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In	the	year	2002	a	book	authored	by	Ghassan	Tuéni,	Lebanese,	Jean	Lacouture,	French,	and	

Gérard	Khoury,	Lebanese,	chose	a	provocative	title	“Une	siècle	pour	rien”,	a	century	for	nothing,	

expressed	 their	 disenchantment	 and	 that	 of	many	 as	 they	 contrasted	 the	promises	 of	 the	Arab	

Renaissance	movement,	Nahda,	of	the	early	twentieth	century	with	the	undeniable	failures	of	the	

end	of	that	century,	a	century	for	nothing,	they	thought.	Difficulties,	uncertainties	and	erosion	of	

energy	affected	minds	and	hearts	of	people,	intellectuals	included,	for	a	long	period	of	time.	For	

this	reason,	the	unanticipated	acceleration	of	history	 in	the	early	phases	of	the	Arab	revolutions	

five	years	ago,	with	the	re-emergence	of	 faith	and	change	was	marked	by	a	sense	of	surprise	at	

the	depth	and	scope	of	radical	transformations.	People	were	confident	that,	what	was	unlikely	for	

decades,	has	become	possible	and	they	are	now	able	 to	assert	 that	dignity,	enjoy	 freedom,	and	

take	 part	 in	 shaping	 their	 future.	 Five	 years	 ago,	 radical	 change	 seemed	 within	 reach.	 The	

revolutions	 came	at	 the	 time	where	many	doubted	 the	ability	of	 genuine	 transformation	 in	 the	

Arab	 world.	 And	 a	 minority	 only	 had	 considered	 them	 inevitable,	 once	 objectives	 and	

circumstances	matured.	Unexpected	revolutions	brought	a	promise	of	a	brighter	future.	



Although	many	 Arabs	 agreed	 on	 the	 long	 term	 causes	 for	 revolution,	 they	 disagreed	 on	

understanding	the	immediate	triggers	defining	the	new	leading	forces,	redefining	the	preexisting	

political	movements	and	assessing	the	novelty	of	the	emergence	of	a	new	revolutionary	scene.	It	

is	truly	that	the	majority	of	Arabs,	were	they	citizens,	politicians	or	intellectuals,	had	not	foreseen	

the	 uprisings,	 despite	 the	 authoritarian	 regimes	 and	 the	 continuous	 oppressions	 and	 the	

deteriorating	 political	 and	 economic	 conditions.	 If	 new	movements	 and	 initiatives	 had	 come	 to	

view	to	challenge	the	previous	order	these	movements	were	limited	in	time,	influence	and	space,	

such	as	Kefaya	protest	movement	in	Egypt	against	Mubarak’s	rule	and	possible	hereditary	transfer	

of	power.	But	they	have	probably	pushed	the	limits	by	daring	to	think	of	contesting	this	status	quo	

ante.	The	variety	of	expressions	that	were	used	to	describe	the	wave	of	movements	for	change	in	

the	 Arab	 world.	 Many	 Westerners,	 the	 French	 in	 particular,	 and	 a	 large	 number	 of	 Arabs	

welcoming	or	even	celebrating	the	end	of	what	they	called	the	“Arab	exception”	to	the	wave	of	

democratization,	 referred	 to	 those	 movements	 as	 the	 Arab	 Spring.	 The	 metaphor	 evoking	 a	

seasonal	phenomenon	had	been	used	before,	 the	Damascus	Spring	which	did	not	 live	 long;	 the	

following	months	after	the	election	of	Bachar	al-Assad	in	2000,	seemed	to	augur	a	great	reform	of	

political	 system.	 It	 took	 another	 few	 months	 for	 hopes	 to	 be	 dispelled	 and	 illusions	 to	 be	

shattered.	In	a	country	where	there	was	hardly	any	political	life	outside	blind	loyalty	to	the	regime,	

or	prison,	the	seeds	of	public	opposition	were	planted.		

