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Arabian spring1 

Introduction 

Popular uprisings and regime change are two events that often occur with a temporal order of the 

former preceding the latter. Every year witnesses a number of popular uprisings, the reasons behind 

them vary, as does the response from the state. The first half of 2011 have seen a remarkable 

amount of uprisings, popular protests have spread throughout the entire Middle East and North 

Africa. The situation that has been present for the better parts of 2011 has been unstable and 

unpredictable; change has come to countries like Egypt and Tunisia, while in other countries, namely 

Libya and Syria, and Yemen, the situation has deteriorated and the civilian suffering has been 

immense. Attempts to analyse the chain of events and/or reasons behind the uprisings have been 

done with a varying degree of depth and with quite different conclusions. Numerous commentators 

and scholars have pointed to the presence of unemployment, corruption, police brutality and 

poverty as triggers of demonstrations that have toppled autocratic regimes. This might very well be 

so. However, there are several countries that match these criteria that do not see the kind of mass 

mobilisation of people and the resolve to get rid of the leadership. This observation leaves a number 

of questions unanswered. 

The Middle East and North African region has been remarkably resilient towards democratic 

influences, as the number of democracies increased worldwide between 1972 and 2002, the number 

of democracies in the Middle East and North Africa actually declined within that time period. The 

region seemed to be locked in a system of one party democracies, weak civil societies, poverty, and 

low levels of literacy. Further, as Bellin points out all countries (except Turkey), lack a neighbouring 

country that can be considered a successful model of democratic rule (Bellin 2004). These 

prerequisites are arguably not ideal for any democratic development, but have not hindered other 

regions of developing in a democratic direction. Despite a weak civil society 23 out of 42 Sub-Saharan 

African countries carried out some level of democratic transition during the late eighties and early 

nineties. Similarly the entirety of the economic power was in the hands of the state when the 

countries of Eastern Europe successfully carried out a democratic transition after the fall of the Berlin 

Wall (Bellin, 2004). These examples show that despite far from perfect conditions democratisation 

processes have been successfully implemented. However, that scenario has not been the case in the 

Middle East and North Africa. Many analysts and scholars have highlighted the delicate issue of 

stability as a contradiction to democracy and democratisation in the region. This might have been 

true, as the region is home to a significant amount of the natural resources that are essential to the 

rest of the world. That fact might be an explanation to why the likes of Hosni Mubarak, Ali Abdullah 

Saleh, and Bashar al-Assad were able to cling to power despite their blatant disrespect for 

democratic procedures and basic rights. This attitude towards the importance of stability was the 

predominant approach of the western world towards the region has been altered in a deep and 

profound way, not by any change in focus, or pressure, from the western countries, but from a 

collective manifestation by the populations of the countries in the region. A case in point is the 

cautious attitude that President Obama displayed towards the developments in Egypt. The White 

House phrased its message carefully, making sure that they would not offend Mubarak it was only 

after Mubarak himself had promised not to run for re-election that Obama articulated that demand. 
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Up until Mubarak’s departure the U.S. and other western powers were vigilant not to be too harsh 

with their critique, when the events came as far as ousting Mubarak, the tone was of course 

different. This hypocrisy that has been the modus operandi of a majority of the western powers 

became evident when the people of Egypt and Tunisia collectively, and without assistance from 

abroad ended the rule of Ben Ali and Mubarak respectively.  One might say that the people that were 

subject to the stability versus democracy balance, that had for so long been favoured towards 

stability by the western powers, showed with tremendous resolve that they wanted democracy and, 

in the long run combine that with stability.    

Initial speculations 

The situation in the Middle East and Northern African regions has deteriorated quickly. What the 

future holds for these countries is difficult, if not impossible to predict with any accuracy or 

credibility. It might entail governing by the same regimes, or entire new cabinets, however, the 

people have voiced their malcontent with the state of affairs as they were prior to the outbreak of 

the Arab spring, and any leader that steps up must navigate the treacherous waters of post 

revolution, or post uprising, societies. The success rate of that difficult endeavour will seal the fate of 

these countries, if the transition from authoritarian rule and one-party democracies is managed in a 

peaceful and, to the people it concerns, acceptable way the Arab spring might very well be the 

prequel to a prosperous Arab summer. If on the other hand this opportunity is missed, if the 

situation remains, there is a credible risk that the development will take a turn for the worse. A case 

in point might be the development in Algeria during the nineties and first years of the 2000’s, when 

the Algerian leadership cancelled the 1991 elections due to an unintended outcome. The following 

decade was plagued by horrendous violence, between 100 000 and 150 000 people were killed in the 

wake of that failed democratisation. 

