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ABSTRACT 
   
    

 The Arab Spring has not left the imagination of the Middle East since the eruption of 

the uprisings in 2010. Developments tied to that event are still unfolding to this day. 

This report brings forward what popular wisdom has expressed regarding the causes 

of these events. It will address a few underlying economic and political causes that 

inspired consensus amongst academic and journalistic thinkers. The erosion of the 

social contract brought forward in the post-independence years is a primary example 

this report puts much emphasis on. It also mentions the different possible aspects 

which have contributed to the demise of said social contract. All the way from cronyism 

to corruption and mismanagement as well as a population explosion which 

exasperated the compiling social pressures. Additionally, this report mentions a few 

more purely economic theories that have sought to explain the Arab Spring. The main 

examples of which are misconceptions regarding inequality as well as rising global food 

prices.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The intricate nature of the Arab Spring and the multitudinous conditions which paved the way 

for its eventual eruption can at times be overlooked in mainstream thought. Some deeper 

digging, however, reveals how difficult it is to truly understand why events which occur in 

mass take place the way they do. The Arab Spring is no exception. It is likely a result of decades 

of internal as well as external regional events and policy choices, the results of which led to 

Mohammad Bouazizi lighting himself on fire and igniting the initial sparks of uprising 

throughout the region, with lasting consequences the Middle East remains grappling with to 

this day.  

 

The Arab Spring originated in Tunisia when in 2010 street vendor Mohammad Bouazizi was 

humiliated by local police and officials who confiscated his vending cart and goods that he 

had bought on credit earlier in the day, and was then refused to be heard by the local 

governor. After losing his livelihood and getting shunned by the authorities, Bouazizi 

threatened self-immolation if he were not to be heard by the governor he sought an audience 

with. He kept his word and his subsequent death triggered protests all over the region. 

Beginning as unrest in Bouazizi’s city of Sidi Bouzid, it moved at a rapid speed throughout 

Tunisia before spreading to major cities in the region as a whole. By the end of 2012, 

governments in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen were toppled and protests took place in 

Bahrain, Jordan, Syria, Algeria, Saudi Arabia, and most other countries in the region.  

 

The Arab Spring not only succeeded in toppling four major governments in the region, but it 

also managed to extract concessions from rulers who compromised towards moves of higher 

accountability and transparency of government activities, a crackdown on corrupt practices, 

and an expansion of civil liberties and rights. Jordan’s King Abdullah, for instance, reformed 



   

 

 

the Jordanian constitution and pledged to place Jordan on a more democratic trajectory 

following protests which engulfed major cities in the kingdom in 2011 and 2012. Oman’s 

Sultan Qaboos, also responded to the protests by reshuffling his cabinet and granting 

economic concessions to his subjects.  

 

Nevertheless, not all responses to the protests were compromising or positive. Saudi Arabia 

and Bahrain reacted to the unrest with a crackdown on the protests through censorship, 

imprisonment, intimidation, and a curtailment of liberties. Additionally, Arab Spring protests 

resulted in civil wars in Syria, Yemen, and Libya which became stages for power struggles 

between different regional and international powers as well as religious and political factions 

vying for power and influence. The war in Syria, for instance, saw factions all the way from 

the Assad regime, to the Free Syrian Army, a secular oppositional faction to the Assad regime, 

ISIS, the Kurds, as well as Al-Qaeda affiliated Jabhat Al-Nusra all competing for territory and 

influence whilst being backed by regional and international powers. For example, Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE supported the Syrian opposition with funds and weaponry, whilst the 

United States supported the Kurds in the north, Turkey supported Islamist militants, and 

Russia propped up the Assad regime.  

 

In the way described, the Arab Spring caused power vacuums which were exploited by 

regional and international powers in several countries like Syria, Libya, and Yemen, whilst 

pressuring regional governments to act to consolidate power and secure their positions amid 

dire social and economic conditions following the 2008 global financial crisis. Some 

governments such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain curtailed freedoms, muzzled the 

media, and tried and executed protestors under the guise of protecting national security.  