The	Prague	Spring	had	been	a	little	bit	longer	and	extended	from	January	to	August	1968	

when	 the	 political	 liberalization	 in	 the	 former	 Czechoslovakia	 initiated	 by	 Alexander	 Dubcek,	

tragically	 ended	 with	 the	 Soviet	 invasion.	 But	 although	 ephemeral,	 the	 Prague	 Spring	 inspired	

music	and	literature;	and	its	spirit	as	well	as	its	memory	animated	many	actors	for	change	in	the	

late	1980s.	It	goes	without	saying	that	in	both	cases,	Damascus	and	Prague,	a	short	spring	had	a	

long-lasting	effect.	For	certain	learned	observers	another	European	spring	comes	to	mind	and	it’s	

worth	the	comparison.	In	1848	the	former	obstacles	which	have	been	previously	there	were	lifted	

in	the	tide	of	enthusiasm	who	carried	everybody	away.	This	is	how	Benedetto	Croce	described	the	

revolutionary	movements	of	1848	as	quickly	as	they	had	arisen.	There	was	a	combination	of	the	

greatest	promise,	the	widest	scope,	the	most	immediate	initial	success	and	an	unqualified	failure.		

Today,	some	of	those	who	were	impressed	and	fascinated	by	the	unforeseen	Arab	Springs	

seem	 shaken	 or	 worried.	 They	 resort	 to	 the	metaphor	 of	 another	 season,	 autumn,	 sometimes	

coupled	with	Islamism,	and	often	with	violence	and	chaos.	Naming	the	metaphors	is	different	than	

simple	 designations.	 But	 the	 question	 of	 naming	 is	 not	 unrelated	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 intellectuals,	



academics	 and	 journalists	 could	 not	 predict	 those	 large	 scale	 and	 profound	movements.	 There	

were	signs	and	precursor	dynamics	not	recognized	or	rather	no	one	believed	in	their	cumulative	

effect	that	would	lead	to	such	radical	transformation.	Undoubtedly	the	surprise	effect	invigorated	

many	 with	 enthusiasm	 but	 invites	 today	 humility.	 Among	 those	 who	 received	 with	 joy	 the	

blossoming	 spring,	 excitement	 may	 have	 prevailed	 over	 lucidity	 for	 some	 the	 subsequent	 and	

perhaps	disappointment	has	obscured	their	ability	to	discern	the	true	meaning	of	many	changes	

that	occurred.	Moreover,	recourse	to	old	certainties	is	not	useful	in	situations	of	social	upheaval,	

others	to	hesitate	between	ideological	denial	and	embarrassed	silence.	More	obstinate	are	those	

who	maintained	that	the	key	to	understand	any	political	development	in	the	Arab	region	remains	

the	primacy	of	the	never-changing,	never-ending	duality	of	the	foreign	dominance	and	resistance.		

The	undeniably	endogenous	fact	in	play	in	many	revolutionary	movements	were	discarded;	

at	 best	 they	 were	 and	 are	 underestimated.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 spring	 metaphor	 raises	 another	

question.	 Is	 there	 an	 Arab	 peoples’	 revolt	 with	 national	 manifestations	 or	 do	 we	 witness	 at	 a	

plurality	 of	 distinct	 revolutionary	movements	which	 resemble	 each	 other	 in	 certain	means	 and	

motivations	and	had	been	sort	of	inspiration	and	mutual	empowerment	for	each	other?	In	other	

words,	could	there	be	a	paradox	of	similarity	and	diversity.	To	be	sure	each	one	of	this	movement	

was	 preoccupied	 with	 internal	 problems	 and	 struggled	 against	 dictator	 regimes.	 The	 Arab	

nationalist	objective,	Palestine	included,	were	noticeable.	Yet,	the	fact	that	neighboring	non-Arab	

countries	were	not	affected	have	suggested	that	cultural	identity	and	sensitivity	are	not	irrelevant.	