Aim  

This text is no way an exhaustive explanation of the events that have redrawn the political map of 

Northern Africa and the Middle East, the aim is rather to provide a narrative background, aiming at 

explaining the immediate triggers of the protests, nor does the text come to any conclusions 

concerning courses of action. UCDP will code the on-going events by the end of 2011, until that 

coding is complete this document, and the timeline2 that accompanies it can be viewed as a weekly 

updated source of information covering the Arab spring, its causes and its implications.  

As the NATO led mission in Libya has passed its hundredth day, Egypt has been ruled by a military 

council for over half a year and the resignation of Ben Ali has been a fact for nearly half a year this 

short text is a reflection on the events that have created the situation that is present today. 

Terminology 

The term Arabian spring3, which has been used to describe the events that have unfolded (and in fact 

are unfolding) during 2011, was first used by media and political commentators in 2005 to describe 
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 The term Arabian spring is interchangeable with the term Arab spring; the author has chosen the former term 

to describe the movement.  
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an anticipated democratisation wave in the wake of the Iraq invasion. This spring did not materialize. 

The term acquired a new meaning at the end of 2010, when the people of North Africa managed to 

organise themselves and rally around a common goal; ousting undemocratic regimes. The outcome 

of these on-going processes of change are hard to forecast several scenarios are likely, be it towards 

a greater degree of democracy, or as certain experts argue, towards a different type of autocracy, 

namely fundamental Islamic organisations establishing new autocratic leaders is affecting the region 

in fundamental ways. A case in point for such a development would be the Iranian Revolution of 

1979; when the Ayatollah, more or less, hijacked the on-going revolution which was instigated as a 

secular movement to get rid of the Shah. As the events unravelled one despotic ruler was replaced 

by another, regardless of the motives for the revolution.  

The geographical scope of this paper is the Middle East, and North Africa. In the definition used the 

Middle East and North Africa consists of 22 countries4; they are however discussed in varying detail 

and depth, focus being directed towards the countries that have experienced the most profound 

changes.    

Below is a country by country narrative of significant events and developments in a selection of 

countries in the region. The narratives highlight the events that have led up to the situation that is 

present during the late summer of 2011. The selection of countries and events are made solely by 

the author and is not a comprehensive review of what actually happened, it is a guide to a better 

understanding of the tumultuous first half of 2011 that will be, and in some ways already is, a historic 

period for the region, and the global community as a whole.   

The protests began in Tunisia but subsequently spread to Egypt, Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and at a 

later stage to Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Iran, and even Iraq and to 

some extent Sudan. The uprisings have thus engulfed better parts of the Middle-East and all of North 

Africa.  

Tunisia 

The Arabian Spring, in its 2010-2011 definition, was instigated by a seemingly minor event, a 

personal tragedy, on 17 December 2010, when a Tunisian grocery vendor set himself on fire as a 

reaction to being apprehended by the Tunisian police for selling vegetables without a correct permit. 

The grocery vendor, Mohammed Bouazizi, a 26 years old, sole supporter of an extended family of 

eight, was beaten by the police as they intervened in his affairs; confiscated his cart, and, according 

to witnesses, humiliated him, both physically and verbally. When Bouazizi reported the malpractice 

to the authorities he was ignored, and it was when he was shunned at the municipal office that he, in 

great desperation, resorted to self-immolation. It is highly unlikely that Bouazizi knew the 

implications of his act; it did however strike a chord with the population in Tunisia. The act was 

symbolic of the dire state of affairs for the Tunisian population; Tunisia experienced widespread 

unemployment, a highly corrupt judiciary system, poor living standards, and a lack of respect for 

basic human rights. Bouazizi’s desperate actions led to demonstrations, and while the protests were 

                                                           
4
 The countries are; Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, 

the Palestinian Authority, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Sudan, Tunisia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, and 

Yemen.  
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at first confined to his hometown of Sidi Bouzid they soon spread to the capital Tunis. As the 

situation worsened President Zine el-Abidinde Ben Ali visited Bouazizi at the hospital, the images of 

the Tunisian President at the sick bed, containing the completely gauzed Bouazizi spread across the 

globe, Bouazizi died just days after the visit. Several youths identified themselves with the 

desperation of Bouazizi and demanded better living conditions, and that Ben Ali, who had been in 

office since 1987 should step down. In the turmoil that followed several hundred lost their lives as 

