
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REBEL PASSIONS: HOW EMOTIONS FUEL THE DIFFUSION OF REBELLION 

 

 

 

A Dissertation  

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School  

of Cornell University  

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree  

of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

by Silvana Toska  

January 2017 

  



 ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2017 Silvana Toska 

  



 iii 

REBEL PASSIONS: HOW EMOTIONS FUEL THE DIFFUSION OF REBELLION 

Silvana Toska, Ph. D.  

Cornell University 2017 

 

 This dissertation examines why rebel movements diffuse from one location to 

another, and why only some of them succeed in overthrowing their regimes. To date, 

our theories of the causes and spread of rebellion have focused on either individual 

rebellions or specific historical instances of its diffusion; as a result, we have no 

generalized explanation of when and why rebellions are most likely to spread from one 

location to another, and when they are likely to succeed. In answer to the first question, 

I argue that a shared identity facilitates the diffusion of rebellion and sets the outer 

limits of the possible spread: the closer the identity of any two countries – defined by 

their shared language, religion, ethnicity, and geographic proximity – the greater the 

likelihood that rebellion will diffuse between them. I discuss two mechanisms of 

diffusion, cognitive liberation and emotional arousal, which are activated when identity 

neighbors are already rebelling. The diffusion of rebellion is also more likely if there 

are opportunity structures characterized by autonomous organizations within a 

relatively vibrant civil society. In answer to the second question, I argue that one 

important factor affects the likelihood of rebellions to overthrow their regimes: the size 

and nature of the opposition. 

 I test this argument using a new dataset of all rebel movements between 1945-

2013, as well as interviews with political actors. My mixed method framework employs 

a crossnational regression, and compares rebellions that fail to replicate with others that 
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do. The largest focus of the dissertation is on the so-called Arab Uprisings of 2011. I 

examine why the Tunisian revolution spread only within the Arab world, and the 

reasons for the variation between Arab countries. Evidence from both the large-n study 

and case studies of the Arab uprisings suggest that the spread of rebellion is strongly 

associated with both shared identity and opportunity structures, and that the 

opposition’s ability to mount a large and cohesive mobilization against the regime 

largely determines the outcome of rebellions.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 
  

Rebels without Borders: 
Patterns in the Study and Practice of Rebellion 

 
“State boundaries are the product of a deficient human mind. The revolution does not 
recognize borders and frontiers, it will go through them” 
        Ayatollah Khomeini, 1979 

 

 Much to the surprise of both participants and observers of North African politics, 

large protests erupted abruptly in all major towns in Tunisia. Immediately after, 

Egyptians rose in revolt as strikes across the country brought daily life to a halt and 

toppled the government.1 The year was 1919. Ninety-one years later, in December 2010, 

the situation would repeat itself in what came to be called the “Arab Spring”, which 

proved a similarly astonishing surprise to political scientists, regimes, and activists alike. 

Within a few months, two deeply entrenched authoritarian rulers, Zine el Abedine Ben 

Ali in Tunisia and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, were also jettisoned from office while two 

others, Muamar Gadhafi in Libya and Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen, were removed 

with help from neighboring states and other foreign powers. 

 Protesters and opposition leaders from different time periods have often stated 

that events in other countries were an inspiration for the outbreak of protests in their 

home. In fact, activists often try to nudge events such that protests can indeed be 

emulated across borders. This was the belief, and later the policy, that Ayatollah 

Khomeini espoused upon the success of the Iranian revolution of 1979. For the next 

decade, his government would engage in persistent efforts to spread the revolution to 

                                                
1 Anderson 2011, p. 1 
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other Islamic countries. 2  Despite these efforts, however, and unlike the Arab 

revolutionary waves of 1919 and 2011, the Iranian revolution failed to replicate.  

 This failure comes as no surprise to most historians and political scientists. The 

conventional wisdom in both fields is that rebellions and revolutions, while affected by 

the international environment in manifold ways, are primarily determined by internal 

relationships among state authorities, various elites, and popular groups.3 In fact, 

discussing the possibility of the spread of the Tunisian revolution of January 14, 2011, 

Stephen Walt, who has written extensively on revolutions, wrote: “Color me 

skeptical… The history of world revolution suggests that this sort of revolutionary 

cascade is quite rare, and even when some sort of revolutionary contagion does take 

place, it happens pretty slowly and is often accompanied by overt foreign invasion.”4 

The Yemeni and then Egyptian protests that erupted only nine days after Walt wrote the 

above proved him wrong. 

 But Walt is in good company. Most social science theories of revolution treat 

cases as if they were entirely independent of one-another, as “methodological 

individuals” whose internal mechanics are taken to be unique.5 Rebellions, according to 

this literature, evolve sui generis. When external influence is taken into account, it is 

often in the purposive action of foreign governments that were directly involved in the 

internal affairs of the revolutionary country, such as American or Soviet involvements 

during the Cold War.  

                                                
2 Ramazani 1986; Menashri 1990.  
3 Goldstone 2001, 146. 
4 Walt 2011. 
5 See, for example Brighton (1938); Davies (1962); Moore (1966); Dunn (1972); Tilly 
(1978); Skocpol (1979); Goldstone (1983 and 1991); Gurr (1970 and 1980).  
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 The notion of regime change cascades – that rebellions are interdependent 

events that can rage like wildfire across regions – has only been applied to four major 

waves of regime change: the revolutions that ripped through Europe in 1848, the rapid 

collapse of successive communist regimes in 1989, the “color revolutions” that toppled 

one post-Soviet autocrat after another in the 2000s, and more recently the “Arab Spring” 

that set the Middle East alight in 2011.6 These “Big Four” events – as Henry Hale calls 

them – have spurred a multitude of new theories and even a few comparisons between 

them, but even so such studies often emphasize the differences between each wave and 

fail to provide a generalizable theory that applies to all four.7     

 Politicians, however, view the causes of rebellion and the possibility of their 

spread from one country to another in a way that is more akin to Ayatollah Khomeini 

and many other revolutionaries: that, simply put, rebellions and revolutions in one site 

increase the probability of rebellion and revolution elsewhere. And like revolutionaries, 

politicians are notoriously bad at identifying the conditions under which this is most 

likely to happen. The communist takeovers that occurred after World War II inspired 

panic that ever more regimes across the globe would succumb to the Marxist-Leninist 

menace. The United States war on Vietnam was justified as an effort to stop this threat, 

                                                
6 Hale 2013, 332. 
7 Ibid. For examples of scholars who treat revolutions as interdependent, see Katz 
(1997); Tarrow (1998); Bunce and Wolchick (2006); Beissinger (2007); Bunce and Pate  
For a critique of the study of revolutions for failing to recognize their interdependence, 
see Sewell (1996).  
To be sure, many of these scholars do study more than one wave of rebellion. For 
example, Bunce and Wolchik (most notably 2006 and 2013) have a series of works that 
compare the wave of 1989 with the color revolutions, and then later Bunce and Patel 
(2015) compare these two waves with the Arab Uprisings. Many of the insights in this 
dissertation come from these studies but they, however, do not attempt at a theory that 
explains all waves of rebellion.  
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as were various covert Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) actions that overthrew leftist 

regimes in Africa and Latin America. Similarly, the United States supported Iraq in a 

war against Iran immediately after the latter’s revolution, because it feared that that 

theocratic regime of Iran would spread to the rest of the Middle East. And most recently, 

the 2003 American invasion of Iraq was often justified by the government of President 

George W. Bush as the spark that would cause a cascade of democratization across the 

Middle East. At best, these policies had only minor success at achieving their goal of 

either stopping or aiding the spread of regime contention, and this in large part due to a 

lack of understanding when and where such contention is most likely to spread and, 

once it does, what makes it more likely to succeed.   

 These are the questions that this dissertation will address: When and why do 

rebellions spread from one country to another, and what determines where rebellion will 

spread? Why do only some of them succeed in overthrowing their regimes?? 

Additionally, why is the spread confined to what we conventionally recognize as 

“regions of the world”? For example, why did the Tunisian rebellion spread only to 

Arab countries and not elsewhere? Or, why were the “color revolutions” contained 

within the area under previous Soviet influence? While the first two questions are 

obvious and frequently asked – although not yet comprehensively answered – the rest of 

the questions are not often posed. Often it is simply and implicitly assumed that it is 

“only logical” for rebellion to spread to countries that are “similar” to one-another. Yet, 

what precisely is this similarity, and how does it matter for the spread of rebellion? 

These are not idle questions, and easy but uninterrogated assumptions about the spread 

of rebellion have obfuscated the need to pose them. The fact that the Tunisian 
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revolution was expected to spread to other Arab countries, but only to them – as some 

Middle East scholars opined in the early days – begs the question of why that would 

have been the case, and what does this expectation tell us about the spread of rebellion 

more broadly?8 In fact, it is precisely by not taking for granted the limits of the spread 

of rebellion that I am able to determine what constitutes “similarity” between countries 

and how that similarity matters, which then allows me to address the more perennial 

questions related to rebellion and revolution: why and where do they spread, and why 

do only some succeed? 

 In answering these questions, I argue that the relevant aspect of similarity 

between countries, which facilitates the diffusion of rebellion and sets the outer limits of 

the possible spread, is a shared identity. The closer the identity of any two countries – 

defined by their shared language, religion, ethnicity, and geographic proximity – the 

greater the likelihood that rebellion will diffuse between them. This linkage arises 

because a rebellion in one country activates cognitive and emotional mechanisms in 

potential rebels in other countries. The latter are, in addition, more receptive if their 

domestic opportunity structures are characterized by autonomous organizations within a 

relatively vibrant civil society that emulates the original rebellion. Finally, I also argue 

that the factor with the greatest effect on the likelihood of rebellions to overthrow their 

regimes is the size and nature of their domestic protest movement. In other words, 

rebellions are often foreign made, but revolutions are primarily domestic. 

 

                                                
8 In various blog posts, Marc Lynch and others examined the possibility of the spread of 
the Tunisian example to other Arab countries. Lynch’s 2012 book, The Arab Uprisings, 
provides an overview of these early debates. 
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I. Studying Rebellion 

 This argument builds on the foundation of a vast literature on diffusion and 

revolution, but the theories we have – and they are many – have been confined to a few 

prominent historical cases of rebellion which, while rich in their insights, have avoided 

generalization in favor of context-specific factors.9 Other studies have focused on 

important and visible cases of the spread of rebellion, but do not consider whether their 

explanations of individual waves of rebellion can be generalized to other instances of 

diffusion. There are, for example, no theories that might provide explanatory linkages 

between historical cases of diffusion such as the European revolutions of 1848, Latin 

American rebellions in the 1960s and 1970s, Eastern European revolutions of the 1990s 

and early 2000s, African protests of the early 1990s, and, more recently, the Arab 

Uprisings.  

 Three main obstacles have blocked progress in devising and testing theories of 

the spread of rebellion. First, conceptual confusion exists across (and sometimes within) 

studies of rebellion and revolution over what each concept signifies. The concept of 

revolution has haunted political science theorizing since at least Tocqueville’s The Old 

Regime and the French Revolution.10 Yet, surprisingly little attention has been devoted 

to devising clear theoretical criteria for distinguishing events that should be classified as 

revolutions and those that should not. As Goldstone points out, “the term ‘revolution’ is 

frequently used with little care; as a result, it has become vague and slippery.”11 Indeed, 

                                                
9 For theories of context-specific explanations of rebellion see especially Brighton 
1938; Davies 1962; Moore 1966; Dunn 1972; Tilly 1978; Skocpol 1979; Goldstone, 
1983 and 1991; Gurr 1970 and 1980; Kuran 1995; Katz 1997; Tarrow 1998; Goldstone 
1980, 1991, 1994 and 2001; McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001; Foran 2005. 
10 Tocqueville (2011).  
11 Goldstone (1993, 8). 
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over-reliance on archetypical cases of revolution, such as the French and Chinese 

revolutions, has discouraged both precise definition of the concept and expansion of the 

universe of cases that would qualify as revolutions. Without clear criteria for identifying 

revolutions, we risk creating biased samples that will frustrate the derivation of valid 

generalizations and causal inferences.12  

 The most widely used definition of revolution is a variation of Skocpol’s “rapid, 

basic transformations of a society’s state and class structures… accompanied and in part 

carried through by class-based revolts from below.”13 After removing the “class-based” 

modifier this is the definition that most studies of revolution adopt.14 However, although 

this definition is widely used, the degree of transformation considered necessary for an 

event to count as a revolution varies greatly. For example, while rebellious events in 

1848 are commonly called revolutions, some scholars argue that the accompanying 

social transformations were not great enough to warrant them being included in the 

study of revolutions.15 Skocpol, for example, writes that the absence of profound 

societal transformation following the events of 1848 distinguishes them from the French 

Revolution of 1789.16 What historical cases count as revolutions is thus debatable.  

 Further, this definition rests upon the ultimate outcome of revolutions – the 

types of transformations that have occurred once a revolution is completed – and thus 

ignores movements that did not result in a successful overthrow of the regime, or that 

                                                
12 Sartori (1970), Collier and Mahon (1993). 
13 Skocpol 1979, 4. 
14  In a new dataset on revolutionary governments, Colgan similarly defines a 
revolutionary government as “one that transforms the existing social, political, and 
economic relationships of the state by overthrowing or rejecting the principal existing 
institutions of society.” Colgan 2012, 446. 
15 Rath 1957, 47. 
16 Skocpol 1979, 144-47. 
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did not produce a radical transformation of society. Rebellions, in other words, have 

been eclipsed by the study of revolutions, which by definition only include successful 

rebellions. Consequently, many studies of revolution are selecting on the dependent 

variable, which leads to an overemphasis on “causes” that are equally present in many 

other cases where rebellions did not occur, or where rebellions did not succeed.17 This 

limitation seriously hinders our understanding of where rebellions are most likely to 

erupt. 

 I argue that the onset of movements that aim to overthrow the regime 

(rebellions) and their actual success (the rebellions that become revolutions), are both 

theoretically and analytically distinct phenomena and are likely driven by different 

causes and causal processes. If investigation of onsets asks what makes people rebel, 

investigation of revolutions asks what enables rebellions to succeed.18 The study of 

rebellions as a distinct category should thus include: a) successful rebellions; b) 

unsuccessful rebellions; and c) situations in which rebellion did not occur but plausibly 

might have taken place.19 In other words, in order to address the conditions that make 

                                                
17 To be sure, I do not espouse the perspective that is dominant in political science 
research – and made popular by King, Keohane, and Verba, 1996 – which insists on the 
necessity to avoid, at all costs, selection on the dependent variable. There is much to 
learn from studying each individual rebellion in depth, and these lessons have informed 
my research, just as there is much to learn by process tracing a particular event. 
However, if the goal is generalization, as it is here, then case selection exclusively on 
the dependent variable becomes problematic, because it can result in finding causes 
which, although present in many other instances, do not lead to the outcome of interest.   
18 Studies of armed conflict and civil wars also make a distinction between the onset 
and dynamics of armed conflict, and this distinction is similarly useful for the study of 
revolutions. See Zhukov (2011) for a brief summary of this literature. 
19 To my knowledge, the only article that calls for a conceptual separation between 
rebellion and revolution – although he defines the terms slightly differently and 
conflates revolution with democratization – is a review article by Henry Hale, 2013. He 
asks us to distinguish between these three, because both the causes and causal 
mechanisms for each event may well be different from one-another. This article does 
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revolutions more likely, we need to understand the movements that could become 

revolutions but did not, as well as those that did. By doing so, we gain greater 

theoretical leverage and are able to better examine the causes and mechanisms of each 

kind of event if we de-couple the onset of rebellions from their success or failure. 

 Adopting that approach, it soon becomes apparent that the warnings of many 

political scientists, such as the argument put forth by Walt at the beginning of this 

chapter that revolutions are caused predominantly by domestic factors, are incorrect. 

However, they still contain more than a kernel of truth: the onset of rebellions are often 

interdependent, but the revolutions which they sometimes birth are mostly decided by 

the internal dynamics within states.    

 The second obstacle in the study of the effects of an instigating rebellion on 

other countries is the fact that most studies focus on specific waves of rebellion and 

revolution. For example, studies of the European Revolutions of the early 1990s focus 

on the changing role of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe, while studies of the “color 

revolutions” of the early 2000s focus on the role of transnational activist networks in the 

spread of rebellion.20 While these studies offer rich insights, they have discouraged the 

construction of generalizing theories, because they do not compare these cases to other 

historical instances of diffusion. In fact, even the “Big Four” waves of revolution have 

not been included in a single study, no single unified theory has so far been attempted, 

and the few articles that attempt to do so are mostly for public consumption, provide 

only tentative questions and answers, and are not explicitly designed to build theory.21 

                                                                                                                                          
not explain how and why they are different, however, which is something I explain in 
the following pages. 
20 Bunce and Wolchick 2007; Beissinger 2007 and 2009. 
21 Goldstone 2011; Way 2011 
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How and whether findings from these studies cumulate remains an open question. In 

this study I not only include the Big Four waves of rebellion, but I also add all other 

rebellions that have occurred since 1945 in an attempt to provide a generalizable theory 

of when they are most likely to occur and then succeed. This theory, however, is not 

deterministic, in that it does not propose conditions that purport to explain when a 

rebellion will necessarily occur. Such deterministic assessments are often outside of 

social science research, and that is more so for rapid mobilization, which results from a 

series of often contingent factors – such as a the self-immolation of a fruit vendor in 

Tunisia. My claim of generalizability, therefore, rests on both the inclusion of all 

rebellions – whether they occurred in a wave or independently – and the understanding 

that individual cases may fall outside of the theory but that such theory nevertheless 

provides and tests causal patterns that hold across the majority of the cases. 

 The third obstacle is that the vast majority of the literature explicitly claims to 

rely on rational (or boundedly rational) mechanisms of protest mobilization, while I 

argue that these models actually (if implicitly) rely on emotive models of contestation.22 

In the most obvious example, Kurt Weyland considers his boundedly rational model of 

protest diffusion – which argues that protesters draw distorted inferences from foreign 

experiences – as ultimately relying on emotions, without theorizing the role of emotions 

beyond admitting their fundamental importance and then, nonetheless, building an 

                                                
22 As I discuss in depth in Chapter II, the literature on diffusion relies predominantly on 
models of “learning” and “adaptation” of information and strategies from one country 
where rebellion is occurring to another. These are mostly rational or boundedly rational 
calculations, where protestors draw inferences from events based on information 
received and their “correct” (or boundedly so) interpretation of such information. See 
especially Kuran 1993; Weyland 2009 and 2012; and a review by Hale 2013. The 
earlier literature on revolutions relies even more heavily on rational models. See 
especially Skocpol (1979); Goldstone (1983 and 1991); Gurr (1970 and 1980) 
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entirely rational theory of diffusion. Weyland uses the terms “cognitive heuristics (cum 

emotions)” without explaining how they are interchangeable or what the role of 

emotions is in his theory.23 Two problems arise from the a priori assumption that 

protests diffuse only through cognitive mechanisms: 1) we are likely to overlook other 

possible mechanisms, particularly emotional ones, and, 2) we might artificially 

constrain the range of possible causes that might activate these mechanisms, some of 

which may be ultimately responsible for mobilization. An individual may participate in 

a protest because he rationally calculates that he stands to benefit (cognitive 

mechanism), or he may know that there is no benefit and yet prefer rebelling to his 

continued humiliation (emotive mechanism). The underlying causes for his/her 

participation in each case are analytically distinct.      

  Overall, the theoretical divisions within the literature, the conceptual ambiguity 

concerning rebellions and revolutions, the tendency to select only visible and successful 

revolutions (thus selecting on the dependent variable), and the exclusive emphasis on 

rational models of mobilization explain why – even though the literature explains 

particular aspects of rebellion – we are left without a generalizable theory of its causes. 

My theoretical and empirical strategies address this issue through four specific 

measures. First, I consider rebellions as interdependent events. Second, I distinguish 

between rebellion and revolution and examine both, thereby avoiding selection on the 

dependent variable. Third, I foreground and properly theorize the emotive mechanisms 

that are buried behind rational models of protest mobilization. Fourth, I employ a mixed 

                                                
23 Weyland 2009, 402. 
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method approach in order to address both the causes and the causal mechanisms in the 

spread and success of rebellion.  

 This might appear to broaden the scope of my investigation too broadly, hence 

making it harder rather than easier to explain the likelihood of rebellions and 

revolutions. That is not the case. Indeed, social science prefers parsimony in order to 

“explain as much as possible with as little as possible” over descriptive completeness.24 

However, I demonstrate that this broadening in both methodology and theoretical 

approach ultimately makes the argument more parsimonious, because it eliminates a 

large number of explanations in the extensive literature and focuses only on common 

factors across cases.  

 

 

II. Concepts and Definitions 

 I define my central terms and concepts as follows:  

A regime consists of four basic elements: institutions, operational rules of the game, 

ideologies (goals, preferred rules, and preferred arrangements among political 

institutions), and its ruling elite.25 

                                                
24 King, Keohane and Verba 1994, 29. 
25 This definition is in keeping with Easton, Gunnell and Stein, who define “regime” as 
“consisting of three basic elements: institutions, operational rules of the game, and 
ideologies (goals, preferred rules, and preferred arrangements among political 
institutions)”, but I add “ruling elite” as an essential part of the concept. Easton, et. al. 
1995, 8-9. In common usage in comparative or international relations scholarship – but 
also as it is measured by the most commonly used datasets, Polity and Freedom House – 
leadership is not usually part of the definition. It is, however, central to the definition of 
a regime: a regime can change without its leadership changing, and vice versa. In 
revolutions, therefore, both must occur. As a result, a “regime” in this study treats the 
entire period under the Somoza family, for example, as one regime even though there 
were leadership changes: underneath these changes there was a stability in the rules and 
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A rebellion is a major type of contentious collective action marked by: 1) the 

eruption of mass protest over multiple days with the expressed intent to overthrow 

the regime; 2) the spread of protests across multiple locations within a country, 

and; 3) the participation of a significant number of individuals.26 While the concept 

of rebellion is often used interchangeably with “civil war” – in other words, a 

violent anti-regime movement – its use here does not refer to the means used, but 

only to the goals of the movement. 27  In other words, a rebellion may be 

characterized by organized violence (such as the Syrian rebellion starting in 2011), 

but it may also take the form of (relatively) peaceful protests (such as the Tunisian 

and Egyptian revolutions of 2011).28 

 

A revolution is a rebellion that actually overthrows the ruling elite and alters the 

nature of the regime. Here, again, I depart from the existing literature by: 1) 

adopting a broader definition of revolution by not insisting on wide societal 

changes as a result of regime change, but rather the removal of elites that are the 

backbone of the regime and who define its rules; 2) being agnostic about whether 

the goals of the rebellion have been fulfilled (regime change does not necessarily 

                                                                                                                                          
conditions which determine politics. Hence, this was the same regime throughout. For a 
similar definition, see Geddes et al 2014. 
26 In chapter III, I operationalize rebellion as any such protest as defined above which 
has more than 10,000 participants. In reality, however, the vast majority of cases had 
well over that number of participants.  
27 For a representative study of rebellion as civil war, see Kalyvas and Balcells 2010. 
Throughout the dissertation, I refer to “protester” and “rebel” interchangeably. Neither 
concept, as it is commonly understood, completely captures the definition I provide 
above. In most of the literature on protests, they mostly refer to any peaceful participant 
who engages in collective opposition to an institution, individual, or state. Rebels, 
meanwhile, conjure images of armed individuals trying to achieve similar goals, 
sometimes clandestinely. I include individuals and groups who engage in both, as per 
the definition provided above. But because participants in the events I study invariably 
also call themselves either rebels or protesters, I also use the terms interchangeably. 
28 As a result of this definition, some cases of civil war – which develop as a result of 
attempts to overthrow the regime, such as the Chinese revolution – will be counted as 
rebellion.  
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indicate fulfillment of revolutionary goals), and; 3) being agnostic about the 

direction of regime change (whether it ends up democratizing the state or not).29 

The time measure for revolution is the year in which the elite and regime were 

overthrown. It is similarly immaterial to my theory if shortly afterwards the new 

“revolutionary” regime slips back into a regime similar to the one they replaced. As 

a result, I consider the Egyptian uprising of 2011 a revolution, despite the fact that 

many elements of the old regime have made a comeback, as have its rules and 

regulations.  

