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Egypt’s Arab 

Spring:  

will the flowers blossom?   

  

 Nahid Afrose Kabir1 

 

he Arab Spring was a civil uprising mainly of Arab youths in Tunisia and Egypt 

which commenced in December 2010 and January 2011 respectively. Later, 

similar rebellions followed in Libya, Bahrain, Syria and Yemen.2  

 

When the revolutionary protests broke out in Egypt, I was a visiting fellow at the Islam in 

the West program at the Center for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard, USA. Political 

changes in Egypt captured the attention of the world and some academic institutions 

immediately held discussions and debates on the topic. On 3 February 2011, the Institute of 

Politics at the Harvard Kennedy School offered a panel discussion on changing Arab politics 

and brought some Harvard experts including Professors Tarek Masoud and Rami Khouri on 

board.3 Like many other enthusiastic people, I also attended the event. There were many 

questions such as whether it was a temporary change and whether the panellists were hopeful 

of democracy and peace in the Middle East. Overall, all were convinced that it was a 

groundbreaking movement peacefully led by young Egyptians at Tahrir Square in Cairo, and 

all agreed that only time would tell if this movement would be successful.  
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Of course, the peaceful protest and the courage of the individuals should be commended. It 

was also impressive to see how social media (Facebook) managed to unite these young 

Egyptians, even though protesters knew that they would face resistance, ‘rubber bullets and 

organized barricades’ from the ruling authority.4 The International Business Times stated that 

the primary reason for the protests that succeeded in toppling Egyptian President Hosni 

Mubarak (and Tunisian President Zine el Abidine-Ben Ali) was economic.5 Popular 

frustration was directed against the corrupt politicians in the government and rising 

unemployment. (It should be noted that the young Egyptians were inspired by the act of the 

Tunisian street vendor Mohamed Bauazizi, who set himself on fire on 17 December 2010 in 

protest at inequality and high unemployment.6) The Guardian later reported that even after 

six months ‘the main squares of Cairo … were alive with protest, teargas and fury at the 

resistance to change shown by interim authorities’.7  

 

The situation in Egypt is complex. The young Egyptians want quick economic reforms which 

will provide them with employment but this hope appears to be far-fetched. Though 

Mubarak’s dictatorial regime is gone, the army still remains the de facto ruler of the country 

until elections are held. Widespread corruption in Egypt is still an issue.8 Some analysts 

observe that if the small number of corrupt wealthy elites who are still in Egypt were targeted 

then they might flee to other countries with their funds and this would be economically 

disastrous.9 On the other hand, as the international community is preparing to give 
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substantial financial aid to Egypt,10 it is questionable whether the aid will reach the right 

sectors.  

 

There are also other factors that have come into play. The Islamists want to install an Islamic 

government which would impose Sharia law,11 which I thought was not the aim of the Arab 

Spring movement. Of course, the aim of the Arab Spring movement was primarily economic. 

From my perspective the pluralist nature of the Egyptian state means that these economic 

objectives would be best pursued through a secular framework. This is important for the 

security of religious minorities in Egypt. On 9 October 2011 the Egyptian army killed about 

30 Coptic Christians when they held demonstrations to protest about an attack on a church in 

Aswan province, which the Coptic Christians blamed on radical Muslims. The Coptic 

Christians (who form about 10 per cent of the population) observed that the governing 

military council has been ‘too lenient on the perpetrators of a string of anti-Christian 

attacks’.12 

 

Egypt’s diplomatic relations with its ally Israel reached crisis point in August–September 

2011 when Israeli soldiers killed five Egyptian border guards during an Israeli operation 

against gunmen on the Israeli-Egyptian border. The Egyptian protestors’ reprisal attack left 

the Israeli embassy in Cairo seriously damaged and prompted Israel to evacuate its 

ambassador and other diplomats from its embassy.13  
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In my opinion, an embassy should be considered a place of friendship, dialogue and 

reconciliation. An attack on an embassy is also a violation of international law. In my book 

Muslims in Australia14 I was critical of the US hostage crisis in Iran in 1979 when 52 

Americans were held hostage for 444 days when Iranian students took over the Iranian 

embassy in protest at the US giving refuge to the Shah of Iran. This also led to repercussions 

on innocent Iranians living in the US at that critical period. Similarly, the attack on the Israeli 

embassy by the Egyptian protestors was contrary to the peaceful Arab Spring agenda. Of 

course, the killing of the five Egyptian border guards was horrendous but this grievance could 

have been addressed through diplomatic means (for example, the Israeli government’s official 

apology to Egypt and monetary compensation to the victims’ families). In October 2011 Israel 

apologised to Egypt over the August border incident15 but it came a bit too late.  

 

Young Egyptians began the Arab Spring uprising peacefully and demanded political 

(democratic) and economic (employment) reforms. They cried out for ‘dignity, freedom and 

equality’. Yet the Egyptian people have to be vigilant about other factors, especially the 

protection of minorities. I applaud the Arab Spring initiative. It will be wonderful to see 

flowers blossom in Egypt next spring, and this may only be possible under an elected secular 

government. 
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