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The Jasmine Revolution’s Democratic Prospect:
Too Early To Say?
Democracy Digest joined with the Project for Middle East
Democracy to ask a group of leading experts to address
some critical questions and concerns being raised by
activists and analysts. The opening contribution to the online symposium comes from Egyptian political scientist
Amr Hamzawy, research director with the Carnegie Middle
East Center in Beirut.

WHAT ARE THE PROSPECTS OF THE JASMINE
REVOLUTION DETERIORATING INTO ANOTHER TULIP
REVOLUTION – A POWER SHIFT WITHIN THE ELITES
RATHER
THAN
A
GENUINE
DEMOCRATIC
TRANSITION?
Unlike Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, and Jordan, Ben Ali’s
brutal authoritarianism was felt not only by the politically
active segments of the population but by literally every
single citizen who did not belong to the ruling
establishment or have some ties with it. While other
authoritarian regimes have created some space for
political competition and freedom of expression and
excelled in not letting it evolve into a sustained political
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opening, Ben Ali did not tolerate the existence of such
space beyond the late 80s.

While this harsh repression of political expression
ultimately led to the discontent fueling the Jasmine
Revolution, it has also prevented the development of any
political opposition that might lead the revolution and take
the reins of power away from the regime. Consequently,
finding a qualified alternative to current political elites to
pursue the democratizing process may prove difficult.
This highlights a more fundamental challenge of
inexperience facing the revolution, the first of its kind in
the modern Arab world: here is no precedent for regime
transition and democratization in the Arab states, and
Tunisia’s status as the landmark means that reformers will
inevitably encounter unforeseen complications and
barriers on the road to democracy.

However, the Jasmine Revolution enjoys the committed
support of a broad spectrum of the populace. Thanks to
Tunisia’s relatively strong economic growth and relatively
efficient education system, it has a better educated middle
class with greater economic, social, and political
expectations than its counterparts in other Arab countries.
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Yet unlike the other countries, the corruption in Ben Ali’s
Tunisia was felt by the majority of Tunisian citizens, and
poor and marginalized segments of the population
suffered from regime-sponsored corruption just as much
as the middle class.

The uprising was carried in its first days by the energy of
the marginalized and unemployed and afterwards by the
energy and expectations of the middle class. This explains
the evolution of popular demands from jobs for the
unemployed and poverty-reduction measures to social
justice and political freedom. Both groups continue to
participate and pay close attention to the governmental
transition, and will not accept a power shuffle instead of
democratization.
Moreover, Tunisian labor unions and professional
associations played a critical role in sustaining the uprising
and expanding it beyond the remote regions in which it
started. Though trade and labor unions were seemingly
co-opted under Ben Ali, many joined the uprising in spite
of the sway of the authoritarian regime. The legacy of
relatively liberal and relatively independent labor unions
and professional associations in the national liberation era
and under former President Bourguiba has never withered
away completely.
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CAN WE EXPECT
TSUNAMI?

A

1989-STYLE

DEMOCRATIC

On the surface, Ben Ali’s Tunisia strongly resembles a
host of Arab states that might potentially undergo
democratic transition through revolution. Alarming
increases in poverty and unemployment, government
corruption, and government repression of political
opposition are all traits Tunisia shares with Algeria, Egypt,
Syria, and others. Tunisia’s difference from all of these is
in degree, not in kind. It was the extent of economic
dissatisfaction, official corruption, and government
repression that made Tunisia unique and brought about
the Jasmine Revolution.

Tunisian economic development over the last decade
created a burgeoning middle class with growing power.
This middle class is better educated and has greater
economic, social, and political expectations than its
counterparts in other Arab countries. Yet even as the
middle class grew and those expectations rose, Ben Ali’s
government imposed greater restrictions on the populace.
The middle class inevitably grew discontented as
expectations rose and their perception of their freedoms
fell.
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Government corruption serves in many Arab states as a
socially binding force that distributes patronage and
wealth provided the regime is stable. But the level of
corruption in Ben Ali’s government is unrivaled in the
breadth of its scale and the narrowness of its reach.
Because so few benefits of corruption percolated from the
regime to the wider society, very few people were invested
in the regime’s stability.