 

The use of the internet and social media likely exposed young people to cultures and societies 

in different parts of the world and drove them to demand more freedom and opportunities 

they had come to witness and learn of in other cultures online. The existence of social media 

was also a significant catalyst in the spread of images and symbols of the protest movements 

all over the region and the world.  

 

The Arab Spring remains to be a topic of interest when it comes to regional developments 

and escalating economic and social circumstances in Arab countries in recent years. An 

example of this could arguably be the Saudi economic and social reform the country has been 

enacting whilst clamping down on civil liberties and human rights, and Egypt’s deeply 

authoritarian turn towards development following its successful post-Arab Spring elections in 

2011-2012. 

 

Following the diverging approaches by different governments in the region following the 

uprisings, what could be done to repair the situation which brought about the Arab Spring in 

the first place has not been fully established. Authorities in the region have been managing 

their political and economic situation using various carrot-and-stick tools of governance.  

 



   

 

 

Considering the likely cause of the Arab Spring, popular and academic wisdom normally point 

to different factors that likely go back decades prior to post-independence policies that 

involved three phases of governance: the populist-authoritarian governance of the 50s and 

60s, the IMF and World Bank sponsored liberalization efforts which lasted until the Arab 

Spring, and lastly, the post-Arab Spring reactionary governance.  

 

In this report I will explore and discuss different factors that popular and academic wisdom 

regard as the primary suspects in causing the Arab Spring and I will discuss two likely 

misguided theories.   

 

ARAB SPRING: THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 
The social contract - written and unwritten rules between a society and its government - 

defines the relationship between a populace and a state. It gives those in power legitimacy 

and allows them to implement an agenda negotiated with the citizenry of the corresponding 

country. When it comes to the Arab Spring, one facet there is general agreement on is that 

there was a likely disillusionment of the populace in the region with the social contract 

negotiated decades prior. It was likely a main factor that led to the uprisings in 2010-2011.  

 

The original social contract enacted in the region goes back decades to the post-

independence years of the 1950s. It essentially was a deal between the governments and the 

people whereby the government provided public sector jobs, affordable housing, subsidised 

education and healthcare, as well as security and stability. For that, the government sought 

the acquiescence of the middle classes (Haddad, 2019). 

  

The social contract, as I will demonstrate, eroded steadily in the years following its original 

implementation in the 1950’s. There came a point with the uprisings where it was likely clear 

for the populace that the diversion from what governments had once promised and what 

they were currently providing had become difficult to reconcile. The changing nature of what 

governments in the region offered their citizens in the face of economic and social change in 

a globalised international economy became untenable in the eyes of the citizenry in the long 

run. It took Bouazizi’s self-immolation for people to decide to act. 

 

Prior to the 1950s, the Middle East was one of the least developed regions in the world.  Egypt, 

which was the most developed nation in the region, witnessed a period of stagnation per 

capita income in the first half of the 20th century. A country heavily reliant on cotton 

agriculture and lacking any modern industries compared to the time. Human development 

was also of concern during that time. With adult illiteracy estimated at 85 percent in 1939 

and only 23 percent of children ages 5–19 enrolled in school, Egypt lagged behind developing 

countries of the time (Yousef, Development, Growth and Policy Reform in the Middle East 

and North Africa since 1950, 2004). These trends began reversing in the 1950s and 1960s,  

when new independent governments began investing in heavy capital as this resulted in 

robust growth in GDP and higher incomes. Recently independent governments began to see 



   

 

 

the state as a socially transformational entity aiming to create an agrarian nation and to 

develop industry, education, and healthcare amongst other national utilities.  

 

In the years of post-independence in the Middle East, populist movements took hold of the 

region. The social contract in Arab states guaranteed growth, security, affordable goods and 

services, and public sector jobs to the general population. To achieve these objectives, 

governments took control of public and economic life by sweepingly nationalising private and 

foreign assets and economic activity. The government used its far-reaching control to 

redistribute wealth, and use tax as well as public sector revenues to provide high quality 

education, healthcare, housing, as well as strengthen the military and ensure security and 

stability (Kadri, 2013) (El-Haddad, 2020). The newly provided goods and services were fully-

subsidised for all citizens. This was an initial phase of growth in the newly independent region, 

and it was clenched with populist-authoritarian governance exemplified by the popular leader 

of Egypt, Jamal Abel Nasser, and it was heavily supported by the citizenry. Even in monarchies 

such as Jordan and Morocco, historically more conservative countries, the state endorsed 

heavily interventionist policies aiming to foster an emerging private sector (Yousef, 2004) 

 

There were three distinct stages in the development of government in the Middle East. To 

take the example of Egypt as somewhat typical of what occurred for many states in the region, 

we see the way in which the social contract evolved throughout the second half of the 20th 

century and into the 21st century.  

