants and loans to the tune of $160 billion during 2011—
2013 to meet their obligations.

What benefits did Arab regimes originally
promise their populati ?2

Most states in the Arab world received their independence at roughly
the same time, during the post-World War II period. There was vari-
ation in government forms, of course. In many cases, although not
all, this had to do with the identity of the colonial power that had
been present before independence. The British, the preeminent power
in Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, and the Gulf, generally left behind monarchies
(Egypt was a kingdom until 1953, Iraq until 1958). The French, the
preeminent power in North Africa, Syria, and Lebanon, left behind a
short-lived monarchy in Tunisia and another in Morocco, along with re-
publics elsewhere.

In spite of the variation in government forms, however, the ruling
bargains states struck with their populations were roughly the same.
(The term ruling bargain is a metaphor used by political scientists to
refer to the accommodation reached between states and the citizens
they govern.) States played a major role in the economy. They did this
to fe h ic devel expand employment opportu-
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nities, reward favored elements of the population, and gain control over
strategic industries. States also provided a wide array of social benefits
for their populations, including employment guarantees, health care,
and education. In addition, states subsidized consumer goods.

There were a number of reasons states in the region—and, indeed,
throughout the developing world—adopted these policies. The United
States encouraged them to do so, believing that a combination “of

Bank and the IMF, and a legion of development experts who passed
on cookie-cutter policies wherever they went. These policies fit the eco-
nomic paradigm popular at the time, one that gave pride of place to full
employment and rising standards of living as the two indicators of eco-
nomic success. Governments, it was believed, could guide resources to
ensure both goals were reached more effectively in environments where
markets were not well developed.

A third factor leading to the adoption of these economic policies
was the logic of decol ion. Before i imperial powers
set economic policy, mainly for their own benefit. With independence,
states asserted their economic rights to make up for lost time and at-
tempted to win support through the redistribution of national wealth.
Some states—Egypt, post-independence Algeria, Libya, Iraq, Syria at
various times, and others—justified their policies using a populist dis-
course that extolled anticolonialism and the virtues of the revolutionary
masses. In those states, the old regime that young military officers
replaced represented collaboration with imperialists, feudalism, and
corruption. Other states—Jordan and Saudi Arabia, for example—
appealed to tradition or efficiency. Whether “revolutionary” or reac-
tionary, however, Middle Eastern governments came to the same desti-
nation, although via different routes.

The case of Egypt was most dramatic, but not atypical. Using
resources derived from widespread nationalizations (including the na-

q q
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tionalization of the Suez Canal in 1956), a $42.5 million loan from
the IMF, and $660 million in aid packages from the United States,
Egypt adopted a program its leader, Gamal Abd al-Nasser, called “Arab
socialism.” Under Arab socialism, the state became the engine of the
economy. By the mid-1960s, the Egyptian government owned and ran
banks, insurance companies, textile mills, sugar-refining and food-
processing facilities, air and sea transport, public utilities, urban mass
transit, cinemas, theaters, department stores, agricultural credit insti-
tutions, fertilizer producers, and construction companies.

If measured by profit, state control over so much of the economy was
highly inefficient. But the success or failure of Arab socialism cannot
be measured in terms of efficiency alone. By administering so many
productive and commercial establishments, the Egyptian state (and
other states that went down a similar path) was able to allocate re-
sources for its own purposes and gain control over industries it deemed
vital for national development. Furthermore, the Egyptian government
significantly reduced the ranks of the unemployed—even if the govern-
ment had to hire many of the unemployed itself. For example, in 1961
the Egyptian government passed the Public Employment Guarantee
Scheme, which, as the name suggests, guaranteed every university
graduate a job in the public sector. The scheme was amended three
years later to include all graduates of secondary technical schools. The
result was as one might expect: the Egyptian bureaucracy, never a
pretty sight, swelled from 350,000 in 1952 to 1.2 million in 1970. Al-
though the government repealed the bill in 1990 after IMF prodding,
the bureaucracy continued to grow. As of 2008, the government em-
ployed app ly 5 million Egypti

The Egyptian government used economic incentives to gain the com-

pliance of the citizenry and reward those sectors of society it claimed

example, Nasser eliminated fees at Cairo University, after which en-
rollment skyrocketed (and standards declined, as they did when health
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care was nationalized). The state also attempted to keep household
commodities affordable by furnishing subsidies for many of them,
including basic foodstuffs, petroleum products, electricity, and water.
As of 2009-10, subsidies, along with social benefits such as health care
and education, still represented close to 42 percent of Egyptian gov-
ernment expenditures. Subsidies on } hold dities alone ac-
counted for about 23 percent.

Within this context, Arab policy makers came up with new defini-
tions for democracy and democratic rights. Nasser, for example, dif-
ferentiated between something he called “reactionary democracy” and
his own “integral democracy.” For Nasser, the reactionary democracy
of the old regime was hopelessly flawed; although it promised political
rights for all, the wealthy and powerful found ways to manipulate the
system for their own ends. The result was rule by the few and economic
exploitation of the many. Nasser’s integral democracy, on the other
hand, equated freedom with economic justice. And since the state was
the expression of the “popular will” of the “progressive classes,” it was
up to the state to guarantee this economic justice. For Nasser, then,
political pluralism was i ible with the devel ] and social
Jjustice goals of an activist Egyptian state.

In Egypt and throughout the Arab world, populations embraced the
part of the ruling bargain that covered the state’s responsibility for
ensuring their welfare (this is not to say they necessarily embraced the
second part of the bargain, which stipulated unquestioned submission
to the dictates of the state). The 2004 Arab Human Development Re-
port cites polls taken in Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, Morocco, and Al-
geria on what sorts of freedom the populations expected their states to
guarantee. Alongside and sometimes topping such political freedoms as
the “right to form political opposition groups” and the “choice of central
government leaders through free and fair elections,” respondents listed
“freedom from hunger,” or “freedom from inadequate income,” and
the like. But these freedoms came at a price: according to World Bank
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data, average economic growth in Egypt, for example, was 7.52 percent
between 1959 and 1964. This was the period in which the Egyptian gov-
ernment was first taking on the obligations of Arab socialism. During
the 196473 period, when Arab socialism was at its height, growth de-
clined to 2.85 percent.

Why and how did Arab regimes renege on the
promises they had made to their populations?

Toward the end of the 1970s, governments in the Arab world began
attempting to renegotiate the ruling bargain. They had to. After the
price of oil spiked first in 1973 and then again in 1979, it plummeted. All
Arab states had benefited from high oil prices, producers and nonpro-
ducers alike. Oil producers subsidized the ruling bargains of their less-
fortunate brethren. They did this through grants and loans on the one
hand, and by providing job opportunities to the populations of labor-
rich, but oil-poor, Arab states on the other. When oil prices began their
rapid descent in the 1980s, governments had to retrench.

Two factors made matters even worse. First, a number of Arab states
—Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Morocco, Yemen, and Sudan being the
most prominent—had borrowed heavily in flush times when interest
rates were low and then continued to borrow to pay debt service, main-
tain what they could of their increasingly tattered ruling bargain, or
both. The debt burdens were so massive that one economist referred to
the region as part of a “Mediterranean debt crescent.”> Second, times
had changed, and so too had the prevailing economic paradigm. State-
guided economic development was out, as was public ownership of
manufacturing and commercial ventures. Neoliberalism was in.

Neoliberalism is the name given to a market-driven approach to eco-
nomics in which the role of the state is kept to a minimum. Although
often identified with Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret
Thatcher in the United Kingdom, the roots of neoliberalism go back
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to the early 1970s, when the United States took a combative approach
to demands made by developing nations for greater control of the raw
materials they produced, as well as for a greater role in deciding inter-
national economic policy. When in 1973 oil producers gained control of
the pricing and ownership of oil—acts that led to higher oil prices and
stagnant economies and inflation in the developed world—the United
States pushed back, decrying any and all political interference with the
market. The debt crisis of the 1980s, which affected much of the de-
veloping world, presented the United States with a golden opportunity
to push the new paradigm: states that not so long before had asserted
their economic rights were now begging international banking institu-
tions for debt relief.

Debt relief was forthcoming—but at a price. In return for debt relief
and access to fresh capital from international lenders such as the IMF
and the World Bank, states had to undertake immediate steps to stabi-
lize their economies, then longer-term measures to ensure fiscal health.
IMF and World Bank experts demanded states cut expenditures, lib-
eralize trade, balance their budgets, remove price controls, deregulate
business, privatize public enterprises by selling them off to the high-
est bidder, and end across-the-board subsidies on consumer goods. In
place of across-the-board subsidies, international lending institutions
recommended that states grant subsidies “targeted” only to the very
poor. In other words, governments were to shred the ruling bargains
they had struck with their populations.

Neoliberal policies got their tentative start in the Arab world in De-
cember 1976, when Egypt negotiated a $450 million credit line with the
IMF, which also gave Egypt the wherewithal to postpone $12 billion in
foreign debt. In return, Egypt cut $123 million in commodity supports
and $64 million from direct subsidies. The result was what one might
imagine: two days of bloody rioting in which eighty to one hundred
protesters died and twelve hundred were arrested. Similar “IMF riots”
broke out in Morocco (1983), Tunisia (1984), Lebanon (1987), Algeria
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(1988), and Jordan (1989, 1996) after the IMF attempted to impose
conditions on loans and loan guarantees.

Initially, states backpedaled. The IMF also modified its demands.
States began to apply neoliberal policies in earnest only in the late
1980s, after a “lost decade” of virtually no growth. In Egypt, serious
“economic reform” did not really begin until 2004 with the appoint-
ment of the “cabinet of businessmen.” Libya began its first wave of pri-
vatizations in 2003 and followed them up with cuts in subsidies a year
later. And it was not only the IMF that was responsible for the spread
of neoliberalism in the region: Saudi Arabia and Syria, for example, vol-
untarily adopted measures associated with neoliberalism. Saudi Arabia
did so in order to join the World Trade Organization; Syria, as part of
its fruitless quest to join the Euro-Mediterranean Free Trade Area. The
fact that such entry requirements existed in the first place demonstrates
the global predominance of the neoliberal economic paradigm.

In most states, the overall effect of neoliberal policies was to overlay
a jury-rigged market economy on top of an inefficient command econ-
omy. And some policies had effects different from their intentions. Pri-
vatization, for example, did not lead to capitalism but rather to crony
capitalism, as regime loyalists took advantage of their access to the
powerful to gain ownership of sold-off state assets. Thus it was that in
Egypt a friend of the son of the president came to control 60 percent of
the steel industry, while in Syria the first cousin of the president gained
control over the mobile communications giant Syriatel, which, in turn,
controlled 55 percent of the market. Both became popular symbols of
regime corruption during the uprisings.

Even though states in the region enjoyed high growth rates during
the past decade, they also experienced greater income inequalities.
This, in part, explains the participation of large numbers of middle-
class, professional youths in uprisings throughout the region. While
states have stripped members of this cohort of the “middle-class wel-
fare” benefits their parents had enjoyed and condemned many to fend
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for themselves in the ranks of the un- and underemployed, they are
denied both benefits targeted to the very poor and entry into the ranks
of the very privileged. It also explains the upsurge in labor activism in
various places in the Arab world and the prominent role played by labor
in the uprisings in such places as Tunisia and Egypt. Or, as the last
pre-upsurge finance minister of Egypt put it, “We do not have a con-
stituency for reform at the street level.”®

How did the demography of the Arab states
make them vulnerable to uprisings?

In 2010, approximately 60 percent of the population of the Arab world

African region was second only to sub-Saharan Africa in the percentage
of youth within that bracket. Demographers call what took place in the
region a “youth bulge.” To a certain extent, the current youth bulge
might be attributed to the successes of states in the region. Historically,
youth bulges occur as a stage in the process of moving from a popula-
tion characterized by high rates of fertility and mortality to a population
characterized by low rates of fertility and mortality. This transforma-
tion most frequently accompanies a rise in the standard of living. If
such a transformation takes place at an even rate, there will be no youth
bulge. But most often it does not.

Mortality has been steadily declining in the Arab world for decades,
if not longer, in large measure as the result of improvements in health
care, education, public health, and sanitation. Fertility, on the other
hand, did not begin to decline until the decades of the 1960s and 1970s.
Population growth thus peaked in the 1980s as those born in the sixties
and seventies entered their childbearing years. The result is the current
youth bulge.

There is another statistic, however, that is more telling about the cur-
rent state of the Arab world than the percentage of those under the age
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of thirty: the percentage of those between fifteen and twenty-nine, the
period during which youths begin entering the job market and, more
commonly in the case of women, marriage.” On the eve of the uprisings
youths between fifteen and twenty-nine made up 29 percent of the pop-
ulation in Tunisia, 30 percent in Egypt, and 34 percent in Libya. Across
the region, youth made up approximately 25 percent of the unemployed

But even this statistic has to be taken with a grain of salt. As might be
d, the youth )l rate has been much higher in states
whose exports of oil are either minimal or nonexistent. Before the up-
rising, youth unemployment in Egypt was 43 percent, for example, and
in Tunisia it was 30 percent. Furthermore, the statistics on employment
do not include those who have given up on finding work (the “dis-
couraged unemployed”) and those who work part-time but who wish to
work more hours. In Egypt, for example, almost 60 percent of youths
eighteen to twenty-nine left the labor force (in the case of women it
was 83 percent). And when it comes to employment, education affords
little advantage. As a matter of fact, in Egypt young people with college
degrees have traditionally ranked highest among the unemployed of
any sector of youth, and in pre-uprising Syria a vast majority of college
graduates spent at least four years looking for employment before land-
ing ajob.

The lack of employment opportunities for young people in the Arab
world has given rise to a phenomenon one political scientist calls “wait-
hood,” a period in which youths “wait for (good) jobs, wait for marriage
and intimacy, and wait for full participation in their societies.” Men in
particular delay marriage until they become solvent enough to pay the
customary expenses associated with marriage and can support a family.
As a result, life is put on hold, and the average age for marriage among
men in the Arab world is the highest of any region of the world.

None of this is to say that demography is destiny, or that frustra-
tions about job or life prospects necessarily translate themselves into
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rebellion. A 2010 survey of youth around the world found that Egyp-
tian youths, for example, with all their demographic baggage, ranked
alongside their cohort in Jordan, Vietnam, Indonesia, and Russia as the
least likely to participate in oppositional politics among youth popu-
lations globally. As of 2004, Vietnam had a youth unemployment rate
of under 5 percent, and Russia a rapidly graying population—very dif-
ferent profiles from that of Egypt. Furthermore, youth was hardly the
only segment of Arab populations that mobilized during the uprisings.
Nevertheless, by 2010 there was a cohort of youth throughout the Arab
world with grievances. Under the proper circumstances, this cohort was
available to be mobilized for oppositional politics.

