
The Arab Decade?
by Jon B. Alterman
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One year ago, the protests in Cairo’s Tahrir Square proved that Tunisia was not 
a fluke. Until January 2011, Tunisia didn’t resonate much in the Arab world. It 
was too small, too Francophile, and too socially liberal. If anything, Tunisia had 
demonstrated for years the profound truth that Arab regimes could repress their 
way out of their problems, and Tunisia’s government was able to do so, until 
it wasn’t. Egypt was always a different kind of country. It obviously mattered. 
Tunisia’s change in government was a distant rumble in the Arab world, but 
Egypt’s was an earthquake.
Yet, many drew the wrong lessons from Egypt’s uprising. The speed with which 
Hosni Mubarak’s government fell led to the giddy proclamation of the “Arab 
Spring.” If Mubarak could be toppled in 18 short days, could other leaders be 
far behind? It would all be sorted out by summer.
Many wrote enthusiastically about the lessons that protesters drew from Egyp-
tian events. They wrote about Facebook and Twitter, and the inevitability of 
governments acceding to the rights of their citizens. Freedom was at hand.
Yet, protesters were not the only ones to draw lessons from last winter’s events. 
Leaders did, too. The consensus seemed to be that both Tunisia’s Ben Ali and 
Egypt’s Mubarak had conceded too quickly. Libya’s Qadhafi sought to hang on, 
and for months he did. Were it not for other Arab leaders’ extraordinary armed 
support for Libyan revolutionaries, combined with tens of thousands of sorties 
by NATO aircraft, he might still be in power. Bashar al-Assad has endured ten 
months of protests, still betting every day that with patience and steadfastness 
(and guns) he can withstand calls for his downfall. Ali Abdullah Saleh appears 
only now to be quitting Yemen, having survived a deadly assault last summer 
and pressure from Saudi Arabia, the United States, and virtually everywhere 
else to give up power. What replaces any of them remains a wild guess.
In other places, the governments are betting that a deliberate, government-led 
process of change will preserve much of the status quo. The government of 

Birthright
Citizenship for Gulf Cooperation 
Council residents has never been as 
simple as being born there. Citizen-
ship is a protected category, provid-
ing access to benefits, subsidies, and 
guarantees that promote loyalty to 
the ruler from the ruled. For the more 
than 17 million foreign workers in 
the region, there is little prospect of 
citizenship. Their role is intended to 
be temporary and transient.
For many GCC citizens, however, 
the rule has been applied in a dra-
conian manner. Because citizenship 
has been passed only through the 
father, the children of GCC women 
who have married non-GCC hus-
bands—generally but not exclusively 
Arabs from the Levant and Egypt—
cannot pass their citizenship to their 
children, even if they were born and 
raised in the GCC. Until now. 
In late 2011, the United Arab Emir-
ates gave Emirati women the ability 
to pass along their nationality to their 
children. With more than 700 Emirati 
women marrying non-Emirati men 
every year, thousands of children are 
affected. Saudi Arabia has also been 
revising its laws, and in 2007 allowed 
the male children of a Saudi mother 
to apply for citizenship after age 18. 
For girls who grew up in the King-
dom, the only path to citizenship is 
marrying a Saudi male.
For thousands of GCC citizens, the 
shift is an emancipation of sorts. It 
opens up benefits and opportunities 
for children, and allows them to con-
tribute more strongly to their country 
of origin. It is a subtle but important 
sign, as well, of deeper shifts in GCC 
society that accord more rights to 
women, and perhaps expects more of 
their children. ■ IG