 

These stages can be roughly explained as follows (El-Haddad, 2020): 

 
- The early authoritarian-populism widely supported by the masses, which gave form to the 

social contract. It involved the acquiescence of the populace in exchange for guaranteed 

public sector jobs, affordable goods and services, as well as growth and security. This model 

of governance took place during the 1950s and 1960s.  

- The ‘unsocial’ social contract from which involved public assets privatised and government 

budgets cut due to IMF and World Bank pressures. Following the fiscal unsustainability of 

the earlier model, governments in the region needed more finance, and to attain it a wave 

of austerity and economic liberalisation took place in the 1980s and 1990s.  

- The evolving post-Arab Spring social contract. There are major divergences amongst 

different states in the region taking place regarding governance in the aftermath of the 

uprisings with varying results and modes of government.  

 

The first phase of development in the Middle East following independence from the British 

and French empires was the authoritarian-populist model predominantly utilised during the 

1950s, and 1960s. During this initial phase, governments used import substitution 

industrialisation. This model relied on state-led development through the protection of local 

industries and agriculture using tariffs, quotas, and import bans of goods and services in order 

to foster demand for local goods and services as well as to increase exports of goods across 

state-lines. The state was essentially governor of industry and enterprise and it guaranteed 

employment and state benefits through the subsidisation of housing, food, and goods and 



   

 

 

services under the wide umbrella of the public sector (El-Haddad, 2020). The aim of this model 

was independence from the West and socialist self-sufficiency. In this period of development, 

leaders such as Jamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt were engaging in pan-Arab nationalism to spread 

his vision of a pan-Arabism under a politically and economically unified Middle East. Such 

populism guaranteed the legitimacy of the state and was hugely popular amongst the masses.  

 

The middle classes saw a marked improvement in their standard of living whilst this wave of 

modernisation was taking shape. Literacy rates were steadily improving, and universities were 

providing free education resulting in newly educated generations of graduates emerging who 

were guaranteed public sector jobs with life-time benefits and subsidised goods and services. 

In Egypt alone, university graduates quadrupled in the 1960s; reversing pre-independence 

trends of underdevelopment. Additionally, population numbers began to grow during this 

phase of expansion. As the population grew, and university graduates increased, government 

budgets exploded and fiscal imbalances made the existing model unsustainable. Due to 

inefficiencies in running public sector enterprises which made it difficult to generate profits, 

governments were forced to expand the private sector in order to balance their bloated 

budgets. After 1967, for instance, Egypt made efforts to attempt to reverse the fiscal 

imbalances and opened its economy to private sector enterprise due to an imbalanced budget 

which made its heavily subsidised economy unsustainable. The government took steps to sell 

some of its shares of publicly owned companies and to-be-established enterprises were only 

25% publicly owned after 1967 (Saleh, 2017 ). 

 

Furthermore, the political situation cannot be ignored at this point. A string of conflicts 

between Israel and other nations cast a shadow of stagnant growth and instability in the 

1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. The political situation disrupted trade and foreign investment in the 

region (Yousef, 2004). Conflicts also made the aim for higher integration of Arab economies 

more difficult to achieve. Conflicts with Israel as well as internal dissent and disagreement 

between members state regarding the Palestinian/Israeli conflict led to a weakening of Arab 

unity and made the economic situation more untenable. When Egypt signed its peace treaty 

with Israel in 1979, for instance, Arab League (AL) members met in Baghdad and voted to 

move the AL headquarters from Cairo to Tunis and suspended Egypt’s membership which 

further disrupted diplomacy and trade.  