However,	 simultaneity	 and	 common	 futures	 could	 not	 overshadow	 the	 constitutive	 difference	

between	Arab	national	societies	and	their	respective	histories.	It	is	worth	noting	however	that	the	

category	 of	 neo-patrimonial	 authoritarian	 regimes	 refers	 to	 specific	 forms	 of	 despotic	 rule	 that	

cannot	be	used	across	the	Arab	world.	The	diversity	of	national	situations	could	not	overshadow	

the	 disillusionments	 with	 those	 specific	 despotic	 rulers.	 Divides	 and	 differentiated	 answers	 is	

whether	 it	 is	a	cause	or	an	expression	of	profound	malaise	whether	political	demands	and	their	

own	rights	divide	people	or	mobilize	them.	One	could	argue,	rightly,	that	the	social	and	economic	

causes	create	political	energy.	This	is	true	in	certain	countries,	less	in	others.	And	no	matter	how	

strong	 is	 the	 force	 of	 resentment	 it	 does	 not	 explain	 by	 itself	 the	 popular	 spread	 of	 the	

revolutionary	movements.	In	other	words	similarity	and	diversity	across	the	Arab	world	are	to	be	

held	 in	 balance	 or	 perhaps	 in	 tension.	 Communality	 may	 be	 revealed	 in	 the	 non-violent,	 non-

ideological	and	generational	features	of	early	Arab	revolts,	Libya	excluded,	at	least	in	the	defining	

phase.	Equally	comparable	is	asserting	the	centrality	of	democracy,	liberties	and	personal	dignity.	



Singularity	 for	 its	 part	 is	 inevitable	when	 it	 comes	 to	 future	prospects	 as	well	 illustrated	by	 the	

comparison	we	often	make	between	Tunisia	and	Egypt.	A	comparison	made	between	their	armies,	

their	political	élites	and	their	Islamist	movements.		

For	 some	 a	 prospective	 vision	 is	 often	 blurred	 by	 perception	 of	 Islamism,	 seen	 as	

undifferentiated	 and	 in	 certain	 cases	more	 influential	 than	 Islamists	 truly	 are.	Worse	 are	 those	

who	dangerously	 think	 that	 Islamism	 is	 the	most	 authentic	 expression,	 even	excessive,	 of	 Islam	

itself.		Any	resurgence	of	Islam,	they	would	say,	is	retro	rational.	When	there	is	not	assumed	the	

concerns	and	fears	of	many	exercised	by	a	nuanced	analysis	of	Islamism.	Showing	the	difference	

between	moderate	 Islamists	and	radical	ones,	 it’s	even	more	difficult	because	despotic	 regimes,	

those	who	were	overthrown	and	those	who	are	still	in	place,	such	as	the	Syrian	regime,	overplay	

worries	and	instrumentalize	them	they	claim	to	protect	their	people	from	fears	which	themselves	

have	provoked.		

Today	wherever	 democratic	 elections	were	 held	many	 citizens	 voted	 for	 political	 parties	

that	evoke	Sharia	as	a	sort	of	legitimacy	and	law.	While	these	actors	claim	to	recapture	what	in	the	

past	has	made	the	Islamic	State	great,	they	announce	their	commitment	to	democracy	suggesting	

that	the	new	Islamic	State	is	not	a	replica	of	the	old.	In	addition,	the	Islamist	opposition	to	secular	

tyranny	is	commonly	used,	metaphorically,	as	a	wave	suggesting	that	however	big	waves	seem	to	

be	they	are	appeased	once	they	used	their	initial	driving	force.	It	may	be	still	premature	to	suggest	

that	 Islamic	movements	will	 have	 to	 reinvent	 themselves	 or	 lose	much	 of	 their	 appeal.	 Islamic	

activists,	indeed	they	play	a	role	in	the	revolutions	but	not	a	leading	one.	The	strength	of	Islamist	

movements	 derives	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	 regional,	 relatively	 better	 organized	 and	 have	

acquired	the	legitimacy	and	experience	of	having	been	a	long-standing	opposition	force.	But	many	

would	 likely	 undergo	 a	 process	 of	 transformation	 and	 repositioning.	 Of	 a	 middle	 class	 origin,	

educated	 and	 not	 immune	 to	 the	 effects	 of	 secularization	 some	 Islamists	 are	 intellectually	

equipped	and	ready	for	compromise.	Many	Islamists	movements	consider	their	political	existence	