Ben Ali ever more desperately fought to remain in office. A UN delegation put the number at 219 

deaths, but this estimate may very well be subject to changes as more organisations get access and 

an official investigation is completed. The Tunisian uprising removed Ben Ali from power, showing 

that the will of the people did in the end prevail, and proved to be an important symbolic event that 

encouraged fellow northern Africans to revolt against corrupt and autocratic regimes. The situation 

in Tunisia after the departure of Ben Ali has been cautiously optimistic, as of recently the people of 

Tunisia have once again organised demonstrations voicing their discontent with the interim body, led 

by President Fouad Mebezza, currently ruling Tunisia. According to the Tunisian constitution a 

presidential election is to be held no later than 45-60 days after the inauguration of an interim 

president, Mebezza was inaugurated on 15 January, and as of mid-August 2011, well past the 

stipulated 60 days, no elections have taken place.  The demonstrations have not had the same 

intensity as the initial demonstrations but they nevertheless show that the people of Tunisia will not 

sit idly by if the anticipated democratisation is unsatisfactory, or progresses too slowly. This 

development could in fact become an obstacle as the expectations of the system that will replace 

Ben Ali are high, and the problems that were present in that society are still very real in the post Ben 

Ali Tunisian society.  

On 23 October 2011 the much anticipated elections in Tunisia took place. The run up to the elections 

were peaceful and Election Day passed without any major disturbances. Voter turnout was high, 

reports of up to 70 % were filed, the outcome of the elections are still not clear, but the fact that 

there seems to have been a controlled and to a large extent non-violent gives hope to the region. 

The reaction to the elections and the results that it will generate will be another test for the Tunisian 

society and the fragile and newly incepted democratic tradition.    

Egypt 

The situation in Egypt resembled that in Tunisia; on 25 January tens of thousands of protesters 

marched to central Cairo to voice their disapproval of long time ruler Hosni Mubarak. The day, which 

was termed “the day of rage”, set off a chain of events that eventually led to the resignation and 

exiling of Mubarak and his family. The uprising in Egypt was centred in Cairo, more specifically at the 

Tahrir Square; another feature of the uprisings was the element of social media. The protesters used 

different social media, as Facebook and Twitter to coordinate and spread information regarding the 

protests. The use of social media meant that the international press were updated in real time 

regarding the events in Egypt; this in turn created a huge coverage of the events as they unfolded.  

By the end of January the square became a meeting point for the protesters, and only a week after 

“the day of rage” an estimated 250 000 demonstrators had gathered there. Displaying a pattern that 

was similar to the Tunisian case of Ben Ali, Mubarak offered concessions to the protesters; sacking 

his cabinet, promising not to run for re-election. None of these appeasement offers satisfied the 

growing number of protesters, and faced by insurmountable domestic pressure Mubarak stepped 
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down on 11 February 2011. As in Tunisia, the demonstrations and subsequent resignation of 

Mubarak was coupled with significant bloodshed. The demonstrations were initially met with harsh 

resistance from the military and other pro-Mubarak forces who launched several attacks on the 

Tahrir Square. The scenes at Tahrir Square were widely reported around the world; global media was 

constantly present and able to give up to date information on the situation. Clashes between 

protesters and pro-Mubarak forces were constant: as the protesters were fired upon they responded 

by hauling rocks and Molotov cocktails at the police, several people lost their lives at Tahrir Square. 

The chaotic and tumultuous situation at Tahrir Square was unprecedented as demonstrations and 

oppositional parties had been banned since Mubarak’s rise to power in 1981.  Eventually the 

Egyptian military changed allegiance, and joined the demonstrators. The outcome of the 

demonstrations were, as in Tunisia, successful, but the outcome of the larger, democratisation 

movement, is still way too early to assess, both in Egypt and Tunisia. As a step in dealing with the 

past administration of Mubarak a trial has been initiated, the legal process includes Mubarak himself, 

along with parts of his family and former cabinet. Mubarak is accused of several cases of abuse of 

power and also of murder in the case of the violent repression of the demonstrations on the Tahrir 

Square. So far Mubarak has, from his caged sickbed flatly denied all accusations. Simultaneously with 

the judicial process protests are once again beginning flare, just as in Tunisia the population are not 

satisfied with the progress that the military council currently ruling Egypt has delivered. The military 

council has indeed enacted emergency laws, prohibited spontaneous congregations and postponed 

the dates for elections. Recently the security situation in Egypt has deteriorated as violence between 

demonstrators and military police once again broke out in Cairo on October 9. Demonstrators, 

mainly Christian Copts, voiced their discontent with arson attacks on a church during the preceding 

week. The demonstrations descended into violence and when the situation unfolded 24 people had 

lost their lives. This event shows the extreme fragility of the Egyptian society. The military council 

were quick to launch an investigation, assuring the Christian minority that there would be no 

impunity for the attacks on Christians, or on churches. There was also an amendment made to the 

electoral laws regulating the first elections since the fall of Mubarak, scheduled to take place in the 

end of November, the amendment clearly states that no religious rhetoric will be allowed during the 

elections.  