How did a food crisis make Arab states
vulnerable to uprisings?

In January 2011, the Japanese investment bank Nomura compiled a list
of the twenty-five countries that would be “crushed” in a food crisis.
2 The Arab world was well represented on the list: Tunisia came in at
number eighteen, with Libya at sixteen, Sudan at eight, Egypt at six,
Lebanon at five, Algeria at three, and Morocco at two. To understand
the full effects of these numbers, consider that the portion of household
spending that went to pay for food in the countries on the list ranges
from an average of 34 percent in Lebanon to an average of 63 percent
in Morocco. The average p ofh hold spending that goes to
pay for food in the United States is about 7 percent—a figure that in-
cludes eating as entertainment, that is, dining outside the home.

There are two main reasons for the vulnerability of states in the
Arab world to a food erisis. First, even though the region contains two
areas that have historically been associated with agricultural plenty
—“Mesopotamia,” the territory between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers
in Iraq, and the Nile valley in Egypt—agricultural conditions through-
out much of the region are harsh, populations are rising, and water ta-
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bles have diminished.

Only two countries in the Arab world had reached the level of food
self-sufficiency before 2006: Syria and Saudi Arabia. Then four con-
secutive years of drought made Syria a food importer rather than the
food exporter it had been. Investment in agriculture had enabled Saudi
Arabia to become a food exporter, and for a brief period in the early
1990s Saudi Arabia was the world’s sixth largest exporter of grain. After
the outbreak of the Gulf War in 1991, however, the Saudi government
began diverting much of the money it had spent to subsidize agriculture
to military procurement. In 2008, the government abandoned its grain
cultivation program entirely, and two years later it was contemplating
building a new Red Sea port geared toward handling imports of wheat
and barley. Now all Arab countries are net food importers, and Egypt is
the world’s largest importer of wheat.

The other factor that has contributed to making the region vulner-

able to a food crisis is neoliberal economic policies. As governments
-st-rt-nje-t-o-a-\*(-)i-d-i;lt-e}\-re-r{irl-g-ih-r-m;r-két-s-tr-) -ﬁ;(-p-n-ct-as- or manipulate the
exchange rates of their currencies, populations had to face fluctuations
in international food prices on their own. In addition, the neoliberal
policies that compelled governments to abandon across-the-board sub-
sidies on food and replace them with subsidies targeted to the very
poor have diminished food security for a wide swath of the population.
They have also fueled popular anger when food prices go up. In 2007,
for example, when prices began to climb, bread riots spread throughout
the region, from Morocco and Algeria to Yemen, Jordan, Lebanon, and
Syria. Given a choice between facing the ire of their populations and the
ire of the IMF, governments chose the latter and increased subsidies
and raised public sector wages. Egypt alone spent $3 billion for subsi-
dies on food.

The increase in the price of food that the region began experiencing
in 2007 turned out not to be a fluke. Between 2007 and the beginning
of 2011, the price of food doubled on international markets, and as of
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March 2011 food prices had risen for eight consecutive months. Econ-
omists have given a number of reasons for the price increases. There
is the increased acreage American, European, and Brazilian farmers
have given over to the production of biofuels. In the United States
alone, more than one-quarter of the 2010 grain harvest went to biofuel.
(Rather than offering Tunisians and Egyptians IMF and World Bank
assistance to further neoliberal policies in their countries, which Pres-
ident Obama did in his May 2011 speech to the Arab world, he might
have offered them a very different type of remedy to their plight: an end
to federal subsidies for the cultivation of corn for biofuel in the United
States.)

Climate change, which has had its most dramatic effect on Russia in
2010, has also affected food prices. As a result of a heat wave, the Rus-
sian wheat harvest declined by 40 percent and Russia halted its grain
exports. Russia had been Egypt’s largest supplier of wheat.

In addition, some ists cite the changing patterns of -
tion in emerging economies, particularly China. As the standard of
living in China has risen, so has meat consumption. And although esti-
mates of how many pounds of corn are required to produce one pound
of beef vary widely, there is no denying that the production of more beef
requires more corn.

Finally, economists cite the effects of dollar inflation on food prices.
As in the case of all internationally traded commodities, the price of
grain is denominated in dollars, and when the value of the dollar de-
clined in the wake of the economic crisis of 2008 the price of grain rose.

‘Whatever the causes, however, the fact remains that at the point at
which the uprisings began and spread throughout the Arab world, the
question of the vulnerability of the region to such a crisis was no longer
theoretical.

Why did populations wanting change in the
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Arab world have to take to the streets?

The first Arab uprising, which broke out in Tunisia, took place a little
over two years after the onset of the economic crisis of 2008. The
intervening period had not been a good one for governments through-
out the world, which found themselves caught between bankers and
economists recommending austerity on the one hand, and populations
fearing the end of the welfare state they had come to know on the other.

As the Arab uprisings spread, populations in other regions continued
to show their dissatisfaction with those who governed them. They voted
out ruling parties in the United Kingdom, Greece, Ireland, Portugal,
Spain, Iceland, Slovakia, Canada, The Netherlands, France, and Italy,
among other countries. In the United States, elections first threw out
a Republican president, then a Democratic congress. And throughout
Europe protesters and rioters took to the streets to prevent govern-
ments from cutting workers’ pay and unemployment benefits, increas-
ing the retirement age and cutting pensions, and eliminating bonuses
to families having children. Yet through it all, not one government
was overthrown, nor were political institutions uprooted. Blame fell on
politicians and parties and the policies they pushed.

Now turn to the Arab world, where political institutions are weak and
the lines separating the ruler, the ruling party, and ruling institutions
(from the party congresses and “parliaments” to the military and in-
telligence services) are often blurred, if they exist at all. In most cases,
popular representatives cannot be turned out of office because there are
no popular representatives. In those few cases where there are, their
power is limited. This is why populations throughout the region took to
the streets as their first option. This also explains why the most com-
mon slogan during the uprisings was “Down with the nizam” (regime,
system, order), and not “Down with the government.”

Can we pinpoint the factors that caused the
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uprisings?

Unilateral attempts by regimes to renegotiate ruling bargains, demo-
graphic challenges, a food crisis, and brittleness made autocracies in
the Arab world vulnerable, but they did not cause the uprisings. To
attribute the uprisings to these factors or to any others overlooks a key
variable—the human element—that determines whether an uprising
will or will not occur. It also makes it seem that once a set of conditions
is met, people will automatically respond in determined ways.

In the past, for example, it was common for historians and political
scientists to attempt to connect uprisings with changes in economic
conditions. In some cases (as in the case of the French Revolution of
1789) they have tracked the increase in the price of bread during the
years leading up to the revolution and argued that the increase led to
(in other words, caused) the revolution. Others, demonstrating that you
can argue almost anything in the social sciences and get away with it,
have asserted just the opposite. Uprisings, they claim, take place when
a sudden reversal disrupts a period of improving economic conditions,
thereby frustrating popular expectations.

The problem with both theories is that they cannot explain the count-
less times in which conditions for an uprising are met but no uprising
occurs. For example, Americans did not rebel after the onset of the
Great Depression in 1929 when the economy suddenly collapsed; nor
did they rebel in 1937 when the economy again took a sharp nosedive
after years of recovery. Nor can the theories account for the timing of
uprisings, except with the telltale sentence, “After X years of hunger (or
repression, or corruption), the people had had enough.” The problem is
that unemployment and bread prices, for example, are objective cate-
gories that are quantifiable; the sense of deprivation or injustice—not to
mention the compulsion to translate that sense into action—is not. To
make matters even more unpredictable, people’s sense of deprivation
changes as circumstances unfold. Thus they might suddenly discover a
cause worth fighting for once their neighbors have taken to the streets.
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Then there is the role played by unexpected events that people might
latch on to (or not) to reinterpret their circumstances in new ways.
As we shall see, the unforeseen departure of the presidents of Tunisia
and Egypt in the wake of popular protests changed the course of an
ongoing protest movement in Yemen; troops firing on peaceful protest-
ers in Bahrain revitalized that protest; and the arrest and torture of
schoolchildren in a provincial city in Syria, followed by the murder of
irate parents and their neighbors by security forces firing into a crowd,
touched off a rebellion that no one had anticipated.

Al this raises the issue of the predictability of uprisings in general
and the predictability of the Arab uprisings in particular. Although
many observers of the Arab world had turned their attention to the
problem of why authoritarian regimes in the region seemed so durable,
others predicted their demise. They pointed out the many problems,
particularly economic, that Arab regimes faced and asserted that in a
post—cold war world in which democracy and human rights had taken
on a new lease on life, autocracies were just outmoded. The problem
with these predictions was that they rarely offered up a timetable for
events, and none foresaw the type of popular movement that swept
through the region. Instead of envisaging masses of demonstrators
shouting “Peaceful, peaceful” and demanding democratic rights, those
who claimed to foresee the demise of regimes in the Arab world pre-
dicted that Islamists or disgruntled members of the regime would sup-
ply the shock troops for rebellion. Their predictions were thus like the
proverbial stopped clock that tells the right time twice a day—except
you do not know when that is.

No one really predicted the uprisings, but then no one could have
done so. All rebellions—the Arab uprisings included—are by their na-
ture unpredictable, as are the courses they take.

What was the spark that ignited the Arab
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uprisings?

On December 17, 2010, a street vendor, Muhammad Bouazizi, set him-
self on fire in front of the local government building in Sidi Bouzid, a
rural town in Tunisia. Earlier in the day, a policewoman had confis-
cated his wares and publicly humiliated him. He tried to complain at
the local municipality, but to no avail.

The self-immolation touched off protests that reached Tunisia’s capi-
tal by December 27. At first, President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, who had
ruled for a quarter-century, tried to pacify the protesters. He promised
three hundred thousand new jobs and new parliamentary elections.
This did little to mollify them. On January 14, military and political
leaders had enough, and with the army refusing to fire on the protesters
Ben Ali fled the country, leaving it in the hands of a caretaker govern-
ment.

The Tunisian uprising was the first in a series of cascading events
that swept through the Arab world. About a week and a half after the
departure of Ben Ali, young people, many of whom belonged to an orga-
nization called the “April 6 Youth Movement,” began their occupation
of Tahrir Square in Cairo. The security forces and goons-for-hire failed
to dislodge the protesters, and the army announced it would not fire on
them. Strikes and antigovernment protests spread throughout Egypt.
On February 11, the army took matters into its own hands. It deposed
President Hosni Mubarak, who had ruled for thirty years, and estab-
lished a new government under the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces.

Events in Tunisia and Egypt demonstrated that Tunisian-style
protest movements were viable elsewhere, and protests similar to those
that had taken place in Tunisia and Egypt broke out in other places
in the Arab world. After Egypt, young people in Yemen consciously
adopted the Tunisian and Egyptian style of protests. In Bahrain, Jor-
dan, Saudi Arabia, and Morocco, kings who had presented themselves
as “reformers” now faced demands for constitutional monarchies. Or-
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ganizers called for a “Day of Rage” in Libya after the arrest of a
prominent human rights lawyer who represented families of the twelve
hundred “disappeared” political prisoners who had been murdered in
cold blood in a single incident in 1996. The regime met the protests with
violence, precipitating a civil war between regime loyalists and self-des-
ignated “revolutionaries.” A month later, it was Syria’s turn. Although
protests in the capital of Damascus modeled on those that had brought
down autocrats in Tunisia and Egypt failed to gain traction, protests
erupted throughout the country in the wake of ruthless regime violence.

Where did the demand for human and
democratic rights come from?

So far, I have identified four factors that made regimes in the Arab
world vulnerable to the sort of protests and uprisings we have seen
since December 2010: attempts by regimes to unilaterally renegotiate
ruling bargains, demographic challenges, a food crisis, and regime brit-
tleness. To this list we might add one other: the global diffusion of a
distinct set of norms of human and democratic rights that took place
over the course of the past forty years.

Historians debate the origins of the notion of human rights. Some go
back to the “natural law philosophers” of the sixteenth through eigh-
teenth centuries, others to the French Revolution. Regardless of when
the notion first appeared, however, it is undeniable that during the
1970s the conception, enforcement, and status of human rights as a
global norm underwent a revolutionary change.

Before the 1970s, for example, the phrase “human rights” conjured
up a variety of associations: economic and social rights, championed by
the Soviet Union and its allies; collective rights, such as the right to self-
determination and the right to national development, championed by
the colonized world; and individual civil, political, and personal rights,
championed by the West. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
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adopted by the United Nations in 1948, included all of these rights and
others—although it did manage to omit the right to participate in sports
that was guaranteed to all citizens in the 2012 Egyptian constitution.
Since the 1970s, the emphasis in international assemblies has defini-
tively shifted to individual rights, and the international community has
signed a number of treaties guaranteeing their fulfillment. It has also

blished I such as the International Crim-
inal Court, which was established in 2002 and which indicted Muam-
mar Qaddafi of Libya for crimes against humanity. How and why did
such changes occur?

During the 1970s, the United States and the Soviet Union adopted
a policy of détente—that is, a cooling of tensions between the two su-
perpowers. But during the same period, the United States confronted a
new challenge, as the Third World asserted more control over raw ma-
terials produced there, induced an economic downturn in the West by
hiking the price of oil, and demanded a greater say in running the world
economy. The Third World demanded the right to intervene into the
global free market to “distort” it in its favor in much the same manner
each Third World state “distorted” its domestic market by applying po-
litically motivated state controls.

To counter Third World economic demands, the United States pro-
moted neoliberalism. But in addition to promoting an open economic
market, the United States began promoting an open political market. It
was only logical: An open economic market depends upon autonomous
citizens who would be free to gather information, make decisions, and
freely enter into voluntary associations with one another whether on
the floor of a stock exchange or in a town meeting. In other words,
equating human rights with individual rights minimized the Third
World state’s capacity to intervene into and regiment the lives of its
citizens, thereby undercutting the foundation of that state—which was
causing the United States all manner of grief—both economically and
politically.
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The rhetoric of individual human rights served other purposes for
the United States as well. By redefining human rights as individual
civil, political, and personal rights, the United States challenged the
Third World’s attempt to associate human rights with collective rights
—the foundation upon which the Third World based its demands for
a “more just” international economic order. Furthermore, it put Third
World states, where individual human rights were rarely observed, on
the defensive in international assemblies. Algerians might introduce
the Palestinian question or Apartheid at every opportunity, but as the
American representative to the United Nations put it, every time they
did so he would bring up the question of whether Ahmed Ben Bella—Al-
geria’s first president, who was overthrown in a coup d’état—was “still
presumably rotting in an Algerian prison cell.”*®

The American government put human rights language into the Hel-
sinki Accords of 1975, a treaty signed by states in North America
and Europe that confirmed the inviolability of national boundaries in
Europe. The United States added the language for reasons having to
do with domestic politics: Opponents of the treaty in the United States
Senate complained that by recognizing the status quo in Soviet-domi-
nated Eastern Europe, the treaty gave the Soviets what they wanted and
the United States got nothing in return. Whatever the motivation in
adding the language, however, the accords established a precedent and
gave human rights legal endorsement. Thereafter, the United States
pushed for its distinctive interpretation of human rights in interna-
tional conferences, with varying levels of sincerity. The United States
also selectively placed economic sanctions on regimes, sometimes those
on the right (Somoza-led Nicaragua during the Carter administration),
sometimes those on the left (Sandinista-led Nicaragua during the Rea-
gan administration). The United States also gave material and symbolic
support to dissidents and nongovernmental organizations wherever
it might underscore the difference between “free” peoples and “op-
pressed” ones—and where it was possible to do so without otherwise
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damaging US interests.

