Briefing Note Question 5

The impact of ‘Arab Spring’ and its relationship with Islam and Muslim identities.

The work of Antonio Gramsci on the nature of crisis is a useful starting point in apprehending the impact of the Arab Spring. During all revolutionary events, Gramsci argues, there are actors interpreting change from the vantage of the ‘old’ - the historical imaginations of the vanishing ancien regime - and other actors with emerging, novel but inchoate perspectives that are formed directly out of the nature of the crisis. Critically, these two processes are asynchronous and the interregnum between old and new can span years and decades[endnoteRef:1].  The impact of the Arab Spring and its relationship with Islam and Muslim identities is necessarily highly contingent, uncertain still as it unfolds from the old to the new order.  [1:  Gramsci, Antonio 1971 Selections from the prison notebooks, New York: International Publishers.] 


From this caveat, the briefing notes investigates the relationship between the Arab Spring and the internal dynamics and global challenges of political Islam – exploring the legacy of the Arab Spring for Islam and Muslim identities in three inter-related areas: secularism, democracy, transnational jihadism. 

The short-term impact of the acute phase of the Arab Spring in 2011 was to disrupt settled links between society, politics, and religion across the MENA region[endnoteRef:2]. There are examples of countries that seem to return quickly to a form of authoritarian politics characteristic of the status quo ante. For example, in Egypt, where the people asserted their protest power visibly in the global images of a packed Tahrir Square in 2011, then elected a Muslim Brotherhood government under the late Mohammed Morsi, the political system quickly snapped back to form of authoritarianism worse perhaps than the ousted Mubarak regime. However, that reading of Egyptian case misses how so many things in Egypt were upended and, far from a return to a settled state, the fears, hopes and uncertainties that underpinned the social forces driving political the 2011 uprisings persist among the mass public in Egypt[endnoteRef:3]. Street protests in Lebanon, Iraq, Tunisia, and Algeria since 2019 have precipitated significant changes and evidence that the entire body politic remains shaken with elites also sensitive to the precariousness of their positions. For example, the dramatic deterioration in the fiscal position of Saudi Arabia and its dwindling foreign currency reserves attests to regimes with the capacity to placate the possibility of popular discontent spreading across borders have been doing so. [2:  Fisk, Robert 2017 Arab Spring Then and Now: From Hope to Despair, London: Independent Print Ltd]  [3:  Abul Magd, Zainab 2014 Egypt’s adaptable officers: power, business and discontent, Milan: Institute for International Political Studies.] 


The iconic cases of Tunisia and Egypt sit at the epicentre of the impact of the Arab Spring as the first two countries to host nationwide revolutionary mobilisations. Secondary impacts of the uprisings led to state collapse, civil conflict, and humanitarian disaster. The two most severe cases of this negative impact are Syria and Yemen. Both cases have distinctive long-term causes that are hard to disentangle from the Arab Spring and have both become proxies for wider regional struggles. The various players involved in these conflicts each take different and contested lessons from the Arab Spring and their relationship with each other, and the role of regional and international powers in the way these events have unfolded[endnoteRef:4][endnoteRef:5].  [4:  Phillips, Christopher 2015 Sectarianism and Conflict in Syria, Third World Quarterly, 36(2), pp. 357-376; Salwa Ismail 2013  Urban Subalterns in the Arab Revolutions: Cairo and Damascus in 
Comparative Perspective’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 2013, 55(4), pp. 865-
894]  [5:  Brownlee, Jason 2011 The transnational challenge to Arab Freedom, Current History, pp.317-323] 


The legacy of incomplete and partial revolutions are fissures for future political action. Revolutions rarely fail completely because they unsettle institutions; counter-reactions and backlashes never fully return those institutions to the status quo ante.  Even in the case of Egypt’s return to authoritarianism in the El-Sisi regime activism and opposition politics are more frequently observed than in the Mubarak era: political actors do have recent history to support a view that powerful incumbents can be removed[endnoteRef:6]. [6:  Abou-El-Fadl, Reem 2015 (ed) Revolutionary Egypt, Houndsmill: Routledge; Abdelrahman, Maha 2016 Policing neoliberalism in Egypt: the continuing rise of the 
‘securocratic’ state’, Third World Quarterly ] 