The anxiety over the elections and the importance of a successful democratic transition are visible in 

the Egypt society. The number of candidates for the parliament is staggering and there is indeed a 

desire to partake in the democratic process. How this will materialize during the elections is of course 

impossible to predict. Egypt has on several occasions declined assistance in organizing the elections 

and several analysts consider these elections to be extremely important, not only to Egypt, but to the 

entire region since Egypt is seen as a role model for the other North African countries. The week 

preceding the first round of elections in Egypt has been marked by uprisings and anger directed 

towards the military council currently ruling Egypt. The scenes that have taken place on the Tahrir 

square during the latest days have borne a remarking resemblance to the movement that forced 

Mubarak from power during the beginning of 2011. At least 30 people have been killed and the 

temporary parliament has resigned, the Military Council is however still in power. The origins of the 

demonstrations were lack of progress since the ousting of Mubarak; the Egyptian people felt that 

there had not been any substantial change that the same elite figures still were in power. Another 

fact that enraged people was the fact that civilians were, and still are, being charged in military 

courts. The first round of elections scheduled to take place on the 28:th of November are still being 
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held according to the military council, how this outbreak of violence will affect the elections is 

unclear, it is however not an optimal situation to conduct the first democratic elections. Hopefully 

the electoral process will be smooth and without major disturbances, there is however a substantial 

risk of violence during the elections. The first leg of the elections has been carried out, the violence 

was minimal, and the voter turnout seems to have been descent. The results have not yet been made 

public, but the political wing of the Muslim Brotherhood claims to have secured around 40 per cent 

of the votes. The official results are due, after repeated delays, on Friday December 2.                 

Algeria and Morocco  

As for the other North African countries - Algeria and Morocco - the outcome has been quite 

different. Similar demonstrations as in Tunisia and Egypt took place in Algeria and Morocco, 

beginning in January and escalating in February. The demonstrations were however not as successful, 

and most importantly, the military and riot police retained their loyalty to the state rather than 

joining the uprising, as had happened in Egypt, and to some extent in Tunisia. In Algeria and Morocco 

demonstrators were met with reinforced riot police, and even though there were reported deaths in 

connection to the demonstrations they were not as violent and did not produce as high death tolls as 

in Tunisia and Egypt. Albeit that the Moroccan and Algerian demonstrations did not replace the 

incumbent regimes they still inflicted a significant change in their respective societies. In Algeria the 

emergency rule that had been in effect since 1992 was lifted, and in Morocco a promise has been 

made to reduce the influence of the King. A popular referendum was held during the end of June, the 

outcome was a landslide victory for the proposed amendments to the constitution limiting the 

influence and power of the Moroccan monarchy.  

Libya 

In the third country, Libya, the situation has developed quite differently. The wave of demonstrations 

was sure to reach Libya as it engulfed the northern fringe of the African continent, but the response 

of the Libyan leadership, with Muammar Gaddafi at its helm, was hard to predict. As in the 

neighbouring countries demonstrations demanding better quality of life, more freedom and a higher 

level of participation broke out. What distinguished the case of Libya from its northern African 

neighbours was the particularly brutal fashion in which Gaddafi responded to the popular uprisings. 

When on 17 February a “day of revolt” was organised it was clear that Gaddafi would not tolerate 

any scenario that would diminish, or infringe on his absolute power. On the first day of the uprisings 

Gaddafi released prisoners from jail and hired them as mercenaries to fight the protesters. 

Furthermore, he also employed a great number of predominantly western Africans as mercenaries to 

deal with the protesters. Just days after the instigation of the protests Gaddafi’s son, Saif al-Islam 

Muammar al Gaddafi appeared on state television warning that the situation might cause a civil war. 

He blamed the uprising on foreign interest, namely Israel; he further accused western media to give a 

biased picture of the situation in Libya. 