The level of repression meant that it was impossible to
express discontent over government oppression and
corruption, which in other Arab states could have been
safely discharged in a powerless civil society. Strictly
authoritarian controls on political expression removed any
of the outlets for harmless opposition seen elsewhere.
Finally, the Tunisian military has stayed out of domestic
politics since independence. As a result, it does not have
any experience defending the authoritarian regime in the
face of a popular uprising or in policing the country in
times of unrest. The Algerian, Egyptian, and Syrian armies
have acquired such experience in the last three decades,
and will continue to do so. The military in the region’s
other authoritarian states are therefore much more likely
to act decisively in support of the ruling establishment
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during critical moments of social unrest or a popular
uprising.

IS THERE A THREAT THAT IT WILL PROMPT
INTENSIFIED REPRESSION BY THE REGION’S
REGIMES?
From the perspective of an authoritarian dictator, Ben Ali
made a mistake in not immediately repressing early unrest
and protesting. Had the military intervened early and with
overwhelming force, the revolution would never have
materialized. The Egyptian and Algerian militaries have
intervened directly in the past and would not hesitate to do
so again. They may take Ben Ali’s fall as validation of their
role in controlling civil society and be prepared to act more
quickly with greater force in the future.

However, current indications suggest that most regimes
are moving in the opposite direction, attempting to diffuse
socioeconomic tensions before they can become
politicized by the opposition. After initial repressing
protests, the Algerian government changed tactics and
promised more state subsidies and poverty reduction
measures. The Egyptian government has similarly
pledged to reduce poverty and unemployment. The
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Kuwaiti government has recently pledged $4 billion to
combat poverty. The question remains of how far these
regimes are willing to accommodate public discontent. If
demands for jobs and bread subsidies are joined by
demands for reductions in corruption, will governments
make a show of launching anti-corruption programs? If the
political opposition and civil society demand a voice, how
much of a political opening will governments allow to ease
political tension?

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE – BY THE OBAMA
ADMINISTRATION, WESTERN DEMOCRACIES, BY
DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE GROUPS – TO HELP
TUNISIA’S DEMOCRATIC FORCES/CIVIL SOCIETY
PUSH THROUGH TO A GENUINE TRANSITION?
Western governments have once again made the mistake
of waiting too long to criticize an authoritarian
government’s oppressive policies. After the U.S. and
European governments watched Ben Ali’s repression of
early protests without comment, any newfound vocal
interest in democratization and human rights will be
dismissed by many Tunisian actors.

However, there is still a role for Western governments.
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France’s strong ties with Ben Ali’s regime, as awkward as
they may now be, need to be used positively to influence
the character of the transitional government in the days to
come. Remaining regime leaders should be held to
international expectations of a completely transparent
democratic process as they remodel the Tunisian
government. The constitutional and legal frameworks of
the state need to be revised to allow for unhindered
political participation, and Tunisian civil society and media
will need free rein both during the transition period and
after the establishment of a new government.

Western governments should pressure Tunisian officials
to expedite this political opening however necessary. The
West should expect a concrete, timely schedule for
governmental transition and elections and not allow an
authoritarian interregnum to exist indefinitely. Conditions
should be put on Western development aid to Tunisia to
ensure that this schedule is honored and that open
elections for a new government are held promptly.
Democracy assistance groups and other NGOs need to
engage in the transitional process as well. International
monitoring groups need to be ensured free and
unrestricted access during the transitional period and the
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elections of a new government. The underdeveloped
Tunisian political opposition needs to be advised and
assisted as it expands to fill new political space. A
domestic Tunisian civil society needs to be fostered and
developed to ensure continued democratizing reform and
oversight in the future.
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