It was, of course, easy for the United States to condemn the inability
of Soviet Jews to emigrate, the suppression of Polish trade unions,
and the imprisonment of East bloc and Cuban dissidents. On the other
hand, it was not so easy for the United States to apply pressure on its
allies in the Arab world since so much—oil, Israel, shipping lanes, and
the like—was at stake. Thus, the United States tended to turn a blind
eye toward every fraudulent election, mock trial, and broken promise
of reform. It even allowed the foxes to guard the chickenhouses by urg-
ing governments to establish official human rights councils to measure
their governments’ compliance with international standards. By 2008,
such councils existed in nine Arab states and the Palestinian territories.

How did the demand for human rights and

democracy strike roots in the Arab world?

Placing human rights in the text of the Helsinki Accords might have
been a cynical gesture, but it had an unforeseen result. In various
places in the East bloc, NGOs such as Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia and
the Moscow Helsinki Watch Group in the Soviet Union sprang up to
monitor their states’ compliance with their international obligations. A
similar phenomenon occurred in the Arab world where official human
rights councils catalyzed the emergence of nongovernmental bodies
that kept tabs on human rights abuses and made the discourse on rights
part of a shared political vocabulary. The first such group, the Tunisian
League for Human Rights, was founded in 1976—two years before the
founding of Human Rights Watch. Since that time, human rights orga-
nizations have mushroomed throughout the region.

Beginning in the first years of the twenty-first century, Arab human
rights organizations undertook a number of high-profile initiatives to
promote human and democratic rights in the region. In 2004 repre-
sentatives from fifty-two nongovernmental Arab human rights and pro-
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democracy organizations organized the Civil Forum in Beirut on the
eve of an Arab League Summit. In its final communiqué, addressed to
Arab heads of state, the representatives outlined demands for political
change, ranging from ending torture and releasing political prisoners to
devolving political power from bloated central governments to locally
accountable councils. (For those who would attribute a starring role in
the Arab drama to the United States, the declaration explicitly rejected
meddlesome interference from abroad.) Feeling the heat, the Arab
League adopted a revised version of its 1994 Arab Charter on Human
Rights at its Tunis summit two months later, reaffirming the rights pre-
viously enumerated in the forum’s communiqué.

Similar meetings of rights advocates in 2004 resulted in the Doha
Declaration for Democracy and Reform, the Alexandria Charter, and
the Sana Declaration, each expanding its predecessors’ lists of enumer-
ated rights as well as the purview of civil society groups.

There was an additional factor that encouraged the spread of global
norms of democratic and human rights in the region. Before the up-
risings, most analysts monitoring events in the Arab world looked to
Islamic groups as the most likely source for change in the region. After
the wave of Islamist violence of the 1980s—a wave that resulted in the
brutal repression, and in some cases elimination, of Islamist groups
throughout the region—many Isl in nonviolent, based or-
ganizations such as the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt turned away
from politics altogether or pledged to work within the system. During
the ensuing decades, Islamist parties won elections or made significant
inroads among voters throughout the region, from Algeria to Jordan.

A new generation of Islamist activists who began their political ca-
reers running for office in professional organizations that represented
lawyers, journalists, engineers, and the like adapted to representative
politics. Through their participation in these organizations they also
engaged with a culture of middle class/entrepreneurial values that sus-
tained an ethos of individual rights. They were very unlike their elders
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whose political careers began with conspiracies hatched in prison.

By running in elections, Islamist parties in effect put their seal of ap-
proval on the democratic process. They also were forced to restructure
themselves in a manner more appropriate to appeal to the masses. For
both these reasons they removed themselves from effective leadership
of any movement that sought radical change through extralegal means.

How pervasive was the demand for human and

democratic rights in the Arab world before the
.. 5

u;

S of 2010

Lest it be thought that human rights and democratic governance did
not attract widespread support, the numerous protests and uprisings
that swept through the Arab world since the 1980s provide evidence to
the contrary. Many of these protests and uprisings were cross-sectarian
or nonsectarian and many included a broad coalition of Islamists, liber-
als, trade unionists, and leftists.

The demand for human rights, democratic governance, or both lay at
the heart of the “Berber Spring” of 1980, the fight by Algeria’s largest
ethnic minority for their rights. Eight years later, the Algerian “Black
October” riots led to the first d ic elections (sub ly over-
turned) in the Arab world. The Bahraini intifada (Arabic for “shaking
off,” now commonly used to mean rebellion) of 1994-99 began with
a petition signed by one-tenth of Bahrain’s inhabitants demanding an
end to emergency rule, the restoration of rights revoked by that rule, re-
lease of political prisoners, pardons for political exiles, and the expan-
sion of the franchise to women. Petitioners also demanded a restoration
of the 1973 constitution, which provided for a parliament in which two-
thirds of the members were elected.

The death of Syrian dictator Hafez al-Assad in 2000 spawned the
rise of political salons throughout Syria. Participants in those salons
expanded their movement through the circulation of the “Statement
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of the Ninety-nine,” then the “Statement of a Thousand,” which
made many of the same demands made during the Bahraini intifada,
along with multi-party elections and freedom of speech, assembly, and
expression. Even after the “Damascus Spring” turned into the “Dam-
ascus Winter,” aftershocks of the mobilization continued. Among those
aftershocks was the D Declaration of 2005, which
(initially) united the secular and religious opposition in a common de-
mand for democratic rights.

These movements were only the tip of the iceberg. Kuwait experi-
enced two “color revolutions™—a “Blue Revolution” from 2002 to 2005,
which won for Kuwaiti women the right to vote, and an “Orange
Revolution” in 2006 to promote electoral reform. A number of secular
and Islamist Egyptians banded together in 2004 to form a group called
“Kefaya” (“Enough”), which called on Mubarak to resign. In Morocco,
popular agitation led to the blisk of the Equity and Recon-
ciliation C ission in 2004 to i human rights abuses that
had occurred during the previous thirty years—the “Years of Lead.”
Lebanese took to the streets in 2005 in the so-called Cedar Revolu-
tion, demanding the withdrawal of Syrian forces from that unfortunate
country and parliamentary elections free from Syrian interference. In
2004, 2008, and 2010 Kurdish citizens protested for minority rights in
Syria. And the list goes on.

This history of mass agitation for human and democratic rights that
swept the region for thirty years once again raises the question of why
no one saw the eruption of 2010-11 coming. The answer is probably
that observers who were focused on the wars being waged between
Arab regimes and their Islamist opponents viewed each protest as an
anomaly, driven by local issues, and not part of a pattern or wave. With
20/20 hindsight, we now know better.

How appropriate is the word “wave” to describe
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the spread of protests throughout the Arab

world in 2010-11?

It has become very common to describe what has been occurring in the
Arab world in terms of a “wave of protests,” a “revolutionary wave,” or
even a “pro-democracy wave.” The use of the wave metaphor is not a
new one; historians have written about the “revolutionary wave” that
engulfed Europe in 1848 and the one that engulfed the world in 1968
so often that it has become a cliché. Similarly, political scientist Samuel
Huntington discussed three “waves of democratization” in a 1993 book:
anineteenth-century wave, a second wave that took place between 1945
and the 1960s and 1970s, and a third wave that began in the mid-1970s
and continued through the 1990s."* Some observers cite events in the
Arab world as evidence that this third wave has continued, while others
view it as the beginning of a fourth wave.

It is important to remember that in all these contexts “wave” serves
asa hor, and like any it has advantages and disadvan-
tages. On the one hand, there is no denying that later Arab uprisings
borrowed techniques of mobilization and even symbols from earlier
ones. Town squares that became the sites of protest throughout the
Arab world were renamed “Tahrir” square after the main site of protest
in Cairo, and the habit of garnering enthusiasm and relaying marching
orders by renaming days of the week “Day of Rage” or “Day of Stead-
fastness” also came from the Egyptian model. Then there is the highly
touted use of social networking sites for the purpose of mobilization.

On the other hand, the use of the wave metaphor obscures the fact
that goals and styles of the uprisings have varied widely from country to
country. In terms of the former, some protests have demanded reform,
others the overthrow of the regime. In terms of the latter, there have
been times when protests were predominantly peaceful and other times
when they took a violent turn. More important, however, the wave
metaphor lends an air of inevitability to what has been taking place
in the Arab world. It was not inevitable. There are places in the Arab

h

17% Page 350f 210 « Location 697 of 4202

world, for example, that have not been affected. Most significantly,
however, the air of inevitability connoted by the wave metaphor makes
us lose sight of the tens of thousands of individual decisions made by
people who joined the uprisings, and it takes away from the heroism of
those who got up in the morning and decided, “Today I am going to face
the full power of the state.”

Where did the phrase “Arab Spring” come from,

and how appropriate is it to describe events in
the Arab world?

Springtime has always been associated with renewal, so perhaps it was
inevitable that the Arab uprisings would earn the title “Arab Spring.”
This is not the first time commentators have invoked the term spring to
describe political events. The raft of revolutions that advocated liberal-
ism and nationalism in Europe in 1848 earned the title “Springtime of
Nations,” and the brief period in 1968 when Czechoslovakia flirted with
liberal reform before Soviet tanks crushed Czech aspirations will for-
ever be the “Prague Spring.”

Nor is this the first time commentators have invoked the phrase
“Arab Spring.” Conservative commentators used the phrase in 2005 to
refer to events in the Arab world that occurred in the wake of (and,
according to some, as a result of) the American invasion of Iraq in
2003 and the announcement of President George W. Bush’s “freedom
agenda.” Included among those events were the overthrow of Saddam
Hussein's government and the first real elections in Iraq’s recent his-
tory and the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon. In addition, Saudi Arabia
held municipal elections, women in Kuwait marched for the right to
vote, and Hosni Mubarak pledged that there would be free presidential
elections in Egypt.

Unfortunately, the fulfillment of the promise of that Arab Spring
proved elusive. In 2006, sectarian violence raged in Iraq, and Lebanese
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politics became hopelessly stalemated. Although the first municipal
elections were held in Saudi Arabia in 2005, the next round in 2009
was postponed. And, of course, Mubarak’s pledge proved hollow. The
only success story was women’s suffrage in Kuwait, which, as we have
seen, came about within the context of a series of Arab uprisings that
might be traced back a quarter century. Considering the track record of
that Arab Spring, why would anyone want to burden the Arab uprisings
with this title?

There are three other reasons to discourage its use. First, it is calen-
drically inaccurate: Only one of the uprisings—the uprising in Syria—
actually broke out in a month that is in spring, although it broke out
before the actual arrival of that season. The others began in the dead
of winter, a season hardly appropriate for an uplifting title. The sec-
ond problem with the title “Arab Spring” is that it is misleading. Since
spring is commonly associated with joy and renewal, the use of the
term Arab Spring raised expectations so high that they were bound to
be dashed—as can be seen from a seemingly endless stream of articles
with titles like “Was the Arab Spring Worth it?,” “The Year the Arab
Spring Went Bad,” and “How Syria Ruined the Arab Spring.”* Finally,
the term implies that the struggle for political, economic, and social
rights in the Arab world might be contained within the span of a single
season—one that began in December 2010. As we have seen, there are
millions of Algerians, Bahrainis, Syrians, Kuwaitis, Egyptians, Moroc-
cans, Lebanese, and others in the Arab world who would dispute that.
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2

THE BEGINNING

TUNISIA AND EGYPT

What characteristics do Tunisia and Egypt hold

in common?

At first glance, it would seem that no two countries in the Arab world
differ from each other more than Tunisia and Egypt. Egypt is the
Arab world’s most populous country, with an official population of 85
million and an estimated population of up to 100 million (because of
conscription, not all families register the births of their sons). Tunisia,
on the other hand, has a population of about 10.9 million. There is no
comparison in terms of surface area either: Egypt is six times larger. On
the other hand, Tunisians, on average, are wealthier (their per capita
income is almost twice as high as Egyptians’), and at the time of the
uprising the World Bank classified more than 80 percent of the popu-
lation as “middle class.” In Egypt, by contrast, about 40 percent of the
population lived on less than two dollars a day. Tunisia also is more ur-
banized (68 percent of the population as opposed to Egypt’s 43 percent)
and more European. The slogan Tunisians shouted at their president
during the uprising was “Dégage!” (“Get out!” in French). Egyptians, on
the other hand, shouted “Irhal!” (“Get out!”—this time in Arabic).

In spite of their differences, however, Tunisia and Egypt share a
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number of key characteristics. These characteristics have a bearing on
both the origin and the evolution of the uprisings in the two countries.
For example, Tunisia and Egypt are relatively homogeneous. Approxi-
mately 98 percent of the population of Tunisia is Sunni Arab. About 9o
percent of the population of Egypt is as well (the remainder is mainly
Coptic Christian). Because of the relative homogeneity of the two states,
political activists could not attempt to seize control by appealing to
their followers’ sectarian loyalties, nor could rulers of either state at-
tempt to garner support by claiming that if he fell, the sect to which he
and the core of his supporters belonged would be endangered (as rulers
in Syria and Bahrain have done).

