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Abstract 
Few years ago, the geographical area of the Arab region witnessed a significant change, where many countries 
protested against the regime, demanding political reform. Among the very various names, which was used to 
refer to this movement was the ‘Facebook Revolution' and the ‘Youth Revolution,' but perhaps the most popular 
and commonly used is the ‘Arab Spring.' This article embarks on explaining the term ‘Arab Spring, and the 
reasons behind its popularity. This is subsequently followed by brief account of the Arab Spring main events 
starting with Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria. In addition to clarifying the various reasons behind 
these uprisings. In an attempt to understand the constant critique of the Arab Spring, and the reasons why many 
label it as a failure, the article suggests THREE fundamental reasons that may have influenced the revolutions 
outcome and they are the lack of a peaceful transition of power, foreign intervention and the absence of free 
will. Perhaps these are the reasons to why the Arab Spring is chiefly an Arab Autumn drainage with blood, and 
lost hope. 
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1. Why Call it a Spring?  

 
The so-called ‘Arab Spring' is a series of peaceful demonstrations that erupted in several Arab countries in late 
2010. The name ‘Arab Spring' is very controversial, and many politicians and critics argued that it is a misnomer. 
Whilst others explain that using the term is merely as a metaphor that represents hope, rebirth fecundity, and a 
symbol of a better world (Dabashi, 2012). According to Zimmer, using the metaphor ‘political spring’ to indicate 
renewal and change dates back to ancient times (2011). He further illustrates with an example of using ‘seasons’ 
to refer to political changes in Shakespeare’s Richard III play (2011):  
 

"Now is the winter of our discontent, made glorious summer by this sun of York." 

 
Likewise, Cook claims that throughout history, using the metaphor ‘spring' to refer to political changes and 
movements was to signify the birth of a new life (2014:1). In addition, its use extended to the modern era where it 
was used to refer to ‘the Prague Spring,' which refers to the liberalisation of Czechoslovakia from the Soviet Union 
in the late 1960s (2014:3). 
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In an attempt to address the origin and meaning behind this label, Gelvin (2012:240) claims that people are mainly 
using the metaphor ‘Arab Spring’ due to its popularity and for recognition purposes. He further argues that the 
term is misrepresentative of the uprising and justifies his argument with three reasons. First, all of these uprisings 
started in winter, which would not make an inspiring and appropriate title. Second, the metaphor that the word 
‘spring’ refers to is joy and renewal, which was proven otherwise by the ongoing catastrophes in the Middle East. 
Finally, the mere reason that this title is already taken, since the phrase was originally used in 2005 to refer to 
certain events that occurred in the Arab World as a response to the American invasion of Iraq back in 2003 (Gelvin 
2012:241).  
 
Al-Safty (2011) offers a comprehensive analysis of the ‘Arab Spring’ phenomenon and the reasons behind its 
controversial name. He writes (2011),  unlike the many names the events were described with such as revolution, 
uprising and rebelling that has a negative connotation to it, the word ‘spring’ has a neutral, positive and a poetic 
connotation. Al-Safty added (2011); there are several reasons behind choosing the title ‘Arab Spring.' Firstly, how 
the word spring is usually associated with change and youth, and this is especially true because there were a large 
fraction of youths among the protesters, and they demanded the change. Secondly, the term spring usually 
represents hope and optimism, which all of these uprising countries were hoping for a new life (Al-Safty 2011).  
 
Similarly, Whitehead (2014) gives an account of how the term ‘Arab Spring' is a result of an article by Marc Lynch 
(2011), who associated the term to Obama's administration equivalent of the 2005 Arab Spring in response to the 
number of different uprisings and demonstrations that appeared in the Arab region during different times. 
Regardless of the popularity of the term ‘Arab Spring,' other people used different names such as ‘The Youth 
Uprising.' This is due to the huge role the youth played in mobilising these demonstrations and encouraging all 
factions in the society to engage in the uprising (Sadiki, 2014). Amongst the other names are these related to social 
media for the huge part it played as a tool in organising these uprisings are ‘ Facebook Revolution,' ‘Twitter 
Revolution' and ‘Social Media Revolution' (Bossio, 2014:22). 
 