 

Identity Proximity measures how strongly related any two countries are, in terms of 

shared ethnicity, language, religion, and geographical proximity. As such, it is a 

continuous variable. If, for example, Egypt shares the main ethnic, linguistic, 

religious groups, and borders with another country, but only two of the four with a 

second, then Egypt is more proximate to the former country.  

 

A rebellion or revolutionary wave refers to a spatial area with more than one 

rebellion or revolution. The “space,” in this instance, is measured by the temporal 

distance of the events, as well as the identity proximity of its actors.  

 

An identity neighborhood refers to the spatial limits of the possible spread of 

rebellion and revolution. Again, spatial here refers to the identity space. This is also 

a continuous variable, with greater distance reducing the likelihood of spread. 

 

An instigating rebellion refers to the first mover in a rebellion-prone cluster. The theory 

proposed here does not attempt to explain the causes of the instigating rebellion, but 

only its effects on neighboring countries. 

  

 These concepts determine the universe of cases under study. In total, I 

categorize 224 protest movements since 1945 as rebellions, and 127 of these as 

                                                
29 Famously, scholars of the French revolution of 1789 claim that the revolution has not 
yet ended. See, for example, Edelstein and Baker 2015. 
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revolutions. While the drastically changed nature of the post-World War II world and 

data availability makes 1945 a natural starting point, the theory proposed here pertains 

to the European revolutions of 1848 as well, as is discussed in the concluding chapter. 

However, this time frame includes any and all large protest movements that aim to 

overthrow the regime, including the three big revolutionary waves of the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries (Europe in the early 1990s and 2000s, and the Arab 

Uprisings), as well as many similar but previously unexamined movements in other 

parts of the world. The African protests that unseated regimes in the early 1990s, for 

example, were less visible than the others, but these movements similarly inspired one-

another.30  

 The two figures below are selected at random from the dataset of all 224 

rebellions. The dots represent rebellions in the selected years, whereas the colors cluster 

these rebellions on their identity proximity. While these figures do not, indeed cannot, 

show anything other than a correlation between the clustering of rebellions and the 

identity proximity of countries in which they occur, the following chapters will examine 

the causal links between them. The important point that I want to make with these 

charts is to visually show a slice of the scope of the theory – the types of rebellions, 

their locations, and time periods – that this theory attempts to explain. 

 

 

 

                                                
30 Bratton and van de Walle 1997. In fact, Thomas Carothers has insisted that these 
African transitions are the best analog to the Arab Spring, but I take his insistence to be 
more relevant to arguing for an expansion of the universe of cases to include all 
rebellions that may have had an influence on others. See Carothers 2011. 
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Figure 1. 
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III. Summary of Argument 

 I stake five claims in my analysis. First, I argue that we should not take it for 

granted that rebellions and revolutions spread to countries that we intuitively consider to 

be “similar” or proximate to one-another – such as the Arab world, Europe, Latin 

America, and others – but that we should instead explore and specify this similarity and 

proximity as a first step toward devising a theory of diffusion. Here I take cues from a 

growing literature in international relations that has highlighted the role of both 

similarity and proximity in the diffusion of social and political phenomena. For example, 

geographical proximity has been shown to be central to the diffusion of regime 

transition, conflict, economic policies, bilateral investment treaties, defense policies, 
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and capital taxation.31 In most of these cases, proximity is defined as either shared 

borders, distance between capital cities, or some combination of the two. Other studies, 

however, insist that a country’s neighbors are not necessarily geographically close and 

that proximity should, depending on what is to be explained, be defined by mutual 

participation in institutions like trade, intergovernmental organizations, or alliances.32 

Less commonly – although increasingly more frequently – studies of diffusion have 

emphasized the role of subjective “similarity” in the diffusion of political phenomena. 

For example, Zachary Elkins and Beth Simmons argue that social groups that share 

similar attributes tend to adopt similar practices, because “imitating similar individuals 

is one of the simplest and most effective cognitive heuristics in the calculation of 

utilities.”33 

 But, again, what are these “similar attributes” and practices that would matter 

most in the diffusion of rebel movements? During my interviews with protesters in 

Egypt, Yemen, and Syria (which I discuss in depth in chapters IV-VI) nearly everyone 

reported that their initial interest in protesting arose after seeing their “brothers” in 

neighboring countries take to the streets. As a Yemeni activist in the youth-founded 

Wafd Party said to me: “We are the same people, suffering under different but equally 

bad regimes.”34 Decades earlier, as Ernesto Che Guevara travelled through Latin 

                                                
31 On regime transition and diffusion, see Starr 1991; O’Loughlin et al. 1998; Starr and 
Lingborg, 2003; Gleditsch and Ward 2000 and 2006. On the diffusion of conflict 
Murdoch and Sandler 2002; Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006; Selehyan 2008. On the 
diffusion of foreign economic policies, see Simmons and Elkins 2000. On the diffusion 
of bilateral investment treaties see Elkins et al. 2006. For the diffusion of defense 
policies see Barkley 2008, and capital taxation see Cao, 2010.  
32 Cao 2009 and 2010; Greenhill et al. 2009; Greenhill 2010; Strebel 2011. 
33 Elkins and Simmons (2005, 45). 
34 Interview #55 
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America in early adulthood, he prophesied that the remedy for many of the ills of Latin 

American countries would be their rising together, as one people: 

We are one single mestizo race with remarkable ethnographic similarities, 
from Mexico down to the Magellan Straits. And so, in an attempt to break 
free from all the narrow-minded provincialism, I propose a toast to Peru and 
to a United America.35 

 

 Guevara’s comment is particularly relevant because, as a Communist, the 

relevant uniting factor between people across different countries ought not have been an 

identity variable. Rather, the shared repression and class position of the poor masses 

should have been the uniting factor. But Guevara and many other Latin American, 

African, Asian, and European Communist revolutionaries realized that to rally the 

oppressed masses against their oppressors, they would have to call on the identities they 

actually shared: in this case, the ethnicities, languages, religions, and individuals of 

those individuals with whom they interacted most frequently.36 As Snow argues, shared 

identities create a “shared sense of ‘we-ness’ or ‘one-ness’ anchored…in shared 

attributes and experiences among those who comprise the collectivity and in relation or 

contrast to one or more actual or imagined sets of ‘others’”37 When events happen 

rapidly, as they often do in rebellions, I argue that it is precisely this shared sense of 

“we-ness” with its ability to influence and affect those who share it that is the most 

relevant aspect of similarity between rebels in different countries: not only do events 

happening to our kin encourage our imitation of such events, but they also set the outer 

limit of the possible spread of rebellion to predominantly include only identity 

                                                
35 Ernesto Che Guevara quoted in Hitchens 2015, p. 34 (digital edition). 
36 See also the writings of Thomas Sankara of Burkina Faso on the relationship between 
revolution and “African” identity. 
37 Snow 2001, 2213. 
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neighbors. Slightly more formally, if country A is experiencing a rebellion and country 

B shares a similar identity with A, then country B is more likely to witness rebellion 

than a third country, C, which does not share a similar identity to A.  

  Second, I argue that an identity neighbor A becomes an exemplar of emulation 

because potential rebels in country B experience cognitive liberation (e.g., a new 

understanding of political possibility as the result of an absorption of new information, a 

reassessment of old information, and adoption of new protest strategies), as well as 

emotional arousal (e.g. an intensification of affective attention on radical political 

goals) when country A, with which it shares a similar identity, experiences contention. 38 

While cognitive liberation as a mechanism does not require an identity neighbor to be 

activated – in fact, it is rarely assumed to require it – emotional arousal is more directly 

dependent on identity. In fact, it is the emotional connection to others that gives identity 

its power, and it is that connection that differentiates Egyptians from, say, Kenyans, in 

their relation to Tunisians. While potential Kenyan rebels may have learned protest 

strategies from Tunisians, they were unlikely to be moved to rebellion because of events 

in Tunisia. In other words, the power of a shared identity rests predominantly on its 

ability to make individuals share an experience as if it is also their own. It is precisely 

this that activists in Egypt and Yemen were trying to achieve in the immediate 

aftermath of the Ben Ali resignation: to teach their own citizens that successful protest 

was possible, while also sharing feelings of pride and hope as a result of events in 

                                                
38 For studies that emphasize the role of emotions on mobilization, see Aminzade et. al. 
2001; Jasper 1997 and 1998; and Taylor 1995, 1996 and 1997; and Wood 2003. 
Otherwise, much of the literature on social movements focuses on cognitive 
mechanisms, for example Tilly 1973; Soule and Tarrow 1991; and McAdam, Tarrow 
and Tilly 2001. 
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Tunisia. And this goes a long way toward explaining why rebellions cluster and are far 

less likely to spread to non-identity neighbors.   

 Third, I argue that while a common identity sets the outer limits of rebellion, 

whether it will diffuse within these limits is partially determined by the domestic 

opportunity structures in each country. In particular, countries that are highly 

authoritarian are less likely to experience rebellion than countries that have at least 

some autonomous organizations in a relatively vibrant civil society that are able to 

coordinate and organize rebellion.39 Conversely, fully democratic countries are also less 

likely to experience rebellion, since the ballot box is usually a more effective way of 

“overthrowing” the regime.  

 The necessity of autonomous organizations that are independent from the regime 

rests on the assumption that individuals need collective support and reassurance in order 

to turn their individual grievances into a mass movement. Charles Tilly, Doug 

MacAdam, and Sidney Tarrow most expressly emphasize the role of organizations in 

the spread of social movements, but other scholars who do not explicitly do so 

nevertheless rely on them implicitly. Suzanne Lohmann’s study of the East German 

protests shows that churches became central to contention.40 The story was similar in 

Hungary and Romania, whereas the Solidarity Movement more directly organized 

protests in Poland. In fact, although protests in the Arab world have almost universally 

been described as predominantly grassroots, with pre-existing organizations and leaders 

having at best a secondary role, this was not the case.41 I argue that even seemingly 

                                                
39 Tilly 1977; Tarrow 1989; and McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001; Kaplan 2013. 
40 Lohmann 1994. 
41 See Pearlman 2013, 389; Brownlee et al 2015. 
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grass-roots mobilization was premised on the confidence that pre-existing organizations 

afforded protesters.  

 Because an emphasis on organizational structures makes for a counter-

intuitively succinct explanation compared to the large number of factors considered 

crucial by other studies on waves of rebellion, I compare my explanatory framework to 

alternatives proposed by these studies – such as the degree of urbanization, size of 

youth population, economic decline, and regime duration – and find only weak or no 

support for these alternative accounts.42 

 Fourth, I propose an even more succinct explanation for the success of rebellion 

by arguing that once a rebellion has started, the size, location, and nature of the 

opposition are the most important factors determining whether the regime will be 

overthrown. Many scholars would find this surprising, given the multitude of theories 

that have attempted to address this question. Among these theories, the relationship 

between regime elites, the role of the military, the monarchical or republican nature of 

the regime, availability of financial resources to the regime, and foreign involvement 

are all considered central to the success of rebel movements.43 The problem with these 

studies is that they are either tailor-made for their specific region – with oil, monarchy, 

and the military playing particularly important roles in studies of the Middle East – or 

they do not differentiate between the onset of rebellion and their success. These factors 

                                                
42 Broadly speaking, and as I discuss in the following chapters, these alternative 
explanations correspond to the grievances model of rebellion echoed in many studies of 
rebellion such as Gurr 1970; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Oberschall 1994; Tilly 2003; and 
Tarrow 2011. My explanation – opportunity/resources to mobilize – correspond to 
opportunity and resource mobilization models of rebellion in studies such as DeNardo 
1985; Lichbach 1995; Goldstone 1991; Wallace 2013; and Kaplan 2013.  
43 On the relationship between elites, see Beissinger 2004. On the role of the military, 
nature of the regime, and financial resources, see Anderson 1991, Herb 1999, Gause 
2000, Bellin 2004, Lucas 2004, and Brownlee 2015. 
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may well hinder the onset of rebellion in some places – in fact, I argue that in the 

Middle East they lead to highly authoritarian regimes and, as a result, do hinder 

rebellion – but they are less important across the universe of cases of rebellion. Once a 

rebellion has started, the spread of protests across different locations within a country 

(so as to overwhelm the security services), and their size and (relative) cohesiveness are 

far more important factors in predicting their success. 

 Fifth, I make a case for examining the universe of rebellions in the modern era 

as a foundation for a generalizable theory of the spread of rebellion. To that end, I build 

a dataset of all rebel movements from 1945-2013. This new dataset records the start and 

end of 224 rebel movements and 127 revolutions, identifies each country’s identity 

neighbors, and then notes whether any of these neighbors experienced a rebellion in any 

given year. These data suggest that the odds of secondary rebellion are much higher in 

countries with similar identities, conditional on domestic opportunity structures for 

mobilization, and that success of rebellion is dependent on the nature of the opposition. 

To be sure, rebellions are rare events in world politics, but once they do occur, they 

succeed at overthrowing their regimes over half of the time, a proportion much higher 

than expected. “People power”, in other words, is quite significant once the people do 

rise against their regimes. I then test both the argument and causal mechanisms more in 

greater depth with a detailed analysis of the Arab Spring.  
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   IV. Plan of the Dissertation 

  In chapter II, I build on theories of revolution and studies of diffusion to devise 

my own theory of the spread and success of rebellion and produce testable hypotheses 

for the rest of the dissertation. Chapter III tests the relationship between neighborhood 

rebellion and domestic structures (my two main independent variables on the question 

of diffusion) on the probability of rebellion in the home country (the dependent 

variable). It also tests the relationship between the size and nature of the opposition 

(independent variable) on the probability of its success (dependent variable). In this 

chapter I employ an original dataset of all rebel movements between 1945-2013. I 

collected some of the variables from encyclopedias on rebellion and country histories 

(see Appendix C), and compiled others from existing datasets. I create a variable called 

“identity proximity” which measures the extent to which any two pairs of countries 

share the same ethnicity, language, religion, or geographical proximity. I then record if, 

for any given year, any of these neighbors experienced a rebellion in the preceding two 

years. I use this data to test the relationship between rebellion in an “identity neighbor” 

given the presence of autonomous organizations. A crossnational analysis is also used 

to test the relationship between neighborhood rebellion and the size and inclusiveness of 

the domestic opposition in order to determine why some rebellions succeed. The results 

show that all three hypothesized factors – rebellion in an identity neighbor, the presence 

of autonomous organizations, and the size and inclusiveness of the opposition – are 

strongly associated with both the onset and the success of rebellion. Little or no support 

is found for alternative accounts of the cause and success of rebellion. 
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 In chapter IV I examine the causal mechanism relating the variables examined in 

chapter III, and test the first question: how identity neighborhood rebellion influences 

the possibility of rebellion elsewhere. To do this, I provide an overview of the spread of 

the Arab Uprisings in the region, and the mechanisms of diffusion. I study the nature of 

the shared identity between Arab countries and how it evolved during the last century. I 

then use evidence from Twitter data during the first months of the Arab Uprisings and 

my own interviews with actors to show whether the proposed mechanisms – cognitive 

liberation and emotional arousal – are indeed activated during the spread of rebellion in 

the region.  

 Here I also provide evidence from nearly three years of field research in Egypt, 

Yemen, and Lebanon (with Syrian activists). The field research includes interviews 

with 184 activists (Appendix A), and archival data from the American University in 

Cairo’s “Digital History of the Revolution” archives, which stores oral histories and 

interviews with Egyptian protesters. Over half of the interviews with activists were 

conducted on Tahrir Square in Cairo, Egypt and Change Square in Sanaa, Yemen. 

These interviews were informal and often involved sitting down with multiple activists 

in the midst of their occupation of public squares. These experiences served also as 

participant observation, as I examined the language and methods of protest over 

multiple days. Meanwhile, 102 interviews involved in-depth discussions with Syrian 

activists in Lebanon (27 interviews), Egyptian activists (45 interviews), and Yemeni 

activists (30 interviews) (Appendix A). These interviews spanned from 30 minutes to an 

hour and a half. They were semi-structured, and while the questions and interviews 

varied in length and location, the goal of all the interviews was primarily to establish the 
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following: 1) the impact of events in neighboring countries, 2) the role of pre-existing 

organizations, and 3) an interviewee account of how protests unfolded and how regimes 

responded in each case (Appendix B includes the list of questions asked). Insights from 

these interviews permeate chapters IV-VI. Finally, in chapter IV I also examine whether, 

within the region, domestic opportunity structures did indeed determine where 

rebellions would take place.   

 In Chapters V-VI, I focus more in depth on developments within Arab countries 

rather than the region as a whole, in order to better examine whether my theory is 

supported by events. These chapters test both questions and causal mechanism for each 

country that I examine. Chapter V focuses on Egypt and Yemen, whereas Chapter VI 

examines the non-spread of rebellion to Saudi Arabia and the problematic rebellion-

turned-civil war in Syria. These cases are selected to provide variation on both 

dependent and independent variables. For each country, I examine the nature of the 

regimes and the presence or absence of pre-existing autonomous organizational 

structures, the role of activists and their relation to activists in other countries, and, 

when rebellion occurred, factors that determined its success or failure.  

 Chapter VII concludes by summarizing the findings and their implications for 

theory and practice in world politics. I return to the generalizing ethos of the 

dissertation by zooming out again from the Arab Uprisings to show that the 

mechanisms tested on that wave are applicable across other cases of diffusion of 

rebellion. Chapter III already attests to the generalizability of my findings with regard to 

the relationship between my main variables (neighborhood rebellion, domestic 

opportunity structures, and nature of opposition), but not the mechanisms that connect 
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them. Chapters IV-VI examine the mechanisms with regard to the Arab Uprisings only, 

but given that the Arab world is unusually homogenous (possibly uniquely so), in the 

concluding chapter I briefly refer to events in 1848 and discuss the failures of the 

Iranian revolution of 1979 and the Green Revolution of 2009 to diffuse as further 

evidence of the generalizability of the theory and its mechanisms. I conclude the chapter 

by briefly evaluating efforts by major powers to either prevent or aid the diffusion of 

rebellion (leaving aside the question of the prudence of such efforts) and argue that 

these interventions would likely be more effective if they were based on my theory and 

empirical results. 

 Throughout, I find that an emphasis on the shared identity of individuals in 

different countries, the emotional connection that that entails, and the domestic 

opportunity structures for mobilization are important for understanding how and when 

rebellion are more likely to happen and to succeed. In highlighting the importance of 

these variables for the diffusion of rebellion in world politics, the following chapters 

explain the remarkable clustering of rebellions.  
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Chapter II 
Getting Emotional: 

Identity, Opportunity, and Mechanisms Driving Rebellion 
 

 “The historical crisis of mankind is reduced to the crisis of the 
revolutionary leadership”       
                   Leon Trotsky, 1920 
 
All books about all revolutions begin with a chapter that describes the 
decay of tottering authority or the misery and suffering of the people. 
They should begin with a psychological chapter, one that shows how a 
harassed, terrified man suddenly breaks his terror, stops being afraid. 
This unusual process, sometimes accomplished in an instant like a shock 
or a lustration, demands illuminating. Man gets rid of fear and feels free. 
Without that there would be no revolution.  
      Ryszard Kapuscinski, Shah of Shahs, 1985 

 
 

 Arguably, the French revolution of 1789 and the European revolutions of 1848 

are among the most consequential revolutionary events in history. While there is no 

direct causal link between those events and world politics in the twentieth century, they 

set the stage for many future revolutions and inspired many foreign policies. Karl 

Marx’s Communist Manifesto, for example, was written in the euphoric aftermath of 

these events. This and his other works served as the ideological foundations that rallied 

individuals to rebel against their regimes. From the Bolshevik revolution to the foreign 

policies of both the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War, 

revolutions were the engines that drove world history through much of the twentieth 

century. 

 But one need not look even this far into the past for revolutions’ impact on 

world politics. The euphoria that immediately followed the uprisings in Tunisia and 

then Egypt – optimistically, and far too prematurely, called the “Arab Spring” – was 

quickly dampened when events in the region did not match expectations for them. With 
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the exception of Tunisia which, relative to the region, now seems like a success story, 

the revolution in Egypt was succeeded by a series of governments that more than match 

Hosni Mubarak in his most notorious practices, including massive repression. And yet, 

Egypt seems like a success, too, in comparison to the unrest in Yemen, and ongoing 

civil wars in Syria and Libya. The effects of the uprisings in the region, therefore, are 

obvious. Their larger effect in world politics is also apparent: it will be difficult to 

explain the rise of illiberal politics in Europe during the current decade without 

referring to the refugee crisis caused by individuals fleeing the Middle East, and the 

effects of that migration have been felt not only on the domestic politics of each country 

but on the European Union itself.44  

 These events have forced scholars and politicians to turn to important, but 

unanswered, questions: Why do protest movements against regimes spread from one 

country to another? What determines why they only sometimes succeed? Previous 

research either has ignored that these rebellions influence one-another and studied 

individual (successful) rebellions in isolation, or has examined only one of the four 

most visible waves of rebellion, namely the European revolutions of 1848 and the 1990s, 

the “color revolutions” of the early 2000s, and the Arab Uprisings. The first research 

agenda looks for causes of rebellions in the domestic arena, whereas the second looks 

predominantly at the causal mechanisms of diffusion within a particular wave. The first 

is almost exclusively domestic, whereas the latter is almost exclusively transnational. 