In addition, although neoliberal economic policies affected all states
in the Arab world, Tunisia and Egypt held a special place in the hearts
of those advocating economic reform. Egypt was the site of the first
test of neoliberalism in the region, and the president of the World
Bank once hailed Tunisia as the “best student . . . in the region” when
it came to economic restructuring.” In both states, application of ne-
oliberal policies exacerbated the divide between rich and poor, creating
tensions that played out during the uprisings. Here’s how The Econo-
mist described the Egyptian scene in 2008:

Today, 44 percent of Egyptians still count as poor or extremely
poor, with some 2.6m people so destitute that their entire income
cannot cover basic food needs, let alone other expenses. Yet ranks
of private jets clutter Cairo’s airport. The flower arrangements at a
recent posh wedding, where whisky flowed and the gowns fluttered
in from Paris and Milan, were reputed to have cost $60,000 in a
country where the average wage is less than $100 a month.>

Neoliberalism in general and privatization in particular bred a new
social class in Egypt, known as the “fat cats,” or more colorfully “whales
of the Nile”2—a small group of iiber-wealthy businessmen who live in
gated communities on the edge of the desert, thus avoiding daily con-
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tact with the inhabitants of Cairo’s slums.

Similarly, neoliberalism has exacerbated the traditional geographic
divide in Tunisia that separates the relatively prosperous north and
eastern coastline from the poorer inland region. The former area has
benefited from an economy built on tourism; the latter, dependent in
large measure on small-scale textile production and agriculture, has
suffered as a result of the removal of protective trade barriers.

Critical for understanding the paths taken by the uprisings in both
states is the fact that Tunisia and Egypt also share a history of state
building that stretches back to the nineteenth century. This sets them
apart from all other Arab states.

Although Tunisia and Egypt belonged to the Ottoman Empire until
1881 and 1914, respectively, both enjoyed a great deal of autonomy.
To protect that autonomy, local rulers embraced methods of gov-
ernance and governing institutions modeled on those of European
states, figuring that their domains could thus acquire the strengths of
European states. So they “modernized” their militaries, constructed in-
frastructure, and adopted legal codes based on those of Europe. When
the French made Tunisia a protectorate in 1881, they did nothing to
reverse the processes of centralization and development, and when
the British occupied Egypt (which nevertheless remained part of the
Ottoman Empire) they imposed additional institutions and structures
that fostered both as well (albeit for their own purposes). The process
of centralization and development continued in Tunisia after it won its
independence from France in 1956, as it did in Egypt after Gamal Abd
al-Nasser and the “Free Officers” seized control in 1952 (although Egypt
had received “conditional” independence in 1922, the British retained
control of key institutions).

This history of state building left a legacy in both states of strong
national identities, administrative stability, and autocratic rule. Strong
national identities fostered the sense of solidarity that was so apparent
in the uprisings—a sense that gave meaning to the ubiquitous slogan
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that began “the people want. . . .” And unlike in Libya and Syria, for
example, no one predicted that the uprisings might lead to the frag-
mentation of either state. Strong institutions, such as the army, did not
splinter, while others, such as the judiciary and the security apparatus
remained in place even after rulers left the scene. The endurance of this
“deep state” ensured administrative continuity, but it also provided a
home base for “regime remnants” opposed to the goals of the uprisings
long after autocrats had left the scene.

How entrenched were the autocracies ruling
Tunisia and Egypt?

Strongmen ruling for long stretches of time have controlled Tunisia and
Egypt for well over half a century. At the time of the uprising, Tunisians
had known only two presidents since independence: Habib Bourguiba,
who ruled for thirty years (1957-1987), and Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali,
who ruled for twenty-four (1987-2011). Since the 1952 Free Officers’
coup in Egypt, from which Mubarak’s regime directly descended, Egyp-
tians had known only three presidents: Gamal Abd al-Nasser (1952—
1970), Anwar al-Sadat (1970-1981), and Hosni Mubarak (1981-2011).

Bourguiba was the leader of the Tunisian independence movement.
A year after Tunisia won its independence from France, he deposed its
monarch and proclaimed Tunisia a republic. He won election as the
first president of Tunisia in 1959, and then three times after that until
he decided to do away with the facade of elections entirely. Thus, in
1974, he had the National Assembly amend the constitution to make
him president for life. Unfortunately, that life lasted longer than Bour-
guiba’s mental faculties. In 1987, Prime Minister Ben Ali, who had risen
through the ranks of the military before starting his political career, had
doctors proclaim Bourguiba mentally incompetent, and in accordance
with the constitution he became president.

In some of his first acts, Ben Ali raised hopes of Tunisians by abol-
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ishing the presidency-for-life and having the constitution amended to
limit to three the number of terms a president could serve in office.
Another amendment mandated the president to be under seventy-five
when he takes office. In 2002, he dashed those hopes by backing a
phony referendum in which Tunisians repealed the amendments, mak-
ing him eligible for more terms. Overall, he “won” reelection five times,
garnering anywhere between 89 and 98 percent of the vote each time.

Like Bourguiba, Nasser abolished a monarchy to become Egypt’s first
president. The end of the monarchy brought Egypt’s so-called liberal
age to a close. During that era (1922-1952), Egypt had not only a king
but a parliament in which seats were contested, political parties that
competed with each other, and a press that was relatively free. It was
hardly a golden age, unless one associates a golden age with plutoc-
racy. Nevertheless, it was less despotic than what would succeed it and
the population could enjoy a modicum of political freedom. Nasser did
away with the trappings that characterized the liberal age, establishing
one-man, one-party rule.

After Nasser’s death, Sadat, the hand-picked vice president, became
president. It is possible to glean Sadat’s concept of democracy from a
confrontation he once had with a foreign reporter. When the reporter
asked him a question he did not like, Sadat snapped, “In other times I
would have shot you, but it is democracy I am suffering from.” When
an Islamist assassinated Sadat in 1981, his vice president, Mubarak,
assumed the presidency. Like Nasser and Sadat, Mubarak came up
through the military (in this case, the air force). He “won” the presi-
dency three times. It was not all that difficult: the Egyptian constitution
raised so many obstacles for candidates that he had few rivals. Before
the uprising, Mubarak did promise that the 2011 elections would, how-
ever, be “freer” than those that had preceded it.

How did the regimes in Tunisia and Egypt

20% Page 43 of 210 « Location 801 of 4202




Library

g mw o

Library

g mw o

attempt to control their populations?

In both Tunisia and Egypt, the state put in place an all-pervasive
security apparatus to monitor, frighten, and repress the population.
The term security apparatus covers a variety of formal and informal
groups with overlapping and often ill-defined jurisdictions. For exam-
ple, because Ben Ali was not satisfied with entrusting the entirety of his
security needs to the minister of the interior and the military, he used
his own “sovereignty fund” to set up a parallel security force over which
he had direct control. Mubarak was even more ambitious when it came
to his security forces: an estimated two million Egyptians participated
at any given time in Egypt’s security apparatus. They ran the gamut
from ministry officials to agents in the field to hired thugs to common
snitches. Some were attached to the interior ministry. Others, such as
those in the Central Security Services, acted as Mubarak’s private army.
Then there were those in the Intelligence Services, a branch of the mili-
tary. Each branch operated independently.

During the 1980s, government officials, members of the ruling party,
and private busi began to their security needs to
local hoodlums, known among Egyptians as baltagiya. The term was
originally a Turkish word meaning “hatchet man.” The baltagiya were
drug runners, common criminals, gang members, former prisoners, or
unemployed or underemployed slum dwellers whom the government,
politicians, and businessmen hired to terrorize neighborhoods and po-
litical opponents, break up demonstrations, bust strikes, and in general
contribute to creating a menacing atmosphere to cow the population.

How widespread was corruption in Tunisia and
Egypt?

In both Tunisia and Egypt, tales of corruption took on almost mythic
proportions. The inhabitants of both are used to dealing with policemen
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and civil servants with their hands out (because salaries are low, bribery
is effectively built into the economic system). But during the upris-
ings, protesters vented their rage on corruption at the top. Take, for
example, the system of crony capitalism that neoliberal reform engen-
dered. In both Tunisia and Egypt, privatization of government-owned
assets fed the corruption; those who had connections with, for example,
the ruling party, or more important the president’s family, were most
successful in acquiring public enterprises, usually at bargain-basement
rates. Thus the story of privatization in Tunisia contains a hefty subplot
involving the family of Ben Ali’s wife, Leila Trabelsi, while that of pri-
vatization in Egypt revolves around Gamal Mubarak, Hosni Mubarak’s
son.

There was, however, more to corruption than that bred by privati-
zation, and there was a reason one of the most popular chants among
protesters in Tunisia was “No, no to the Trabelsis who looted the bud-
get” (it sounds better in Arabic). Thanks to WikiLeaks, which obtained
and posted on the web cables sent by the American ambassador to
Tunisia, details of the doings of the former hairdresser-turned-first-
lady, whom the press called “the Marie Antoinette of Tunisia,” or
the “Imelda Marcos of Tunisia” (after another profligate spender), are
widely known. So are the doings of her kin, who are called “the Family,”
with all its mafia connotations, in the cables. “Seemingly half of the
Tunisian business community can claim a Ben Ali connection through
marriage, and many of these relations are reported to have made the
most of their lineage,” one cable, titled “Corruption in Tunisia: What's
Yours Is Mine,” reported.

That cable and others describe boundless kleptomania and conspic-
uous consumption: the Trabelsi clan, for example, owned the only
private radio station in the country, the largest airline, several hotel
companies, extensive real estate holdings, car assembly plants, a for-
profit school, etc., all of which they obtained through insider deal-
ings, bribery, expropriation, and outright theft. Two members of the
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family stole the yacht of a prominent French businessman and had it
repainted to avoid detection. Another bought 17 percent of the shares
of a state bank scheduled for privatization, which enabled him to gain
control since the government put only 35 percent of the bank’s shares
up for sale anyway. And the list goes on. Few were surprised, then, that
when Leila Trabelsi fled the country she had $56 million in gold bullion
stashed aboard her plane.

While less colorful, corruption among the ruling elite of Egypt was
no less impressive. Although protesters chanted, “O Mubarak, tell us
where you get $70 billion!” that figure was an exaggeration. Neverthe-
less, the American state department did estimate that over the course of
his presidency Mubarak had managed to accumulate $2—3 billion—not
abad haul.

Even more serious than presidential theft was the nexus of party
leadership, cabinet or parli y bership, and ic op-
portunity. Ahmad Ezz, who came to control 60 percent of the Egyp-
tian steel industry, was a close friend of Gamal Mubarak, an “en-

forcer” for the official party, and a member of parliament who used his
connections to become “the emperor of steel.” After the uprising, Ezz
was indicted for allegedly blocking a 2008 law that would have forced
him to divest from his monopoly. Then there is a former minister of
agriculture, Amin Abaza, whose company was the largest exporter of
Egyptian cotton, and a former minister of tourism, Zuhair Garrana,
whose holding company owned luxury hotels and cruise ships. This list,
too, can go on. Like Ezz, many of those on it have been indicted, had
their passports revoked, or both.

How did the Tunisian uprising catch fire?

‘Two rumors have dogged the story of Muhammad Bouazizi, the twenty-
six-year-old produce vendor whose humiliation and self-immolation
provided the spark for the Tunisian uprising. The first is that the po-
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licewoman who confiscated his wares slapped Bouazizi in the market
in front of others. She may have, but she was later acquitted of all
charges arising from the incident, including that one. The second is that
Bouazizi was a university graduate. He was not. Whatever their validity,
however, the rumors might seem true to many Tunisians because they
reaffirm two features of daily life they confronted: the daily abuse of
power by those who could lord it over their compatriots, and the lack
of economic opportunities, particularly for educated youths. The lack of
economic opportunities was acutely felt in Bouazizi’s hometown of Sidi
Bouzid, which had a 30 percent unemployment rate.

The events that took place between Bouazizi's suicide on December
17, 2010, and the departure of Tunisian president Ben Ali close to a
month later are straightforward. The day after the suicide, a crowd
made up of fellow vendors, youths, labor activists, lawyers, and even
some politicians began demonstrating in front of the local municipal
building. Some in the crowd videotaped the demonstrations and posted
the videos on Facebook, where al-Jazeera picked them up and broad-
cast them back into Tunisia. When the government cut internet connec-
tions, demonstrators sent cell phone images directly to the satellite TV
channel. About three weeks later, unemployed graduates and students
in the nearby town of Thala clashed with police, who shot five of the
protesters.

The first reaction of the government in Tunis to events was to offer
both carrots and sticks. As the first carrot, Ben Ali promised the pro-
testers fifty thousand new jobs, enough for only about a third of the
estimated number of unemployed university graduates. Over the course
of the uprising, he upped the ante by pledging parliamentary elections
and an end to internet censorship, and by vowing that he would keep
the constitutionally mandated age limit for president at seventy-five
years, making him ineligible to run for another term. And as leaders of
Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain and elsewhere would offer during subsequent
uprisings, he proposed sitting down with the opposition and engaging
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in a “national dialogue” about the country’s future. But, warning that
protests were scaring off foreign investment and tourism, he ordered all
schools and universities closed to prevent students from massing—in
the process ensuring that a steady supply of students with time on their
hands would feed the protests. He then dispatched security forces and
the army to put down the uprising. In the first encounter with protest-
ers, the army unit he dispatched refused to open fire.

A few days after the carnage at Thala, the uprising, which had previ-
ously been concerned primarily with economic demands, took a decid-
edly political turn. In the town of Kasserine in western Tunisia, where
twenty-one died at the hands of government snipers, infuriated protest-
ers turned their sights on those ible, d ding the i di
departure of President Ben Ali. The stakes had risen dramatically and
quickly. Fueled by new media (such as text messaging), old media (such
as al-Jazeera), and word of mouth, the uprising spread throughout the
country. When it reached Tunis on January 13, the chief of staff of the
Tunisian armed forces told the army to stand down. Ben Ali fled to
Saudi Arabia the next day (the role played by the army in his flight is
still not clear). This was the first time in the modern history of the Arab
world a popular uprising forced the ouster of a ruler.

Why didn’t the Tunisian uprising take place

earlier?

On March 3, 2010, a street vendor named Abdesslem Trimech set him-
self on fire in front of the office of the general secretary of Monastir,
a town on the Tunisian coast. Earlier in the day, Trimech had gone to
the municipal building to protest the revocation of his vending license.
After being rebuffed, he left, then returned with a flammable liquid
which he poured over himself. Then he lit his lighter. Trimech was
thirty or thirty-one years old (like many of the details of this story, his
age is disputed), the father of two children. He lingered for a week while
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angry residents of Monastir clashed with the police. Tens of thousands
attended his funeral (one report puts the number at 50,000 in a town of
80,000), which turned into an angry anti-government demonstration.
The proceedings were videotaped and posted on social media outlets. In
all, Trimech’s story closely resembles that of Bouazizi's, with one excep-
tion: The day after the funeral, life in the town returned to normal and
few outside Monastir cared much if anything about the incident.