2. The Tunisian Spark 

 
The blossoming of the Arab Spring was unfolded to the world by the end of 2010; and it was then followed by a 
sequence of events. Tarek el-Tayyib Mohamed Ben Bouazizi, a young Tunisian man, who was born to a poor 
family in the town of Sidi Bouzid in 1984 was unable to complete his studies, therefore started working and became 
a fruit-seller in the marketplace. Bouazizi was harassed by council inspector Faida Hamdy, who requested money 
to allow him to keep his business. In this regards, Stokel-Walker states, Bouazizi refused to pay her ‘hush money,' 
and began arguing with him to protect his only livelihood, Hamdy ended up slapping Bouazizi in the face. A 
cultural earthquake occurred" (2011.27). It was not merely a matter of livelihood to Bouazizi, but rather his pride 
and dignity; thus, he went to the council to complain, demanding that he meets the governor. Surely, Bouazizi was 
not able to resolve his problem or meet any officials, thus he was irritated, shattered, and upset about how unfair 
the situation has become in his country. Sadly, he set himself on fire right in front of the governor's building, and 
died days later on 4 January 2011 (Filiu, 2011). This incident sparked the Tunisian revolution, and was the ignition 
the region was waiting for.  
 
Shortly after Bouaziz’s death, Tunisian men and women, both elderlies and youth began took to the streets, and 
the demonstrations began. In late December 2010, the mass mobilization began, and clashes between protesters 
and the police grew. People protested against marginalization, high rate of unemployment, and the regime's 
corruption and demanded the resignation of Ben Ali (Al-Saleh, 2015). Only a few days later, on January 14th, 
President Ben Ali decided to flee the country and seek asylum in Saudi Arabia. This was an unprecedented day in 
the Arab world, where the will of the people toppled the regime. After witnessing the success of the Tunisian 
revolution, many countries like Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria decided to protest against the dictators and 
overthrow the regime. 
In Egypt, there were many political movements and protests throughout the years, but unfortunately, they were 
never successful. Kefaya for instance, was among the very popular movements that were established in 2004-2005 
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to demand political reform, and was the first to demand the overthrow of Mubarak's regime (Jones, 2007:16). 
Observing how the events unfolded in Tunisia, Egyptian activists called for a protest on January 25, to protest the 
horrendous conditions the country have reached of poverty, corruption, diseases, oppression, lack of healthcare, 
unemployment, and deteriorating education. 
 
A wave of demonstrations erupted on January 25, 2011, where protesters were heading to Tahrir Square in Cairo 
and camped there. Three days later, on Friday 28, 200, 000 people flooded Cairo to join the demonstration 
(Gerbaudo, 2013:27). Clashes arose between pro-Mubarak demonstrators and protesters in Tahrir Square leading 
to the killing and injuring of many civilians. After days of demonstrating against Mubarak’s regime, threats arose 
of marching to the Presidential Palace. Mubarak finally responded and announced his resignation in a speech 
delivered by the vice president of Egypt and chief of intelligence Omar Suleiman on February 11.  
 
In Libya, all political parties were banned, thus there were not any political activities, and any political activists 
would be dealt with harshly (Sullivan, 2009). Nonetheless, people felt the glimpse of hope watching neighbouring 
countries overthrew their regimes. On 17th of February, protests spread across the country from Tripoli to Bani 
Walid to Al-Bayda, demanding Algaddafi to resign. The Government forces responded with live ammunition at 
protesters in Benghazi, killing approximately 100 civilians (Haddad, Bsheer, and Abu-Rish, 2012:139). 
Throughout the months, soldiers and government personnel start to defect from the regime leading to its gradual 
collapse. On 17th March 2011, the NATO authorised a UN military intervention, due to the UN authorized military 
intervention the increased number of clashes among protesters and the regime and the killing of civilians. During 
that time, the rebels started to contain the situation in Libya slowly and the manhunt for Algaddafi, who was hiding 
in Tripoli, began. Several months later, on 20th October 2011, Algaddafi was captured and killed.  
 
Similarly to Egypt, the demonstration in Yemen dates back to 2007, were thousands have been killed, injured, or 
imprisoned. Ali Abdullah Saleh attempted to control the situation and stop the demonstration in Yemen by calling 
for debates and negotiations with the public and attempted to kill protesters by hiring thugs. Yemenis, however, 
were defiant and took to the streets in February in front of Sanaa University and many other landmarks to demand 
reform. Saleh was forced to leave the country on June 3, 2011, due to an attack on his presidential palace and 
because he was injured. 
 
Unfortunately, this was not the case in Syria, where the peaceful demonstration turned into a brutal war and have 
not yet ended. The demonstrations started on March 18th, and quickly spread around different parts of Syria. 
However, the military viciously killed millions of Syrians and forced many others to flee the country.  