Algerian Minister of Foreign Affairs Speaks at CSIS
Mourad Medelci, the Algerian Minister of Foreign Affairs, addressed a group 
of diplomats, corporate representatives, and policymakers at CSIS on Janu-
ary 13. He described the Algerian government’s responses to the unrest that 
swept North Africa last spring, including increases in public sector wages and 
development policies aimed at attracting foreign investment and improving 
education. He also described political reforms planned for the coming year 
that promise to increase the role of women in Algerian politics and open the 
electoral process to a wider range of voices. Above all, Medelci emphasized 
that Algeria hopes for constructive cooperation in the energy and security sec-
tors—and not political interference—from its neighbors and from the United 
States. To learn more about the event, please click HERE. ■
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Bahrain seems to have weathered the storm of last year’s protests, while a number 
of other governments—from Morocco in the west to Oman in the east—are hop-
ing that some combination of economic stimulus, electoral reform, and political 
liberalization will do enough to preempt radical change. So far, their bets appear 
to be paying off.
Much of the public attention focuses on who will be the next Arab leader to fall. 
However, the biggest determinant of the future is what happens in the countries 
that have begun to transition to a new reality. Right now, the crystal ball is murky.
Though it faces many hurdles, Tunisia seems the best off. The army has retreated 
and handed over power to an Islamist-led civilian government which has thus far 
exercised a light hand in governance. The economy remains a shambles, but few 
clear battle lines have been drawn.
Compare this to Egypt, where the military clings to a leadership role, Islamists 
swept parliamentary elections, and the secular youth who instigated the massive 
protests that led to Mubarak’s ouster are increasingly marginalized from politics. 
All of Egypt’s hard decisions remain before it. The Egyptian pound will have to 
be devalued in the spring in order to deal with a balance of payments crisis, just as 
elections for the upper house of parliament are held and the constitution is being 
written. The tourism sector, which directly or indirectly provides ten percent of 
the jobs in Egypt, was decimated this year and seems destined for a poor showing 
next year as well. Security is a growing question mark as reports filter out of the 
growth of organized crime. Foreign and domestic investors have been scared off 
by political uncertainty and by the sense that Egypt’s new leadership distrusts the 
wealthy and the cosmopolitan. Public sector jobs would be the likely refuge of a 
populist government, but the government has no money to hire more workers or 
pay them higher wages.
Egypt is better off than most Arab states that have escaped from authoritarianism. 
In Iraq, for example, increasing sectarian violence has come in the wake of the 
U.S. troop departure, and Iraqi politics remain roiled almost nine years after the 
toppling of Saddam Hussein. Libya, while still in its early days, has seen little 
moderation after four decades of Qadhafi’s extremism.
In the early months of 2011, protest movements across the region gathered 
strength under the notion that anything was better than the status quo. In the early 
months of 2012, one can excuse more circumspection. The region’s Christians 
fear persecution, and the secular-leaning fear the same. Whether newly empow-
ered majorities will have much regard for the rights of minorities, the marginal-
ized, the dissenters, is anyone’s guess. The fallen authoritarians often protected 
such groups, in part because they tended to be part of a cosmopolitan elite, and 
protecting them helped build international support for authoritarian rule. Vulner-
able groups may prove to be casualties of democracy, as many of the region’s 
Jewish communities were a half century ago when monarchies yielded to revo-
lutionary republics. 
The future for the region need not be dire, but it does not burn as brightly as it did 
a year ago. The choices that governments must make are excruciatingly difficult 
and complex. Prosperity will not merely be a matter of ending corruption, and de-
mocracy will be more than merely holding elections. Governments must develop 
talent, grow more nimble, and attract investment; they must protect the right to 
oppose the government and air unpopular ideas. With success, they can provoke 
success among their neighbors. If they falter, the status quo will be entrenched.
The events of a year ago created possibilities in the Arab world, but they will take 
at least a decade to develop. The “Arab Spring” was always too optimistic. The 
“Arab Decade” remains a possibility. Whether it proves to be a decade of promise 
or one of missed opportunities remains to be seen. ■ 1/24/2012
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Links of Interest
Jon Alterman wrote an op-ed for 
the New York Times entitled “This 
Revolution Isn’t Being Televised.”

The Financial Times quoted Jon 
Alterman in “Egypt: A religious 
revival.”

NPR quoted Jon Alterman in “US 
to Israel: Give Iranian Sanctions a 
Chance.”

The International Business Times 
quoted Haim Malka in “Hamas Plan 
to Join PLO Has Implications for 
U.S. Aid, Peace Talks.”
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