 

After the oil crisis in the 1970s, however, Western pressure as well as persistent account 

deficits led to governments seeking out loans through the IMF and World Bank. These 

international loans were conditional on economic reform and liberalisation policies to be led 

by local regional governments (Kadri, 2013). States in the Middle East like Egypt, Tunisia, 

Jordan, Morocco and more began a wave of privatisation of public assets to balance their 

budgets and reduce deficits. This meant that employment was no longer monopolised by the 

public sector and that the government was taking a more hands-off approach in the propping 

up of the private sector. Additionally, dwindling government resources as a result of 

mismanagement and loss of control of public sector enterprises culminated in austerity. A 

slashing of budgets caused a reduction in the quality of the once prestigious public services, 



   

 

 

and hence quality of life in the region as a whole began to fall following the liberalisation 

efforts of the 1980s (El-Haddad, 2020) (Kadri, 2013).  

 

These liberalisation efforts were necessary for local governments to be able to attain much 

needed finance to avoid long-term collapse. However, the IMF and World Bank did not 

condition these loans on the implementation of these plans ensuring transparency between 

the private sector and the government (Kadri, 2013). They also did not condition these loans 

on there being fair competition in the private sector. This saw the transfer of economic power 

to the hands of essentially only a few elite families which sought favor and private contracts 

from the government in exchange for support for the local regime. This phase of the ‘unsocial’ 

social contract - as it has been described - was demonstrated by the near total loss of influence 

by the middle classes (El-Haddad, 2020). The agrarian objectives of the past two decades were 

now no longer in view. The lack of incentive for modernisation and efficiency in a rigged 

private sector meant that the spoils of economic activity could only be enjoyed by those with 

connections to the ruling elite. Essentially, governments were no longer accountable to their 

people and there was a break in the populist social contract. with this new model, inequality 

began to grow with the shrinking of the middle class accelerating in the decades preceding 

the Arab Spring (Kadri, 2013).  

 

During the early authoritarian-populism of the post-independence years, the government 

sought favor with the middle classes to achieve its objectives, and thenthis new system relied 

on the support of the ruling elites for its legitimacy (El-Haddad, 2020). Crony capitalism took 

over regional economies and stifled the development of the private sector due to limited 

competition and a lack of incentives for modernisation and efficiency (Kadri, 2013). 

Predominantly, this new oligarchic economic reality was rigged in favour of a few who were 

ensured contracts and business without needing to earn it through fair competition, and 

hence the private sector did not find the need to modernise and bring forward business 

models of economies of scale to increase efficiency. Another consequence of the scanty 

development of the private sector following the IMF-sponsored liberalisation effort was the 

inability of private enterprise to absorb the large numbers of workers being laid off by the 

government. The government was in control of employment for decades and the new wave 

of austerity-led redundancies was difficult to manage. Unemployment sky-rocketed as a 

consequence (Kadri, 2013). The MENA region registered the highest rate of unemployment in 

the world in the decades preceding the uprisings, and it is mainly due to the wave of 

liberalisation which began in the 1980s which did not foster fair and competitive economies 

locally as well as internationally, hence, social mobility was also without reach for the 

populace. Mounting inequality due to this new economic reality continued to escalate 

unabated for decades (Kadri, 2013).     

 

As a further demonstration of this harsh new model of governance, in Egypt for instance, the 

number of university graduates quadrupled in the 1950s and 1960s, as mentioned. The 

economic reform that took place in the 1980s was of particular significance to university 

graduates. As governments began cutting costs and selling public enterprises, they were no 

longer able to provide jobs for qualified professionals as they did in the decades prior. It was 



   

 

 

up to the newly created private sector to absorb the high number of university graduates. The 

lagging nature of said private sector following the IMF sponsored reform package, however, 

meant the meagre number of jobs available were mainly low-skilled labour jobs. Fresh 

university graduates were overqualified to take up these positions. Youth unemployment 

started to become of particular concern during the years of liberalisation and thereafter. This 

type of economic mismanagement piled additional pressure on the middle classes. 

Furthermore, youth population during this time skyrocketed from 13.3 million to 22.2 million, 

which meant this problem was to be exacerbated in the decades to come as youth 

unemployment exploded (Kadri, 2013).  