and	 development	 dependent	 on	 an	 electoral	 legitimacy,	 this	 was	 not	 a	 regional	 belief	 that	

democracy	beyond	holding	and	winning	elections	remain	untested.	Democratic	legitimacy	is	to	be	

seen	as	in	relation	to	the	opportunity	to	participate	in	deliberations.	A	public	debate	about	divisive	

values	is	much	more	than	cautious	controversy	and	polemics	leading	to	repression	as	in	the	case	

of	the	recent	electoral	campaign	in	Egypt.	So	you	can	have	elections	without	deliberations.	There	

are	political	theorists	who	emphasize	that	deliberative	democracy	is	rooted	in	the	intuitive	idea	of	

a	 democratic	 association	where	 terms	 and	 conditions	 of	 living	 together	 proceed	 through	public	



argument	 and	 reasoning	 among	 equal	 citizens.	 In	 other	 words,	 democratic	 legitimacy	 is	 not	

derived	solely	from	elections.	After	the	fall	of	some	of	the	neo-patrimonial	authoritarian	regimes	

and	the	popular	 revolts	against	others	 it	was	 largely	admitted	 that	 the	 future	political	existence	

and	 development	 of	 forces	 that	 struggle	 against	 dictators	 is	 dependent	 on	 electoral	 legitimacy.	

This	is	not	negligible	even	if	democracy,	beyond	holding	and	winning	elections,	is	not	necessarily	a	

high	demand.	Democracy	cannot	be	reduced	to	one	of	its	expression	and	it’s	not	important	how	

crucial	it	is	free	and	fair	elections	whenever	held	secured	the	right	to	elect	but	not	the	right	to	be	

elected.	To	be	sure	majority	rule	is	legitimate	but	it	is	misused	to	suppress	minorities.	The	function	

of	democratic	institutions	in	plural	societies	and	in	many	of	the	Arab	societies	are	plural,	is	not	to	

ensure	adequate	representation	among	legislators	and	government,	they	have	a	role	of	arbitrating	

tensions	and	conflicts	as	well	as	maintaining	an	equilibrium	between	competing	aspirations	such	

as	 those	 promoting	 political	 individual	 rights,	 one-man-one-vote,	 by	 advocating	 genuine	

citizenship	 and	 defending	 community	 rights.	 This	 is	 critical	 in	 fragmented	 societies,	 ruled	 by	 a	

weak	State,	such	as	in	Libya.	Elections	as	a	completion	for	power	if	preceding	a	national	consensus	

on	 the	priority	of	 State	building	 tended	 to	exacerbate	divisions.	Democratic	 transition	as	 it	was	

and	 still	 called	 by	 political	 theorists	 has	 been	 far	 more	 arduous	 than	 anticipated,	 the	 Tunisian	

example	 notwithstanding.	 In	 some	 cases,	 the	 assumption	 of	 irreversibility	 could	 not	 stand	 the	

attempt	of	careful	scrutiny,	the	social	demand	for	security	and	stability	in	a	context	of	chaos	and	

violence	 is	 interpreted,	 such	 as	 the	 case	 of	 Egypt,	 to	 be	 a	 demand	 for	 authoritarian	 rule.	 The	

causes	 for	 instability	 are	 numerous,	 largely	 internal	 but	 also	 external,	 the	 manifest	 ones	 are	

attributable	 to	 the	 precariousness	 of	 national	 cohesion	 and	 rising	 influence,	 either	 to	 suppress	

centrifugal	 forces	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 functioning	 state,	 such	 as	 in	 Yemen	 and	 Libya.	 In	 these	

countries,	 as	 in	 others,	 the	 legacy	 of	 authoritarian	 regime	 was	 heavier	 on	 political	 conduct,	

transitional	 justice	 and	 continues	 to	 nurture	 suspicion	 and	 mutual	 fear.	 More	 importantly,	 it	

hinders	efforts	to	rebuild	states	institutions	that	were	left	in	desolation.	To	be	sure	the	shortfalls	

of	 transitions	 cannot	be	overstated.	Deficit,	 incompetence	 and	experience	of	 large	 segments	 of	

new	political	elites.	The	weakness	of	political	forces	on	social	base	attached	to	democratic	values	

or	 aspiring	 to	 a	 democratic	 order	 may	 well	 explain	 the	 volatility	 of	 state	 institutions-building.	