The situation did not improve after al-Islam’s speech. The attacks on civilian protesters continued 

and intensified; a large migratory flow towards the borders began to materialise. The fact that Libya 

hosted a large population of migrant workers made the situation even more precarious. In just a 

matter of days there were large refugee camps set up on the border to Egypt. Since Gaddafi had 

hired western Africans as mercenaries, the situation for migrant workers from that region was 
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especially dangerous as the migrant workers trying to get to the borders were mistaken for 

mercenaries and consequently met with hostility or even violence by Libyans. 

As the situation escalated Gaddafi made an appearance on state television. During an hour he 

delivered a seemingly incoherent speech from his bombed out home, a remnant from the 1986 

bomb-campaign by the U.S. in which his 15 month old daughter died5. In the speech Gaddafi blamed 

various countries and organisations for the on-going protests, he blamed Al-Qaeda for poisoning the 

drinking water, causing the youth to revolt, and he also blamed the U.S. along with a majority of the 

western world for the situation. Gaddafi promised to die as a martyr and that he would rather fight 

to the last drop of blood than step down. 

By 24 February the rebels announced that they had complete control of the eastern city Tobruk, 

located not far from the Egyptian border. A few days later, on 27 February the formation of the 

National Transitional Council (NTC) was announced and it was established as the de facto opponent 

of the Libyan government. The council, made up of a mixture of freedom-fighters, former politicians, 

religious leaders and elements of the Libyan diaspora, elected Mustafa Abdul Jalil as its leader. Jalil 

had defected from his position as Secretary of Justice in the Libyan government on 21 February 

because of the use of force against civilians. After the rebel side had established control of Tobruk 

the violence, on the part of Gaddafi’s forces, escalated. Indiscriminate shelling of entire towns 

believed to be strongholds of the rebels commenced, causing great civilian suffering. 

The international community did not stand idly by as Gaddafi was embarking on what was described 

as a warfare against his own people. The issue was brought before the Security Council, which on 17 

March voted in favour of imposing a no-fly zone over Libya, restricting Gaddafi from using his air 

force against the Libyan population. The vote was not uncontroversial, and five countries chose to 

abstain; Brazil, China, Germany, India and the Russian Federation. However, resolution 1973 passed 

and the responsibility of enforcing the no-fly zone was distributed amongst the member states of the 

UN with NATO as the commanding organisation. A broad coalition of countries has made themselves 

available, among them Sweden. The no-fly zone has indeed eased the suffering of the civilian 

population of Libya. However Gaddafi still targets civilians and there are reports of him using banned 

cluster-bombs when shelling villages and towns. The situation is, and has been for a while, that of a 

stalemate going back and forth. Control of the coastal towns Misratah, Sirte, Ajdabiya, and Benghazi 

east of Tripoli, has on several occasion switched hands. This devastating stalemate has brought 

severe suffering to the civilian population of Libya and the imposition of the no-fly zone has, yet, to 

make a substantial difference in terms of rebel success. 

The mission to enforce the no-fly zone over Libyan air-space has gradually been broadened, not 

officially but the actions and missions undertaken by NATO forces allude to a significantly wider area 

of operations. Intense bombings of central Tripoli have sought to kill Gaddafi and France admitted to 

air-lifting weapons and other supplies to the rebel forces of the National Transitional Council. These 

actions are in no way sanctioned by resolution 1973, they have however been carried out within the 

realms of that mandate.     

                                                           
5
 The death of Gaddafi’s daughter, Hana, was staged in order to escalate hatred towards the U.S. she surfaced 

as a medical doctor during final stages of the uprisings. 
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The rebel side, the National Transitional Council, has suffered infighting as the conflict has become 

protracted. On July 28 the rebel general and former Interior minister in the Gaddafi government, Abd 

al-Fatah Yunnis was mysteriously killed. The murder made visible a possible rift in the rebel ranks. No 

motive has been established, neither has anyone been arrested for the act. However, rumours are 

rife; some sources mention that Yunnis had information that Algeria was supplying Gaddafi with 

weapons, other claim that the general was in fact a double agent sabotaging the rebel cause. 

Regardless of the motive the fact that there are apparently internal problems within the Transitional 

National Council might be a sign of weakening resolve from the rebel side. The impact of the death of 

General Yunnis is still too early to analyse but the stalemate that was in place before his 

assassination is still present, so it has not changed any fortunes on the battle ground, at least not in 

the short run.   

The situation in Libya is by no means easily analysed. Gaddafi is notorious for his erratic behaviour 

and his blatant disrespect for human rights and freedoms, a mixture that could bode for a nightmare 

scenario for Libya, its people and the entire region. As Gaddafi has been removed from power his 

erratic behaviour and self-image as an almost god-like person is even more troubling. Since the 

National Transitional Council has taken over de facto control of the Libyan state Gaddafi has gone 

into hiding. His whereabouts are unknown, but he has not given up the struggle to regain control. 