  

Due to rampant inequality, the lack of social mobility, and the degradation of the general 

standard of living in the region, countries like Egypt and Tunisia became more unstable. With 

a high rate of unemployment and population growth, the lack of jobs coupled with austerity 

and a loss in the quality of goods and services that had previously been provided by the 

government. Healthcare and education became less affordable and of poorer standards due 

to this new ‘unsocial’ social contract. Egypt and Tunisia experienced rioting in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s as people began to feel the bite of economic reform and crony capitalism. 

The riots and protests were met with stiff resistance by the state and casualties were recorded 

from the crackdown that followed. 

 

The old nationalist-populist system was popular amongst the middle classes who experienced 

a modernisation of their countries and a rise in their standard of living in the decades 

preceding the liberalisation efforts. They also took pride in efforts to unify the Arab world and 

integrate its complex economic and political models under the banner of the Arab League. 

The nature of the sudden economic reform of the 1980s weakened Middle Eastern states and 

left scores of people without employment or access to affordable quality goods and services 

(El-Haddad, 2020). As youth unemployment (along with the population explosion) began to 

sky-rocket in the 1980s with governments no longer able to engage in the subsidised economy 

which provided public sector jobs, and the private sector without incentive to modernise, the 

new reality likely planted the eventual seeds of the Arab Spring.  



   

 

 

CATALYST OF UPRISINGS: ECONOMICS 
In the Arab World, economics primarily depends on two aspects of global economic activity: 

hydrocarbon fuel production and aid (Malik, 2012). Both can be just as subversive to long 

term growth and prosperity, especially in the model of governance that exists in the Middle 

East. A model that primarily relies on state intervention, where the state is the primary 

employer and where private sector activity depends on social connections rather than 

competition and competence (Malik, 2012). This leaves the Middle East unable to cope 

effectively with population growth, geopolitics, conflict, and economic fluctuations.  

 

In countries where resources are scarce, aid comes in to play the role played by oil and other 

natural resources in resource rich countries. In the decades prior to the uprisings, however, 

aid entrenched a culture of economically stifling government policy that had no incentive for 

change or modernisation (Malik, 2012). Moreover, aid did not sufficiently offset bloated 

government budgets as well as the muffled economic activity and employment situation in 

the region which became of primary concern as the population grew. Oil revenues, to a lesser 

extent, resulted in a similar situation. Hence, stagnation was engrained and the highest rates 

of unemployment in the world were found in the Middle East for decades (Kadri, 2013). The 

state could not provide the type of employment and subsidies provided in the pre-

liberalisation era, and the private sector benefitted a few elite families at the expense of the 

middle class at the same time. This was likely a formula of decline and eventual collapse. It 

perpetuated worsening inequality, poverty, and meagre distribution of wealth.  

 

Middle Eastern nations such as Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon are some of the highest per capita 

recipients of aid in the world. This is due to their strategic geographical importance which has 

given them the ability to command substantial rents in the form of aid. In Jordan, for instance 

13% of GDP is derived from aid, and in Lebanon, it’s 20% (Malik, 2012). Oil and aid have given 

Middle Eastern regimes the chance to buy the acquiescence of their societies with - declining 

- public employment and food subsidies, but the explosion of the population in a relatively 

short amount of time as well as poorly thought-out crony economic liberalisation have put 

tremendous strain on countries in the region who did not have incentives for change but were 

attempting to play a deeply complex balancing act. In the process, youth unemployment sky-

rocketed and economic opportunities dwindled, compounding social pressures. 

 

The Middle Eastern nation’s ability to preserve social order was through providing subsidies 

and employment with state-led intervention in the economy (El-Haddad, 2020). What 

demonstrates the dire state of economic opportunities in the region, however, is the fact that 

the state remained the largest employer after liberalisation due to the inefficiency and 

stagnant nature of the private sector. This created a situation where regimes were dependent 

on oil revenues and/or aid to pay for their bloated budgets which chronically fulfilled less and 

less of the social needs of the populace as time went on and population grew (Kadri, 2013) 

(Malik, 2012). 