It was reported that between Trimech’s suicide and Bouazizi’s, seven
Tunisians had committed suicide by burning themselves to death. One
of them, Chams Eddine Heni, a thirty-one-year-old from Metlaoui in
west/central Tunisia, did so less than a month before Bouazizi. He had
quarreled with his father over money he needed in order to obtain
travel documents to Italy so he might escape the grinding poverty of
his hometown. So the question remains: Why the differing reactions to
events that were fundamentally similar?

Some observers have cited the fact that Sidi Bouzid is significantly
poorer than Monastir—but then again so is Metlaoui. Others claim that
local leaders, like trade union representatives and leaders of profes-
sional associations, did not link Trimech’s death to broader political
and economic issues—although the slogans shouted by the crowds after
his act and at his funeral, along with the attacks on symbols of author-
ity, seem to challenge the idea that there was any need for them to have
done so. Still others argue that there was one significant difference be-
tween Bouazizi's suicide and the others: His was not merely recorded
on social media, but al-Jazeera (“old media”) picked up those videos
and rebroadcast them endlessly throughout Tunisia and the Arabic-
speaking world. This increased the awareness—if not the significance—
of that event.

While appealing in its simplicity this explanation, too, fails to con-
vince. By tying the Tunisian uprising to television coverage, this expla-
nation resembles those theories that would tie the French Revolution
to arise in bread prices. It's what historians call “mechanistic” because,
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between stimulus and response, it leaves no space for human choice.
Second, as we shall see below, placing some technology at the center
of our story denigrates the role of those who chose to place Bouazizi's
tragic death in a political framework and to do something about it.

Finally, there is also a problem in framing the question in terms
of why Trimech’s and Heni’s deaths did not result in uprisings while
Bouazizi’s death did. Uprisings such as the one Tunisia experienced in
2010 are exceptional, not commonplace, occurrences in world history.
Their non-occurrence needs no explanation. The real mystery is why
Tunisians and the rest of the Arab world reacted to the death of Bouaz-
izi as they did.

Was the uprising in Egypt like that of Tunisia?

The Tunisian uprising left an immediate and powerful impression on
many people in Egypt. More than a dozen Egyptians, for example,
copied Muh d Bouazizi’s suicide-by-fire. More productively, the
Tunisian uprising demonstrated to the disaffected in Egypt and else-
where that broad-based movements, such as the one that brought down
the Tunisian government, were viable.

Those who planned the January 25, 2011, protests in Cairo and
other Egyptian cities, for example—the opening salvo of the Egyptian
uprising—have attributed their tactics, principal slogan (“The regime
must go”), and ultimate goal (realization of that slogan) to their coun-
terparts in Tunisia. In fact, a number of those who organized the initial
demonstrations in Egypt knew their counterparts in Tunisia and were
similarly young and technology-savvy. Hence, the widespread use of so-
cial media in both uprisings.

But even when events spun out of their control, there were important
aspects of the Egyptian uprising that closely resembled those of the
Tunisian one. Among them was the way in which the uprising fed off
spontaneity, its leaderlessness, its rapid spread, and its nonreligious
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and largely nonviolent orientation. Like protesters in Tunisia, those in
Egypt linked demands for political rights with economic justice and
thus linked youths and labor activists in a common cause. And as in the
case of the Tunisian uprising, the military in Egypt played a pivotal role,
ensuring the speedy departure of the ruler.

How did the initial phase of the Egyptian

elf out?

up play

There were several groups calling for protests on January 25. Perhaps
most famous was a group of young activists known as the “April 6 Youth
Movement” who had worked together in oppositional politics for three
years. On the eve of the protests, one of the group’s founders, Asmaa
Mahfouz, posted a video in which she taunted, “I, a girl, am going down
to Tahrir Square and I will stand alone . . . and I'll hold up a banner,
perhaps [other] people will show some honor.” Then there were the
administrators of the Facebook page “We are all Khaled Said.” Said
(pronounced Sa-eed) was a twenty-eight-year-old owner of a small im-
port-export business in Alexandria who, it is believed, videotaped two
policemen splitting up cash and drugs they had confiscated in a drug
deal. Said subsequently posted the video. For his audacity, the police-
men beat him to death. Somehow, his supporters obtained and posted
photos of his mangled, beaten face. By the time of the uprising, the page
had 473,000 visitors, many of whom learned of the protests from it.

Often overlooked in accounts that glorified the role played by the first
two groups were activists from the youth wings of the Muslim Broth-
erhood and various political parties, along with labor organizers. Their
participation ensured the protests would have the backing of a broad
coalition.

Organizers chose January 25 because it coincided with National Po-
lice Day—a newly proclaimed national holiday that celebrated its widely
despised namesake. The irony was not lost on the organizers. It was for
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fear of being branded unpatriotic, however, that a number of organized
political groupings, including the Muslim Brotherhood, chose not to
participate.

In Cairo, the police stopped most of the demonstrators before they
could converge on Tahrir Square, the site designated to be the epicenter
of the protest. But because the police were so scattered, they were un-
able to stop one group that had rallied in a working-class neighborhood.
By the time that group had reached the square, its ranks had swelled to
thousands. Others joined the protesters while they marched to Tahrir
Square or at the square, until they numbered an estimated ten thou-
sand. Borrowing a slogan from Tunisia, the crowd chanted, “The people
want the fall of the regime.” Toward evening the police moved in and,
after skirmishing with the protesters, fired tear gas and cleared most
from the square.

Because most journalists in Egypt were based in Cairo, protests that
occurred elsewhere were, by and large, consigned to the inner pages of
newspapers or ignored entirely. This distorted the view of how the rev-
olution unfolded. For example, on January 25 protesters held demon-
strations in twelve of Egypt’s twenty-seven provinces and in most of the
principal cities of the country. Outside of Cairo, in cities such as Suez
and Alexandria, protests were more violent. In the latter city, police
reportedly killed three protesters. In the southern city of Asyut, riot
police with batons attacked protesters. Even bedouin in the Sinai desert
engaged in running firefights with police that lasted throughout the
uprising.

Also outside of Cairo, the profile of the protesters differed from that
of the young, English-speaking professionals interviewed on American
news. In Alexandria, the residents of some of the poorest neighbor-
hoods joined the protests. In Mahalla al-Kubra, the site of the Egypt
Spinning and Weaving Plant—the largest manufacturing plant in the
Middle East—workers dominated the protests. They had been engaged
in labor actions since 2006, drawing the attention of some of the youth-
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ful organizers who forged an alliance with strikers two years later. This
is how the April 6 Youth Movement had cut its teeth in organizing.

Having seen that the demand for the resignation of Mubarak res-
onated widely with Egyptians, organizers called for another round of
protests to be held three days later. In Cairo, scattered crowds of pro-
testers converged once again on Tahrir Square, battling police who fired
tear gas and beat protesters with truncheons. Late in the day, as the tide
of battle swung in favor of the protesters, Mubarak allegedly ordered
his interior minister to authorize the police to use live ammunition.
When the minister’s deputy refused the order, Mubarak deployed the
army. Furious that he had been pushed out of the loop, the interior
minister ordered the police off the streets of Cairo, hours before the
army arrived. This was all the time needed for protesters to take firm
control of the square, which became the symbolic center of the Egyptian
rebellion. Some protesters stayed in the square for the remainder of
the uprising. Others fanned out throughout the city, attacking the Min-
istry of Interior building and the state-run television station and set-
ting offices of the ruling party—the National Democratic Party (NDP)
—and police stations on fire. The NDP was widely hated, and not just
because of its role in sham elections and parliamentary debates. It was
Mubarak’s lapdog, and rather than serving constituents it functioned
more like a club whose board divided political and economic spoils
among themselves. Similar scenes of destruction were repeated in Suez
and other major cities. In Alexandria, protesters drove the police off the
streets altogether and seized control of the city until the army restored
government authority.

The events of January 28 might be seen as the beginning of the end
for the Mubarak regime. Mubarak remained defiant, and, up until his
vice president announced Mubarak’s resignation, he vowed to remain
in office. The government even brought in goons on horseback and
camelback in an unsuccessful attempt to dislodge the protesters from
Tahrir Square. They might have succeeded, too, had it not been for
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the unheralded assistance of the “ultras”—soccer thugs—who enjoyed
nothing more than a good rumble with the authorities.

Nevertheless, the army’s announcement soon after taking control of
the streets that it would not fire on the protesters ultimately tipped
the balance in their favor. And just when it appeared that the protests
might be running out of steam, they received a shot in the arm:
Wael Ghonim, the founder of the Facebook page “We are all Khaled
Said” (and, as American media 1 inded their audi
an executive with Google) appeared on national television and gave
an emotional interview about his kidnapping and imprisonment by
the government ten days earlier. Ghonim’s interview reanimated the
protest movement. Two days later, tens of thousands of Egyptian work-
ers went on strike demanding wage increases and Mubarak’s resigna-
tion.

On February 11, Omar Suleiman, Mubarak’s recently appointed vice
president (and desi; d ), appeared on television and read
this statement: “Taking into consideration the difficult circumstances
the country is going through, President Mohammed Hosni Mubarak
has decided to leave the post of president of the republic and has tasked
the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces to manage the state’s affairs.”
The army had had enough.

What was the role of social media in the

Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings?

It was not long after the outbreak of the Tunisian uprising that Western
media began to call the event a “Twitter Revolution” or a “Facebook
Revolution,” after two types of social media that the protesters used
(protesters used other forms of “new media,” such as cell phones and
blogs as well, but those did not seem to have the cachet of Twitter and
Facebook). The terms were readily accessible to journalists: they had al-
ready dubbed the 1978-79 Iranian Revolution the “Cassette Tape Rev-
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olution” and the 1989 uprisings in the Seychelles, Eastern Europe, and
Tiananmen Square “fax revolutions”—all because of the technologies
that purportedly enabled them. Then there was the 1986 “People Power
Revolution” in the Philippines, which had the dubious distinction of
simultaneously earning the epithet “Fax Revolution” and “Xerox Rev-
olution,” a discrepancy based, one supposes, on the authors’ product
preference.

Since 2004, it had become commonplace to name uprisings such as
those in Moldova, Ukraine, and Iran after social media because partic-
ipants had used that technology for one purpose or another. And after
the outbreak of the Egyptian uprising (a second Facebook Revolution
in a month!), journalists decided to abandon another term they had ap-
plied to the Tunisian uprising: the first “WikiLeaks Revolution,” a title
they had adopted that overemphasized the role played by the leaked
American cables about corruption in provoking the protests.

The debate about the importance of social media in the Tunisian
and Egyptian uprisings has involved two opposing camps, one made
up of cyberphiles and the other of cyberskeptics. The cyberphile ar-
guments underscore the essential role technology played in creating a
community of protest in cyberspace since real space was not available
in Tunisia or Egypt for anti-regime activity. Although cyberphiles admit
that some participants in this community acted as mere observers, they
argue that others created and actively involved themselves in an al-
ternative cyber-based political sphere that paralleled the grim political
sphere in which they lived. Their participation in this alternative sphere
transformed their subjectivity (consciousness) and created a culture of
rebellion and a committed engagement with practical politics.

Cyberphiles also point to the rapid spread of social media in the
region, which overwhelmed the ability of governments to respond ef-
fectively (between 2008 and 2010, Facebook memberships increased in
the broader Middle East 360 percent to 3.5 million), and the calls made
by Egyptian Facebook pages for the January 25 protests that initiated
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the uprising. As a matter of fact, the group behind one of those pages,
the April 6 Youth Movement, got its name from its call for a general
strike on that day in 2008 in support of workers at Mahalla al-Kubra.
According to cyberphiles, the call was the first demonstration of the
revolutionary potential of social media in mobilizing protest in Egypt.

As cyberskeptics like to point out, however, the general strike of
2008 was a failure, as have been other uprisings in which social media
purportedly played a central role (Moldova and Iran, 2009). So much
for the near-magical potential of social media. Furthermore, attributing
the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings to social media underplays the role
of groups that participated in them but were not as young or tech-savvy,
and therefore not as photogenic, as, for example, the articulate young
people in Tahrir Square. In addition, cyberskeptics argue that only 20
percent of Egyptians have internet access (to which cyberphiles might
answer that fewer than a thousand Parisians stormed the Bastille in
1789), and that the government had already shut down internet con-
nections before the pivotal events of January 28 (to which cyberphiles
might answer that by then the uprising had already reached critical
mass).

The most convincing argument made by cyberskeptics, however, is
that attributing the uprisings to social media transforms the true heroes
of the uprisings—the participants—from protagonists into patsies who
act not because they choose to but because they are somehow techno-
logically compelled to. This was demonstrably false. According to the
Egypt Human Development Report of 2010, there was no necessary
link between internet usage and politics in Egypt before the uprising:
60 percent of youths on the internet spent their time chatting, 20 per-
cent looked at por hy, 12 percent orresearch,
and only 8 percent visited political sites.

The answer to the question about the importance of social media to
the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt probably lies between the positions
staked out by the cyberphiles and cyberskeptics. Social media certainly

q Ih
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played a role in the uprisings, but they did not cause the uprisings. Like
the printing press and telegraph before them, social media performed
two functions in the uprisings: they facilitated communication among
the participants and would-be participants who elected to take part in
the protests, and they broadened the range of tactical options (such as
organizing demonstrations in “real time,” for example) open to those
participants.

Why did the Tahrir Square protesters and

others adopt the tactic of nonviolent resistance?

Some of the most evocative images to come from the Egyptian uprising
were of crowds of unarmed protesters standing toe-to-toe with army
personnel or security forces chanting “Salmiyya, salmiyya!” (“Peaceful,
peaceful”). Protesters reenacted this scene countless times as the up-
risings spread throughout out the Arab world—but, alas, all too often
without the same outcome. The tactic of peaceful resistance was a logi-
cal one: protesters could not come close to matching the government in
firepower, unarmed protesters were less provocative than armed pro-
testers, and violence proved to be ineffective when Islamist groups used
it against the state in the 1980s. Most important, there was the success
of groups committed to nonviolence in Tunisia, some of which had been
collaborating with their Egyptian counterparts for several years. But the
choice of nonviolence had other sources as well. During the decade pre-
ceding the uprising of 2011, there were a number of protest movements
in Egypt, many of which were iolent or pred: 1 iol

in nature. In 2000, Egyptians took to the streets in support of the sec-
ond Palestinian uprising (intifada) against the Israeli occupation of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip. They were backed by striking professionals,
labor activists, and students. Egyptians returned to the streets in 2003
to protest the American invasion of Iraq (during which they occupied
Tahrir Square chanting “The street is ours!”), and again in 2005 in
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support of judges who held a sit-down strike rather than certify the
fraudulent results of a parliamentary election. As a matter of fact, be-
tween May and December 2005, the blogosphere reported twenty-four
peaceful demonstrations in Cairo alone.