Both strands of the literature, moreover, employ what they consider to be predominantly 

rational models of rebellion, even, as I argue, their theories implicitly rely on at least 

                                                
44 Tharoor 2015. 
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partially (if not mostly) emotive models. As a baseline, these theories are useful for 

highlighting some important causes and mechanisms that exist in particular cases. 

However, given this baseline, these approaches cannot offer general theories explaining 

why people in different countries rebel at the same time, and why only some of them 

succeed. In this dissertation, I suggest that, along with a combination of factors 

identified in each strand of the literature, a reclaiming of emotive explanations of 

protest mobilization goes a long way to providing such a theory. As a result, my theory 

combines specific domestic factors with transnational ones, and rational models with 

emotive ones. 

 

I. Revolutions as Rational Methodological Individuals 

 Until the fall of the Soviet Union and the spread of mass protests against 

communist regimes in Eastern Europe, most studies of revolution focused on the 

domestic sphere as the more or less exclusive locus of causes of revolution. Moreover, 

as discussed in Chapter I, these studies focused on comparing the causes of a few 

specific cases of successful rebellions, meaning those rebellions that overthrew the 

regime and radically transformed its institutions and society at large.  

 The theories that were proposed developed in dialogue with one-another. Early 

studies focused on economic and social inequality as the factors that propelled 

disaffected individuals to rebel against their regimes.45 They were collectively referred 

to as “relative deprivation” theories – or the “grievance-model of rebellion,” a term 

                                                
45 Brighton 1938; Davis 1962; Johnson 1966; and Gurr 1970. For an excellent summary 
and review on the inequality/grievance literature, see Cederman, Weidman and 
Gleditsch 2011; and Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug 2013. 
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coined by Ted Gurr – and argued that rebellions arose from a sense of frustration 

resulting from a gap between individual aspirations and economic reality. Although 

these studies often referred to the anger and frustration of rebels, they never explicitly 

theorized the role of emotions. Instead, what is ultimately a subjective and emotive 

reaction to objective facts – individual aspirations and anger arising from economic 

reality – was awkwardly subsumed within rational theories of action. According to 

rational choice theory, “given identical information, truly rational agents should reason 

to the same conclusions about the probability of one uncertain outcome or another. 

Conflicting estimates should occur only if the agents have different (and so necessarily 

private) information.”46 And even though there is hardly anything more private than 

individual aspirations, relative-deprivation theories assumed that economic inequality 

would automatically lead to thwarted aspirations – those aspirations arising from a 

rational calculation of what one has versus what one believes s/he ought to have – and 

that the latter would be sufficient to spark revolt.  

 Empirically, however, grievances are rarely sufficient to spark revolt, not least 

because they are “sufficiently widespread to be common across societies and time.”47 In 

fact, the very revolutions used to build the theory of relative deprivation – the European 

revolutions of 1848 – did not demonstrate unusual levels of discontent.48 Objective 

economic conditions had improved for many countries in the years leading up to the 

revolution, and there is no reason to believe, as evidenced in historical accounts from 

the period, that discontent was any higher than it was in the previous years. In critiquing 

                                                
46 Fearon 1995, 392. 
47 Collier and Hoeffler 2004 
48 See McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001; Soule and Tarrow 1991, 18-21; Weyland 2009, 
394. 
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this scholarship, Charles Tilly argued that “the specific claims and counterclaims being 

made on the existing government by various mobilized groups are more important than 

the general satisfaction or discontent of those groups, and that claims for established 

places within the structure of power are crucial.”49 Tilly proposed an alternative theory 

which emphasized the capacity of challengers to state power to mobilize resources 

(such as territory, arms, and popular allegiance) into a revolutionary coalition strong 

enough to bring about a revolutionary situation (in which two sides could plausibly 

claim control of the polity) and ultimately a revolutionary outcome.50 This is both a 

rational and structural theory of revolutions: given objective (political) structural 

factors and opportunities presented to potential challengers, the latter will exploit the 

political openings the former create. In other words, whereas Gurr assumed that “where 

there is a will, there is a way”, Tilly assumed that “where there is a way, there is a 

will.”51 However, like earlier theories of relative-deprivation, the contention model of 

rebellion fails to specify why, despite the presence of their preferred explanatory 

variable (opportunity structures) in numerous countries, contention only occurs in some 

of them.    

   Other structuralists, such as Barrington Moore and Theda Skocpol, have more 

directly acknowledged the limits of the generalizability of their theories.52 Skocpol’s 

study of the French, Russian, and Chinese revolutions – which argues that mass 

mobilization occurs as the regime is squeezed between external challenges and pressure 

                                                
49 Tilly (1973, 10) 
50 Tilly (1978, 216-217) 
51 Collier, Hoeffler, and Rohner developed their “feasibility hypothesis” which more 
explicitly argues that “where a rebellion is feasible it will occur.” (2009, p. 2) 
52 Moore 1966; Skocpol 1979 
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from domestic elites – concludes by stating that the question of whether her argument is 

generalizable to other historical revolutions is “unequivocally no.”53 In fact, she argues 

against extending the specific causal arguments that she developed for the three 

countries she studied into a “general theory of revolutions” applicable to all other 

modern social revolutions. Instead, she argues for the importance of historical context in 

shaping change, and the futility of attempting to uncover universal principles of this 

change.  

 Overall, then, these studies do not cumulate into a generalizable theory of 

rebellion and revolution, but they do offer important insights – some of which are 

implicit – into what may motivate mobilization. Specifically, the role of emotions which 

is ever-present but buried under the rational cloak of deprivation theories, and the 

opportunity structures for rebellion that are present in structuralist models of revolution 

are both, I argue, almost ubiquitous in first-person accounts of rebellion. And the way 

that the two function in conjunction with one-another is found not only in individual 

rebellions, but also between them.  

 

II. Rebellions and Revolution as Rational Collective Actions 

 The end of the Cold War, the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the anti-

communist mobilization in much of Central and Eastern Europe, all spurred scholars to 

investigate the possibility that rebellions and revolutions can be interdependent events. 

When rebellions occur contemporaneously, there are two alternative sets-of-theories 

that attempt to explain their coincidence. The first is that they are still independent 

                                                
53 Skocpol 1979, 288. 
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events that occur as a result of either a common external cause, or contemporaneous 

triggers of independent but shared domestic origin. The second maintains that rebellions 

are actually interdependent events, with each influencing the onset and outcome of the 

others. In other words, they diffuse, a term which refers to the “political process in 

which actors at different levels use adoption and adaptation of foreign examples to 

make national and transnational claims and change institutional and legal settings and 

exert pressure” on their own regimes.54 When tested on the “Big Four” waves of regime 

contention, theories that emphasize the independent nature of the events fare poorly, 

whereas theories that emphasize the interdependent nature of these events not only are 

better able to explain these four cases but, I argue, are also best at explaining other 

instances of diffusion so far left unexamined. 

 

  2.1. Independent Contemporaneous Rebellions 

 The first argument for independent causes of contemporaneous rebellions posits 

the role of a common external cause, which may create the appearance of a cascade. 

Democracy, for example, is sometimes spread by conquest or foreign-imposed regime 

change, and these events may thus concentrate in time and space.55 Along similar lines, 

Huntington argues that the “third wave” of democracy that started in 1974 is best 

explained through the Vatican II reforms which pushed for liberalization of Catholic 

                                                
54 Roggerband 2010, 19. I use the words “diffuse”, “cascade”, “contagion” and “wave” 
interchangeably. Although the last three are used as visual descriptors of diffusion itself, 
they have also used to connote different types of events. Cascade and contagion usually 
refer to rapidly evolving events (see Granovetter 1978; Kinzig et al. 2006; Kuran 1991; 
Lohmann 1994), whereas waves are more often associated with Huntington’s slower 
diffusion of change (Huntington 1991). For the purposes of this work, no analytic 
distinction is made between them.  
55 Dahl 1971. 
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countries across the globe.56 Might this not be a common thread to other waves of 

regime contention, even the rapidly evolving ones? 

 This explanation is only partially supported by events. Kurt Weyland 

emphatically rejects the idea that the 1848 revolutions in Europe had common causes.57 

The only common cause that could have operated at that time involved France, which 

already experienced a revolution, as an intentional propagator of protests across the 

region. This was not the case, in part because events happened far too rapidly for France 

to have had an opportunity to intervene. However, political actors at the time 

acknowledged that the events in Paris were the single greatest factor in mobilizing 

rebels elsewhere in Europe. A Prussian general, for example, wrote to his wife on 

March 3, 1848, that the Parisian revolution had brought “a reinforcement by a factor of 

ten in physical and political strength among the enemies, and in our camp the 

discouragement of governments and the collapse of their authority and popular 

veneration.”58 

 Similarly, neither events during the “color revolutions”, nor during the Arab 

Uprisings, show any evidence of external factors at play. During the “color revolutions,” 

activists moved from one country to another in order to help local activists mobilize 

against their regimes, but there was no purposive external actor in the wave.59 During 

the Arab Uprisings, none of the major external powers – the United States, Russia, or 

Iran – could have driven protests, and did not do so.60  

                                                
56 Huntington 1991. 
57 Weyland 2009. 
58 Quoted in Weyland (2006, 396) 
59 Bunce and Wolchik 2006; Rosenberg 2011; Petrova 2012 
60 Lynch 2012; Brownlee et al. 2015 
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 The only case where external actors could have played a role in domestic 

mobilization is during the collapse of the Soviet Union. In light of most of the Eastern 

European regimes’ high degree of integration into the Soviet system, what was 

absolutely crucial for the onset of rebellions was “Gorbachev’s unilateral removal of the 

Soviet backstop” that propped up these regimes.61 By overthrowing the Brezhnev 

Doctrine, which committed the USSR to intervene militarily to prop up threatened 

satellite regimes, and by directly pressuring Soviet officials and institutions to then 

pressure Eastern European governments to reform, Gorbachev changed the balance-of-

power between regimes and their domestic oppositions.62 In the case of Poland, the 

Soviets in effect almost compelled| the communist regime to allow the opposition 

movement, Solidarity, to partake in elections. As Kramer writes, “the experience with 

Poland was typical of Gorbachev’s policy toward Eastern Europe as a whole. In each 

case, the Soviet Union helped to bring about sweeping political change while 

effectively depriving hardline Communist leaders of the option of violent repression.”63 

Nevertheless, despite a broad consensus on the role of Soviet leadership, some scholars 

still contend that diffusion was central to these events, independent of the Soviet factor. 

Mark Beissinger, for example, argues for a diffusion of nationalism and nationalist 

discourse as contemporaneous and independent from Soviet action.64 Furthermore, two 

communist countries that had long broken relations with the Soviet Union and which 

did not rely on its support – Yugoslavia and Albania – also experienced mass protests.65 

                                                
61 Bunce 1999; Krotkin 2009, xvii. 
62 Kotkin 2009; Kramer 2003. 
63 Kramer 2003, 200. 
64 Beissinger 2002. 
65 Hale 2013, 342. 
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In other words, even in this case there seems to be an independent effect of diffusion as 

rebellion unfolded across Europe.   

 The second set of arguments – which emphasize the role of contemporaneous 

triggers of independent but common domestic origin – have similar difficulties of 

generalizability. These theories imply that although waves may have the appearance of 

being interdependent, they are merely the coincidental result of common domestic 

factors. Empirically, this applies only to a selection of cases studied. For example, 

economic conditions in those European countries that underwent the 1848 revolutions 

improved dramatically in the few years leading up to the revolutions, and most 

importantly they did not exhibit similar domestic problems.66 Trying to explain the 

rapid spread of rebellion across the Arab world, Ramy Khoury similarly maintains that 

“so many different groups of citizens living in a variety of conditions are making a wide 

range of demands and protesting an equally wide range of grievances. There is no single, 

unifying theme to the Arab Uprisings that take different forms in countries across the 

region.”67 Similarly, Jason Brownlee et al. conclude that the spread of rebellions in the 

Middle East was entirely random, due to the varied domestic conditions under which 

they erupted.68 To be sure, some scholars have emphasized that there are common 

threads to the spread of the Arab Uprisings – such as the crisis of legitimacy of aging 

Arab leaders – but this explanation does not account for the variation within the Arab 

world itself.69  

                                                
66 Weyland 2006, 394 
67 Quoted in Al-Sumait, Lenze and Hudson (2014, xii) 
68 Brownlee, Masoud and Reynolds (2013). 
69 Lust 2011; Way 2011. 
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 The only cases in which common cause arguments seem to have some 

legitimacy is, as above, the 1989 revolutionary wave and, to some extent, the “color 

revolutions.” As Kotkin argues, the oil crisis of 1980 reduced the USSR’s ability to 

subsidize its consumption while also helping its allies, which pushed all of these 

regimes to a breaking point.70 However, Kotkin contends that this was merely a 

facilitating condition, exacerbated by Gorbachev’s deliberate reformism, that 

encouraged the diffusion of mass protest.  

 The “color revolutions” also appear as a good candidate for the common-cause 

argument, since they erupted when their regimes were each in election cycles and 

during which clientelism and vote-theft became widely publicized.71 But here, too, 

evidence on the important role of activists in each country, and how they interacted and 

adopted each-other’s practices, demonstrates that a common-cause argument is 

insufficient at best.72 In other words, both external and common-cause arguments 

cannot generalizably explain the contemporaneous occurrence of the “Big Four” waves 

of rebellion independent of diffusion arguments. 

  

  2.2. Interdependent Contemporaneous Rebellions 

 Most scholarship on waves of rebellion views them as interdependent events, 

which influence each-other either through relational mechanisms (such as activists who 

are connected to one-another across borders), or through cognitive mechanisms (such as 
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learning and deliberation).73 The actors connected through relational mechanisms can 

be influential individuals, activists, national or transnational movements, youth 

organizations, non-governmental organizations, foreign governments, etc. 74  These 

actors propagate new technologies of protest, revolution or regime change through the 

provision of information, public campaigning, or even education and training programs, 

moving from one success to another as they dynamically update models and strategies. 

The literature on social movements is replete with references to these actors.75 However, 

when it comes to the spread of rapid events – such as rebellions and revolutions – where 

the time to create transnational relations is limited, these relational mechanisms are 

quite rare. In fact, they are only unquestionably present during the “color revolutions” 

of the early 2000s.76 During the other revolutionary waves, there was no direct contact 

and coordination between activists in different countries.    

 As a result, diffusion through cognitive mechanisms is by far the better-

established mechanism for the spread of rebellion and revolution. 77  The general 

argument is that witnessing events in one country can lead people in other countries to 

increasingly expect something similar to be likely in their own countries, which makes 

events in the former prime for emulation by the latter.78 Initial events, then, can supply 

focal points for opposition coordination and can catalyze “information cascades” 

                                                
73 Ayoub 2015 discusses the role of each mechanism in depth. 
74 O’Loughlin et al. 1998; Tarrow 2005. 
75 See McAdam, Tilly and Tarrow, 2001, for a conceptualization and review of the role 
of transnational actors; Elkink 2011 and Finnemore & Sikkink 1998 for an analysis of 
how democracy promoters across the world helped spread the norms from one country 
to another; and Ayoub, 2016, for an excellent review on the literature and the central 
role of relational mechanisms to the diffusion of LGBT rights in Europe. 
76 Bunce and Wolchik 2011; Beissinger 2002 
77 Tarrow explicitly dubs this a “non-relational diffusion” process. Tarrow 2005, 101-2. 
78 Tarrow 1994. 
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whereby elaborate systems of “preference falsification” can unravel. 79  Preference 

falsification is a term coined by Timur Kuran to explain how people do not voice their 

true (opposition) preferences in public and thus collectively convey a false general 

impression of regime support.80 Applying this mechanism to the European revolutions 

of 1989, Kuran argues that early demonstrations in some countries emboldened 

individuals in others to reveal their long-suppressed opposition to their own regimes, 

which then brought people onto the streets in large numbers. The same mechanism, he 

argues, applies to the Arab Uprisings: the fall of Ben Ali in Tunisia revealed the hidden 

preferences of Egyptian and Yemeni citizens, who then coalesced into a large 

opposition to their own regimes.  

 Unfortunately, the facts do not fully support this argument. Preference 

falsification is probably present in very repressive regimes like Syria and even Saudi 

Arabia, but it was not a central factor in semi-authoritarian regimes like Egypt or 

Yemen. Signs of discontent in Egypt were common, with independent opposition 

movements – such as “April 6” that supported the plight of labor unions and the 

“Kefaya” movement that more directly called for democracy – existing for years prior 

to the revolution. Books critical of the regime, cartoons, and caricatures of President 

Mubarak were openly sold in the streets of Cairo. Similarly, in Yemen the nature of 

domestic politics was such that President Saleh never enjoyed the support (pretended or 

otherwise) of many groups within the country: public criticism of him and his family 

was frequently voiced throughout the semi-autonomous opposition parties, various 

                                                
79 On “focal points” see Schelling 1960; on “information cascades” see Lohmann 1994; 
on “preference falsification” see Kuran 1991.  
80 On the adoption of the concept of “preference falsification” to the Arab Uprisings, 
see Patel and Bunce 2012; Patel 2012; Toska 2015. 
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tribes, and independent actors. Moreover, during my interviews participants in protests 

in both Egypt and Yemen almost never mentioned that it was learning of their co-

citizens views about the regime that changed their own perspective on participating in 

protests. Rather, they referred to a general “euphoria” in seeing their fellow citizens act 

on what they collectively knew to be hatred of the regime. It was the “hysterical 

chanting,” the “ecstasy of rebellion,” “the breaking of the barriers of fear” that drew 

many protesters to the square.81  

 To be sure, nearly all scholars who study these events refer to the “euphoric,” 

“gripping,” “awe-inspiring,” and “emotional” nature of revolutions.82 In fact, Weyland 

uses the words “emotions” and “cognitive mechanisms” interchangeably, and provides 

plenty of evidence of the heightened emotions around Europe following the events in 

Paris in 1848. He argues that such euphoria provided an “overwhelming” power to the 

opposition forces in each country. Yet, he never incorporates emotions into his theory, 

which remains within the rational framework despite the contrary evidence that he 

himself provides. More specifically, Weyland develops a micro-foundational account of 

the diffusion of both the 1848 and 2011 revolutions, arguing that while individuals are 

rational, such rationality is bounded by imperfect information and inherent deficiencies 

in the individual’s ability to process it.83 As a result, individuals rely on cognitive 

shortcuts: acting on the heuristics of availability and representativeness, activists 

                                                
81 These words were repeated in the vast majority of the interviews that I conducted. 
The question “What made you want to participate in protest?” was almost invariably 
answered with a way of describing the euphoria of the moment, in addition to the more 
traditional expectations of specific demands (such as the desire for dignity, justice, and 
democracy).   
82 Hale 2013, 333; Kuran 1991; Weyland 2009, 2010, and 2013; Beissinger 2007. 
83 Weyland 2009 
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overestimate their countries’ prospects for replicating another country’s success. In 

other words, they do not accurately evaluate opportunities and risks. 

 But once again, a quick look at the Arab Uprisings shows that this was not the 

case.84 Syrian activists I interviewed in Lebanon were clearly very well aware of the 

risks that they were taking, and the fact that their country was quite different from both 

Tunisia and Egypt. One of them stated that: 

Before we went out in the streets, we kissed our mothers goodbye. 
Everyday. And some of us really said goodbye during some of those days. 
Because Assad is not like Mubarak, he knows only how to repress and his 
Alawi army will do anything that he orders, not like the Egyptian army. We 
had a lot more against us than Egyptians did.85 

 
Similarly, Yemeni activists were well aware of their political system and the obstacles 

that they were facing. Another activist stated: 

Egyptians, they only had to fight Mubarak and hope that the army would 
back them. We had just as many groups that we were hoping to join us, as 
we had groups we feared would fight us. What would the tribes do? Would 
the army split? Will the Hasheed federation back Saleh? Will Islah back 
Saleh or turn against us? Will the Houthis joining us damage our 
movement or strengthen it? More importantly, given how fluid all these 
groups are in Yemen, even if this is the picture today, what will it be like 
tomorrow? Who is with who against whom?86  

 
 In other words, there is little reason to believe that people participated in protests 

because of incorrect understandings of the political situation: they participated despite 

making correct inferences and in full awareness of both the cost of protesting and the 

odds against succeeding. Moreover, if Weyland is arguing that all individuals are 

                                                
84 For an excellent critique of Weyland’s argument, see Pearlman 2013.  
85 Interview #17 
86 Interview #38. The Hasheed federation is one of the largest tribal groups in Yemen. 
Islah is the Yemeni Brotherhood and a political party allied with President Saleh at the 
time of the uprising. The Houthis are a northern group (with an armed militia) that 
fought four wars against the Saleh regime during the last decade.  
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boundedly-rational to the same degree, then what explains the variation in the spread of 

protests within the Middle East? Why were the Saudis and Algerians, for example, able 

to properly evaluate their chances for success when citizens of other societies could 

not?  

   Wendy Pearlman makes the argument that the only thing that can explain 

individuals’ participation in Arab protests are not rational models, but the heightened 

emotional states and the euphoria that individuals felt immediately after events in 

Tunisia.87 Her findings concerning the overwhelming role of emotions for mobilization 

in the Middle East – which stand alone in the literature on rebellion and revolution in 

their emphasis on emotions – parallel mine. However, in explaining the reasons for 

variation within the Middle East, our findings diverge. Pearlman argues that the 

decision about whether to protest or not ultimately depends on whether citizens value 

security more than they value dignity. Therefore, she argues, Algerians and Saudis did 

not protest because they value security, whereas Egyptians and Tunisians place higher 

value on dignity. This is an assumption, however, not an explanation. There is no 

evidence that countries that did not rebel value security more than dignity. This, in fact, 

is precisely what would have been said of Egyptians the day before they rebelled. The 

argument, therefore, is at best post hoc. 