The fact that he is still not apprehended has surely cause unnecessary suffering amongst the civilian 

population of Libya. Gaddafi continues to make inflammatory speeches urging those loyal to him to 

fight to the bitter end, a calling that severely limits the possibilities for a peaceful retreat of Gaddafi-

loyalists. The manhunt for Gaddafi is a high priority for the newly installed government of Libya; a 

Gaddafi at large will inevitably endanger the stability in the entire region.     

The situation today is in favour of the rebels, much of Tripoli is in the hands of them and the 

Transitional Council on August 26 announced that they are moving their base from Benghazi to 

Tripoli. Despite the successes of the rebels Gaddafi has not yet been caught and there are still 

pockets of resistance within Libya, most notably in and around Gaddafi’s hometown Sirte, and the 

city of Sabah as well as Bani Walid. 

On October 20 a decisive step towards rebel victory was taken as the last city belonging to Gaddafi 

loyalists, Sirte, fell. Further it turned out, Gaddafi himself was hiding among his loyalists in the city, as 

he along with his entourage tried to flee he was captured and later shot. The circumstances of his 

death are unclear. Motassim Gaddafi was also killed in the final battle for Sirte. Following the death 

of Gaddafi the Transitional National Council declared, officially, the liberation of Libya on October 23. 

The aftermath of the killing of Gaddafi is complex, the UN demand an independent investigation 

since there are evidence suggesting he was shot when in captivity, the issue of disposing the body 

has also become infected. Initially the NTC promised to honour Muslim traditions concerning the 

corpse of the former dictator, this promise was reneged as the process stalled, an autopsy has been 

carried out and during the mean time the corpse of Gaddafi and his son has become somewhat of an 

attraction as they lie in a meat freezer in the city of Misrata. The manner in which Gaddafi’s remains 

in treated might give an indication to how the interim government of Libya will manage the difficult 

post conflict phase that Libya is now entering.    

The situation in Libya today is volatile there is an abundance of weapons and an extreme shortage of 

employment. The unifying goals of ousting Gaddafi has now been fulfilled, there is subsequently a 
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great responsibility that rests on the interim rulers of Libya, to collect weapons, offer employment, 

and keep the unity even without the common goal of ousting Gaddafi. These tasks are of course 

extremely difficult but the level of accomplishment in these endeavours will likely determine the 

future of Libya, tribal in fighting and civil war, or prosperous democracy rife with natural resources 

and peace.   

Middle East 

After the initial few months the Arabian spring started to spread to the east of Suez, to the heartland 

of the Middle East, gaining momentum over time. The protest centres on the same issues as in North 

Africa, democracy, unemployment, food prices and in almost all cases (except Jordan) the ousting of 

the Monarchy, and/or presidency. The protests in the Middle East started in March, and, as in the 

North African cases, were propelled by social media, namely Facebook and Twitter. The 

demonstrations have been met with significant brutality, security forces have shot indiscriminately at 

protesters, and gatherings have been stormed by riot police. These harsh methods have brought 

criticism upon the ruling regimes, but there has been significantly less action by the international 

community than in the North African cases. 

Bahrain 

Events in Bahrain followed a similar pattern as the neighbouring countries; spontaneous 

congregations met with reinforced police ending in battles and bloodshed. The protests in Bahrain 

affected the western world in a way that made the severity of the situation clear to the public in the 

western world. The issue that drew a lot of media attention was the cancelation of the Bahraini 

Formula One race scheduled for 13 March, an event that proves the potency of the protest. The 

cancelation of the race is in itself not a significant event; it did however affect a field, that of formula 

one racing, that had nothing to do with the political situation. This proved that the demonstrations 

and the implications of them were affecting the global community as a whole, the fact that the race 

was cancelled is of course not of global concern, but is serves as an example of global consequences 

of local unrest.  After the cancelation of the glamorous and certainly income and prestige bringing 

race the security forces were ordered to act swiftly to rid the capital, Manama, of protesters. The 

protests emanated from the Pearl Roundabout, a congregation point that became symbolic for the 

demonstrations in Bahrain. Security forces moved in on 18 March and razed the roundabout and the 

monument that decorated it; several people were injured in the action.  

Bahrain is also subject to a Shia/Sunni divide, which further complicates the issue, the majority of the 

population being Shia, while the ruling family is Sunni. 