Perhaps the two most significant events that reinforced the tactic of
nonviolent protest were the activities and example of Kefaya in 2004
and the failure of the 2008 strike in Mahalla al-Kubra. Organizers
of Kefaya—a coalition of political currents ranging from nationalist to
communist to Islamist that united around demands for electoral reform
—founded the group shortly before the government held a referendum
to confirm a fifth term for Mubarak. Kefaya was the first group ever to
call for Mubarak’s resignation. One of its tactics was nonviolence: At its
first rally, for example, demonstrators held a silent vigil, some taping
their mouths shut with yellow stickers marked with Kefaya’s logo.

Besides the symbolic power of nonviolence, organizers of the 2011
Tahrir Square protests learned other techniques and strategies from
Kefaya as well. For example, Kefaya defined itself as a loose movement
rather than a tight party to ensure inclusiveness, used social media to
organize demonstrations, mobilized in working-class neighborhoods to
broaden the movement's base, and asserted popular control over public
spaces by organizing “flash mobs” to take them over for demonstra-
tions. That Kefaya’s demands and tactics matched those used during
the uprising is not surprising: Although Kefaya had faded years before
the uprising, one of the founders of the April 6 Youth Movement had
been a member of Kefaya's youth movement.

The 2008 strike in Mahalla al-Kubra, from which the April 6 Youth
Movement emerged, had ended in violence, and police intervention
crushed the general strike organizers had called. In the wake of the
failed strikes, leaders of what would become the movement sought out
tactical pointers from others involved in struggles against authoritarian
regimes. One of them, Muhammad Adel, traveled to Belgrade, Yu-
goslavia. There he enrolled in a one-week training program directed by
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the Center for Applied Non-Violent Action and Strategies (CANVAS),
an organization founded by the nonviolent youth movement Otpor
(Serbian for “Resistance”), which had spearheaded the uprising that
brought down Serbian strongman Slobodan Milosevic. Adel was not
alone; other pro-democracy advocates from Ukraine, Georgia, Zim-
babwe, and Burma, for example, also received training in nonviolent re-
sistance through CANVAS.

In the wake of the success of the Tunisian uprising, the April 6
Youth M and allied organizations prepared for an uprising
of their own, this time to be played by Otpor’s rulebook. The tactics
they employed were pure Otpor. For example, instead of attempting
to organize a single march to Tahrir Square on January 25 that might
easily be broken up by security forces (a “tactic of concentration”), they
organized twenty-one separate marches from different locations. One
march was kept secret from all but the small group of march organiz-
ers, who drifted into position in groups no larger than ten (a “tactic of
dispersal”). The April 6 Youth Movement even adopted the symbol of
Otpor—a clenched fist—for its logo.

What was the role of labor in the two uprisings?

In both Tunisia and Egypt, labor activism has a venerable history, has
long overlapped with political activism, and increased during the years
building up to the uprisings. It should be no surprise, then, that labor
activists in both places would put their skills in service to the uprisings.

In Tunisia, organized labor was at the forefront of the independence
struggle, and after independence the trade union federation (the Union
Générale Tunisienne du Travail, or UGTT) was one of two pillars upon
which the new state rested (the other being Bourguiba’s Neo-Destour
Party). As a matter of fact, soon after independence there was a brief
period in which it was impossible to determine whether the UGTT
would become an affiliate of the party or the other way round. Since
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then, the UGTT had a checkered relationship with the regime, some-
times serving as a lapdog, sometimes standing in opposition to the
regime’s policies, particularly when they affected the federation’s mem-
bers. In 1977, for example, the UGTT called the first general strike in
Tunisia’s post-independence history, and in the mid-1980s relations
between the federation and the regime got so bad that the regime
clamped down hard on its rival.

Not all the trade unions represented in the federation march to the
same drummer, however, nor have workers necessarily been compliant
with their leadership, particularly when that leadership has aligned it-
self with the regime at their expense. Perhaps the most glaring example
of divergence was the popular rebellion against the government-owned
Gafsa Phosphate Company, the UGTT “aristocracy” in Tunis, and the
government, which broke out over a hiring dispute in Gafsa, a region on
the Algerian border, in 2008.

Like events that would take place two years later, the rebellion took
on a political as well as economic dimension (protesters reworked
election posters proclaiming “Ben Ali 2009” to read “Ben Ali 2500”).
And like the 2010 uprising, it d a wide coalition ( loyed
university graduates, high school students, unemployed workers and
their families) and took advantage of a variety of nonviolent and violent
tactics (demonstrations, occupations and blockages of public spaces,
sitdown and hunger strikes, and violence against police and political
authorities). The main differences between the 2008 and 2010 upris-
ings, however, were that the Gafsa rebellion did not spread to other
regions and that the army stood with the regime. The rebellion was
crushed, but in other ways foreshadowed what was yet to come.

Labor activism in Egypt dates back to the turn of the twentieth
century. Most recently, there has been an upsurge in labor activism,
particularly as the Mubarak regime pushed ahead with a neoliberal
agenda. Workers have found privatization and attempts to hold down
wages and cut back benefits in the midst of inflation particularly offen-
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sive. Most link privatization with reductions in a firm’s workforce and
cutbacks in benefits guaranteed by public firms. Between the seating of
the “cabinet of businessmen” in 2004 and the outbreak of the uprising,
there were more than three thousand labor actions involving more than
two million workers and their families.

Labor activism spiked in the years 2006—2008, when it seemed that
the entire textile industry and the communities that housed it had
walked off the job and when the government was forced to recognize
the first independent trade union since 1957. It would not be too far
off the mark to say that labor activism became the primary form of re-
sistance to the regime over the course of the decade that preceded the
uprisings.

Labor thus came to play a key—and some would say pivotal—role
in the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings. In Tunisia, union activists ex-
ploited their talent for organizing early on to broaden the base of the
protests, particularly among unemployed and underemployed youths.
Professional associations (syndicates), such as those that represented
lawyers and doctors, also joined the protests and were among the first
to link economic grievances with political demands. Under mounting
pressure from its rank and file, and with wildcat strikes breaking out
throughout the country, the UGTT broke with the regime and threw its
weight behind the uprising.

In Egypt, where protest leaders and the labor movement had an
intertwined history, tens of thousands of workers from both the pub-
lic and private sectors, including those from the petroleum, railroad,
banking, retail, manufacturing, public transportation, health care, and
heavy industry sectors, struck on February 9, 2011, and joined protest-
ers on the streets of most major cities. In the volatile textile industry,
eighteen thousand workers left their jobs, and walkouts shut down the
Cairo airport and stock exchange. All this took place two days before the
army told Mubarak he had to go. It might have been coincidence, or it
might have been that the strike wave had demonstrated to the military
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that Mubarak’s position was untenable. There is no doubt, however,
that the military was watching the strikes with trepidation: a few days
after Mubarak’s departure, the military sent out a text message to mil-
lions of Egyptian cell phone users reading, “The Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces urges honest citizens to take part in efforts to reach a safe
haven”—a not-very-subtle demand for them to get back to work.

What was the role of Islamist groups in the two

uprisings?

As in other parts of the Arab world, Tunisia and Egypt experienced
a wave of Islamist violence in the 1980s that their rulers used as an
excuse to justify repression and torture. In Tunisia, the government
initially encouraged the Islamist movement, hoping it would serve as
a counterweight to the UGTT. But when the Islamist party, Ennahda,
demonstrated its popularity in the 1989 elections, the government
clamped down hard, jailing members and driving its leader into exile.
The party, which had vowed to work within the system, struck back
with violence, calling for the overthrow of the government. Although
the party was essentially destroyed in Tunisia, the government main-
tained its repressive apparatus even while much of the population be-
came skeptical of its motives. Indeed, in the two decades preceding the
uprising, the Tunisian government expanded and intensified repres-
sion to such an extent that Human Rights Watch declared Tunisia to be
one of the most repressive states in the world—a world that, it should be
remembered, includes Myanmar and Syria. It is partly for this reason
that human rights became an issue of significance for Tunisians.

In Egypt, it was groups splintering off from the Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood or unaffiliated with the brotherhood that perpetrated the
violence. The bloodletting climaxed with the 1997 massacre of sixty-
three at the popular tourist destination of Luxor (the perpetrators
wanted to bring down the Egyptian economy by targeting the lucra-
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tive tourism industry). As in Tunisia, the government responded to
Islamist violence with heavy-handed repression. In the wake of the
assassination of President Anwar al-Sadat, for example, the Egyptian
government imposed an emergency law that entitled the state to re-
strict freedom of assembly, arrest and detain suspects without warrant,
monitor and censor publications, establish exceptional courts to try
those accused of violating presidential decrees, etc. Ending the state of
emergency, which the government had once again extended for another
two years in 2010, was one of the central demands of the protesters.

Although Ennahda received more than 40 percent of the vote in the
election for the assembly charged with drafting Tunisia’s post-uprising
constitution, it did not guide or even participate in the uprising there.
Such was the effectiveness of Ben Ali’s repression. (The speed with
which Ennahda regrouped after Ben Ali left, however, demonstrates it
had not lost its appeal.) This was not the case in Egypt. In spite of the
fact that the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood officially refused to sanc-
tion the January 25 protest, members of the group’s youth wing partic-
ipated in its organization and played an important role in the uprising
thereafter. After its late start, the Muslim Brotherhood did endorse the
second round of protests on January 28.

In February 2011, the brotherhood declared that it would not back a
candidate for president and would back candidates for only one-third
of the seats in parliament in Egypt’s first post-uprising elections (the
brotherhood itself did not run a slate of candidates for office; rather,
it established a political party, the Freedom and Justice Party [FJP],
which did). Apparently, the opportunity presented by being the most
identifiable and organizationally skillful association on the Egyptian
political scene prompted the brotherhood to abandon this policy. In
January 2012, FJP candidates won 47.2 percent of the seats in the
Egyptian parliament, and seven months later the FJP’s Muhammad
Morsi won election as Egypt’s first post-Mubarak president.
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What was the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood?

The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood was founded in 1928 by a charis-
matic school teacher, Hassan al-Banna, to promote personal piety,
charitable acts, and a Muslim revival to counter what many Egyptians
believed to be a Western cultural onslaught. It was officially disbanded
by a military-backed government that seized power in 2013 after it
had reached the pinnacle of power in Egypt and performed in a man-
ner that was widely derided by Egyptians. While the military-backed
government condemned the brotherhood as a terrorist organization, its
last confirmed use of violence was in 1948, when its “secret apparatus”
assassinated the Egyptian prime minister who had ordered the orga-
nization dissolved (Nasser accused the brotherhood of attempting to
assassinate him in 1954, but this might have been a ploy to give him li-
cense to crush his rival).

Since that time, some within the brotherhood have periodically be-
come radicalized (mainly in prison) and left the brotherhood to form
their own organizations, while others acted as if they believed dis-
cretion to be the better part of valor. After years of repression, the
“general guide” of the brotherhood renounced violence altogether in
1969 and 1972, and his successor renewed the pledge in 1987 in return
for permission to form a party so that the brotherhood might legally
participate in the political process, such as it was. That permission was
not forthcoming, but the organization did support candidates for par-
liament. In 2005, brotherhood-affiliated candidates won 20 percent of
parliamentary seats. The government’s response was massive electoral
fraud in the parliamentary elections of 2010, which fed opposition to
the regime.

Political scientist Carrie Rosefsky Wickham identified three currents
within the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood during the Mubarak and
early post-Mubarak era.2 The first consisted of those who foreswore
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political activity altogether in favor of preaching and pious activities.
Their attitude seems to have been that there is no point to imposing
Islamic law over a society that is unprepared for and undeserving of it.
The second faction, probably the largest, combined conservative reli-
gious views with political participation. They wanted to reassert Islamic
law and what they considered to be Islamic values in the public sphere.

Finally, there were those who chose to participate in politics but
whose Islam was more liberal. It was members of this wing of the broth-
erhood who called for reform of the brotherhood’s authoritarian struc-
ture, worked side-by-side with secular colleagues since their Kefaya
days, were adept at using social media, and were at the forefront of the
uprising. While never more than a small fraction of the organization at
the time of its disbandment, their participation in electoral activities on
university campuses and in professional organizations (such as those
that spoke for doctors, engineers, pharmacists, scientists, and lawyers)
introduced them to the world of d elections and rep i
politics and signaled the possibility of a secular liberal/liberal Islamist
political bloc in the future.

What are salafis?

One of the big surprises to come out of the uprisings has been the rise
to prominence of salafi groups throughout the region, particularly in
Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya. Salafism refers to a method some Muslims
use for uncovering religious truth. The words “salafi” and “salafism”
come from the Arabic phrase “al-salaf al-salih”—the pious ancestors—
meaning the companions of the prophet who formed the original Is-
lamic community in Medina under the guidance of Muhammad. Salafis
look to that community as a model community. They also regard only
two religious sources as valid—the Qur'an and hadith (reports of the
sayings and activities of the prophet and his companions).

Because salafism is only a technique, the truth salafis uncover varies
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from salafi to salafi. Some salafis believe that Muhammad and the first
Islamic community anticipated such contemporary ideas as democracy,
women’s rights, and the like. As it is most commonly used today, how-
ever, the term “salafism” refers to the beliefs and practices of ultra-
orthodox Muslims who take a conservative approach to such issues as
attire (beards for men, veils for women), women’s roles, and minority
rights, and stress the central importance of Islamic law and personal
piety.

Before the uprisings, most salafis abstained from politics, arguing
that so long as a ruler is a Muslim, it is sinful to rebel against him.
Since the uprisings, however, three strands of salafism have come to
the fore. The first, “scriptural salafism,” continues the tradition of non-
participation in politics to such an extent that prominent leaders of this
tendency condemned the Tahrir Square protests and urged Egyptians
to stand behind Mubarak. A second strand is more pragmatic, seizing
the opportunities created by the uprisings to abandon their disdain for
politics and enter the political fray. They formed parties in Egypt (the
most popular being al-Nour) and Tunisia—and in the first parliamen-
tary elections in Egypt stunned everyone by winning a quarter of the
seats.

The pragmatic strand sees itself as a conservative counterweight
to the more mainstream Muslim Brotherhood or Ennahda, and even
though some within this grouping have been responsible for ugly in-
cidents of mob violence against unveiled women and members of
religious minorities, attacks on churches, and skirmishes with their
leftist opponents on college campuses, others have been willing to cast
ideology aside—at least for a while. Thus, al-Nour toned down its call
for the immediate imposition of Islamic law, put women on its electoral
list (as all parties had to do) and put their pictures on their campaign
literature, pledged to protect the rights of minorities within a civil state,
and even promised to maintain Egypt’s treaty with Israel. Just how far
this twig can bend without snapping remains to be seen (although al-
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Nour did stand with the military when it deposed Muhammad Morsi).