 Insights from both the earlier literature on individual rebellions and the literature 

on diffusion have thus left us with no theoretical explanation for why rebellions spread, 

and even less why they succeed. The literature on individual rebellions has made no 

attempt to explain the first question, whereas the literature on diffusion has focused 
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almost exclusively on it. However, by taking the following insights from the theories 

and evidence that these studies provide, even when they fail to theorize on this evidence, 

we can move toward building a generalizable theory of the spread of rebellion: 1) 

cognitive mechanisms are present in most rebel movements, but so are emotive ones; 2) 

propitious opportunity structures are both frequently referenced by rebels, and are 

evident in most cases of rebellion; and 3) rebellions are rarely isolated events, and often 

diffuse from one country to another. Building on these three basic principles, and 

explaining when and how they matter, I construct my theory of the spread and success 

of rebellion. Importantly, their combination turns my findings toward an identity theory 

of diffusion, which is a departure from the received wisdom.  

 

III. Theory of Diffusion and Success of Rebel Movements 

 In essence, rebellions and revolutions result from the simple fact that individuals 

participate in collective action. Many of the theories discussed above acknowledge this, 

and their causal mechanisms, indeed all explanations, imply certain inner states on the 

part of protesting individuals, which include mental structures and processes, 

preferences, motivations, and emotions.88 Causation often operates through the inner 

states of individuals and, as a result, individuals’ inner states must be recognized as a 

central factor in explanatory hypotheses. Charles Kurzman similarly posits that “all 

forms of explanation must plausibly account for the inner states of the individuals who 

enact causation.”89 Daniel Little puts this even more emphatically, stating that “the 

mechanisms through which social causation are mediated turn on the structured 
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circumstances of choice of intentional agents and nothing else.”90 It is individuals that 

ultimately have to decide whether or not to participate in protest, which is why I begin 

my theory with the micro-foundations of mobilization, before moving on to the macro-

foundations that structure these individual choices into a collective movement. 

 

3.1 Mechanisms of Diffusion: Cognition and Emotions 

 Rebellion becomes possible when “the construction of new meanings, ideas, and 

issue frames that mobilize new actors by altering their conception of what is politically 

feasible or desirable” reaches a sufficiently large number of people.91 Moreover, when a 

rebellion occurs in a particular country, the applicability of it lessons are often not 

restricted to its own borders but affect individuals in other countries. This process, 

which I call cognitive liberation of individuals both within and across borders, occurs 

when protesters both learn from and adopt the frames of other protesters.  

 More specifically, cognitive liberation occurs through: 

• Learning, which is “the process by which communities reassess their 

fundamental beliefs, values, and ways of doing things through interaction 

with new ideas and norms.”92   

• Adoption of protest frames, which refers to the “process of presenting and 

packaging ideas to fashion meanings for a given audience.”93  

                                                
90 Little 1998, 3. 
91 Givan, Roberts and Soule 2010, 9. 
92 Ayoub 2015, 28. This definition draws upon a vast literature on processes of learning, 
both individual and collective. See Deutsch 1963; E.B. Haas 1991; Checkel 2005; and 
Zito 2009. 
93 Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002, 10. On framing, see also Snow and Benford 1992, 
and Roggeband 2010.  
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 This is clearly evidenced by events in both Egypt and Yemen, following the 

protests in Tunisia. Both countries had experienced massive anti-regime protests 

throughout the last decades, but the Tunisian example changed both the degree to which 

protesters believed that overthrow of the regime was possible, and suggested new 

tactics for doing so. A Yemeni activist told me that: 

The moment Ben Ali left, we knew the game had changed. Friends of mine 
who had participated in small demonstrations before were ready to 
organize something big. We knew we could do it… Ben Ali was a bigger 
dictator than Saleh could be…Saleh bought people, Ben Ali repressed them. 
So, after Tunisia we thought that if people could protest even when their 
lives where at risk [as in Tunisia], surely they could protest if they stood to 
lose a little patronage [as in Yemen].94 

 
 These protesters adopted the language of Tunisian protesters, most notably the 

chants “people want the overthrow of the regime” and “bread, freedom, and social 

justice.”95 They also adopted protest strategies: they were largely peaceful; they were 

sited on strategically central urban spaces (Tahrir Square in Cairo and Change Square in 

Yemen), which meant that they became foci of national and international attention; and 

they took place simultaneously in multiple cities. In fact, so loyal were they to the same 

master frames, that when President Saleh’s repressive apparatus removed the early 

protests from Tahrir Square in the capital Sana’a, Yemeni protesters used another major 

square which they dubbed “Change Square,” which sounds very similar to “Tahrir” 

                                                
94 Interview #58 
95 In Arabic, “ash-shaʻb yurīd isqāṭ an-niẓām” and “hubz, hurriya, ‘adala ijtima’iyah”. 
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when spoken in Arabic.96 Without doing so explicitly, these activists in the region were 

showing through their actions that what they experienced after events in Tunisia was 

indeed cognitive liberation. 

 Just as frequently, if not more so, protesters also referred to how they were 

aroused, euphoric, angry, hopeful, and felt a sense of dignity for the first time in 

decades. These were reactions not only to events in their own countries, but also to ones 

elsewhere in the region. Emotions permeate the discourse of these protests. Yet, with 

just one exception – Wendy Pearlman’s study – this fact has not been theorized as a 

possible factor that explains the surprising mobilization in the Arab world, and 

emphasis has remained exclusively on cognitive explanations for mobilization.97  

 Historically, cognitive and emotive mechanisms are often seen as distinct and 

mutually exclusive. Much of Western philosophy and social science has long assumed 

and reified sharp dichotomies between “thinking/feeling, rational/irrational.”98 Since the 

1960s, political science has either used emotions as a negative foil for rationality or 

ignored their existence altogether.99 Since emotions were considered irrational, they 

signified a degenerate aspect of collective behavior and, for that reason, were excluded 

from theoretical models of collective behavior. With the rational turn in the social 

sciences, emotions were displaced by caricatures and theories that depicted individuals 

strictly as dispassionate, rational economic calculators, and social movements became 

                                                
96 Tahrir versus Taghayyur. Three of my Yemeni interviewees stated that this was done 
precisely so as to maintain the connection to the Tahrir protests in Egypt. Interviews 
#58, 60, and 68. 
97 Pearlman 2013. 
98 See Crawford 2014 for a criticism of this practice.  
99 Goodwin, Jasper and Polleta in Snow, Soule, and Kriesi 2004. 
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just one more means of pursuing self-interested goals.100 In the attempt to conform to 

scientific rigor, scholars of mobilization have sought to sanitize and demystify the 

actions of rebels by assigning motivations familiar to mainstream political science and 

neoclassical economics.101 So, even though protesters themselves consistently claimed 

that emotions propelled them into action, this evidence was most often ignored.102 For 

example, when actors expressed anger at what was happening to their co-ethnics, for 

example, scholars translated ethnicity into focal points that served as coordination 

devices, as boundary markers, or cost reducing arrangements.103 In these ways, they 

thereby consciously sanitized anger out of rebel movements. Put another way, most 

political scientists stopped asking why people felt frustrated or angry enough to engage 

in collective action, and instead asked when and how they secured the resources to 

mobilize.104 

 Since the 1990s, however, a new – although small – trend has emerged that 

explores the role of emotions in mobilization both theoretically and empirically.105 

Aminzade and McAdam suggest that a focus on emotions may be warranted given that 

they “shape both the assessment of potential gains and costs involved in any line of 

                                                
100 Jasper 1998, 398.  
101 For an excellent review and criticism of the purely rational and cognitive explanation 
for civil war, see Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013.  
102 There are exceptions, most notably Elizabeth Wood 2003. 
103 For focal points, see Hardin 1995; on coordination devices, see Posner 2005; and on 
cost reducing arrangements, see Fearon and Laitin 1996. 
104 Polleta and Jasper 2001. Not all fields of political science have sanitized emotions in 
this manner, however. A body of research in American politics examines how emotions 
influence voting (Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000), responses to framing 
(Druckman and McDermott 2008), and campaign advertising (Brader 2006), among 
others. Similarly, research in international relations considers emotions in interstate 
conflict and cooperation (Crawford 2000, Mercer 2014).  
105 Klandermans 1997; Jasper 1997; Aminzade and McAdam 2001; Goodwin, Jasper, 
and Polletta 2001; Wood 2003; Flam and King 2005.  
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action the individual might take and perhaps to motivate action directly quite apart from 

any instrumental calculus of risks and rewards.”106 Notice the “perhaps” here, however. 

By contrast, I argue that as “non-instrumental, subjective, evaluative experiences that 

are evoked by external or mental events and carry both physiological changes and 

action tendencies,” emotions are often central to mobilization. 107  Research from 

neuroscience consistently finds that emotions infuse how people define their 

interests,108 assess information,109 and, once activated, powerfully drive behavior.110 For 

Lazarus and Pearlman, linkage to an action tendency, readiness, or impulse is precisely 

what distinguishes an emotion from a non-emotion, and what makes them particularly 

important for mobilization.111  

 I posit that two broad categories of emotions that are most relevant to the 

question of mobilization. The first category includes dispiriting emotions, which usually 

keep individuals away from protests: I call these paralyzing emotions. Fear, sadness, 

shame, and hopelessness are unlikely to lead people to protest their indignities, because 

they are ultimately emotions produced by a “structural condition of insufficient 

power.”112 In Nico Frijda’s words, fear is the “emotion of uncertainty and lack of 

control” leading to a sense that it is “of no use to stick your head out in efforts at 

control.” 113  In a similar vein, Rashid Khalidi empirically shows how constant 

infringements by authoritarian states on “the dignity of nearly every Arab citizen, and 

                                                
106 Aminzade and McAdam 2001, 17. Emphasis is mine. 
107 Frijda 1985, 4. See also Pearlman 2013. 
108 See Frijda 1985; Petersen 2002 and 2011.  
109 Lerner and Keltner 2000. 
110 LeDoux 1996. 
111 Lazarus 2001, 59. Pearlman 2013.  
112 Kemper 1978, 55.  
113 Frijda 1986, 429. 
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their rulers’ constant affirmations of their worthlessness, were eventually internalized 

and produced a pervasive self-loathing and an ulcerous social malaise.” 114  John 

Waterbury describes Morocco in a similar fashion, while noting that his analysis also 

describes other societies in the Middle East: 

There is a general level of cynicism running throughout – the cynicism of 
the non-participant masses who fall back on the traditional reflex, 
“government has ever been thus”; the cynicism of the participants who 
partake of the system individually while refusing any responsibility for it; 
and the cynicism of the King who plays on the weakness and greed of his 
subjects.115  

 
 In order to break from this paralyzing fear and cynicism, individuals must first 

feel emboldened through anger, joy, pride, and hope.116 This is the second category of 

emotions relevant to mobilization – which I call mobilizing emotions – and which, I 

argue, are present in nearly all rebel movements. Both paralyzing and mobilizing 

emotions can co-exist at the same time: what drives mobilization is the relative balance 

between the two.117 Mobilization is possible only when mobilizing emotions dominate, 

and when individuals are angry and hopeful enough to press on despite fear. When 

anger – which is related both to an urge to fight, and “the sense that fighting is 

meaningful” – overtakes fear, individuals may feel that it is impossible to remain calm 

in the face of a reprehensible reality.118 Employing empirical findings from behavioral 

economics, Cass Sunstein and Edna Ullmann-Margalit find that anger and indignation 

“lead the disadvantaged to disrupt an otherwise stable situation of inequality or 

                                                
114 Khalidi 2011. See also Wedeen 1999; Goldstein 2012; and Weddady and Ahmari 
2012. 
115 Waterbury 1973, 555. 
116 For a description on the different taxonomies of emotions, see Lazarus 1991.  
117 Meringolo 2012. 
118 Pearlman 2013, 393. 
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perceived injustice” when individuals come to feel that “they have nothing to lose but 

their chains.”119   

 As previously noted, earlier relative deprivation theories also recognized the 

power of anger and indignation to mobilize the disadvantaged; however, they have 

simply (mis-)theorized them as rational assessments of unacceptable conditions. Yet, as 

Pearlman convincingly argues, they are also, irreducibly, emotions.120 Moreover, an 

assessment of unacceptable conditions can also lead to hopelessness and shame, which 

means that an emotional reaction cannot be deduced from objective facts and rational 

cost-benefit analysis. In other words, we must explain why people come to feel anger 

and the type of reaction that it may elicit, rather than simply assuming that it is an 

automatic reaction to perceived injustice. 

 Before proceeding with the theory, I must note that not all scholars agree on the 

paralyzing nature of fear. In political theory, and particularly in studies of liberalism, 

“fear” has been shown to drive people’s behavior in the public sphere, and to mobilize 

them against the object of their fear.121 On the one hand, as Judith Shklar notes, even in 

liberal societies fear acts as “the most common form of social control.” 122 What these 

societies fear is the potential excess of their governments – a move away from liberal 

governing – and the threat of illiberal governments elsewhere. It is this fear that 

influences the behavior of individuals and societies and, as Corey Robin more directly 

examines, pushes them to support certain policies, such as further checks and balances 

                                                
119 Sunstein and Ullmann-Margalit 2001, 339. 
120 Pearlman 2013, 393. 
121 See for example Judith Shklar’s 1989 The Liberalism of Fear and more recently 
Corey Robin’s 2006 Fear: The History of a Political Idea.  
122 Shklar 1989, 27. 
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on their own governments domestically, or enthusiastic support of wars against illiberal 

governments abroad. 123 Such governments are perceived as threats to the domestic 

liberal order, and as such must be contained and even neutralized: Robin explains 

American wars against supposedly Islamist groups or countries in the Middle East as a 

direct result of this politics of fear.  

 Without going into specific details on the literature on liberalism of fear, it is 

important to emphasize that for this strand of literature, fear is mobilizing: whether they 

participate in direct protests or not, fearful liberals act on this fear. However, I argue 

that the mobilizing effects of fear can operate only in conditions of liberalism when 

such fear is not borne out of direct domestic repression that threatens one’s very life. In 

other words, this is fear that arises from not doing something in a situation where doing 

something (like voting or protesting) is possible and can have an effect. Meanwhile, 

fear in illiberal regimes is fear from doing something in a situation where it seems 

inconceivable that doing so will not result in personal harm or that desired change will 

be achieved. In other words, fear in liberal regimes can be mobilizing, but not in 

repressive ones.  

 I have so far posited that both cognitive liberation and emotional arousal are 

important and ubiquitous mechanisms of mobilization. They occur in most, if not all, 

rebellions, and often link one rebellion to another. Therefore, in order to understand 

why and where rebellions spread, we first have to determine under what conditions 

these two mechanisms are activated. In doing this, I take cues from social movements 

                                                
123 Robin 2006, 11. 
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literature, which argues that protests are more likely to spread to similar countries,124 

and then posit that the relevant similarity that is most likely to activate these cognitive 

and emotive mechanisms in the case of rebellion is a shared identity.   

 

3.2 Identity Proximity 

 As early as 1921, Gabriel Tarde argued that social movements spread to similar 

countries because groups are more likely to mimic other groups with whom they 

identify.125 More recent social movement studies have echoed this conclusion. In their 

introduction to an edited volume on social movements, Givan et al. posit that 

“collective action frames that are too detached from cultural meanings or identities are 

unlikely to resonate with targeted audiences.”126 They conclude that activists are likely 

to learn from others, and to feel motivated by them, if the identities in both countries are 

similar. Charles Tilly and Sid Tarrow similarly contend that most diffusion results from 

an “attribution of similarity,” whereby similar groups first learn and then adopt a 

common set of tactics by emulating each-other.127 While this argument is often used to 

explain the spread of social movements associated with the slow and deliberate actions 

of activists, as opposed to the rapid mobilizations accompanying rebellions, their 

analysis is useful for understanding the spread of rebellions.  

 What does it mean for two countries, or the individuals within them, to be 

similar? This depends on what it is that is being studied. In studies of the diffusion of 

bilateral investment treaties, similarity may be conceptualized in terms of relative 

                                                
124 Mc Adam et. al. 2001. 
125 Tarde 1921. 
126 Givan, Roberts and Soule 2010, 5. 
127 Tilly and Tarrow 2006, 95. See also Soule 1997 for a similar, and earlier, argument. 
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economic development, regardless of their geographical proximity.128 In studies of civil 

war, by contrast, the common property may be ethnicity.129 Determining which property 

is relevant in the diffusion of a particular political phenomenon starts with the 

recognition that any diffusion-of-rebellion process requires: a) a site currently 

undergoing rebellion/revolution, b) a second location susceptible to spread, and c) a 

channel of communication between the two. Further, what determines whether a 

location is susceptible to diffusion and what the channels of communication are is 

determined by the property that must be shared.  

 From the earlier review of the existing theories of diffusion, I established that 

similarity of domestic political structures and economic conditions – which I called 

“contemporaneous triggers of common domestic origin” – do not appear to spawn 

waves of rebellion. For example, Yemenis lacked the widespread access to social media 

which was considered important to the Egyptian uprising, Syrians were repressed to a 

far greater degree than Egyptians and Yemenis, desperate economic hardship was 

absent in Libya although it was present in all other rebellious countries, and yet citizens 

in all three cases mobilized in mass numbers. Rebellions and revolutions, therefore, 

diffused under vastly different domestic conditions, and mostly without any direct 

contact between activists and protesters in other countries.  

 I posit that since it is people who are emulating and learning from the examples 

of others in other countries, it is whatever makes them view one-another as similar that 

will determine who they consider worthy of imitation and, therefore, which countries 

                                                
128 Cao 2009; Greenhill 2010; Strebel 2011. 
129 Murdoch and Sandler 2002; Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006; Selehyan 2008.  
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are more susceptible to diffusion of rebellion. Further, I argue that actors view one 

another as similar if they share a similar identity.  

 Broadly, identity can be understood as the degree of “we-ness” among 

constituent members of a community, a community that can exist both within a state 

and between multiple states. 130  Damon Centola and Michael Macy revised 

Granovetter’s famous study on the strength of weak ties – which postulates that 

diffusion is more effective if the ties that bind actors are long and wide131 – to show that 

while this may well be the case for some cases of diffusion, it is not true for high risk 

social movements, such as rebellions and revolutions. 132 In these circumstances, it is 

not only beneficial for collective action, but necessary that information come from 

sources that are trusted and seen as kin, and which are therefore regarded as relevant 

and believable. Thus, in the diffusion of revolution, information is not the only 

necessary element: assurance and indignation are similarly important, and they are most 

effective when shared by those closest to you. 

 International relations literature – especially within the constructivist paradigm – 

has long argued emphasized the role of identity in shaping relationships between states. 

In rejecting realist views of the state as “undifferentiated” rational actors, Katzenstein 

argues that a better understanding of world politics comes from acknowledging the role 

of state identities to their interactions.133 For example, in analyzing which states are 

viewed as a threat, Katzenstein argues for an examination of their “conceptions of 

identity, of self versus other” which are always part of threat perception and which “are 

                                                
130 Snow 2001, 2213.  
131 Granovetter (1973) 
132 Centola and Macy (2007) 
133 Katzenstein 1995 
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not merely derivative of material capabilities…The threat perceptions of groups and 

states are embedded instead in systems of meaning that affect what is and what is not 

defined as a threat.”134 Katzenstein also draws a distinction between state and national 

identities. Whereas state identities “are primarily external; they describe the actions of 

governments in a society of states,” national identities “are primarily internal; they 

describe the processes by which mass publics acquire, modify, and forget their 

collective identities.”135 However, neither state nor national identities are demarcated 

exclusively by state borders.136 Borders often separate communities that share many 

characteristics that we often associate with the nation – such as language, religion, and 

ethnicity – but they do not necessarily break the ties between those communities. In fact, 

they very often reinforce such ties through mutual agreements, preferential treatment in 

international negotiations, and relatively frequent interactions. At least some aspects of 

relations between these states, then, are characterized by mutual affection, the very 

opposite of the “self-and-other” identities involved in threat perception. 

 And so are the relationships of individuals within these states. When Benedict 

Anderson posited his “imagined communities,” he described how national identities and 

nationalisms function to bind together individuals who do not know each-other, “yet in 

the minds of each lives the image of their communion.”137 Here again Anderson himself 

imagined these communities to be limited, to be bounded by physical boundaries, but 

the definition he provides is at least equally applicable to any community whose self-

                                                
134 Katzenstein 2003, 736 
135 Katzenstein 1998, 20.   
136 For an excellent analysis of “security communities” of states – an arrangement 
facilitated by similarities of states – that similarly eschews the centrality of borders, see 
Deutsch 1957. 
137 Anderson 1991, 6. 
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image is similar to another, regardless of national borders. When this is the case, then 

individuals in different countries who share an image of belonging to a common 

community react to events in one country as if they are very relevant to their own. 

 More precisely, I contend that four particular identity markers – ethnicity, 

language, religion, and geographic proximity – largely determine how similar or 

different individuals imagine themselves to be. Note that three of the four identity 

markers (ethnicity, language, and religion) are non-material. The exception, geographic 

proximity, matters primarily because frequent social interaction tends to increase 

mutual identification with neighbors. As Karl Deutsch pointed out, interactions among 

agents over time and “the stream of experiences to which they give rise” can create a 

sense of community.138 Geographical proximity fosters and reinforces shared identity 

through social interaction and thus that facilitates the diffusion of rebellion by 

strengthening the influence of the other three factors. In addition, these social 

interactions are multiple, and can range from economic ties, to participation in regional 

institutions, and even to a slow convergence of political and economic systems within a 

particular space, which also function to create a shared identity independent of the other 

three markers. I call countries that share a number of these characteristics identity 

neighbors, and measure the strength of their identity, their identity proximity, by how 

many of these markers they share.  

 Conceptualized in this manner, a shared identity also explains and sets the outer 

limits of the spread of rebellion: individuals from countries with a shared identity are 

most likely to experience cognitive and emotive mechanisms from events happening to 

one of them. It also explains why the European rebellions spread within Europe, the 
                                                
138 Deutsch 1954, 54.  
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“color revolutions” within the Soviet sphere of influence, and the Arab Uprisings within 

the Arab world. When Weyland writes that the revolution in France was the type of 

event that would naturally incite other Europeans, he is making an implicit identity 

argument.139 Similarly, when all studies of the Arab Uprisings restrict their attention to 

the Arab world, they are already assuming that rebellions are unlikely to diffuse to other, 

non-Arab countries. It is their shared identity that keeps these rebellions predominantly 

within a shared identity neighborhood. 