 

3. What Triggered the Arab Spring? 
 

"Why now" is a question that has always been asked by many people around the world, when they first heard about 
the demonstrations in the Arab region. This was not an abrupt Arab awakening; on the contrary, it was a result of 
years of tyranny, suffering, and unsuccessful attempts to overthrow the corrupted regimes. Throughout the years, 
and after numerous attempts of revolution, 2011 was a defining year to the entire Arab region, as it established 
change and gave hope of a better future. It could be argued that the domino effect played a significant role in 
initiating the uprisings, particularly because these countries shared similar motives. Regardless to each country’s 
unique and local factors, they all shared oppression, corruption, population growth that led to unemployment and 
famine, and evidently a decline of living standards. This section will explain the following factors: oppression and 
lack of freedom and famine and unemployment.  
 
3.1 Oppression and the Hunger for Freedom   

Unfortunately, the Arab region has always been deprived of democracy, where freedom, equality, and social justice 
are meaningless words. For years and years, many Arab countries suffered from the regime's injustices, repression, 
and tyranny. Bamyeh (2012:50) suggests that the idea of ‘president for life’ was the common rule in the Arab 
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region, since most of the presidents rule for over 10 years. For example, in Tunisian president ruled for 20 years, 
Mubarak in Egypt for 30 years and Algaddafi for 40 years (Howard & Hussain, 2013:1). Perhaps this is why Arab 
nationalism and passion for freedom is one of the most potent ideological forces in the region.  
 
Unfortunately, the region lacks some of the most important rights such as freedom of expression, regardless to the 
fact that it is guaranteed by international human rights treaties. Arafa (2013:170) explains this as follows: 
 

Most Arab countries scored poorly on indices of freedom of expression, including press and academic 
freedoms; freedom of assembly, demonstration, and open public discussion; freedom of association and 
civil society organisation; the rule of law, including an independent judiciary, fair trails and freedom 
from exile and/or torture; and personal social freedoms, including gender and minority equalities.  

 

3.2 Famine 
Even though the Middle East region is known for its agricultural resources, many Arab countries such as Tunisia, 
Egypt, Libya, Algeria, Lebanon, Morocco, and Sudan were considered vulnerable to a food crisis (Gelvin 
2015:21). This is might be due to the sudden increase in the food prices. For instance, in 2007, there was a ‘bread 
riot' in Morocco, Syria, Jordan, Yemen, Egypt, and Lebanon (Gelvin 2015:22). The crisis was not mainly revolved 
around the spike in the prices, but also the shortage of food. “Egyptians fought each other in bread queues, and 
soldiers were drafted in to bake loaves” (Noueihed & Warren 2012:24).  
 
3.3 Unemployment 

The number of youth unemployment in the region spiked as the World Bank report in 2008 states that the youth 
unemployment was estimated of 30% and about 45% for a university graduate in many Arab nations (Zemni, 
2014). The unemployment dilemma led to poverty and famine, and most importantly, increased the gap between 
the rich and poor, only to empower the ruling elite. For instance, the rate of unemployment was estimated of 24% 
among youths of 15-24 years old in Egypt (Feiler, 2013). According to Nour, the number of unemployment in the 
Arab region due to the challenges of unstable economic growth is indeed is nearly three times the average of the 
world (2016:49). 
 
3.4 Social Justice and Corruption 

It is clearly evident that social justice and providing equal opportunities and equality among citizens was not a 
privilege in many Arab countries, who called for social reforms, including human and political rights. Social 
injustices can be attributed to the vastly spread corruption in the region since only people close to the regime can 
get opportunities and take advantage of varied resources. For example, in Libya, the regime attempted to provide 
a sense of social justice that fell short on the human rights scale, this can be clearly observed of Saif Al-Islam 
ownership of about 95% of the oil, and its distribution to his circle (Gelvin 2012:76).  
 

4. The Aftermath of the Arab Spring 
 

Eight years later, there is a controversy of the Arab Spring success and how it has been hijacked by the very same 
regimes or Islamists. Many political analysts, such as Bradley (2012:3), describe these uprisings as a failure. 
Bradley argues that these uprisings were anything but democratic; in fact, it was an Islamic movement that aimed 
to impose Islamic laws (2012: 3). On the other hand, some relate the failure of these uprisings simply to the lack 
of freedom, understanding social justice, and most importantly the absence of democratic institutes that would 
facilitate the transition of power or honest elections.  
 