The final strand of salafism to come to the fore after the outbreak
of the uprisings is jihadi salafism. One of the most prominent jihadi-
salafi groups is the Tunisian Ansar al-Sharia (Partisans of Islamic Law),
directed by an Afghan war veteran and the founder of the Tunisian
Combat Group, which waged a violent campaign against the Tunisian
government beginning in 2000. Jihadi salafists abhor the opportunism
of their pragmatic counterparts. They believe democracy to be a sham,
groups like Ennahda to be sellouts, and the establishment of a civil
state as opposed to a state governed by Islamic law to be a travesty.
They are confrontational, attacking liquor stores and “unlslamic” cul-
tural events, and engaging in street fights with political opponents. And
by committing high-profile acts of violence—including the attack on
the US embassy in Tunis in September 2012, clashes with the military,
and (allegedly) the assassination of two opposition members of parlia-
ment—they have proven to be the most serious destabilizing force in
Tunisian politics.

Why did the armies in Tunisia and Egypt refuse
to put down the initial uprisings?

After the Tunisian protests reached Tunis, the chief of staff of the armed
forces ordered the army not to fire on protesters, forcing Ben Ali to
flee. The Egyptian military went further: having decided that the army
would not fire on the protesters, the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces staged a coup d’état. It deposed Mubarak and took over the gov-
ernment while protesters chanted, “The army and the people are one
hand!” The army remained in charge of Egypt for about a year and a
half. Why did the militaries act as they did?

In Tunisia, the military has historically been relatively small com-
pared to militaries in the rest of the Arab world—about 36,000 officers
and men at the time of the uprising. This was no accident: Tunisia did
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not win its independence by force of arms, as did Algeria, nor did the
regime come to power as a result of a military coup, as the regime
in Egypt had. Habib Bourguiba, a politician (not a soldier), negotiated
independence from France on behalf of Tunisians. The Tunisian army
was thus the product of ind. d not the itor of indepe
dence. Bourguiba, not wishing to risk a coup, deliberately kept the army
small and out of politics. Since Tunisia faced no real external threats,
Bourguiba could follow this policy without risking the country’s secu-
rity.

Ben Ali maintained the policy of his predecessor in spite of the fact
that he came from the army. Instead of depending on the army to en-
sure domestic peace, Ben Ali depended instead on security forces he
controlled directly and indirectly. The fact that the military and the
regime were separate entities, that conscripts reluctant to fire on their
relatives and neighbors filled its ranks, and that there was in fact no
love lost between the marginalized military and the regime made the
chief of staff’s decision that much easier.

The Egyptian military is the polar opposite of its Tunisian counter-
part. It is huge: the army alone includes nine hundred thousand men
(including reservists). Unlike the Tunisian military, it is battle-tested
and even participated in the largest tank battle since World War II (the
“Battle of the Chinese Farm” during the 1973 war with Israel). Further-
more, unlike the Tunisian military, it has been pampered financially,
both by the Egyptian government and by the United States, which gave
it $1.3 billion annually from 1979 to 2013. Finally, unlike the Tunisian
military, the Egyptian military has historically been involved in politics:
all three presidents of Egypt came from its ranks.

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to overestimate the military’s
political involvement. Although all three presidents of Egypt were mil-
itary men, the process of demilitarizing the government began as early
as the Nasser years. This process accelerated under Sadat, who felt
threatened by the military’s opposition to his policies, particularly the
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peace with Israel, which put in question the military’s very reason for
being. In place of preparing for another round against Israel, Sadat gave
the military a different reason for being: it became a major player in the
Egyptian economy.

No one knows for sure the size of the military’s economic involve-
ment (it is a state secret). Economists estimate that the military con-
trols anywhere from 5 to 40 percent of the economy, and according to
the IMF the military oversees about half of all Egyptian manufacturing.
The reason is that the military can beat out all competition: (conscript)
labor is cheap, the military can guarantee a steady supply of raw materi-
als (some of which it produces itself, some of which it has priority claim
to), it has access to the highest levels of government, and it is after all
heavily subsidized. Thus over time the military has become involved in
everything from construction and manufacture of consumer durables
(like washing machines and refrigerators) to defense production and
dairy and poultry farming. In addition, since many military bases are
on Egypt’s coasts and along the Nile, the military has had access to
prime real estate ripe for development. And develop it it has.

The military’s involvement in the economy, of course, violates the
fund: al principles of and some observers have
noted the tension between the interests of military men and the crony
capitalists around Gamal Mubarak who d from ic re-
form. As a matter of fact, this may have been one of the reasons the
military was not particularly distressed to see the Mubaraks go, and
why it immediately began rounding up the “whales” once they did. But
there were other reasons as well for the military to push Mubarak out:
it had a good thing going, and rather than see Mubarak take it all down,
military leaders were more than willing to sacrifice the man at the top.

henefi

Why did the paths taken by the Tunisian and
Egyptian uprisings diverge?
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During their initial phases, the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings bore
a strong resemblance to each other. In both, mass protests forced the
hands of militaries to compel autocrats to step down. In both, relatively
free elections brought to power Islamist parties that pledged to play
by the rules of the game. And both took place against the backdrop of
state institutions that had evolved over centuries, providing continuity
during difficult periods of transition. But over time the two uprisings
ceased to move in tandem. Although dogged by constitutional crises,
political violence, and economic distress, three years after the outbreak
of their uprising Tunisians could look to their political future with cau-
tious optimism. On the other hand, all Egyptians had to show for their
efforts was harsh repression, another president from the military, and
intense political polarization. Why, then, did the paths taken by the two
uprisings diverge so dramatically?

Although it would be easy to attribute the different courses taken by
the uprisings to differences in “political culture” (whatever that means),
there were a number of tangible factors that fostered the divergent
paths. First, there were the decisions made by military leaders about
their role once the former heads of state were gone. In Tunisia, the
small and professional military went back to its barracks having handed
over power to a national unity government composed of representatives
of opposition parties, activists, and members of the old ruling party. In
Egypt, the Supreme Command of the Armed Forces (SCAF) held on to
power.

Preferring stability to reform, Egypt's new rulers not only dragged
their feet on some of the uprising’s central demands (including prose-
cution of the Mubaraks and lifting the state of emergency), they took a
confrontational stance toward workers who continued their strike wave
as well as protesters who continued their demonstrations. Thus, when
baltagiya once again attacked protesters, the military stood by or fired
into the air to disperse those under attack. And on the eve of Egypt's
first free presidential elections, SCAF issued decrees that gave itself
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executive power above that of the incoming president, control over the
national budget, and immunity from any oversight.

A second reason the paths of the two uprisings differed had to do
with contrasting survival strategies adopted by the deep state in each
country. When new rulers in Egypt attempted to effect change, the deep
state acted as a brake. In Tunisia, it instead assumed the role of cruise

control.
In June 2012, for example, Egypt’s Supreme Constitutional Court
and Supreme Presidential Electoral C ission rejected some of

the candidates running in the presidential election on “procedural”
grounds and effectively shut down the new parliament for similar rea-
sons. The Supreme Administrative Court dissolved the first Constituent
Assembly, which was charged with drafting the new constitution, and
was on the verge of dissolving a second one when President Morsi is-
sued a decree placing his decisions over that of the judiciary.

The police and security forces also refused to adapt themselves to the
new order, and human rights organizations regularly condemned their
brutality against protesters. After more than seventy soccer fans died
in a riot at a match in Port Said in February 2012, prosecutors filed
charges against the local police chief and others, alleging that they knew
violence was likely and did nothing to prevent it. Their motive? To exact
revenge on the ultras who had protected the protesters from the police
and government-backed goons during the uprising.

In Tunisia, widespread street protests that continued even after Ben
Ali fled demonstrated to authorities that Egyptian-style tactics would
only strengthen the protest movement. When Ben Ali’s prime minister
stepped in to fill the deposed dictator’s shoes, intense protests forced
him out and the new acting president settled on a less provocative
substitute, Bé&ji Caid Essebsi. Essebsi, too, had been part of the Ben Ali
regime, but had a reputation as someone who had tried to rein in its
excesses. As prime minister he performed a delicate balancing act, at-
tempting to appease protesters when he could do so without provoking
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reaction from the deep state.

Essebsi dissolved the former ruling party (which had been nothing
more than an empty shell anyway), dismissed (but did not indict)
scores of officials close to the old regime, seized the assets of more than
one hundred members of the Ben Ali-Trabelsi clan and their associates,
and even oversaw the sentencing of the former president and his wife
to prison terms of thirty-five years for theft (while doing nothing to
extradite them so they might face their punishment). He dismissed a
number of high-profile members of the old regime, but kept the judi-
cial infrastructure intact. And when he left the government he founded
Nida Tounis (the Call of Tunisia), an opposition party that came to
represent not only secularists of all stripes who distrusted Ennahda but
also offered political representation to the deep state.

The UGTT also ined intact and d to itself
into a position of mediating between Ennahda and Nida Tounis when
it appeared that negotiations over a new constitution had reached an
impasse.

How did decisions made by governing parties in

Egypt and Tunisia affect the course of uprisings
there?

Different approaches taken toward governance by the Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood and Ennahda also contributed to the differing paths taken
by the two uprisings. Muhammad Morsi, who assumed the presidency
of Egypt in June 2012, was the brotherhood’s second choice for pres-
ident, the first having been eliminated by the Supreme Presidential
Electoral Commission. Although head of the Freedom and Justice
Party, he possessed limited political skills and horrified many Egyp-
tians with his belligerent gaffes. He was certainly not in the same league
as Rachid Ghannouchi, the leader of Ennahda, who had achieved global
prominence while in exile in Britain for his work arguing for the com-
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patibility of Islam and democracy.

But there was more to the different approaches taken toward gover-
nance than personal styles of the two movements’ leaders. Although the
Muslim Brotherhood had won only a plurality of seats in the Egyptian
parliament, and although Morsi won a little over half the votes in a run-
off election against Mubarak’s last prime minister (“51 percent is not
enough to rule,” Ghannouchi warned him),% the brotherhood seemed to
adopt the policy “to the victor go the spoils.”

Neither Morsi nor his brotherhood colleagues attempted to reach
out to the secular opposition (although brotherhood spokesmen said
that they were the ones being shunned and not the other way round).
Morsi appointed brotherhood members and cronies to key positions at
all levels of government. When non-Islamist lawmakers boycotted par-
liament and the Constituent Assembly claiming the brotherhood had
hijacked those two bodies and that their configuration violated the law
—charges with which the courts agreed—Morsi not only ignored their
complaints but rammed through a constitution in spite of the boy-
cott. And when hundreds of thousands of protesters marched on the
Presidential Palace to demand the postponement of the constitutional
referendum, brotherhood goons attempted to disperse them violently,
killing ten.

The behavior of Ennahda was a far cry from that of the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood. After Tunisian voters gave Ennahda-backed can-
didates for parliament their plurality in October 2011, the party sought
to establish a government of national unity and approached two secular
parties, setting up what has been called a “troika,” or government of
three (“troika” is a Russian word for a team of three horses that pulls a
sleigh). The prime minister came from Ennahda and the president and
speaker of the assembly from its partners. This was an obvious attempt
to allay the fears of non-Islamist Tunisians that Ennahda had a secret
ambition to impose a radical Islamist agenda. It did not work, and as
the secular opposition and deep state coalesced around Nida Tounis,
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as jihadi salafis grew bolder (killing a second parliamentarian in five
months), and as the process of drafting a constitution deadlocked, it ap-
peared that the Tunisian transition was in real danger.

Then the principal actors backed away from the precipice. To deal
with its jihadi-salafi problem, the Ennahda-led government had Ansar
al-Sharia declared a terrorist organization. Then Ghannouchi met with
his principal rival, Béji Caid Essebsi. After intense discussions, En-
nahda agreed to dissolve its government and put the country in the
hands of an interim cabinet of technocrats who would prepare for new
elections. In other words, unlike their Egyptian colleagues who consis-
tently worked to augment their power, Ennahda politicians voluntarily
abdicated theirs. Finally, hda parli ian d d the final
draft of a constitution that repudiated much of what they had brought
to the table (such as any reference to Islamic law) and supported posi-
tions they had opposed (such as gender equality). In all, 200 of 216 par-
liamentarians voted to adopt the document, which is now law.

There was another factor which drove Ennahda to reach a com-
promise on the constitution and seek collaboration with their polit-
ical opponents: the example of Egypt. Tunisian politicians watched
developments in Egypt with horror, from the polarization of politics
into Islamist and anti-Islamist camps to the routinization of violence
to the military takeover that derailed the Egyptian uprising, perhaps
permanently. Unlike 2011, it was now the turn of Tunisians to observe
developments in Egypt and weigh alternative futures.

Why did the Egyptian military overthrow the
Muslim Brotherhood government?

The military coup d’état that took place in Egypt on July 3, 2013, was
the culmination of a struggle between the Muslim Brotherhood and the
deep state that had begun even before Morsi took office.

In the immediate aftermath of Mubarak’s departure, the military and
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its allies undertook a series of measures intended to ensure that they
would continue to play a central role in governance and that the Is-
lamists would not rule, no matter how many elections they might win.
Thus, the military claimed preeminent executive and legislative power,
the judiciary and electoral commission disallowed several presidential
candidates, and the judiciary dissolved the lower house of parliament
and suspended the upper house on technical grounds. It also ordered
the Constituent Assembly, tasked with writing a new constitution and
chosen from the two houses of parliament, dissolved.

Upon taking office, therefore, Morsi saw himself and the Muslim
Brotherhood on the defensive and believed, like the military and its
allies, that they were involved in a zero-sum struggle with their oppo-
nents in which a victory for one meant defeat for the other. Over the
course of the next year, that struggle escalated into a death match.

Although there was constant skirmishing between the two sides,
three incidents in particular fed the escalating crisis. In the first, Morsi
took on the military directly. In the wake of an attack on a border out-
post by heavily armed militants which resulted in the deaths of sixteen
border guards, Morsi forced the retirement of senior members of SCAF.
He then promoted the youngest member of SCAF, Abd al-Fattah al-
Sisi, whom Morsi believed he could control, to lead the council. He also
ordered the end of the martial law regime that had sanctioned military
supremacy and rescinded the SCAF decree that gave the military wide-
ranging powers. In its place he issued a decree that expanded his ex-
ecutive authority, gave him full legislative authority in the absence of
a sitting assembly, and authorized him to intervene in the process of
drafting a new constitution. Although he would come to regret his pro-
motion of al-Sisi, round one clearly went to Morsi.