 Since identity is a shared feeling of “we-ness,” it gives rise to emotions that 

would not be present in its absence. As rational calculators, many individuals in Sub-

Saharan Africa and other regions where citizens suffer under regimes similar to that of 

Ben Ali of Tunisia should have drawn the same conclusions as Egyptians and Yemenis 

did concerning the possibilities for rebellion. The fact that they were not moved to 

rebellion by events in Tunisia is at least partially because they did not identify with 

Arab Tunisians. Emotional arousal explains why only some of the individuals who 

receive information are moved to action.140 The fact that there was no comparable 

emotional arousal in these other places following events in Tunisia is a major reason 

why rebellion did not spread to these countries. This also points to the fact that 

cognitive mechanisms, while necessary for the spread of rebellion, can be activated in 

the absence of a shared identity, but are insufficient for rebellion. Emotive mechanisms, 
                                                
139 Weyland also points out that rebellion spread to other, Latin American, countries, 
but rebellions there were sparked by individuals who were well-connected with the 
colonial powers in Europe, and oftentimes were settlers (Weyland 2009). Within the 
Caribbean, after rebellion occurred in French Haiti, it was the Cubans who feared its 
spread for the same reasons outlined here: they feared that slaves in Cuba would learn 
from their brethren in Haiti, especially since many Haitian blacks had been sold in 
Havana and now resided in Cuba. Ferrer, 2014. 
140 For a criticism on the assumption of uniform and predictable reactions to similar 
information, see Kirshner 2015.  
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meanwhile, are far more likely to be activated by a shared identity, and in combination 

with cognitive liberation provide the necessary mechanisms for the spread of 

rebellion.141  

This can be stated more formally as the first hypothesis of the dissertation: 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Rebellion in one country is more likely to diffuse to other countries 
  that share a similar identity; the more similar the identity between two 
  countries, the higher the probability that the rebellion will spread. 
 

 Before moving on to the causes of variation of the spread of rebellion within an 

identity neighborhood, it is important to acknowledge two important criticisms that can 

be made against the conceptualization of identity that I propose here. The first is that 

this conceptualization appears similar to the (in)famous concept of “civilizations” 

proposed by Samuel Huntington in 1996. However, that is not the case. I must concede 

that I am taxonomizing identity in a way that does not necessarily capture the many 

varieties that exist within each country. But in building theories we are always 

simplifying and building categories and, I argue, these measures of identity are relevant 

to our modern time. For one, they are not static and do not divide areas of the world in 

the way that Huntington’s categories do. The measure of identity that I propose is 

continuous: for example, Egypt may share four identity markers with Tunisia, three 

                                                
141 I must note that research in neuroscience and psychology show that cognition and 
emotion often exhibit a bi-directional relationship. Specifically, emotions influence 
attention, memory, thinking, association, and judgments; and, reversing the causal 
arrow, “cognitive processes are integral to elicitation of affective states, as people’s 
appraisal and analysis of situational information activate appropriate emotional 
responses.” Forgas 2006, 6. It may well be that emotions nearly always influence 
cognition, but the opposite need not be the case: one can pass a judgment in a situation 
without emotions necessarily being involved. I am arguing for taking these two 
mechanisms as analytically distinct partially as a heuristic, but also because in the 
definition of cognitive and emotive mechanisms that I have provided, we can 
differentiate to a reasonable degree whether individuals learn from a particular situation, 
and whether they were emotionally aroused by it.  
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with Sudan, and two with Chad, and the latter may share all four with Central African 

Republic. In terms of identity, there are no absolute barriers that divide Egypt from 

Central African Republic, because they are connected through a common neighbor, 

which can act as a conveyor belt for rebellion. However, indirect transmission would be 

less likely than with other, closer neighbors. Second, I want to emphasize that this 

measure is most appropriate for the post 1945 period and the creation of both nation 

states and the birth of nationalism, which eliminated some of the older structural 

conditions and identities based on smaller localities, such as villages and tribes. 

Ironically, nationalism destroyed some of the older and more fragmented identities, but 

it sustained and reinforced some components of identity – such as language, ethnicity, 

and religion – that provided it with a legitimate claim over the nation. 

 The second, and equally important, criticism is that identity as I have 

conceptualized here is not, in fact, the most important cause of receptivity between 

countries. Political ideology and participation in regional institutions that represent and 

foster that ideology are equally important. For example, as Bunce and Wolchik argue, 

the regimes in Eastern Europe and Eurasia “were not just similar to one another with 

respect to their political and economic institutions; they also shared borders and in most 

cases were members of the same political-economic and security bloc, that is, the 

Council for Mutual Economic Assistance and the Warsaw Treaty Organization.”142 In 

other words, receptivity for diffusion in this argument is independent of identity. The 

authors continue to build an argument that distinguishes these Eastern European 

countries, which experienced waves of revolutions, from countries such as China, Cuba, 

                                                
142 Bunce and Wolchik 2013, 124. 
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North Korea, Laos, and Vietnam, which did not. The main distinction, they argue, is 

that the absence of geographic proximity and lack of participation in common regional 

institutions, made the countries where Communism did not survive better able to stave 

off rebellion, or to efficiently repress it once it did start.143   

 In response, I would argue that these studies actually rely on an implicit identity 

argument, and that a shared political ideology functions to foster a shared identity over 

time and, as a result, it is largely compatible with the argument that I propose here. I 

have included “geographic proximity” as an identity marker because I argue that 

physical closeness leads to a convergence of political ideologies, similar political 

ideologies lead to greater interactions between states and their members, and that these 

interactions foster a shared identity.144 In an earlier study, Valerie Bunce makes a 

similar argument when she states that “on the eve of Gorbachev’s rise to power in the 

Soviet Union, shared borders, commonalities in culture, and the sheer density of 

political and economic ties among states meant that communism was a “joint enterprise” 

in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.”145 The distinction between this argument and 

the one I propose here is that I am explaining the root of those cultural similarities to be 

based on factors such as language, ethnicity, religion, and geographic proximity, and 

that I give these factors a greater and explicit importance in my theory. As a result, I 

would argue that the main difference between Soviet republics and Eastern European 

countries on the one hand and Cuba, China, North Korea, Laos, and Vietnam, on the 

                                                
143 Bunce and Wolchik 2013, 181 
144 For the role of geographic proximity and regime and ideological convergence, see 
Zhukov and Stewart 2001; and Buckhart and Lewis-Beck 1994. 
145 Bunce 2010 referenced in Bunce and Wolchik 2013, 124. Italics added. Kramer 
(2015) makes a similar argument. 
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other, is not only whether they participate in a single organization or not, but rather that 

their identities also function to divide them into these two broad groups (with the 

exception of Cuba), and are primarily responsible for where revolutions spread.146 

Participation in regional institutions is not independent of the identity of participating 

countries: in fact, it is often both a function and cause of those identities, as well as a 

result of opportunities for interactions made possible by physical proximity. Note also 

that these countries share a political and economic ideology, hence political ideology 

absent frequent interactions – and the resulting shared identity that arises out of these 

interactions – may not lead two countries to be receptive of one another.    

 Finally, these studies that look at receptivity for the spread of rebellion as based 

on similar political regimes or participation in regional institutions are very top-down in 

their explanations: their focus is on how regimes and elites react to events in other 

countries, and less so on what inspires people to get to the streets and rebel against these 

elites. But if we are to explain how people rebel and not only how they are repressed, 

then we must explain how this participation in regional institutions impacts individuals 

at a micro level: that, I argue, is best accounted for by the shared identity that is created 

as a result of increased interactions among populations whose similar governments 

                                                
146 It must be noted that while differences between countries in the Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe abound, their degree of interaction, knowledge of – if not direct use of – 
Russian as a main language, percentage of their population as Eastern Orthodox, and in 
many cases the presence of Slavic groups within their borders, makes individuals within 
these countries identify with one-another. While my measures of language, ethnicity, 
and religion may be broad and not precise enough to account for more detailed domestic 
and regional variation, they do function to both show broad similarities between 
countries, as well as to capture how those measures change over time. For example, if 
Russian language brought Soviet republics closer to one-another during the existence of 
the Soviet Union, the emphasis of some of these countries to rehabilitate and sometimes 
erase Russian may well mean that the identity proximity of the post-Soviet republics 
may weaken over time: my yearly measures can account for this change. 
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participate in a regional institution. Regional organizations, by themselves, cannot 

explain individual participation in protest: the identities to which they give rise may do 

so.  

 

3.3. Domestic Opportunity Structures 

  So far I have suggested that an external factor – rebellion in a neighboring 

country – and identity proximity best explain the spread of rebellion. Here I point out 

how, in addition to this external context, domestic conditions favorable to mobilization 

shape the means of channeling newly acquired knowledge and emotional arousal, and 

thus make rebellion more likely. These factors operate in tandem: cognitive liberation 

or emotional arousal after a neighborhood rebellion but without domestic opportunity 

structures will not facilitate rebellion and, similarly, domestic opportunity structures 

without emotional arousal and cognitive liberation will not be able to do so either.  

 The analytic focus on the mutual influence of strategy and context, of protesters 

and opportunity structures, directs attention to the large theoretical tensions in collective 

action, between structure and agency. Janice Stein captures this level of analysis 

problem when she states that “how emotions move from the individual to the collective 

is still inadequately articulated.”147 Groups, after all, do not feel and do not learn. Yet, 

we need to be explicit how precisely individual feelings, information, and preferences 

become collective.148 Although individuals may learn methods of protest and are 

emotionally aroused to rebel against their regimes, the possibility of emulation does not 

                                                
147 Stein 2013, 387. 
148 This of course goes back to Mancur Olson’ 1965 treatise on the “Logic of Collective 
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imply that mobilization will be automatically forthcoming. This is where domestic 

opportunity structures come into play: mobilizing structures within autonomous 

organizations and a vibrant civil society are necessary in order to organize individual 

anger into collective action.149  

 I started this chapter with a quote by Trotsky on the crisis of revolutionary 

leadership. Many of the early twentieth century communists, including Antonio 

Gramsci and Vladimir Lenin, focused most of their energies on how to mobilize the 

proletarian masses into a communist revolution.150  More mainstream social scientists 

have sought to provide a comprehensive theory from these insights and practices. In fact, 

we can utilize the notion of domestic opportunity structures in mobilization, a basic 

presumption in the works of Charles Tilly and his colleagues, the largest and most 

significant body of work on social movements.151 In response to both purely structural 

accounts of revolution and the grievance models of rebellion, opportunity structure 

theorists argued that certain factors that facilitate mobilization – such as the 

organizational strength of the movement, relative decline in repression, and wider 

political enfranchisement – must also be present.152 Their presence, in turn, also 

explains why only some countries erupt in rebellion, despite similar structural 

conditions or shared grievances.153   

                                                
149 Kaplan 2013; Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2015. 
150 See Gramsci 2011 edition. 
151 Tilly 1977 brought a more rigorous and comprehensive theory of the insights first 
produced by Eisinger in 1973 On the role of opportunity structures, see also Tarrow 
1989; and McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001.  
152 For structuralist accounts of revolution, see especially Moore 1996 and Skocpol 
1979. For grievance based models, see gurr 1970. 
153 Opportunity structures apply to diffusion more broadly, not only rebellion and 
revolution. For example, Ayoub finds that domestic LGBT groups are essential in the 
adoption of policies relevant to the community. Activist communities mobilize popular 
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 Studies of the causes of the revolutions of 1848, for example, propose that a 

relative decline in repression and an increasingly free press is essential to 

mobilization.154 Organized labor has been a crucial part of resistance campaigns in 

South Africa, El Salvador, Bolivia, Iran, and elsewhere.155 Similarly, events in Eastern 

Europe in the late 1980s followed relative regime openings after glasnost and 

perestroika, and the slow easing of Soviet repression from Moscow that preceded these 

events.156 The color revolutions in Eastern Europe were organized by savvy activists 

who could freely associate.157 Finally, rebellions in the Middle East spread more readily 

to those countries – especially Egypt and Yemen – that had pre-existing activist 

networks and long civil histories of organized labor action. Despite the fact many 

scholars of the Arab Uprisings argue that existing organizations did not have an 

important role in mobilization of the uprisings, I find that this is inaccurate. In fact, even 

when individuals did not have any direct contact with such organizations, they felt 

emboldened by the expectation that these organizations would participate in protest.158 

An engaged civil society, therefore, was an important enabling factor even for those 

who were not active members of these organizations. In sum, as Tilly et al have long 

                                                                                                                                          
opinion and political support both within their host countries and abroad. (Ayoub 2016). 
See also Acharya 2004; Wolders 1999; Nadelmann 1990. 
154 Hassanpour 2014; Toska 2015a and 2015b. 
155 Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2015, 8. 
156 Beissinger 2007.  
157 Bunce and Wolchick 2006; Beissinger 2007. 
158 I received very different answers when asking Egyptians whether they participated in 
any formal group or organization, and whether they knew of movements and groups 
that were organizing protests; however, even when they were not directly involved, they 
were well aware of who might participate. This removed the barrier of fear, knowing 
that there would be strength in numbers and they would not be the only ones 
participating. For the opposite view, see Pearlman 2013; Lynch 2011, 2012, 2015.  
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argued, rebellions have occurred in those countries with some prior level of political 

participation and mobilizing structures.  

 But what exactly are these mobilizing structures? In social movement theory, 

political opportunity structures can mean so many things that some critics have warned 

that “the concept of political opportunity structure is in danger of becoming a sponge 

that soaks up every aspect of the social movement environment.”159 These structures 

can be anything: youth bulge, an increase in population, rapid urbanization, a 

government opening, et cetera. I argue that the relevant opportunity structures for the 

spread of rebellion are autonomous organizations. These autonomous organizations can 

be anything from labor unions and parties that have functioned independently of the 

regime, to student groups, non-governmental organizations, and religious institutions. 

The important characteristics of these organizations are that they have some hierarchical 

leadership, formal membership, and allow for the relatively free voicing of opinion. If 

they have these characteristics, they can also turn individual anger into collective anger. 

 Further, as Tilly points out, protest frequency has a curvilinear relationship with 

political openness. When authorities give their citizens routine and meaningful avenues 

for access, few of its members protest because less costly and more direct means of 

exercising influence are available.160 At the other end of the spectrum, authorities can so 

repress opposition such that people are simply unable to rebel.161 As a result, protests 

are more likely to occur when a regime tolerates demonstrations and when citizens are 

neither sufficiently advantaged to obviate the need to rebel nor sufficiently repressed so 

                                                
159 Meyer 2004, 126. 
160 Tilly 1977. 
161 Meyer 2004, 126. 
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as to be unable to do so. Mobilizing structures thus come into play in the middle of the 

openness spectrum.  

 Figure 3 joins together the different parts of the theory and mechanisms explained 

in this section: 

  

   Figure 3: Theory and Mechanisms 

 

 Figure 3 brings together identity proximity, the two causal mechanisms, and 

domestic opportunity structures and illustrates how opportunity structures are more 

likely to matter when similar countries experience rebellion. As we shall see, 

individuals in these structures are also more likely to be opportunistic and capable of 

mounting a resistance after the updating of information that occurs after a rebellion in 

an identity neighborhood. Together, these insights lead to the second hypothesis of the 

dissertation: 
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Hypothesis 2: Rebellion in one country is more likely to be replicated in countries that 
  share a similar identity, conditional on the prior presence of mobilizing 
  structures. 
 
To which we can add an addendum: 
      2.a: Very repressive and fully democratic regimes are both less likely to 
  experience rebellion (because of an absence of mobilization and the 
  ability to vote the regime out, respectively), whereas semi-authoritarian 
  regimes are most likely to experience rebellion after a neighborhood 
  eruption. 
 

 Note that my argument about mobilizing structures does not include a 

transnational element, which is one of the most common explanations for much of the 

literature on the spread of contentious movements.162 While recognizing the importance 

of transnational activists during the Color Revolution, I argue that not only are they not 

present in the other three major waves of revolution, but when they are central to the 

spread of rebellion, their effect is not independent of a shared identity. Transnational 

activists in the Color revolutions operated in an environment where anti-communism 

and then anti-authoritarianism was seen as a “joint enterprise,” not least because of their 

“shared cultures.”163 Activists from Serbia, Ukraine, and Georgia operated under the 

shared understanding that it was possible to get people aroused and onto the streets in 

order to emulate events in neighboring countries. That implicit knowledge, however, 

was absent when the same activists tried to export their model to other countries of the 

world, such as Ethiopia, Kenya, and then Tunisia and Egypt.164 In Egypt, the April 6 

Movement went so far as to adopt the Serbian movement’s – Otpor – slogans and image 

of a raised fist as its own symbol. But in all of these cases, activists on the ground that 

                                                
162 See Bunce and Wolchik 2006, 2011, and 2013; Bunce 2011; Elkins 2008; Elkink 
2010 and 2013. 
163 Bunce and Wolchik 2013, 124. 
164 Gelvin 2011, 59 
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did learn from and adopted some of the methods of the Color revolutions’ activists, 

were unable to translate these lessons into mass mobilization. This only occurred in 

Egypt after the Tunisian revolution: April 6 and other groups that were not affiliated 

with Otpor in any way were equally engaged in protest mobilization. In Ethiopia and 

Kenya, the networks and learning never went beyond the elite level of transnational 

activists.  In other words, I argue that if we are to understand the effect of physical 

transnational activist networks and linkages, we must still look at whether these 

activists can translate the transnational message into a locally appealing one: and such 

appeal is unlikely to happen absent a shared identity between both activists and local 

populations. Activists themselves are more prone to adopting foreign models, because 

they usually are more cosmopolitan and well-connected. However, those lessons are 

lost if they cannot also somehow appeal to the larger public. Transnational activists, in 

other words, have their hands tied by the degree of resonance that a foreign message 

will have in another locale.  

 The same argument goes for efforts by the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID), which is often credited with having aided the 

Arab Uprisings since the early 2000s.165 However, USAID operated in North Africa and 

the Middle East as well as many other countries around the world. In fact, Egypt was of 

equal priority to USAID as was Pakistan, and more money was spent in the latter.166 

Many groups in Egypt – including labor unions – received money and training from the 

USAID, as it tried to decentralize power in authoritarian regimes as a first step toward 

the empowerment of local groups and, hopefully, eventual democratization. Even in this 

                                                
165 Snyder and Faris 2011, p. 2 
166 USAID Survery Report, April 30, 2015. 
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case, however, rebellion did not spread to all the countries where USAID had pro-

democratization projects, but only to those countries with a shared identity. This is not 

to say that both transnational networks and foreign aid, such as USAID, have no impact 

on rebellion, because they can empower domestic groups that may eventually lead these 

rebellions. They are both insufficient, however, to help us understand when and where 

domestic rebellion may spread, since this empowerment may come to naught absent a 

shared identity between potential rebels. For this reason, transnational activist networks 

and foreign aid are excluded as a necessary cause for my theory of the spread of 

rebellion, even as they may have important long-term effect in particular cases. 

 

3.4 Power in Numbers 

 Finally, I tackle the analytically distinct, yet related, question of when rebellions 

are most likely to succeed. The list of potential causes here is enormous and includes 

factors such as: degree of repression,167 youth bulge,168 military defection,169 financial 

resources at the disposal of the regime,170 foreign involvement in support of either the 

regime or the opposition,171 whether the opposition was violent or not,172 et cetera. The 

Arab Uprising has similarly produced many competing theories. Surveying the region, 

Brownlee, Masoud, and Reynolds find that while there were no structural preconditions 

for the emergence of uprisings – the fundamentally random manner in which protests 

spread meant that a wide variety of regimes faced popular challenges – they find that 

                                                
167 Urdal 2006. 
168 Filiu 2011. 
169 Bellin 2012. 
170 Brownlee et al. 2015. 
171 Chenoweth 2015. 
172 Ibid. 
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“the success of the campaign to oust the ruler was structurally preconditioned by two 

variables: oil wealth (which endows the ruler with enough material resources to forestall 

or contain challenges) and the precedent of hereditary succession (which indicates the 

heightened loyalty of coercive agents to the executive.)173 Others, like Eva Bellin, also 

emphasize the role of leadership and military relations as central to whether the 

rebellion will succeed or succumb to repression.174 

 Contrary to these arguments, I argue that the size and nature of the opposition 

more or less determine the success of the movement. Social movement theory has listed 

this factor as one of many relevant ones for gauging the success of their movements, but 

I assert that it is crucial.175 Sociologists have long argued that the attainment of critical 

mass can change the outcome of collective action. 176 Accepting this insight and 

combining it with my findings from the field, I argue that rebellions in Tunisia, Egypt, 

and Yemen succeeded in large part because a sufficiently large number of individuals 

participated in protest. Prior protests in each of these countries were smaller in number 

than those that succeeded, and spread only to one or two locations within the country, 

which diminished their political yield. The Arab Uprisings, by contrast, overwhelmed 

the security apparatuses and changed the calculations of the military when deciding 

whether to back the regime or allow protests to take place. As one protester told me: 

The security apparatus was used to fight protests, even large ones. But we 
were coming from every single direction at once and there was nothing 
that they could do. There were protests in Tahrir, protests in Sayyida 

                                                
173 Brownlee et all 2013, 30. 
174 Bellin 2012. 
175 Ayoub 2016 implicitly argues that the visibility of LGBT activists is at least partially 
dependent on their numbers, which then makes their actions more successful. See also 
Tilly, McAdam and Tarrow 2001. 
176 Oliver et al. 1985; DeNardo 1985. 
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Zeinab Square, protests in Heliopolis. The security services were thinly 
spread, and they couldn’t take us all.177  

 

 More specifically, then, I posit that the critical mass protests must attain is a size 

both large enough and sufficiently widespread so as to overwhelm the security 

apparatus. When that critical mass is reached, the military may open the door to regime 

change because it realizes that: 1) the regime has lost legitimacy; 2) repressing 

protesters becomes difficult because the family members of military personnel are often 

participating in protests; and, 3) they have an opportunity to broker and even control the 

impending transition. Meanwhile, the presence of oil and the hereditary nature of the 

regimes are important factors that make rebellion unlikely – because these two factors 

are usually associated with far more authoritarian regimes – and it is precisely in this 

stifling of pre-existing mobilizing structures that their power as explanatory factors rests. 

However, this stifling can be achieved, and it has been achieved, in other ways, 

including totalitarian dictatorships that have been hard to overthrow. In other words, oil 

and the hereditary nature of the regime lead to one type of extreme regime type – closer 

to dictatorships – and this is what makes them harder to overthrow. This also makes it 

possible to generalize these factors beyond the Arab Uprisings. This leads to the third 

and final hypotheses of the dissertation: 

Hypothesis 3: Rebellion is more likely to succeed in overthrowing the regime if the 
 movement includes a very large number of individuals, and if the rebellion 
 occurs in more than one location within the country. 
 