In the interregnum between regimes, the old order has been unsettled across MENA and there is a fuzzy edged political space for imagining alternative futures; and protesting lives on as a political activity. For example, in Lebanon, after the 2020 explosion at Beirut port the government was brought down by popular protest, this has morphed into ongoing demonstrations form below over the economic crisis enveloping the country.  In Iraq, Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi was brought down in 2020 after street protest against the lack of basic services, jobs and efforts to eliminate corruption. The Hirak movement in Algeria behind the abdication of former President Abdelaziz Bouteflika in 2020 and indeed the collapse of that elite with many on trial. The once model case of democratic transition after the Arab Spring, Tunisia, has President Kais Saied in 2022 veering in an authoritarian direction under public pressure from below.

The enduring impact of the Arab Spring is to increase vulnerability and reduce the resilience of political regimes across North Africa and the Middle East; public protests and demonstrations of public anger are not just seen as a sign of a challenge toward authorities, but rather interpreted as the potential forewarning of an uprising, or even a revolution, as movements see cracks in the political system impacted by the Arab Spring[endnoteRef:7]. [7:  Haddad, Bassan, Bsheer, Rosie and Ziad Abu-Rish 2012 (eds) The dawn of the Arab uprisings: 
End of an old order? London: Pluto.] 


Although each concrete manifestation of the impact of the Arab Spring is varied, both contingent and contextual, but it is possible to observe broader trends in the impact of the events of 2011 on the region. The Arab Spring is both a cause and effect of more visible secular strand in Muslim politics. The iconic demand of protesters during the Arab Spring of 2011 was for ‘bread, freedom, social justice’, strongly echoing secular and democratic mobilisations to revolutions elsewhere in the twentieth century. Yet political Islam has proved adept at electoral politics; even if the Arab Spring was secular in inspiration, it was not against Islam. One of the factors in the initial unity in getting rid of the old regime was the absence of religious issues. Over the last ten years, Islam has become more central and constitutional and political change has to address these questions and how to bring Islamist parties into the national political systems in democratic transition. The salience of the Islam question in Muslim politics has revealed a fragmented Islamist landscape: Ennahda in Tunisia is not comparable to Hamas in Palestine or the Egyptian Brotherhood[endnoteRef:8].  [8:  Mullin, Corinna, Trigui, Nada and Azadeh Shahshahani 2019 Decolonizing justice in Tunisia: 
From transitional justice to a people’s tribunal’, Monthly Review, [accessed 16 May 2022 https://monthlyreview.org/2019/05/01/decolonizing-justice-in-tunisia/].] 


The Arab Spring has impacted on the rise of jihadism, which although incipient in several Arab and Islamic countries for many decades, by opening a post-revolutionary space for political contestation that rejects some progressive impulse to liberal democracy and novel modes of digitally enabled political mobilisation and action. For example, the initial activism in Tunisia in the Arab Spring spilled over into neighbouring countries and revealed a collective Arab imagination and shared sense of identity different from Nasser-era Pan-Arabism. The expansion of jihadism reveals societies in which significant parts, youth especially, think that democratic transition is irrelevant to their welfare and that jihadism is a viable alternative[endnoteRef:9].  [9:  Fisk 2017] 



The twin perturbations of the Egyptian coup in 2013 and the rise of ISIS have affected the development of Islamic and Muslim political identities globally. Islamist movements in Muslim-majority countries have confronted the question of democratic engagement and the limits of accommodating non-Muslim politics in any given society[endnoteRef:10]. The electoral success of Islamist parties has presented dilemmas of coalition politics in constitutionally circumscribed contexts and the need for difficult compromises while not alienating their conservative constituencies. Islamist groups attempting to build transnational and cross-generational Muslim identities have had to take a position on ISIS and consider the opportunities for movements aligned with the Brotherhood. The key unknown at this stage in the still unfolding impact of the Arab Spring:  the extent to which Islamist movements can operate transnationally, beyond the formal institutions of nation states, as the locus of their governing strategy and as the principal source of legitimacy and identity formation. [10:  Salwa Ismail 2013 Urban subalterns in the Arab revolutions: Cairo and Damascus in 
comparative perspective, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 55(4), pp. 865-894.] 


 