Progress	 on	 the	 arduous	 road	 could	 not	 be	 achieved	 by	 adopting	 a	 presumably	 model	 of	

democratic	 transition	 advocated	 by	 those	 so-called	 ‘transitologists’.	 They	 produced	 a	 class	 of	

models,	the	so-called	“third	wave	of	modernization”	and	this	affects	the	thinking	of	many	today.	A	

paradigm	 for	 political	 change	 has	 to	 be	 better	 suited	 to	 the	 landscape	 of	 today	 not	 to	 their	



lingering	hope.	These	five	years	have	shown	that	many	assumptions	made	found	little	evidence	or	

none	 to	 support	 them.	 Repetitive	 elections	 didn’t	 help	 the	 consolidation	 of	 democracy,	 a	 long	

standing	 even	 if	 latent	 did	 not	 dissipate	 easily.	 Institutions	who	were	not	 able	 to	 play	 a	 role	 in	

pacifying	or	mediate	had.	More	liberal	economies	did	not	shield	growth.	National	priorities	were	

not	 compatible	 one	 had	 to	 be	 sacrificed	 for	 the	 other.	 Trade-offs	 were	 hardly	 successful.	

Preconceived	 ideas	 derived	 from	 the	 recent	 history	 of	 Eastern	 Europe	 or	 Latin	 America	 were	

closed	to	be	recipes	for	illusion	or	even	failure.	In	Libya	where	the	international	community	played	

a	determining	 role,	 such	 failure	 is	 evident;	 precipitations	 in	moving	 forward	did	not	 adequately	

recognize	 the	 strength	 of	 some	 national	 identities	 or	 interest.	 Not	 enough	 time	 was	 given	 to	

delicate	and	crucial	 first	phase	of	 transition,	which	establish	 rules	 for	public	 life	accepted	by	all,	

ensuring	the	widest	possible	political	participation	and	developing	consensus	on	national	building	

cohesion.	 On	 the	 contrary	 the	 struggle	 for	 power	 preceded	 the	 negotiations	 of	 a	 new	 social	

contract	and	 it	was	oblivious	 to	 the	essential	distinction	between	“controlling	and	government”	

and	“appropriating	a	 state”.	 In	 referring	 to	 the	widest	possible	political	participation	 I	meant	 to	

refer	to	the	principle	of	inclusivity	as	a	condition	for	the	success	of	the	early	phase	of	democratic	

transition.	 Before	 we	 hope	 for	 electoral	 competition,	 inclusivity	 is	 an	 energizing	 principle	 but	

costly	for	those	who	have	to	assure	it.	Unprepared	or	unwillingly	to	pay	the	cost	they	refrain	from	

reaching	out	to	the	fearful	minorities.	The	inability	to	include	contributed	to	radicalization	of	those	

who	were	excluded,	 Islamists	or	not.	For	their	part,	some	of	the	Islamists	who	rejected	Western	

models	 in	 the	name	of	authenticity	and	specificity	or	 those	who	believed	 that	 imported	models	

are	bound	to	fail,	so	their	position	converged	with	the	position	of	the	culturalists	that	“Democracy	

is	not	compatible	with	the	Arabs”	and	should	not	been	emulate	as	system	of	government.	

At	 the	conference	organized	by	the	 Issam	Fares	 Institute	on	“Arab	revolutions:	 five	years	

on”	 more	 than	 60	 papers	 were	 presented	 but	 none	 of	 them	 adventured	 trying	 to	 predict	 the	

future.	Largely	their	analysis	were	inductive	(historical	and	sociological).	Treading	a	path	between	

the	pitfalls	of	those	who	stubbornly	interpret	recent	developments	in	light	of	the	democratization	

theories	and	those	who	question	the	culturalists.	