Hypothesis 3.a: Rebellion is even more likely to succeed in overthrowing the regime if 
 the movement includes a very large number of individuals, if the rebellion 
 occurs in more than one location within the country, and the regime is neither 
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 democratic nor completely repressive. 
  

 Alternative explanations will be included in the testing of these hypotheses.  

Here I want to draw attention to the fact that I have so far argued that the success of 

rebellion rests predominantly on domestic factors, whereas its onset is very often, at 

least partially, sparked by external exemplars. This does not exclude the possibility that 

in particular cases foreign intervention may sway the outcome of rebellion. This is 

especially the case with the Saudi Arabian intervention in Bahrain, or the multi-country 

interventions in Syria and Libya. When such large external forces become explicitly and 

directly involved in domestic rebellions, they can sway the outcome for the group that 

they support. The large statistical analysis in Chapter III supports this argument.  

 

4. Can We Predict Rebellion? 

 Despite growing emphasis on prediction in political science, scholars of 

rebellion and revolution have adamantly maintained that it is impossible to predict these 

events, both on theoretical principle and because of the empirical fact that we have 

always failed to do so.178 Charles Kurzman, for example, believes that the behavior of 

participants in revolution is unexpected, even by the participants themselves, before 

they are caught up in the drama of the moment.179 He makes this point rather forcefully: 

“It is possible to argue that revolutions…are explainable afterward but inherently 

unpredictable beforehand…Revolutions may be products of tiny initial choices and an 

infinity of subsequent turning points and interactions that can be narrowed down or 

                                                
178 For a discussion on the difficulty of predicting social change, see Skocpol 1979.  
179 Kurzman 2004. 
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identified only in hindsight.”180 Timur Kuran similarly argues that revolutionaries 

themselves are incapable of anticipating when rebellions may occur. In the early days of 

1917 Lenin told an audience in Switzerland that older men like himself would not live 

to see Russia’s great explosion.181 Similarly, only days before the start of the Iranian 

revolution of 1979, cablegrams from the United States embassy in Tehran assured the 

U.S. government of the stability of the Shah’s regime.182 

 The argument I put forth here is probabilistic, attempting to explain when 

rebellion and revolution are more likely to occur. It does not attempt to predict them. 

However, because I examine the onset of rebellions as largely interdependent events, I 

show that we can discuss the possibility of rebellion in one country, after one of its 

neighbors has already experienced rebellion. In other words, as all the above scholars 

warn, we can be surprised by the Tunisian rebellion, but not by where it spread. 

Similarly, we can find the Iranian revolution unexpected, but not the fact that it failed to 

diffuse to other Middle Eastern countries. The difference is significant, as are the policy 

implications which I discuss in the concluding chapter. 

  

                                                
180 Ibid. 330. 
181 In Kuran 1989, 63. 
182 Mawwell 2013, 38. 
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Chapter III 
Why Rebellions Spread and Often Succeed 

  

 Rebellions are rare events that, even when they fail, still have the capacity to 

alter the course of domestic, regional, and world politics to a greater degree than most 

political events. The literature offers many explanations as to why rebellions occur, why 

they spread, and why they succeed. None of that literature, however, exhaustively 

analyzes all rebellions, their effects on one-another, and whether they succeeded in 

overthrowing their regimes. This study aims to fill this gap by systematically exploring 

the inter-dependence of rebellions and their surprisingly large degree of success using 

aggregate data on rebellions and revolutions from 1945-2013. The mechanisms of their 

spread and success are examined in the following chapter. The goals of this chapter are 

threefold: first, to determine whether rebellions are more likely to occur if a neighbor 

has already experienced a rebellion; second, to explore whether rebellions are more 

likely to spread to countries that have already have favorable domestic opportunity 

structures; and third, to discern whether the size and nature of the rebellion influences 

its success. 

1. Why Rebellions Spread 

1.1 Data and Methods: Unit of Analysis and Dependent Variable 

 In order to more systematically test the theory and the first two hypotheses, I 

constructed a panel dataset of all countries from 1945 to 2013. The unit of analysis is 
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the country year. I included only countries with a population over 250,000, based on the 

list of independent states collected by Gleditsch and Ward.183 

 My dependent variable is “rebellion”, which is a binary variable that notes 

whether or not a country experienced rebellion in a given year. To be designated as a 

rebellion, as earlier stated, a movement must have had mass protests with that: 1) 

involve a minimum of 10,000 participants; 2) occur over multiple days and which 

spread to multiple locations within a country; and 3) explicitly call for the overthrow the 

regime. In compiling this data, I initially relied on existing studies of revolution and 

regime change, as well as campaign movements more broadly.184 However, none of 

these existing data sets were well-suited to my question. Data on revolution only 

recognized successful revolutions (not rebellions), and data on regime change similarly 

measured only cases when uprisings or irregular transitions managed to overturn 

regimes. Since I am interested in the onset of rebellion, I had to examine all cases of 

rebellion, regardless of whether or not they succeeded in overthrowing the regime.185 

The NAVCO dataset provided a good starting point, but its definition of campaigns was 

too broad, including not only uprisings against the regime, but also campaigns to 

change the constitution, as well as liberation and secession movements. Given my 

definition of rebellion, the data had to be collected from scratch, with consistent cross-

                                                
183 Gleditsch and Ward (1999). I added newly independent countries with a population 
greater than 250,000 – such as Kosovo – to this list. 
184 For the first comprehensive dataset on revolutions, see Jeff Colgan (2013). For 
various measures of regimes, see Geddes (2014). For a list of political campaigns, see 
the NAVCO (The Non-Violent and Violent Campaigns and Outcomes) dataset (2014). 
185 Elsewhere in the dissertation I examine this question of when and why rebellions 
succeed. 
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checking with existing datasets.186 Of the 8654 country years in my dataset, 874 years 

are coded as “rebellion”. 

 

1.2 Independent and Control Variables 

 The independent variables in this study are whether or not countries that 

possessed a similar identity experienced a rebellion, and whether or not there was some 

degree of prior mobilization. As discussed in the previous chapter, most studies that 

look at similarity between countries as a factor in the spread of contention consider 

similarity rather broadly: whether any two countries are part of the same geographic 

region. 187  This is a very crude measure that lumps together countries that vary 

significantly from one-another: for example, the relationship between the Ukraine and 

Russia is weighed the same as that between the Ukraine and the United Kingdom. 

Conversely, the relationship between the United States and the United Kingdom, and 

the latter with its former colonies, are not weighted at all. As a static measure, “region” 

is problematic, to say the least. To address this I built a theoretically informed measure 

of similarity that pairs each country in the world with its potential neighbors on the four 

criteria of interest: ethnicity, language, religion, and geographic proximity.  

 The creation of this variable required multiple steps. The four criteria that 

measure identity proximity were first measured for each country. For the criteria of 

ethnicity and language, I relied on data available in the PRIO (Peace Research Institute 

                                                
186 Fifteen research assistants were given the task of examining 45 countries each over a 
period of one year. Each country was coded by three different researchers, using 
encyclopedias and a list of country histories (See Appendix C). Where researchers 
agreed, the coding was accepted. If differences persisted, it was followed by either a 
further examination of the case, or an ambiguous coding. 
187 Beissinger 2007 and 2009; Bunce and Wolchick 2006; Gleditsch and Ward 2006; 
Weyland 2009. 
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in Oslo) database.188 This database also includes a variable for religion, but it does not 

differentiate between different denominations of the same great world religion, such as 

Catholicism and Protestantism or Shi’a and Sunni Islam, which many studies argue 

prove just as important – at times more so – than differences between world religions.189 

The Correlates of War dataset is similar to PRIO. As a result, I collected data on each of 

the main religions – Christianity, Islam, Animism, Buddhism, Atheism, Hinduism, 

Shintoism, and Judaism – but also included the two main denominations in each one, 

where appropriate.190 For each country, I then recorded the two main ethnic, religious, 

and linguistic group names. 

  I then created a dyadic dataset that paired countries based on whether they 

shared the same largest or second largest ethnic, religious, and linguistic group. Each of 

these new dyadic variables is binary: coded as “1” if countries shared an ethnic group, 

and “0” otherwise. At this stage I also added geographic proximity from Gleditsch and 

Ward (2006), as a dummy variable recording whether or not two countries share borders, 

or whether or not the distance between their capitals was below a certain threshold. 

 Thirdly, I created my independent variable of interest – whether any identity 

neighbor countries experienced a rebellion in the last 2 years – by combining 

information from the dyadic dataset with the four identity markers, and the panel dataset 

with the measure of rebellion. For example, I created a variable called “Ethnic Neighbor 

Rebellion” which records whether any of the countries with which Afghanistan shares 

                                                
188 Studies that have used this dataset include Ellingsen 2000; Gleditsch and Ward 
2006; and Zhukov and Stewart 2013. 
189 For the most famous example of religions as large, undifferentiated boxes, see 
Huntington 1993. See also Fox 2001. 
190 Data was collected using the CIA’s World Fact Handbook and cross-examined with 
the PRIO and COW datasets. 
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either the largest or second largest ethnic group in a given year had a rebellion within 

the last two years. I did the same for each of the four identity markers: ethnic neighbor 

rebellion, language neighbor rebellion, religious neighbor rebellion, and geographic 

neighbor rebellion. I then created the “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” variable, which is 

an index variable that sums information from the four identity markers.  

 It is important to note here that “Identity Neighbor” rebellion does not measure a 

single country rebellion: for example, if one of Afghanistan’s ethnic neighbors had a 

rebellion (and Afghanistan shared no other identity attributes with that country) and a 

different religious neighbor had a rebellion for a given year (and again, Afghanistan 

shared no other identity attributes with that country), then the value of “identity 

neighbor rebellion” for Afghanistan for that year would be 2. Similarly, if one of 

Afghanistan’s both ethnic and religious neighbors had a rebellion, Afghanistan’s 

“identity neighbor rebellion” would also be 2. This assumes an equivalence between the 

effect of one country with which one shares all four attributes, and the effect of two 

countries with which you share two attributes each. A simpler way to understand this 

variable is to think of it as measuring the number of attributes of all identity neighbors 

that had a rebellion for a given period. 

 My second independent variable of interest – the presence of mobilizing 

structures – is measured in two ways. The first uses a “regime” variable by assigning 

Polity2 values from the PolityIV dataset for each country.191 Measures are taken for 

each year and the variable is scaled as a 21-point index, with values ranging from 0 

(highly autocratic) to 21 (highly democratic). I then divide these into three categories by 

                                                
191 This regime variable follows existing literature, such as Downes 2009; Reiter and 
Stam 2002; Jaggers and Gurr 2004; Weeks 2014. 
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assigning countries with a value of < -7 as authoritarian, < -6 and > 6 as semi-

authoritarian, and > 7 as democratic.192 The theoretical expectation is that countries that 

are very repressive (authoritarian) and very democratic are less likely to experience 

rebellion: the former because mobilizing structures are frequently absent, and the latter 

because unpopular regimes can be voted out of office. Semi-authoritarian regimes, 

meanwhile, allow for relatively autonomous organizations or a vibrant civil society in 

which, we would expect, existing organizations can coordinate and organize contentious 

action. In addition to the “regime” variable, I also directly measured the degree of prior 

mobilization by calculating the average number of major strikes and demonstrations 

over the previous five-year and ten-year periods, as recorded by the Cross-National 

Time Series Data Archive.193 However, because there is a significant amount of missing 

data in this time series, I rely more strongly on the regime variable.  

 Other variables are also included in order to evaluate alternative explanations. 

Many studies of revolution and rebellion, for example, emphasize the role of youth 

                                                
192 For a similar categorization, see Lyall 2015. 
The aggregation of a very large number of data – the “coding” – in order to rank 
countries is not without its problems. For example, Russia’s Polity score improved 
significantly in 1998, making the country appear nearly democratic, without there being 
significant changes on individual and political rights. The reason for this is that Polity is 
concerned with legislative independence as an important measure of democracy in the 
country, and in 1998 the Russian Duma rejected Yeltsin’s nomination of Victor 
Chernomyrdin as prime minister: a sign that was taken as a vast improvement for 
democracy score in Russia. Meanwhile, other aggregate data from Freedom House and 
the Economist measure individual rights and political freedoms, and give Russia 
different scores for the same year (both consider it far more authoritarian than the Polity 
dataset.) These discrepancies should be a cause for concern for all who use each dataset. 
The case studies included in this dissertation are also an attempt to examine varieties of 
regimes and domestic structures that are more detailed and context-sensitive than either 
aggregate data.  
193 Banks and Wilson 2013. The archive includes data on most countries of the world 
since the early 20th century on post political, economic and social data.  
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bulges. 194  Paul Collier, for example, has argued that the mere existence of an 

extraordinarily large pool of youth is a factor that reduces the cost of recruitment 

because the opportunity cost for a young person is low.195 Recent studies of the Arab 

Uprisings similarly emphasize the large percentage of youth as a significant factor.196 I 

use data from Urdal (2006) and the World Bank (2013) as sources for 15-29 year olds 

as a percentage of the population.  

 Urbanization has also been associated with greater contention.197 The increasing 

concentration of people in urban centers might facilitate collective action by allowing 

people to overcome erstwhile barriers of communication and coordination.198 Moreover, 

urbanization is often correlated with modernization, which is thought to produce 

individuals with more liberal preferences. For each country year, I include the average 

urban growth over the previous five year period.199 

 Poverty is also thought to be an important factor in rebellion. The so-called 

grievance-based approaches to the study of rebellion argue that widespread poverty 

leads to an accumulation of political and social indignities that may motivate 

individuals to rebel against their governing regimes.200  For each country year, I 

therefore include the average GDP per capita for the prior five years: higher GDP 

should theoretically decrease the likelihood of rebellion.  

                                                
194  For a summary of this literature, see Urdal 2006. See also Braungart 1984; 
Goldstone 1991 and 2001; Cincotta, Engelman and Anastasio 2003. 
195 Collier 2000, 94.  
196 Lynch 2013; Pearlman 2013; Tikuisis and Minkov, in Al Sumait et al. 2015, 69-92.  
197 Gurr 1970; Goldstone 1991; Wallace 2013.  
198 Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2015, 10. 
199 World Bank data, 2013 update. 
200 Gurr 1970; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Oberschall 1994; McAdam et al. 2001; Tilly 
2003; Cederman et al. 2011. 
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 Finally, when a single leader has occupied office for an abnormally long period 

of time, we would expect his regime to become increasingly unpopular, particularly as 

new generations begin to challenge the status quo and question the government’s 

legitimacy.201 Therefore, I include leader’s tenure, measured as the logged count of a 

leader’s consecutive years in office. Table 1 summarizes these variables of analysis. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
201 Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2015, 6. 

Table I: Description of Variables 
 
 
Variable                         Expected                    Indicator                                                       Source 
                                       effect on rebellion 
 

 
Identity                                    +                        Whether any of a country’s   Author 
Neighbor Rebellion                                            two main ethnic, religious, 
                linguistic or close neighbors had 
                a rebellion in the last two years 
                                                                   
Organizational           +            Average number of major strikes               Banks and 
Capacity                                                             and demonstrations for                               Wilson (2013) 
                                                                           the last five years 
 
Regime Type           +                        Whether the country’s regime                      Polity IV 
                                                 -                         is authoritarian, semi-authoritarian 
                                          Quadratic                  or democratic  
 
Economic Growth                   -                         Five year average GDP per capita               World Bank 
                                                                                                                                                 (2013) 
 
Urban Growth                         +                        Five year average Urban Growth                 World Bank   
                                                                           percentage (0-100)                                       (2013) 
 
Youth Bulge                            +                        15-29 year olds as percentage                      Urdal (2006)                
                                                                           of population                                                World Bank 
                                                                                                                                                 (2013) 
Leader’s Tenure           +                       Leader’s years in office, logged               Chenoweth and 
            and Ulfeder  
           (2015) 
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1.4 Data Analysis 

 Is a rebellion in an identity neighbor associated with the spread of rebellion 

within the neighborhood? As Table 2 illustrates, I first examine the relationship 

between ‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’ and possibility of onset of rebellion (Model 1), 

then add control variables from alternative explanations, as well as my other 

independent variable – organizational capacity measured in two different ways – in the 

remaining models (Models 3 to 5). In all models, ‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’ is 

strongly associated with the incidence of rebellion.202 I then reestimate the model using 

interactions, in order to account for the conditional relationship between ‘Identity 

Neighbor Rebellion’ and organizational capacity. Once again, ‘Identity Neighbor 

Rebellion’ is highly statistically significant, large, and positively associated with onset 

of rebellion; as the number of identity neighbors with rebellion increases, so does the 

probability of the home country experiencing a rebellion.  

 Table 2 more specifically tests Hypothesis 1, that neighborhood rebellion 

increases the odds of rebellion and that the closer the identity proximity between two 

countries, the greater the likelihood. In model 1, a one unit increase in the measure for 

‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’ leads to a 15% increase in odds of rebellion. Since 

‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’ is a complex index variable, further explanation is needed 

in order to fully capture the magnitude of this coefficient. This coefficient means that if 

country A experiences a rebellion and it shares all four identity markers – ethnicity, 

                                                
202 Throughout the data analysis section and tables, I use the conventional wisdom of 
statistical significance tests, even though there is a long debate on the way in which 
such tests are used. Statistical significance at the 5% or other arbitrary level is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for proving relevant results, it is a convention. For an excellent 
critique of the “cult of statistical significance” see Ziliak and McCloskey 2008. 
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language, religion, and geographic proximity – with country B, then the odds of country 

B having a rebellion are 15x4, or 60%. For a country C that shares only one of the 

identity markers with A, its odds of rebellion remains at 15%. In other words, the 

coefficients capture the effect of each identity marker rather than a country, and the 

closer two countries are – i.e. the more identity markers they share – the higher the odds 

of rebellion.  

 

  Model 3 examines the effects of ‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’ and includes all 

control variables as well as the ‘Polity’ score. The effect of ‘Identity Neighbor 

Table 2: Basic Model, Effects of “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” on Odd of Rebellion 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
 Model1 Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 
      
Identity Neigh. Rebellion 1.149*** 1.161*** 1.162*** 1.147*** 1.148*** 
 (0.0131) (0.0136) (0.0155) (0.0162) (0.0164) 
Youth Bulge   1.025 1.062** 1.075** 
   (0.0278) (0.0297) (0.0312) 
GDP Growth   0.938*** 0.930*** 0.922*** 
   (0.0167) (0.0188) (0.0200) 
Urban Growth   1.040 1.036 1.021 
   (0.0363) (0.0427) (0.0437) 
Leader Tenure 
 
Polity 

  1.036 
(0.0374) 
0.913*** 

1.054 
(0.0381) 

1.061 
(0.0468) 

   (0.0117)   
Polity Square   0.982***   
   (0.00247)   
Year  0.987***    
  (0.00267)    
 
Organizational Capacity  

    
1.575*** 

 

(five year average)    (0.0736)  
Organizational Capacity     1.799*** 
(ten year average)     (0.125) 
      
Constant 
 
Observations 

0.020*** 
(0.004) 
6,828 

0.013*** 
0.0002) 
6,828 

0.018*** 
(0.0120) 

6,703 

0.006*** 
(0.004) 
5,257 

0.0005*** 
(0.0003) 

5,996 
Country FE YES YES YES YES YES 
Loglikelihood -1550.004 -1542.23 -1236.824 -1059.56 -1016.349 

 
se in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
Identity Neighborhood Rebellion: measures Social Identity and Contiguity 
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Rebellion’ remains large and significant, and ‘Polity’ and ‘Polity Square’ are both 

significant. As Hypothesis 2 suggests, there appears to be a quadratic relationship 

between the likelihood of rebellion and regime type: higher for semi-authoritarian 

regimes, and lower for both authoritarian and democratic ones. Models 4 and 5 include 

the variable ‘Organizational Capacity’, which measures the average number of anti-

regime strikes and demonstrations in five- and ten-year averages, respectively. 

Organizational capacity is positively and strongly associated with odds of rebellion in 

both measures. However, given the large proportion of missing data on this measure, I 

rely more on Table 3 for interpreting the role of domestic opportunity structures on 

rebellion. But before examining that part of the analysis, it is important to note that 

GDP growth is significantly and negatively associated with rebellion: on average, 

higher GDP growth lowers the possibility of rebellion by 7%. ‘Youth Bulge’ is also 

significant in Models 4 and 5, whereas the other control variables are not. 
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 Table 3 tests the interaction effect between neighborhood rebellion and domestic 

opportunity structures, as measured by regime type. Once again, ‘Identity Neighbor 

Rebellion’ is highly statistically significant and positively associated with the odds of 

rebellion in all three regime types; however, as per Hypothesis 2, this effect is largest in 

semi-authoritarian regimes. The results of this analysis are displayed in Figure 2. For 

each unit increase in the value of the variable ‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’, the odds of 

rebellion for the home country increase by 24% if the home country is authoritarian, by 

30% if it is semi-authoritarian, and by 7% if it is democratic. But again, this ‘unit’ 

Table 3:  
Effects of “Neighbor Rebellion” and Regime Type on Odds of Rebellion 

 
 (1) (2) (3) 
 Authoritarian Semi-

Authoritarian 
Democratic 

    
Identity Neighbor Rebellion 1.234*** 1.302*** 1.071*** 
 (0.0263) (0.0362) (0.0191) 
Youth Bulge 1.054* 1.060** 1.053* 
 (0.0282) (0.0280) (0.0282) 
GDP Growth 0.940*** 0.939*** 0.940*** 
 (0.0171) (0.0171) (0.0171) 
Regime Type 0.815** 1.001** 1.049** 
 (0.0818) (0.0208) (0.0237) 
Urban Growth 1.046 1.060* 1.045 
 (0.0370) (0.0373) (0.0370) 
Leader Tenure 
 

1.043 
(0.0197) 

1.037 
(0.0176) 

1.047 
(0.0182) 

 
Constant 
 
Observations 

 
0.00457*** 
(0.00278) 

6,703 

 
0.00339*** 
(0.00203) 

6,703 

 
0.00217*

**((0.                       (0.00113) 
6,703 

Country FE YES YES YES 
Year FE 
Loglikelihood 

YES 
-1225.238 

YES 
-1227.328 

YES 
-1225.983 

 
seEform in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
Note: Coefficients of “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” are interactions (Identity Neighbor Rebellion* Regime 
Type).  
Coefficients are in Odds Ratios, and are different and statistically significant from one-another for each of 
the three “regime type” categories. 
Regime type cut offs: Authoritarian (-10:-7); Semi-Authoritarian (-6:6); Democratic (7-10) 
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measures values on each of the four identity markers, which means that if the semi-

authoritarian country C shares 4 identity markers with rebellious country A, and 2 

identity markers with similarly rebellious country B, then the odds of rebellion for C 

increase by nearly 180% (Figure 2). If C is authoritarian with the same rebellious 

neighbors, its odds would increase by nearly 144%, and if it is democratic, by 42%. To 

use a more specific example, according to this model, the odds of Egypt (semi-

authoritarian) to experience a rebellion once Tunisia did increased by 120%, since it 

shares all four identity markers with Tunisia. Meanwhile, Yemen’s odds increased by 

90%, since it shares only three of the four identity markers with Tunisia (minus 

geographical distance). 