Syria 

During the last weeks of April the situation in Syria has deteriorated significantly. President Bashar el-

Assad has shown extreme brutality as security forces have fired into peaceful crowds, and tanks and 

heavy armour has been deployed to quell any protests, resulting in a significant number of civilian 

deaths. During the last days of April the U.S. and Britain were considering imposing sanctions on Syria 

in an attempt to ease the suffering of the civilian population. The situation in Syria has steadily 

deteriorated; the pattern of brutal repression has been constant since mid-March. The scene that 

has repeated itself almost every week since the beginning of violence in Syria is that the Friday 
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prayers have been followed by demonstrations which have in turn been met with violent repression. 

This pattern has been in place, and cost hundreds, or even thousands of lives. The Syrian regime did 

at the eve of Ramadan change its tactics and attacked civilian targets during the day in the cities of 

Homs, Damascus, and Hama. The death tolls from those attacks have been in the hundreds and the 

international reaction has been condemning. The UN Security Council condemned the attacks on 

civilians on the third of August, only after President Assad had used tanks and machine guns on 

civilians for the better part of the weekend and beginning of the week. The believed tactic behind 

Assad’s relentless campaign against his own people is to weaken the resolve of the protests as the 

month of Ramadan is under way. The Syrian protesters have so far achieved some limited success; in 

Syria the emergency laws, in effect since 1963 are to be lifted, albeit replaced by a vague 

antiterrorism legislation.  

The international response to the unrest and brutality has been, arguably, quite cautious. Different 

sanctions have been put in place, becoming broader as the repression from Assad was stepped up, 

but short of a condemning from the Security Council the people of Syria has gotten little help from 

outside. Scholars and political commentators argue that the stakes when it comes to confronting 

Assad are high because of the Syria/Israel border and the potential aggressions that could be 

directed towards Israel. This nightmare scenario might be what is holding the international 

community back. The international response was stepped up when President Obama declared that 

the White House position concerning the situation in Syria was that Assad must step down. This 

statement came on 18 August, and was quickly followed by similar comments by other heads of 

states. Simultaneously President Assad has ensured that the military campaigns have stopped, that 

there will be no more bloodshed on behalf of the military; this promise was made after Assad 

received a phone call from UN’s Secretary General Ban Ki Mon. regardless of the promise by Assad or 

the harsh language from the U.S. and other diplomatic representatives witnesses testify of 

continuing operations against civilians inside Syria.  

The chilling memory of how the Assad family has on earlier occasions dealt with uprisings from 

within is ever present and with the footage and witness statements that are circulating the situation 

could very well become just as dire as when current president Bashar al-Assad’s father Hafez al-

Assad completely razed the city of Hama after rumours of a coup. This traumatic episode in the 

Syrian modern history is an open wound, and now when Bashar seems to match, or even surpass his 

father in terms of violence the Syrian people risk to once again be exposed to the violent whims of a 

despotic ruler.  

Yemen  

 In Yemen, President Ali Abdullah Saleh fired his entire cabinet on 20 March despite calling for 

dialogue he is rapidly losing support, especially from the tribal factions in Yemen, which for a long 

time has been his most solid power base. On 23 April, Saleh signed a formal agreement shifting 

power to his deputy within 30 days of the signing. No implementation of the agreement has 

followed; Saleh has refused to hand over power, and by the end of May he has not honoured the 

agreement. Diplomats involved in the process, under the auspices of the Gulf Cooperation Centre 

(GCC), have to start over again to draft a proposal that can be accepted by both parties. 

Developments in Yemen did during the beginning of summer take a turn for the worse. Fighting has 

increased with clans taking up arms aiming to oust President Saleh. Saleh was injured in a rocket 
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attack on his palace during the first week of June, he was reportedly injured and sustained 40 % 

burns. The President was released from a Saudi hospital on 9 June. The situation inside Yemen is 

chaotic and the absence of independent media in Sana’a and other Yemeni towns make the 

reporting sketchy, at best. President Saleh has not been able to return to Yemen since the attack and 

subsequent hospitalisation; he has addressed the people of Yemen via television from an undisclosed 

location in a Saudi Hospital.     

The remaining countries listed above; Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Oman and Sudan 

have all had protest movements that have followed similar patterns; affected by the developments in 

the region they have demanded a greater level of democracy and respect for human rights as well as 

better living conditions in general. These protests are unique in the sense that they in a matter of 

days, weeks and months have spread all over the North African countries, as well as the Middle East 

region. Further, they, as a majority of uprising across the world, originate from the feeling of 

powerlessness, and/or longing for democracy.  