In the second round, Morsi took on the judiciary. In September 2012,
non-Islamists began boycotting the Constituent Assembly, claiming the
brotherhood had stacked it with Islamists. Since the Supreme Constitu-
tional Court had already ordered one Constituent Assembly dissolved,
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Morsi feared it would do so again in the wake of renewed legal chal-
lenges. On the eve of the court’s ruling, Morsi did to the judiciary
what he had earlier done to the military: He issued a decree that made
his rulings—not the judiciary’: p and took away its power to
dissolve the assembly. A week later the assembly finished its work and
presented a widely criticized constitution for ratification.

Opponents of the constitution argued not only that the drafting
process was flawed, but that the constitution was ambiguous when it
came to such issues as human and women’s rights, the role of Islamic
law, and religious freedom. They also attributed clauses that allowed
the military to remain virtually autonomous to a deal Morsi struck with
the new members of SCAF in return for their cooperation in launching
their palace coup against senior officers. Amidst widespread protests,
voters approved the new constitution by a 62 percent margin in De-
cember 2012, with only about one-third of those registered bothering to
vote.

The second round appeared to go to Morsi. He had neutralized the
judiciary, placed himself above the law, and pushed through a constitu-
tion. But Morsi’s victory proved illusory. Throughout the early months
of 2013, the Morsi government lurched from one crisis to another.
Protests against the constitutional process and the new constitution,
sometimes deadly, brought out Egyptians en masse. The liberal opposi-
tion to the Muslim Brotherhood complained of a lack of power sharing
and warned of creeping authoritarianism. But the real elephant in the
room was the dismal state of the economy. By the spring of 2013 the
Egyptian economy was in freefall. Foreign reserves had plummeted, the
value of Egyptian currency declined 10 percent, and tourism—which
before the uprising had contributed 11 percent to the national economy
—had hit rock bottom. In May fuel shortages, which resulted in long
lines at gasoline stations, electricity blackouts, and higher food prices,
provoked widespread anger.

In April 2013 brotherhood opponents associated with the Tamarod
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(Rebellion) movement began a petition campaign calling for the re-
call of Morsi and early elections. Founded by five members of Kefaya,
Tamarod claimed to have collected twenty-two million signatures on
their petitions, although there was never any independent verification
of this astonishing number. Nevertheless, polls indicated that by spring
2013 a majority of Egyptians disapproved of the job Morsi was doing,
and on June 30—the anniversary of Morsi’s accession to the presidency
—hundreds of thousands of pro- and anti-Morsi Egyptians took to the
streets. The following day the army issued an ultimatum that gave
Morsi forty-eight hours to come up with a power-sharing plan or face
military intervention. Backed by a coalition of anti-Morsi groups that
ranged from the liberal opposition to the salafist al-Nour Party to for-
mer supporters of Mubarak, the military retook power.

General al-Sisi, who launched the coup d’état, became defense minis-
ter in the interim government, although he remained the power behind
the throne. Adli Mansour, the former president of the Supreme Consti-
tutional Court, assumed the position of acting president of Egypt and
ordered the suspension of the 2012 constitution and the drafting of a
new one, once again behind closed doors.

While the new constitution eliminated some of the oddities of
the Muslim Brotherhood-backed constitution and enumerated lists of
rights to which citizens are entitled (while stipulating that each right
had to be exercised in accordance with the law), the big winners in
the constitutional sweepstakes were the most important elements of
the deep state. The military retained the autonomy it had won in the
2012 constitution. The judiciary, too, was freed from oversight and the
Supreme Constitutional Court, which plays a role similar to the United
States Supreme Court, won the right to choose its own members. And
for the security services the constitution provided a Supreme Police
Council which lawmakers would have to consult before passing legisla-
tion interfering in interior ministry affairs.

In January 2014, 98.1 percent of voters endorsed the new constitu-
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tion, although once again only about one-third of eligible voters partic-
ipated. Obviously, Egyptians were suffering from referendum fatigue.
And, unsurprisingly, three months later General al-Sisi announced his
retirement from the military and threw his hat into the ring as a presi-
dential candidate. He won the post in May 2014. Although he garnered
more than 95 percent of the vote (there was but one other candidate),
turnout was an abysmal 47 percent.

Some might argue that the new constitution and al-Sisi’s victory
brought the revolution full circle. In January 2011, anti-authoritarian
secularists and anti-authoritarian Islamists squared off against an auto-
crat and his supporters. By the summer of 2013, the political landscape
had shifted completely. Rather than anti-authoritarian secularists
and anti-authoritarian Islamists banding together against a common
enemy, liberals and regime remnants, united by their hatred of broth-
erhood rule, joined forces in support of a new military-backed order.
According to Tamarod founder Muhammad Haykal, “we succeeded in
bringing back together these two populations: the foulouls [regime
remnants] and the revolutionaries. . . . People are smart. They under-
stood the real problem was the Muslim Brotherhood. With them, it's
a cultural fight. They obey the brotherhood’s values, whereas we obey
Egypt’s values.”Z

Do events in Egypt demonstrate that Islamist
parties are incapable of rule?

It would be foolish to claim that events in Egypt prove Islamist parties
in general and the Muslim Brotherhood in particular are incapable of
good governance. All one has to do is look at the counterexample of
Tunisia, where a governing Islamist party has reached out to its secu-
lar opposition, has participated with them in a national dialogue, has
stepped aside when facing intractable political challenge, and has given
its support to a draft constitution hailed by many observers as the most
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liberal in the Arab world. And for those who would blame Islamist fail-
ings elsewhere solely on the inexperience of parties which never had
an opportunity to govern, it is important to remember that Ben Ali had
destroyed Ennahda in Tunisia in 1991 and the organization had to be
entirely rebuilt from the ground up in 2011.

Critics of Muslim Brotherhood rule in Egypt have accused the or-
ganization of hijacking the revolution by bringing two of its defining
characteristics into the public arena. First, they point to its inclination
for secrecy and subterfuge, through which it attempted to impose an
unpopular Islamist agenda on the country. Second, they cite the broth-
erhood’s own illiberal tendencies, derived both from its hierarchical
and autocratic structure and from the nature of its ideology. As these
accusations became increasingly widespread, they transformed the
Egyptian political scene, resulting in extensive support for a coup d’état
that overthrew a legally elected president. Events in Egypt in 2014 thus
bear an eerie resemblance to events in Chile in 1973, where in the wake
of an economic and political crisis the military deposed another legally
elected president before launching a fearsome repression.

Any account of the tragic path taken by the Egyptian uprising must
begin with an undeniable fact: Whatever its inclinations, the Muslim
Brotherhood had first to wage a rearguard struggle against a permanent
and unyielding state apparatus that sought, at best, to block its every
move and, at worst, to force it from power. In the end, the brotherhood
lost.

There were also a number of contingent factors that, when taken
together, led to the decline in the brotherhood’s popularity and sup-
port for a military takeover. To begin with, there was the incompetence
of brotherhood rule, which was aggravated by sabotage committed by
the deep state, particularly the judiciary and security services, and by
Morsi’s refusal to tap the expertise of those knowledgeable in gover-
nance. Then there were the personal inadequacies of the hopelessly
unqualified Morsi. And as in contemporary Turkey and Russia, there
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was also the lack of constitutional impediments to Morsi’s and the
brotherhood’s highhandedness that might have scaled back their ambi-
tions and saved both from themselves.

One factor in particular encouraged the military to oust the broth-
erhood. Another built popular support for its actions. The mutually
reinforcing institutional paranoia of the military and the brotherhood
caused each to view the other as a threat to its very existence. As a result
of this paranoia—justified though it might have been—the two most im-
portant political actors came to view Egyptian politics as that zero-sum
game mentioned earlier which could only result in the destruction of
one party or the other. And lurking in the background was the insoluble
problem of the economy—its built-in deficiencies, its collapse during
the uprising, the demands of international creditors for austerity and
neoliberal reform in the face of popular demands for social justice—
which will likely prove to be the Achilles” heel of all the uprisings and
the ruin of revolutionaries of all ideological persuasions everywhere in
the Arab world.

These factors, and not any inherent shortcoming of Islamist parties,
were the reasons for the failure of Muslim Brother-hood rule.

What was political life in Egypt like after the
military takeover?

Immediately after overthrowing Morsi, the military government of
Egypt set out to eliminate the Muslim Brotherhood from Egyptian pol-
itics, exact revenge on its leaders, and cow its supporters. Then they
turned their attention to the rest of the population.

The military demonstrated that it would brook no resistance, par-
ticularly if that resistance came from Muslim brothers. Within a week
of seizing power, the armed forces killed fifty-one protesters who had
gathered at a site where they believed Muhammad Morsi was being
detained. Three weeks later, they stopped a protest march with lethal
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force, killing another seventy-two. And in the most violent incident of
that bloody summer, armed forces raided and leveled two pro-Morsi
ding to government sources, they killed
638 demonstrators and injured close to four thousand.

Sometimes, the vengeance meted out by the state boggles the imag-
ination. In November 2013, a court sentenced twenty-one women, in-
cluding seven under the age of eighteen, to prison terms of eleven
years. They were members of a pro-Morsi group that called itself the
“7 a.m. Movement” after the time of their planned protest. Although
their demonstration was peaceful, they were convicted of belonging to a
terrorist group and sabotage, among other charges. Then there was the
bizarre trial that took place in Minya, a city south of Cairo. In two quick
sessions, the court convicted 528 Morsi supporters of complicity in the
killing of one policeman. Then the court sentenced all to death. Soon
thereafter courts condemned another 683 to death for the killing of a

li the general guide of the brother-
hood. Lenin once said that the purpose of terrorism is to terrorize. That
is undoubtedly the purpose of regime violence.

To prevent the possibility of organized resistance, the military gov-
ernment classified the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization
and banned it, confiscated its assets, and arrested its leaders, including
its general guide. They charged Muhammad Morsi with treason and
with murder in connection to attacks on demonstrators protesting the
constitutional referendum of December 2012. The government rein-
stated emergency law, restoring censorship, outlawing demonstrations,
and allowing it to haul thousands of suspected brotherhood members
and sympathizers before military courts, which the new constitution
specifically enables.

And it is not just brotherhood members who are paying a high price
for “anti-terrorism.” In December 2013, a court condemned three sec-
ular activists, including two founders of the April 6 Youth Movement,
to three years hard labor. Although convicted of holding an illegal

enc: in Cairo. A
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demonstration, what they were involved in was far more dangerous
for authorities. Their plan was to reanimate the movement that found
expression in those eighteen days in Tahrir Square so that Egyptians
might come to see that the military and the Muslim Brotherhood were
not the only alternatives for their future.

How does the Egyptian uprising help us

understand the other uprisings?

For many observers, the Egyptian uprising provides the gold standard
according to which other uprisings should be appraised or viewed. For
example, every year since 2011 the international media, along with
Syrian opposition groups, have commemorated the anniversary of the
outbreak of the Syrian uprising on March 15—the date in 2011 when a
group modeled on the April 6 Youth Movement of Egypt held a demon-
stration in Damascus. Like its counterpart, the Syrian group consisted
of educated youths who aspired to bring down the regime employing
social media and nonviolent protest. Unlike its counterpart, however,
its efforts were in vain. The demonstration brought together a minus-
cule number of protesters and was easily broken up by the security
services. The actual Syrian uprising erupted on the spur of the moment
four days later in two places far from Damascus. Unlike the Egyptian
uprising, then, the Syrian uprising was spontaneous and lacked a core
leadership that could define its goals and tactics—a state of affairs that
goes a long way in explaining why the Syrian uprising became what it
became. Using the Egyptian model to understand events in Syria leads
us down a blind alley.

There are three factors that acted in combination to make the Egyp-
tian uprising different from any other:

1. The Egyptian uprising never got a chance to play itself out. Like the
uprising in Tunisia, it was interrupted by a military coup d’état.
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2. Unlike any other state in the Arab world except Tunisia, Egypt
possesses a permanent and unyielding state apparatus—a product
of two hundred years of state-building. This apparatus—the deep
state—proved impossible to dismantle with a single blow, as hap-
pened in other places. And it would continue to resist every effort
at reform or restructuring.

3. In Egypt a popular mass-based Islamist opposition—the Muslim
Brotherhood—was waiting in the wings. The Mubarak government
tolerated the brotherhood so long as it did not overstep desig-
nated bounds. In most other places, the Islamist opposition had
either been obliterated during the anti-Islamist campaigns of the
1980s-1990s or was amalgamated with other opposition elements.
Thus, in Egypt there was an organized, independent Islamist bloc
that could and did co-opt anti-regime sentiment. As a result, what
began as a secular/Islamist alliance against autocracy devolved
into an Islamist/anti-Islamist struggle for power.

What are the five biggest myths about the
Egyptian uprising?

After the dramatic downfall of Hosni Mubarak following eighteen days
of protests, a number of myths have clouded the understanding of the
initial phase of the Egyptian uprising in the popular imagination. Since
those myths provide the lens through which many observers view the
other uprisings, making them seem somehow substandard in compari-
son, it is time to put them to rest.

1. Technology-savvy youths brought down Mubarak. This is wrong
on two counts. First, data collected after the fact indicate that 59
percent of Egyptian protesters were between the ages of 25 and 44
—arather expansive definition of “youth.” Furthermore, as we have
seen, in Egypt (as in Tunisia and Yemen) labor played a critical role
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—perhaps the critical role—in the uprising.

2. The uprising proves the power of peaceful protest. Not at all. As
discussed above, violent incidents, ranging from street-battles to
arson, accompanied the uprising throughout. Overall, the Egyp-
tian newspaper al-Masri al-Yawm tallied about 850 fatalities and
6,000 injuries during those eighteen days.

3. The army and the people were “one hand.” This popular slogan
was more wishful thinking than a statement of fact. An official gov-
ernment report later charged the army with “disappearing” about
1,200 Egyptians—many permanently—in the lead up to February
11. More were to follow in the following months.

4. The uprising was all about human rights and an end to authori-
tarianism. Again, this is not borne out by polling data. Nearly twice
as many protesters cited the economy as a principal factor in their
participation as cited their quest for civil and political rights. The
ratio was even higher among protesters who cheered on the July 3,
2013, military coup d’état against the elected president, Muham-
mad Morsi.

. At least the uprising brought down Mubarak. A military coup
d’état, planned by the head of military intelligence, General Abd al-
Fattah al-Sisi (1), brought Mubarak down. Elements within the mil-
itary had been disaffected for years, believing Mubarak had side-
lined what had once been a central pillar of the regime. The upris-
ing provided them with the opportunity to redress their grievances.
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