 

Figure 2: 
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 Finally, ‘Youth Bulge’ has a significant and positive effect on rebellion, with a 

one percent increase in the percentage of youths between 15-29 years old raising the 

odds of rebellion by an average of 5% for authoritarian and democratic regimes, and 6% 

for semi-authoritarian regimes. GDP Growth also behaves as expected, with higher 

GDP decreasing the odds of rebellion by 6%. Urban Growth is only significant for 

semi-authoritarian regimes, with a one percent increase in urban growth increasing the 

odds of rebellion by 6%, whereas Leader Tenure is not significant in any of the models. 

 

1.5 Robustness Checks 

 These findings were subjected to multiple robustness checks. Most importantly, 

because the models were estimated using logistic regression with country fixed effects – 

in order to control for potential omitted variables203 – some of the data is not estimated. 

More specifically, countries that never experienced a rebellion were dropped from the 

analysis. In order to be sure that the dropped data was not responsible for the positive 

test of the hypotheses, I estimated the models using random effects (Tables 4 and 5 in 

the Appendix). I also estimated the same model as Table 3, but using different 

thresholds to create the three regime categories from the Polity2 score (see Table 6 in 

the Appendix). In all three of these tables, the statistical significance and importance of 

‘Identity Neighbor Rebellion’ and measures of organizational capacity behave as 

hypothesized. 

 

 

                                                
203 Allison 2009. 
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2. Why Rebellions Often Succeed 

2.1 Data and Methods: Unit of Analysis and Dependent Variable 

 The dependent variable for this question is whether the regime and its 

institutions were overthrown in a given year of rebellion. According to the definition I 

provide in Chapter I, I do not consider whether the overall goals of the opposition are 

achieved – for example whether a democratic regime is installed by the revolution – and 

restrict my analysis to the removal of the regime and its institutions. In total, there are 

127 instances of revolution. 

 The unit of analysis for the previous questions – rebellion – was the country year 

in which rebellion occurred. Since most rebellions lasted more than a year, there were 

874 country years in which rebellion occurred. However, in this question I am now 

moving on to examine the conditions under which individual rebellions succeed. As a 

result, here I am interested in rebellions as single events. There are some challenges in 

doing so, as multiple years will be heuristically compressed into a single one, which 

complicates the decision about which particular year should be examined.204 To address 

this difficulty, I devised standards of inclusion for each rebellion: if a rebellion 

succeeded, the year in which a rebellion is considered is the year in which it achieved 

success; if it did not succeed, I consider the year in which it reached the largest numbers 

of participants and geographic spread or, if this was difficult to ascertain, the year in 

which it ended.205 In total, I include 224 cases of individual rebellions. 

                                                
204 For similar decisions on considering multi-year campaigns as single events, see 
Ackerman and Krueger 1994; Karatnycky and Ackerman 2005; and Stephan and 
Chenoweth 2011.  
205 Another difficulty was in ascertaining whether some rebellions should be considered 
as single or multiple events, despite the fact that the goals and opposition movement 
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2.2. Independent Variable and Control Variables 

 The main independent variable of interest is the size and nature of the opposition. 

James DeNardo has argued that the size of protests matters, but that a small number of 

well-armed insurgents can have greater success than a million unarmed and un-

organized ones.206 There are such examples, as the (relatively) small number of well-

armed Cuban revolutionaries and the large number of peaceful but ultimately 

unsuccessful Tiananmen Square protesters demonstrates. I hypothesize, however, that, 

over the universe of cases, the size and nature of rebellion often do determine its 

outcome. This is so for several reasons. First, because a large rebellion is self-

perpetuating: the larger the protests, the more likely it is that more individuals 

experience a greater feeling of shared inspiration and a diminished sense of risk to their 

participation. For example, once it became clear on January 15th that hundreds of 

thousands of Egyptians were willing to participate openly in protests against President 

Mubarak, many more times that number went to Tahrir square in the days that followed. 

The cognitive and emotive mechanisms that I identify as central to the spread of 

rebellion from one country to another are highly relevant for increasing the size of 

rebellion domestically.  

                                                                                                                                          
was the same. For example, the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa started in 
1952, but it had various ebbs and flows until it finally succeeded in 1994. A few other 
African campaigns were similarly difficult to code. As a result, I followed case 
descriptions of these campaigns to determine whether they started, were subdued, and 
later reenergized, in which case I considered them as two different campaigns. In the 
South African case, there were three distinct movements. I relied extensively on the 
International Encyclopedia of Revolution and Protest, as well as two bibliographies by 
Carter et al. 2006, and McCarthy and Sharp 1997. 
206 DeNardo 1985. 
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Second, the security apparatus is more likely to feel overwhelmed by large and widely 

dispersed protests, while, at the same time, it becomes more likely for some of its 

members to question their loyalty to the regime. When mass protests first arose in 

Tunisia, the question in most scholars’ and protesters’ minds was “would the coercive 

apparatus defect?”207 However, the centrality of military defection to authoritarian 

regime survival is not unique to the Middle East, of course. Bratton and Van de Walle 

demonstrate that the position of the military was key to determining which African 

countries would successfully transition to democracy after the mass protests of the late 

1980s and early 1990s.208 The size and nature of these protests were at least partially 

responsible for the military’s ultimate decision to either defect from the regime or to 

repress protests.  

 Third, large mass protests change the perception of their legitimacy in the eyes 

of the international community. While some, like the Iranian revolution of 1979, merely 

increase the concern of international observers,209 others increase their support. The 

reaction of the United States, one of Egypt’s most important allies, further legitimized 

the protest movement. It became well known that, despite reluctance within President 

Obama’s administration to openly support the rebellion, signs from the Obama While 

House made it clear that the President fully sympathized with the protesters.210 The day 

that Mubarak stepped down, President Obama issued a statement saying that “the 

people of Egypt have spoken, their voices have been heard, and Egypt will never be the 

                                                
207 See Bellin 2012 for a discussion on the central role of the military in the Middle East 
in general, and Arab Uprisings in particular. 
208 Bratton and Van de Walle 1997. 
209 On the Iranian revolution and the international reaction to it, see Rasler 1996. 
210 Hilary Clinton’s 2015 book provides only a thinly veiled critique of President 
Obama’s support for the Egyptian protesters. 
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same.” With respect to both military intervention and international sympathy, the 

effects of the perceived legitimacy of protests as its numbers increase is not to be 

ignored.  

 In order to measure the size and nature of the opposition, I use a dichotomous 

variable: zero if protests numbered between 10,000-100,000 participants, and one if 

they numbered over 100,000. Two important caveats about this measure are in order. 

Ideally, a continuous variable that showed the true range of mobilization would best 

capture its relevance. My measure is inexact and excludes much sensitivity, but such a 

decision was an unavoidable function of data limitations.211 There are good reasons to 

use dichotomous variables, however, because they provide “useful organizing principles 

to assess the effects of each variable on the outcomes.”212 Furthermore, such variables 

draw attention to systematic, general relationships that can be further addressed through 

qualitative comparisons, as I do in the cases studies of the Arab Uprisings. 

 The second caveat is that a simple measure of size does not measure the nature 

of the opposition. A true measure of the nature of the opposition would consider the 

demographics of participants, their gender, religion, ethnicity, and ideological 

commitments. In lieu of such a measure, I rely upon the geographic spread of protests. I 

assume that if protests are geographically dispersed in several locations across the 

                                                
211 The only study and dataset that measures the size of protests is the one I cite most-
often in this study, by Stephan and Chenoweth. That dataset, too, has many missing 
variables on this measure. Additionally, since their dataset includes different events 
than the rebellions I study here, I had to add many entries. To do so, I examined both 
histories and news reports. It was often impossible to determine the exact number of 
protesters, but it was possible to determine whether tens of thousands or hundreds of 
thousands had participated. I decided to use this as the most reliable measure of the size 
of protests, rather than leaving many missing data.  
212 Stephan and Chenoweth 2008, 20. 
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country, then they are more likely to be diverse and hence more representative of the 

national population.  

 I also include several control variables. The first is whether a an identity 

neighbor has had a rebellion or revolution in the last two years. Since the evidence 

shows that a neighborhood rebellion increases the likelihood of the home country also 

undergoing a rebellion, it may also impact its chances of success. The second control 

variable is whether the rebellion is violent. Most of the literature on methods of warfare 

implicitly assumes that violent warfare is more effective than peaceful protest.213 Robert 

Pape has repeatedly argued that terrorism is an effective strategy because it is able to 

force democracies to make territorial concessions.214 Yet, many other scholars argue 

that non-violent campaigns are more successful than violent ones. Chenoweth and 

Stephan show that the most comprehensive in this literature, and it convincingly shows 

that non-violent campaigns succeed 53 percent of the time, compared with 26 percent 

for violent ones.215 Non-violent campaigns succeed for reasons that are similar to what I 

argue are the reasons for the effectiveness of size and geographic spread of protest 

movements, namely: the military is less likely to repress and when they do repress, it is 

likely to backfire due to the outrage of citizens and the international arena;216 externally, 

the international community is both more likely to denounce and sanction states for 

repressing non-violent campaigns, and to support the protesters;217 and third, non-

violent movements may hold greater appeal for the population and, as a result, attract 

                                                
213 See DeNardo 1985; Martin 1992; Merom 2003; Pape 2005. 
214 Pape 2005. 
215 Stephan and Chenoweth, 2011. For earlier work making this claim, see also Sharp 
1973; Zunes et al. 1999; Karatnycky and Ackerman 2005; Schock 2005. 
216 Martin 1992. 
217 See Bob 2005.  
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greater numbers.218 I used information from the NAVCO dataset and supplemented the 

missing data using the same standards that this dataset used to generate the dichotomous 

variable of whether the rebels used violence (0), or not (1). It must be noted that 

deciding whether or not a campaign was violent is not straightforward, as both methods 

may be used simultaneously by competing groups, or even by the same group at 

different times. Some campaigns are violent in their early stages, such as the anti-

apartheid campaign in South Africa, but eventually became peaceful. In this case, since 

I already consider this movement to be various rebellions, coding as both violent and 

then not violent was possible. For the non-violent campaigns, I used as a standard their 

inclusion in the Carter et al. bibliography of non-violent campaigns, whereas for the 

violent campaigns I used encyclopedias and country histories.219 

 The third independent variable is whether the regime used violence. Regime 

crackdowns on protests produce mixed results.220 During Tiananmen Square protests in 

China, repression stopped the protest in its tracks. In Egypt, regime crackdown during 

the so-called “Battle of the Camel” on January 28, 2011, caused a massive backlash.221 

In Syria, violent repression in the early days of the uprising may have well caused the 

rebellion.222 This variable is coded as 0 if there was no regime repression, 1 if there was 

moderate repression, and 2 if there was extreme repression.  

                                                
218 Abrahms 2006. 
219 Carter et al. 2006. For all the other sources, see Appendix C. 
220 Se Francisco 2004.  
221 During the “battle of the camels”, regime thugs on camels and carrying swords went 
into Tahrir Square where protesters were squatting and killed hundreds of people. While 
the exact numbers of the dead and wounded are disputed, the degree of repression is not. 
222 During my interviews with Syrian activists, regime crackdown against teenage 
protesters who painted graffiti in the city of Dara’a showed many people who would 



   

 95 

 I also look at whether either the regime or the opposition received direct support 

from a foreign nation. The variable foreign support of the opposition is coded as 1 if a 

foreign government openly supports (materially or otherwise) the opposition, or if it 

withdraws support from the regime. For example, President Obama’s backing the 

Egyptian protesters is coded as “foreign support for the opposition.” Foreign support 

for the regime measures whether the regime receives either overt or covert support – 

when information is available – from neighboring or major foreign powers. This is also 

a dichotomous variable that is coded as 1 if the regime receives support, and 0 

otherwise.  

 Finally, I measure whether the regime had natural resources available. The role 

of natural resources – especially oil – has been cited as one of the most important 

factors for the stability of some Middle East regimes.223 Regimes that control vast 

amounts of money and which are not accountable to their populations for that money 

are able to buy off both the rebels and their allies once an uprising erupts. Kuwait, for 

example, announced a US$5 billion domestic program that provided $3,500 in cash to 

every citizens along with free foodstuffs for a year immediately after the Egyptian 

uprising; the Saudi monarch committed $130 billion to job creation, salary increases, 

and development projects.224 Qatar and Algeria initiated slightly less ambitious, but 

nevertheless massive, spending projects. In sum, natural resources may well give 

regimes the ability to buy themselves more time in power. I code natural resources 

                                                                                                                                          
have otherwise stayed home just what the regime was capable of: it made protesters out 
of people who had not previously wanted to participate in protests.  
223 Brownlee et al. 2015; Colgan 2015. 
224 Yom and Gause III 2013. 
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available to the regime as 0 if they are below 10 percent of the annual GDP, 1 if they 

are between 10-25 percent, and 2 if they are above 25 percent of GDP.  

 And as a final note, I also include the Polity variable in order to see whether the 

success of rebellions varies under different regime types: I expect that they should 

succeed more frequently in the middle range of regime types, such as semi-authoritarian 

regimes. Finally, many scholars consider military defection as vital to the success of 

anti-regime protests.225 The logic of this argument is partially explained by my earlier 

discussion about the importance of the size of rebellion: if large scale defections and a 

systematic breakdown of the repressive apparatus occurs, then rebellion is more likely 

to succeed. However, this variable is not available for my universe of cases in the 

existing datasets and attempts to collect it from various sources, resulted in many 

missing and inconsistent results.226 Since my N is already small for the analysis that I 

am employing, I could not use the information gathered on this variable.227  

 Table 4 summarizes the relevant variables for this hypothesis: the larger the size 

and geographic spread of the rebel movement, the higher its chances of success.228  

                                                
225 See Bratton and Van de Walle 1997 and Bellin 2012. 
226 I attempted to collect this variable using data from Dupuy Institute, Armed Conflict 
Events Database; non-violent conflict bibliographies; Central Intelligence Agency, The 
World Factbook, 2011; and various news sources.  
227 I aim to do so for future iterations of this project. 
228 Variables that are repeated from the first question are not included. 



   

 97 

 
 

2.3. Data Analysis 

 To estimate the effects of each independent variable on the likelihood of 

revolution, I employed logistic regression. Table 5 includes most of the models I 

examined. The independent variable of interest, size and nature of the opposition is 

highly significant in all model configurations, and its effects increase as additional 

control variables are added to the model. In Model One, having a large and widespread 

opposition increases the odds of having a rebellion by 8.25, and the effect increases up 

to 10.31 in the consecutive models. Another way to evaluate this effect is by looking at 

the average probability of success for each value of size and spread – small and large – 

while using sample values of all control variables.229 Table 6 shows the marginal effects 

of size and spread. 

                                                
229 I used sample values since many of the control variables are dichotomous. 

Table 4 
Variable Expected   Indicator   Source 
  Effect on revolution 
Size of   +    0 if between    Author/NAVCO 
opposition    10,000-1000,000  
     1 if above 100,000  
 
Regime  indeterminate  The degree of repression Author/NAVCO 
repression    that the regime employs 
 
Rebellion  -  Whether the rebellion  Author/NAVCO 
violence    is predominantly violent 
 
Foreign Support - -  Whether the regime  Author/NAVCO 
of regime    receives foreign support  
 
Foreign Support - +  Whether the rebellion  Author/NAVCO 
of rebellion    receives foreign support  
 
Percent natural   -  Whether the regime has   World Bank 
Resources    natural resources, 5 year  
     average. 
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Table 6: 

 

 As can be seen from Table 6, the average effect of size and spread of rebellion 

is very large: the probability of revolution is 77 percent if a rebellion is comprised of 

more than 100,000 individuals in different locations within a country, and 30 percent 

if rebellion includes between 10,000 and 100,000 individuals. Overall, rebellions 

succeed a full 57 percent once they actually begin.230 This is surprising, since 

revolutions are rare events in world politics. Their rarity, therefore, has obscured the 

fact that “people power” is real once people do manage to rebel. In fact, rebellions are 

less likely to occur and spread, than they are to succeed.  

                                                
230 Stephan and Chenoweth 2011 find a similarly large success rate of non-violent 
campaigns. 
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 The other control variables show interesting results. Many political scientists 

emphasize the domestic causes of revolution but neglect external ones.231 My findings 

show that a rebellion in an identity neighbor does not have an effect on the success of 

rebellion, even though their effect on its spread is quite large.232 In other words, 

rebellions may be foreign made, but revolutions are primarily domestic. 

 Regime repression, natural resources, and method of protest have no effect on 

success of rebellion.233 Foreign support of the regime, however, has a large and 

negative effect on its success. If a foreign government poenly supports the regime, the 

odds of success decrease by 24 percent. 

 In sum, this chapter has shown support for the hypotheses related to both of 

my questions: 1) whether rebellions spread to neighboring countries, especially if they 

have autonomous domestic structures, and 2) whether the size and nature of the 

opposition determines the outcome of the rebellion. Alternative hypotheses have found 

little or no support. At this point, however, these findings are constrained by the 

research design, which precludes both the identification of causality and causal 

mechanisms in each case. Additionally, many of the variables included in the analysis 

are mostly categorical, and thus lack sensitivity to very important social phenomena. 

                                                
231 See Skocpol 1979; Goldstein 1991; Walt 2011. 
232 I measured this in various ways: whether a neighbor had had a rebellion within two 
years and four years, and whether they had a revolution within the same years. All are 
insignificant.  
233 Stephan and Chenoweth convincingly argue that non-violent resistance is far more 
likely to succeed in their goals. My findings do not necessarily contradict theirs: their 
analysis included types of resistance that are not included in mine – such as 
independence and secession movements – which, in combination with the different 
cases, may explain the discrepancy. 
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Chapters IV-VI explore these issues further through detailed qualitative analysis of the 

Arab Uprisings. 
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Chapter IV 
 

Bringing Identity Back in the “Arab Spring” 
 

 
 “Awake, O Arabs, and arise!”   
        Ibrahim al-Yaziji, 1868234 
 
“I know that hundreds of macrohistorical comparative sociologists will write 
thousands of books and articles correlating background conditions with 
outcomes in each country, but I think they will be wasting their time, for the 
entire event was one single snowball. I mean it in a technical sense: As 
developments took place in one country, people elsewhere were updating their 
probabilities of success, and as the next country went over the brink, the 
calculation was becoming increasingly reassuring.” 
        Adam Przeworski, 1991235 

 

 The very labeling of the Middle East uprisings as “Arab” presupposes the 

analytical conclusion that it was the “Arabness” of these countries that determined the 

revolutionary contagion between them. Marc Lynch suggests that this conclusion, 

which is readily assumed but not otherwise examined by most scholars of the Middle 

East should, instead, be left open.236 Here I argue that it is not so much that this 

conclusion should be left open as it should be that we ought to investigate its 

implications. Why were the uprisings only “Arab”? Is there, as Michael Hudson asks, 

“some kind of latent identity politics” in play?237 The voluminous literature on the 

topic takes the “Arab” nature of the uprisings as a given – a fact that is both 

unquestionably self-evident and yet, ironically, without important causal power in 

                                                
234 Quoted in Kramer 1993, 172 
235 Przeworski 1991, 3-4. Here Pzeworski was referring to the Eastern European 
revolutions after the fall of the Soviet Union.  
236 Lynch 2014, 8. 
237 Hudson 2011.  
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explaining the course of the uprisings. As I have argued, it is precisely a shared 

identity between individuals in different countries that activates both cognitive and 

emotive mechanisms, and which thus makes it possible for rebellion to spread from 

one country to another. The closer the identity of these individuals, the more likely it 

is for both mechanisms to be activated, thereby increasing the probability of the spread 

of rebellion.  

 The Arab Uprisings are exemplary of this dynamic. Because of their shared 

religion, ethnicities, language, and proximity, many Arab citizens indeed feel closer to 

one-another regardless of where they reside in the Middle East, as opposed to citizens 

in other regions of the world. But what is commonly emphasized as the exceptional 

nature of shared identity in various Arab countries – but which nevertheless has not 

been theorized in relation to the Arab Uprisings – only reflects a difference of degree, 

and not one of kind, between the Arab region and other identity neighborhoods. As 

hypothesized, this sense of shared identity has a positive effect on the likelihood of the 

spread of rebellion, a factor which, within the history of rebellion, is thoroughly 

unexceptional. Like many “Europeans”, “Latin Americans”, “South East Asians”, and 

others before them, “Arabs” learned from and were emotionally aroused by events in 

other “Arab” countries.   

 Regional scholars often strive to strike a balance between more generalized 

theories that emphasize the structures, dynamics, and logics that cross regional 

boundaries, and the geographically focused inquiries that highlight the particulars of 
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local cultures, identities, and social structures in each region.238 Politics is always both 

exceptional and universal, and finding the conceptual sweet spot that marries the more 

generalized theories with in-depth local knowledge is as necessary as it is difficult. 

Because rebellions often co-occur in a given region but not outside of it, the tendency 

of studies of their diffusion has been to look for causes almost exclusively within the 

region and to sacrifice broader generalizability as theories are crafted that apply 

almost exclusively to the region. This is true of most studies of the Arab Uprisings, 

which not only regard them as a unique group, but also typically emphasize the 

varying contexts in which they unfolded. This is an appropriate lens if the question is 

specifically how a particular rebellion unfolded. But, if we are to understand what 

makes rebellions more likely in a broader sense, then we must look past that 

uniqueness in order to identify comparable, if not identical, factors that facilitate 

rebellion in different contexts.  

 This chapter poses two primary questions with regard to the Arab Uprisings, 

namely: 1) What made rebellions diffuse from Tunisia to Egypt, and then other 

countries in the region? 2) Why did rebellions only occur in some, but not all, Arab 

countries? The short answer is that rebellions spread only within the so-called “Arab 

world” because of the shared identity between citizens in Arab countries, which made 

it possible for them to both learn from and be emotionally aroused by events outside 

their borders (Hypothesis 1). In addition, rebellions only spread to those Arab 

countries with relatively autonomous organizations, whereas those countries that 

                                                
238 Brumberg 2014, 29. 
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either lacked such organizations or that had governments that could be reasonably 

replaced through elections, did not experience rebellion (Hypotheses 2 and 2a).  