Future implications and potential explanations 

There are many potential explanations for this rapid and partly successful surge of uprisings, the 

availability of internet and social media being the most predominant one. The causes and mechanism 

might however lie much deeper than the ability to mobilize quickly. Speculating over causes or future 

implications is difficult as the situation is still unfolding. The prospect for a protracted and 

internationalised internal conflict in Libya is sadly very real, as is further unrest in the Middle East 

most alarming the massacre of Syrians, destabilising an already volatile region. Signs of change are 

already showing in the Middle East, the new leadership of Egypt has managed to bring together 

Hamas and Fatah for talks; they have also opened the Suez Canal for Iranian ships. These changes are 

indeed affecting the dynamic of the region and there will definitely be a substantially altered geo-

political map to navigate by in the near future, regardless of outcome of the popular uprisings.  

There is however also reasons for optimism: a popular movement such as the Arabian Spring, aiming 

at democracy, can, if it is coupled with respect for human rights and true democratic values greatly 

improve the situations for millions of individuals living under autocratic regimes in the region.   

It is important to note that these uprisings originate from within, they are not, as in many other 

democratisation projects, orchestrated by foreign interests, a case in point might be the 

democratisation of Iraq. The Arabian spring was instigated by the desperate actions of poor and 

distraught youths; this difference in origin might prove to be of importance for the outcome of the 

movements. In the cases of Egypt and Tunisia the entirety of the processes, from the instigation of 

the revolts to the judicial trials of the former rulers have been taken care of and administrated by 

internal actors. In the cases where the process has been protracted, where the uprisings have led to 

internal conflict, namely Libya, there has been a greater level of involvement by the international 

community, by the EU, UN and NATO, how this will affect the outcome in relation to the countries 

that have dealt with the situation internally is yet to be analysed.   

Another interesting focal point of the Arabian spring is the different regime types that were in place 

prior to the uprisings. Even though the Middle-eastern region is often described in general terms it 

contains a variety of regime types with a varying degree of repression in place. The most repressive 

regime one might argue would be the Saudi Kingdom which has not seen uprisings that have taken 
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place in the rest of the region. Tunisia on the other hand, that was arguably less repressive than their 

Saudi counterparts did in fact harbour uprisings that in the end led to the fall of the regime. This 

observation might lead to several hypotheses concerning the robustness of authoritarian regimes. 

Many reports from Saudi Arabia reflect the sentiment of a population that, even though women are 

not allowed to take part in the everyday life and the day to day life is strictly dictated by the ruling 

elite, are relatively content. In Tunisia, Egypt and the other Northern African and Middle Eastern 

countries the regimes have not been able to keep the population content; on the contrary the 

dissent has been brewing for years. When these sentiments reach a boiling point the results have 

been explosive.       

Concerning democratic possibilities the future is ambiguous, there is of course no general answer to 

whether this region will become truly democratic or not, the number of variables that will affect the 

outcome of each country’s own process is huge. The level of international engagement is however a 

variable that can be compared across the cases. The media reporting about the events included 

within the umbrella label Arabian Spring has been immense. The international engagement has 

however differed from case to case. When Tunisian President Ben Ali fell there was no international 

presence, just as in the case of Egypt, even though these regime changes were in no way exempted 

from violence and bloodshed. In Libya on the other hand, the international response has been quite 

different. With foreign naval and air-force presence Libya has become the arena of international law 

enforcement. The current situation in Syria is amounting to roughly the same in terms of civilian 

casualties, perhaps even a greater number, as in Libya when the Security Council passed resolution 

1973. The response from the Security Council has however been quite different in the case of Syria.      

 

UCDP’s take on the Arabian spring 

For the UCDP (Uppsala Conflict Data Program), whose data is one year lagged, the Arabian spring will 

not be thoroughly coded until the end of 2011, wherefore there is no information available under the 

respective country pages at www.ucdp.uu.se/database. The coding will, when it’s completed strive 

to, with accuracy estimate death tolls, define actors, identify secondary supporters, and in the 

database present coherent narratives concerning the tumultuous 2011. It should however be noted 

that the violence, since it is not yet coded according to UCDP criteria, has not yet been subject to the 

definitions in use by the UCDP. This will, undoubtedly, be a time consuming and thorough process in 

which each case (country) will be analysed and categorized according to the UCDP definitions of, and 

categorizations of (state-based, non-state and one-sided violence) armed violence. If there is any 

comments concerning the text, or errors that need to be corrected do not hesitate to contact UCDP, 

please write an e-mail to conflictdatbase@pcr.uu.se with any comments or suggestions.                                       
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