Looking at the Arab region today, one can only wonder about the consequences of the mass mobilisation, the 
protests, the killings of civilians, and the overthrown regimes. Perhaps Tunisia is the only country to escape the 
anarchy and gained some democracy, elsewhere though, very little has changed. While progress in reaching 
political reforms and establishing stability has been made in Tunisia, there remain critical issues related to 
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unemployment, economic reforms, corruption, and police brutality to overcome. According to the International 
Labour Organization, youth unemployment remains high at 37% (Merino 2014: 132).  
Unlike Tunisia, Egyptians are still fighting for political and economic reforms, Yemenis, Libyans, and Syrians are 
living in a malicious civil war until today. These countries have been suffering tremendously, where the economy 
has dropped, killings, impressments have increased, and life has become impossible to bear. In Libya, the uprising 
created a blood-soaked catastrophe of civil war and the emergence of a military group led by Khalifa Haftar after 
Libya’s failure to adhere to a peaceful political transition. Haftar and an array of Libya’s powerful army started 
fighting the Tripoli revolution to establish himself as the recognised regime of the country. Likewise, the fierce 
Syrian revolution exposed the illegitimacy of the regime and how lethal and adamant it is, leaving Bashar al-Assad 
as the last president standing still after the Arab Spring.  
 
The atrocities the Arab region witnessed, and the drastic changes of toppling tyranny was not enough to label the 
Arab Spring as a successful movement, but rather criticised and labelled as the Arab Autumn by the world. I 
hereby, suggest the reasons behind the ‘failure’ of the Arab Spring uprisings. First, overthrowing the president 
was not enough to overthrow the entire corrupted regime. In countries like Libya and Egypt, people were not 
familiar with the concept of an honest and free election process, thus, there was a huge absence of political 
institutes to observe the transition, and ensure a democratic and peaceful one. On the contrary, people drifted from 
their main goal of political and democratic change, to religious and political conflicts. In Egypt, many people 
supported the Muslim Brotherhood, which is a big political party in the country oppressed by Mubarak's regime 
and was awaiting the chance to emerge and participate in the political sphere. As a result, the people elected Egypt's 
first democratically elected president Mohamed Morsi, who was later overthrown by a military coup d'état in 3 
July 2013 and replaced by a regime similar to Mubarak's. On the other hand, Libyans had no political parties or 
an independent military base but rather military detachments governed by Algaddafi’s sons, hence there was an 
absent of an author which would help to elect a democratic president. Thus, after the revolution, Hafter gained the 
support of many military personnel, and gradually gained control of many Libyan cities. Also, in Yemen, due to 
the absence of an army that would facilitate the transformation process of the current regime, there was a rise of 
Al Qaeda and Houthis, which initiated an ongoing civil war. 
 
This leads us to the second factor, which is the foreign and international intervention, where foreign powers played 
a major role in meddling with these countries’ internal affairs. For instance, the war in Libya began due to the 
intervention of many Arab countries each supporting particular religious or political parties, such as Qatar and 
Turkey and their support to the Muslim Brotherhood, against other countries who are openly against the Arab 
Spring and the Brotherhood such as the United Arab Emirates and Egypt. This is also the case in Yemen and Syria, 
where people are engaged in civil war due to their support to the current regime or simply to oppose it. In Syria, 
the regime remained intact, constantly killing civilians by live amination, and relying on international intervention 
to gain more power against the rebels.  
 
Third, the absence of free will and democracy. Sadly, the region is strongly governed by conservative and religious 
norms. This led to the emergence of sectarian movements and extremist groups that were dominating the political 
scene, and divided the people into different sects. This is clearly evident in Egypt, during the 2011 elections when 
the Brotherhood party won 235 chairs, the extremist Salafists 121 seats, and only 35 out of 508 to the main secular 
party in Egypt (Moghadam, 2013: 402).  
 
5. Conclusion  

 

This article presents a comprehensive account of the political circumstances prior to Tunisian uprising, which was 
the spark the Arab region was ripping for. The Jasmine revolution led to a drastic change in the Arab region, and 
the uprisings in Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria. The article provides the common factors that gradually led to 
these revolutions. Surely, the Arab region suffers a great deal of corruption, where only people in power are the 
ones to benefit from the country's resources and wealth, whereas the people are suffering from poverty, 
unemployment, and injustices. These factors alongside oppression and years of dictatorship led to the sudden 
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awakening of Arab countries that probably was not prepared to engage in honest political elections, a peaceful 
transition of power, a complete overthrow of the regime and its followers, and most importantly a secular election. 
Unfortunately, this was not the case, instead, countries suffered internally from the emergence of various oppressed 
parties that were fighting for control, in addition to the external intervention from neighbouring countries. I believe 
that the Arab Spring succeeds in what it initially aimed to, which is to overthrow the regime, but its aftermath is 
what went wrong. 
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