   

 

 

INEQUALITY AND REVOLUTION 
A theory regarding the spark which lit the fuse for the spread of protests throughout the 

region is a view which espoused inequality and poverty as being the main culprits in pushing 

people towards uprising. Said theory addresses the perceived economic deterioration of the 

region and believes it is to blame for the protests (Nimeh, 2012). Income inequality has been 

linked to social instability and revolution for most major uprisings or revolutions, and it is an 

easy culprit to charge with the crime. We do, however, know that tolerance for income 

inequality varies in different regions and at different times (Shantayanan & Lanchovichina, 

2017).  

 

In the case of the Middle East there is evidence to suggest that inequality was being reduced 

in the 2000s. Wages and income levels of the lower classes were also steadily improving amid 

economic growth, and the region reached UN targets of access to critical infrastructure. Since 

the 1960s in fact, the Middle East had been making strides in reducing extreme poverty, 

hunger, and child mortality (Shantayanan & Lanchovichina, 2017). Instead, research surveys 

of the region pre-Arab Spring point towards a general dissatisfaction of the middle class with 

the deteriorating standards of living, corruption, high unemployment, and inadequate 

economic opportunities (Shantayanan & Lanchovichina, 2017).  

 

This again confirms that there was the social contract in the region had run its course by the 

time the uprisings took place. The region had become ensconced in a cycle of decline that 

was difficult to escape from due to the factors mentioned in the previous section of the report 

that went beyond mere poverty and inequality.  

 

FOOD PRICES AND THE ARAB SPRING 
 

Another view of what might have been causing the uprising made enough noise as the 

protests were taking place. This theory regarded the sudden rise in food prices in 2010-2011 

as causing the uprisings in the region.  

 

Middle Eastern nations by-and-large import their food, and analysts concluded that the rise 

in the costs of agricultural products (such as wheat), hit families in the region where it hurts. 

Egyptians, for instance, spend more than 40% of their monthly income on food and a sudden 

rise in the price of basic food products is likely to adversely affect people’s livelihoods 

(Lowrey, 2014). Evidence, however, suggests that government price controls in major 

countries of the region were able to successfully weather the storm of high food prices. In 

Tunisia - where the uprisings were born - analysis shows there was no major change in the 

food price index when global prices sky-rocketed. This points to food prices unlikely being to 

blame for the unrest. A similar situation unfolded in Algeria. (Cincotta, 2014 ).  



   

 

 

 

This view, nonetheless, is inconclusive as another major country in the region Egypt, was not 

able to shelter itself from higher food prices and the country’s food index witnessed an 

increase of 0.33 units for every unit of change in the global price index. Countries in the golf 

saw even more dramatic rises in their basic food products (Cincotta, 2014 ). 

CONCLUSION 
The debate revolving around the Arab Spring and the nature of the uprisings is a complex one 

involving history, economics, and politics. It is also highly likely that it was an event that had 

been decades in the making. The story of the Middle East appears to be one of 

mismanagement and strategic error from the early post-independence years up to - at least - 

the uprisings of 2010-2011.  

It seems as though some fundamental errors in policy and management had been compiling 

along every stage of governance the region experienced in its post-independence era. Initially, 

the populist-authoritarianism of the 50s and 60s had managed economic activity and 

government red tape inefficiently, resulting in inflated budgets which had become 

unmanageable. Following this early stage of post-independence governance, the 

liberalisation era of the 1980’s envisaged by the IMF and the World Bank, produced a crony 

system of favours that created unequal growth and a declining middle class. Both of these 

phases of governance likely paved a role for the uprisings to catch fire the way they did in 

2010-2011. It was not a story particularly rooted in poverty or the obvious culprits such as 

inequality and lack of development as the region had made strides regarding infrastructure 

and education.  

‘The centrality of the economic question is evident. Arab revolutions were fueled by poverty, 

unemployment and lack of economic opportunity.’ This is a quote from a research paper 

titled: The Economics of the Arab Spring. This quote sums up the situation from which the 

uprisings were born. As to why this situation pervaded Arab governance for decades, 

academic and popular wisdom deem factors such as cronyism and a stagnant private sector, 

a lack of incentive for modernisation without the previous guarantees and subsidies of 

government largess likely eroded the social contract and led to a frustrated middle class which 

took an opportunity to rattle the region the moment of Bouaziz’s self-immolation.  
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