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The Arab Spring and the Mirage of Reform: Authoritarian Resilience and the Limits
of Change in the Middle East

The Arab Spring was heralded as a watershed moment for the Middle East. In other words,
it was a collective uprising against decades of authoritarian rule, repression, and stagnation. In late
2010, the self-immolation of Tunisian street vendor Mohamed Bouazizi sparked a wave of protests
that swept across the region, from Tunisia and Egypt to Libya, Syria, and beyond. Citizens, united
in their demands for dignity, freedom, and justice, challenged the entrenched autocracies that had
long dominated their lives. Nevertheless, over a decade later, the promises of the Arab Spring have
largely faded. While Tunisia initially emerged as a fragile beacon of hope, most uprisings either
descended into chaos, as in Syria or were co-opted by the very regimes they sought to overthrow,
as in Egypt. The Arab Spring ultimately exposed the deep-rooted challenges of authoritarianism in
the Middle East, where entrenched regimes, weak institutions, and ideological divides undermined
reform efforts, leaving the region trapped in cycles of repression and instability.

At its inception, the Arab Spring ignited unprecedented optimism. Protesters filled the
streets, toppling long-standing dictators like Ben Ali in Tunisia, Mubarak in Egypt, and Qaddafi in
Libya (Cleveland and Bunton 2016). For a brief moment, it seemed as if the region’s authoritarian
foundations had been shaken. Frédéric Volpi’s theory of deinstitutionalization captures this
moment of upheaval. He explained how familiar political routines disintegrated, and a new horizon
of possibility appeared within reach (Volpi 2017). However, as Volpi warns, moments of
deinstitutionalization often collapse into either authoritarian retrenchment or state failure if not
anchored by robust institutions and political will. Egypt offers a sobering case: after Mubarak’s
fall, the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) and later General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi

reasserted military dominance, crushing the brief experiment in electoral democracy under
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Mohamed Morsi (Cleveland and Bunton 2016). What began as a revolutionary awakening was
swiftly recast into a narrative of counterrevolution as authoritarianism adapted to new challenges.
Syria’s trajectory was even more tragic. Bashar al-Assad’s regime, rather than conceding to
demands for reform, met peaceful protests with brutal violence. The result was not reform but
rather a civil war that continues to this day and a fragmentation of state authority, which invited
regional and global powers into a protracted proxy conflict (Yambert 2012). While Tunisia
managed to craft a fledgling democracy through elite negotiations and constitutional compromises,
its recent backsliding under President Kais Saied demonstrates the fragility of its success and the
enduring shadow of authoritarian legacies (Khaddar 2023).

The Arab Spring’s failure to deliver lasting reform reflects deeper structural obstacles that
transcend any single protest movement. Authoritarian regimes in the Middle East have long
demonstrated remarkable resilience, bolstered by powerful security apparatuses, entrenched elite
networks, and the strategic use of patronage and repression (Bellin 2004). Colonial legacies
exacerbated these challenges. As Cleveland and Bunton argue, the arbitrary borders drawn by
European powers following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, coupled with the imposition of
external institutions, created fragile postcolonial states where coercive power took precedence over
inclusive governance (Cleveland and Bunton 2016). The Sykes-Picot Agreement and the League
of Nations mandated fragmented communities, fostering sectarian and ethnic divisions that
authoritarian regimes later exploited to maintain control. Furthermore, political Islam has played
a dual role in the region’s political landscape; it has acted as both a vehicle for protest and a source
of authoritarian retrenchment. The Muslim Brotherhood’s brief experiment in Egypt illustrates this
paradox. While the Brotherhood mobilized electoral support in the wake of Mubarak’s ouster, it

failed to build inclusive institutions, thereby alienating the secular opposition and provoking a
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military backlash that ultimately dismantled its political gains (Brown 2012); (Wickham 2015).
This tension between religious ideology and democratic pluralism has been a recurring theme in
Middle Eastern politics, as Islamist movements often struggle to reconcile their religious visions
of governance with the pluralistic demands of democracy.

The gendered dimension of reform offers a vital lens for understanding both the limits and
possibilities of change. The politics of veiling in Iran, for example, reveals how authoritarian
regimes weaponize gender norms to maintain control. The compulsory hijab, imposed after the
1979 Revolution, is not merely a religious symbol but a political tool used by the state to control
women’s bodies and assert ideological dominance (Hoodfar and Sadr 2012); (Rahbari, Longman
and Coene 2019). However, Iranian women have transformed the veil into a symbol of defiance.
From the early protests in 1979 to the “Women, Life, Freedom” uprising following the death of
Mahsa Amini in 2022, women have challenged the regime’s authority, often at significant personal
risk (Sotoudeh and Saranj 2023); (Al Jazeera 2022). Similar dynamics were visible during the Arab
Spring, where women participated in protests across Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, demanding not
only political change but also gender equality. These movements illustrate that the struggle for
reform in the Middle East is not solely about regime change; it is also about dismantling deeply
entrenched systems of oppression that limit individual freedom, including those based on gender.

In conclusion, the Arab Spring stands as both a symbol of hope and a cautionary tale. It
demonstrated that popular mobilization could shake the foundations of authoritarian rule.
However, it also exposed the formidable obstacles to sustaining reform in a region marked by
entrenched elites, fractured institutions, and complex ideological divides. Tunisia’s tenuous
progress remains a rare exception, while much of the region has returned to familiar patterns of

repression, state violence, and disillusionment. Nevertheless, reform is not impossible. For
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meaningful change to occur, reform efforts must go beyond street protests and slogans. They must
build resilient civil societies, foster inclusive political systems, and address the socioeconomic
grievances that fuel authoritarianism. The path forward is arduous, but the Arab Spring’s legacy,
though fraught with failure, remains a testament to the enduring desire for dignity, justice, and
freedom in the Middle East.
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