 In this chapter I offer a bird’s eye-view over the spread of rebellion in the 

region as a whole. My focus is in establishing that a shared identity activated both 

cognitive and emotive mechanisms in protesters across the region, and in examining 

the effects of different opportunity structures – the presence and absence of 

autonomous organizations – in the onset of rebellion. However, because my emphasis 

is on a shared identity and regional similarities and differences, I do not provide a 

detailed account of each individual uprising. Both the cognitive mechanisms and 

opportunity structures, as well as the different outcomes of these rebellions, will be 

examined in more detail in the individual country studies in Chapters V and IV.  

 Here, I first canvas the literature on the Arab Uprisings and explain how its 

many explanations fit within my broader theory of rebellion and its diffusion. I then 

discuss the role of Arab identity as providing both the cause of the spread within the 

region and restricting the spread to only that region. I then take up the mechanisms of 

this diffusion – cognitive liberation and emotional arousal – and examine, through 

primary and secondary sources, the knowledge acquisition and felt experiences of 

rebels in the region. Finally, I compare the domestic opportunity structures in the 

region and how they  further determine the vulnerability of countries to rebellion. 

Throughout the chapter, I compare my own theory with explanations offered by the 

existing literature.  
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   I. The Study of the Arab Uprisings 

 No shortage of candidate explanations exist with regard to the Arab uprisings. 

Nearly all studies emphasize the role of diffusion from Tunisia to the rest of the 

Middle East.239 Some ascribe these revolts to the rapid growth of social media in the 

region, which channeled grievances into collective action.240 Others point to the role 

of civil society – such as labor and youth groups – that provided both new norms and 

the organizational impetus to rebel.241 Still others explain the uprisings by reference to 

a “youth bulge” and to widespread youth unemployment, which fueled the 

dissatisfaction behind the uprisings.242 Others see the role of regime type – especially 

its hereditary nature – and the presence of natural resources as central to the onset of 

these rebellions and the limited success they achieved.243 Economic and Marxist 

perspectives, for their part, contend that the combination of growing inequality as a 

result of neoliberal policies, a receding state, and rising levels of education produced a 

combination of grievances and aspirations sufficient to propel revolutionary 

challenges.244  

 The way these studies are carried out is either: 1) by focusing thematically on 

one particular issue – such as the role of labor – and tracing its role in those uprisings 

where it seems to have mattered (such as Tunisia and Egypt); 2) through collaborative 

                                                
239 See Seideman 2012; Hale 2013; Paczynska 2013; Lynch 2014; Al Sumait et al 
2015;  
240 See for example Howard and Hussain 2011; Shirky 2011; Samin 2012; Tefukcip 
and Wilson 2012; Khamis and Vaughn 2012; Toska 2015. 
241 See Korany 2011; Beinin 2012 and 2013; Lynch 2014. 
242 Filiu 2011; Lynch 2011 and 2014 
243 Bellin 2012; Yom and Gause III 2012; Brownlee, Masoud and Reynolds 2013.   
244 Ahram 2012; Campante and Chor 2012; Achcar 2013; Tikuisis and Minkov 2015. 
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volumes that study the regional uprisings, often by including most of the above themes 

in individual chapters; or 3) through studies of an individual uprising in one country. 

As a result, we are left with descriptively accurate accounts of how each factor matters 

in particular contexts, or how uprisings in particular countries developed, but neither a 

summary explanation of how they relate to one-another, nor a general theory of 

Middle East uprisings. How do these factors – diffusion, labor, social media, 

economic grievances, regime type, natural resources, and youth bulge – relate to one-

another to make uprisings possible? Is any one of them, or some specific combination 

of them, necessary and/or sufficient? The existing literature does not offer answers to 

any of these questions.  

 The problem of generalizability is greater still. Labor movements, for example, 

seem to have mattered in Egypt and Tunisia, but not in Yemen, Bahrain, Libya, or 

Syria. Youth bulge was a regional phenomenon, and was, in fact, more pronounced in 

countries that did not experience rebellion than in those that did. Social media seems 

important in the Egyptian uprising, but far less so in Libya, Syria, or Yemen. 

Economic grievances are historically long-standing and thus were not unique to either 

this particular moment in time or were this specific region. Monarchies and natural 

resources co-exist in the region, which makes their possible effects difficult to 

distinguish. Finally, if diffusion mattered, then what explains the limited nature in 

which the rebellions spread, or the fact that they only spread within the region? Much 

like the literature on rebellion in general, studies of the Arab rebellions provide us 

with accurate accounts of how rebellions unfolded, but little guidance as to how we 

should adjudicate the cacophony of explanations proffered.     
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 Ironically, invocation of the Arab nature of these uprisings is simultaneously 

ubiquitous and dismissed as merely an epiphenomenon of other factors recounted 

above. This dismissal occurs for two main reasons. The first is that much of political 

science research on the Middle East had largely abandoned identity politics since 

pronouncing the death of pan-Arabism in the late 1960s.245 As an ideology that 

intended to politically unite all Arab nations, pan-Arabism was defeated in the so-

called Arab cold war of the period. By then, as Fouad Ajami argued, pan-Arabism 

“which had dominated the political consciousness of modern Arabs was nearing its 

end, if it was not already a thing of the past.”246 As with the rest of political science, 

scholars of the Middle East focused on structural and rational explanations for events 

in the region, side-stepping cultural and identity-based explanations. In fact, resistance 

to such explanations took a principled turn, since outside research on the Arab world 

was criticized for essentializing the area and relying on crude identity frames.247 

Mirroring developments in the rest of the field, studies in the 1970s to the 1990s thus 

paid greater attention to regional power-politics and domestic authoritarianism.248 If 

Arab identity was discussed, it was in the context of its instrumental manipulation, and 

often its deliberate magnification by elites, rather than as a concept that held intrinsic 

appeal for those who shared this identity. Further, the vast differences within the 

                                                
245 See Farah 1987, 3; Dawisha 2005, 9. 
246 Quoted in Dawisha 2005, 11.  
247 The debate between Bernard Lewis and Edward Said exemplifies the widespread 
rejection of how “the West” had characterized the Middle East. As a scholar of Islam, 
Lewis focused on various types of “exceptionalisms” of the Middle East, whereas Said 
rejected such categories as “orientalisms,” as fictionalized and patronizing depictions, 
and as conceptualizations that said more about the authors than about the Middle East 
itself. See Bernard Lewis 1971 and 1972; Said 1978. 
248 Hinnerbusch 2002; Lust-Okar 2005; Halliday 2005. 
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Middle East – such as the many “Islams” and the changing historical relationships 

between religious and ethnic groups – meant that any generalizations on identity were 

flattening important differences. Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations, for example, 

typified the kind of generalizations to avoid, because, as critics contended, political 

conflict in the Middle East was most notoriously within the region rather than between 

the region and others.249 Hence, literature from the 1990s until the Arab Uprisings 

continued to focus on political conflict between Arab states, and on interest groups 

within them. The topic of the day was “authoritarian durability” and the elite pacts that 

made such durability possible.250    

 The second reason for the failure to account for the role of Arab identity during 

the uprisings is that most studies focused on elites.251 Since most scholars were 

attempting to understand why the Middle East remained authoritarian when the rest of 

the world underwent successive waves of democratization, the natural locus of politics 

became the ruling elites and their patrons within the government. The shared identity 

of Arab publics, if there was one, was not a topic of interest since publics, in general, 

                                                
249 Huntington 1994. 
250 See Wedeen 1999; Angrist and Posusney, 2005; Bellin 2004 and 2012; Brownlee 
207 and 2012. 
251 There are exceptions, of course. Many studies of the poor, the marginalized, and 
their acts of daily resistance and navigation of the political system were conducted 
regularly. But the focus was still on localized communities and their daily conflicts, 
not either the Arab public or its identity. For excellent studies of “politics from below” 
see for example Wikan 1996 and Bayat 2009.  
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were considered unable to unseat “durable” regimes.252 This was despite the fact that 

most Arab governments were highly illegitimate in the eyes of their own publics.253  

 As a result, with pan-Arabism declared dead and with a singular focus on 

politics from above, Middle East scholarship overlooked the shared identity that Arab 

publics felt with one-another. Marc Lynch is one of the very few scholars who 

perceived the connectedness of the Arab public sphere and, as a result, the Arab public, 

but he misconstrued this as a new development dating to the mid-1990s.254 This is the 

line that many scholars have taken since the Arab uprising: that pan-Arabism had been 

declared dead when it was simply comatose, and that during the last few decades it 

seems to have reawakened from a long slumber.255 Failure to grasp the continuing 

importance of Arabism, and its changing form, has been one of the main reasons for 

faulty interpretations of the regional political dynamics.256 F. Gregory Gause III has 

argued that this interpretive lapse caused most scholars of the Middle East to miss 

early hints of the Arab uprising.257 

 While we should welcome the belated awareness that identity politics still 

matters, we should also recognize that these accounts are only partially correct. Pan-

Arabism – the political project that aimed at Arab political unity – is dead, but the 

unity of the Arab public is not dead, nor is it new. As I show below, Arab identity has 

                                                
252 See Waterbury 1973; Wedeen 1999; Bellin 2004; Khalidi 2011; Goldstein 2012; 
and Weddady and Ahmari 2012. 
253 For an excellent discussion on the loss of legitimacy of Arab governments, see 
Hudson, 1977. 
254 Lynch 2006. 
255 Hudson 2011; Hale 2013, 335; Heydemann 2015. 
256 Ryan 2016. 
257 Gause III 2011. 
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always been strong, but we overlooked it because as social scientists we are often 

trained not to focus on factors and paradigms that lie outside the mainstream. We are 

now succumbing to the same tendency by focusing on pan-Arabism and its so-called 

reincarnation to help understand identity politics in the Middle East today: pan-

Arabism was an elite project, albeit one with great effect on how Arab citizens viewed 

one-another, but individual and shared identities are composed of elements that cannot 

simply be turned on or off because elites decided they wanted to do so. Pan-Arabism 

rested its legitimacy on shared identities between Arabs, but its failure as a political 

project did not eradicate those shared identities themselves.  

 Below I briefly look at Arab identity and how it developed over the last 

century, followed by the effects of this shared identity on the Arab uprisings. Arabs 

everywhere in the Middle East were emotionally aroused by events in other countries 

– at times exacerbated by social and traditional media – but whether they rebelled 

against their regimes or not was dependent on the presence of domestic organizing 

structures. In some cases, these structures predominantly took the form of labor unions 

or independent youth activists, as many scholars have already discussed (for example 

in Tunisia and Egypt), but in other instances they took the form of religious, tribal, and 

even official parties (Yemen, Bahrain, Syria). By identifying equivalent organizing 

structures across countries – rather than searching for exact replicas – we can explain 

the spread of the Arab uprisings within the region as well as categorize them as just 

another instance of diffusion of rebellion. 
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II. Pan-Arabism is Dead, Long Live Pan-Arabism! 

 It is often said that, in the Arab world, everyone is a poet. The verse from 

Ibrahim al-Yaziji’s poem with which I began this chapter – Awake, O Arabs! And 

Arise!” – was written in the middle of the nineteenth century. The sentiment was 

typical of other writers and poets of his time, intellectuals who were engaged in the 

project of creating an Arab consciousness as a first step toward the establishment of a 

single, unified Arab nation. Of course, some form of shared consciousness has existed 

throughout the history of the Arabs. In writing about the life of Ibn Khaldun’s– a 

fourteenth century Islamic scholar – Albert Hourani describes Arab consciousness 

throughout the centuries:  

A world where a family from southern Arabia could move to Spain, and 
after six centuries return nearer to its place of origin and still find itself in 
familiar surroundings, had a unity which transcended divisions of time and 
space; the Arabic language could open the door to office and influence 
throughout that world; a body of knowledge, transmitted over the centuries 
by a known chain of teachers, preserved a moral community even when 
rules changed; places of pilgrimage, Mecca and Jerusalem, were 
unchanging poles of the human world even if power shifted from one city 
to another; and belief in a God who created and sustained the world could 
give meaning to the blows of fate.258  

 

 This is not to say that there were no distinctions between the Bedouin of 

Morocco and urbanites in the cities of Cairo or Damascus; in fact, many of them could 

scarcely be expected to have strongly identified with one-another. Nevertheless, 

citizens in each of these countries found themselves in familiar surroundings wherever 

they travelled within the region. It was the duty of nineteenth century nationalists to 

move past minor differences in order to emphasize an overarching, more coherent, 

                                                
258 Hourani 1991, 4.  
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political, and national identity grounded in commonalities. Abu Khaldun Sati‘al-Husri, 

a Syrian and one of the founders of Arab nationalism, conceptualized an Arab identity 

that transcended sectarian, class, and racial differences by focusing on linguistic and 

historical ties between Arabs. “People who spoke a unitary language,” Husri argued, 

“have one heart and a common soul. As such, they constitute one nation, and so they 

have to have a unified state.”259 These ideas were common among intellectual elites 

and were generally shared by inhabitants throughout the region, but they gained 

political traction more broadly by the eve of World Word I, as a reaction to Ottoman 

efforts at Turkification and rising Zionism.260 

 Sherif Husayn of Mecca made the first political move toward a unified Arab 

nation during the 1916 Arab Revolt.261 While Husayn’s was a personal family rule, his 

sons established contacts with other Arab societies in Damascus, and the revolt 

involved many Arab officers from the region.262 In 1918, an Arab government was 

formed by one of his sons, Faisal, with a center in Damascus, and the following year 

he represented the Arab government at Versailles where he asked for “the Arab-

speaking peoples” to be recognized as “independent sovereign peoples” and that 

“steps not be taken inconsistent with the prospect of an eventual union of these areas 

                                                
259 Husri 1963, 57. 
260 Kramer 1993, 178. 
261 Khoury 1983, 19. 
262 Kramer 1993, 183. It is important to note that for many Arab nationalist scholars, 
Sherif Husayn was not considered as a flag-bearer of Arab nationalism, but rather the 
father of an Islamist rebellion, which was antithetical to the unity of all Arabs, 
regardless of religion. However, Islam was never truly absent from Arab nationalism, 
and it became increasingly important in the second half of the twentieth century. It is 
better to say, therefore, that Husayn’s brand of Arab nationalism did not square well 
with the more secular nationalism envisioned by Arab intellectuals of his time, even as 
it mirrored the Arab unity as envisioned by most lay Arabs.  See Al Azmeh, 2000. 
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under one sovereign government.”263 Revolts in Tunisia in 1919, and their diffusion to 

Egypt and Syria a few weeks later, are evidence that Faisal Husayn’s demands were 

based not merely on some imaginary ideal of a shared Arab identity, but accurately 

reflected popular sentiment in the region.  

 Of course, the Sykes-Picot agreement and the Balfour declaration divided the 

Arab world according to imperial design, rather than these indigenous aspirations. The 

new states that were formed were not commensurate with political communities, but 

were derived from geography or classical history, and their borders reflected the 

strategic and oil interests of imperial powers. Paradoxically, however, the British and 

French colonialism that followed the fall of the Ottoman Empire further consolidated 

Arab lands, thereby forging links between groups of people that until then may have 

been disconnected from one-another. While inspired by Western liberalism and 

nationalism in the form of response to Turkification and Zionism, by the 1930s Arab 

nationalism became anti-imperialist. By the eve of the second World War, most 

inhabitants of the region had accepted a conception of “Arabness” grounded in a 

number of factors: their historical bonds under early Islamic rule; a broadly defined 

“Arab” race created through centuries of interaction; the commonality of their 

manners and traditions, partially a result of these interactions; and, above all, “Arabic” 

as their shared mother tongue.264  

                                                
263 Kramer 1993, 80. 
264 In coding identity and identity proximity in chapter three, I argued for taking 1945 
as the natural point at which we can consider identities in the region as relatively 
consolidated (although I account for some of the changes in the coding). This account 
further justifies such a move, but is also a caution against making an identity argument 
that is not contextualized. Prior to the twentieth century we would have generalized 
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 This is the Arab identity upon which pan-Arabism built its legitimacy and 

which, in return, it reinforced. Pan-Arabism was a political project, championed most 

visibly by Egypt’s president Gamal Abd al-Nasser, whose goal was to “unite all the 

Arab-speaking peoples from Morocco to Iraq and Oman within a single country.”265 

There have been many versions of pan-Arabism – most notably Nasserism, Ba’athism, 

and Islamism – but the borders of the political community they envisioned varied very 

little from one version to the next.266    

 For Nasser, “the Arab states’ system is first and foremost a “Pan” system. It 

postulates the existence of a single Arab Nation behind the facade of a multiplicity of 

sovereign states. From this perspective, the individual Arab states are deviant and 

transient entities: their frontiers illusory and permeable; their rulers interim caretakers, 

or obstacles to be removed. Before such super-legitimacy, the legitimacy of the 

individual state shrinks into irrelevance.”267 Of course, Nasser’s commitment to Pan-

Arabism was no doubt aided by his success in the 1956 Suez war, which ensured that 

it would be Egypt and, as a result, Nasser himself leading the pan-Arab movement. 

This pan-Arabism was no longer anti-imperialist; it was revolutionary.   

The first stage of the revolution was the creation of Arab solidarity, the internalization 

of the idea that Arabs are indeed one people with identical political goals. It was the 

                                                                                                                                       
too broadly if we used common languages, religion, geographic proximity, and 
ethnicities as categories of a shared Arab identity: there was simply too much variation 
within the region. However, these factors do represent an Arab identity after its 
consolidation in the twentieth century and, for the question at hand which looks for 
cross-national connections among citizens, they do better than the state-centric 
identities that are not commensurate with their populations. 
265 Haim 1963, 7; Humphreys 1999, 23. 
266 For an examination of the distinctions between these –isms, see Hourani 1981. 
267 Khalidi 1978, 695. 
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lack of solidarity, Nasser claimed, that was responsible for the defeat of the Arab 

armies by Israel in 1948. However, solidarity was only a step toward the goal of unity, 

and it was this aspiration which gave nationalism its meaning.268 In his efforts to 

engineer solidarity, Nasser promoted the Egyptian radio station Sawt al Arab (Voice 

of the Arabs), which broadcast across the Middle East and was thus able to control the 

nationalist discourse better than its competitors.269 At the same time, the call for Arab 

solidarity was also taken up by most artists and intellectuals. In 1963, Palestinian poet 

Mahmoud Darwish penned the words, “Write down, I am an Arab!” which quickly 

became the motto of Arab nationalism, which was memorized by school children 

across the Arab world. A few years earlier, a poem written by Ahmad Shafiq Kamil 

had been initially performed by the beloved Egyptian singer, Abdel Halim Hafez, and 

later by a chorus of singers from all over the Arab world. The title of the poem was 

“My Beloved Homeland,” and the homeland to which it referred to was the entire 

Arab world.  

 The historical role of poetry and songs in the Arab world cannot be 

emphasized enough. Then, as now, there was a common cultural space and since many 

of the most famous poems and songs were sanctioned (if not controlled) by the various 

governments, the latter also acted as supporters of the dominant discourses in the 

Middle East. Even more important, whereas political speech belonged to the elite, 

songs and poems belonged to the people at large: they effectively created a sense of 

identity across the region in a way that other mediums could not have matched.  

                                                
268 Farag 1972, 27. 
269 Lynch 2006, 21. 
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 The creation of the United Arab Republic that joined Syria and Egypt into one 

political unit in 1958 was the apex of the Arab nationalist movement. When Nasser 

arrived in Damascus to formalize the union, masses of the Syrian population literally 

attempted to lift his car in the street. Such enthusiasm and unity was, however, short-

lived: within two years, the United Arab Republic disintegrated, as Syria could not 

accept its status as a vassal state of Egypt. Further, the Hashemite Kingdoms of Jordan 

and Morocco joined Saudi Arabia in opposition to what they perceived as Egypt’s 

domination of the region. This animosity was most evident in the war in Yemen 

beginning in 1960, with revolutionary Arab regimes supported by the Soviet Union 

fighting against conservative monarchies, supported by the United States and Great 

Britain.270 The defeat of Arab armies the 1967 war with Israel rang the death knell of 

political pan-Arabism. At this point, it had become clear that Nasser’s campaign for 

Arab political unity had failed.  

 After the 1967 war, Arab states turned inward. Despite being born in imperial 

map rooms, leaders undertook the goal of legitimizing these states by invoking 

individual state interests over Arab national destiny. National identities, as a result, 

were reimagined as sufficient. As various states established themselves more firmly 

and defined and pursued their various national interests with growing clarity, their 

commitment to pan-Arabism became more and more perfunctory. 271  By 1980, 

however, even customary lip service to pan-Arabism had dissipated.  

                                                
270 See Doran 2001, 103. 
271 Lewis 1998, 81. 
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 Because of analytical confusion between pan-Arabism as a political ideology 

and Arab identity as a sense of one-ness of the Arab public, the latter was also 

considered largely defunct. Arab identity, however, was there to give pan-Arabism its 

meaning and legitimacy: itself, it required no elite legitimation. In fact, both political 

events and the persistence of the Arab world as an integrated cultural space ensured 

that being Arab, and being connected to other Arabs, were still very much alive. After 

the 1973 defeat at the hands of Israel, Egypt had to be bailed out by Saudi Arabia, 

while hundreds of thousands of people from resource-poor Arab countries moved to 

the Gulf for work.272 This migration unintentionally ensured constant contact among 

Arabs throughout the region. Further, Egyptian cinema still dominated the Arab world, 

which led to the Egyptian dialect being the most widely understood across the region. 

Throughout the twentieth century and until recent years, houses in Jeddah, Saudi 

Arabia, had antennas tuned to receive Egyptian television stations.273 Arab media had 

always been transnational. During the entire month of Ramadan, special television 

shows from across the region were shown in every country. Arabs from Morocco to 

Yemen joke that one always wakes up to the sound of Lebanese singer Fayrouz and 

falls asleep to the sound of the greatest Egyptian singer, Umm Kholthoum. Songs and 

lyrics from both singers are popular across the region. And, tellingly, young Arabs of 

various nationalities have sung the 1950s song, “My Beloved Homeland,” since the 

first edition of the Lebanese television show Arab Idol in 2003.  

                                                
272 Korany 2011, 25-32. 
273 During my research in Saudi Arabia in 2004, Saudi Arabian homes were still tuned 
to soap operas and TV shows from Egypt. 
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 Most visibly, wars in the region refocused the Arab public on common Arab 

questions. Even after the end of pan-Arabism, the 1982 war in Lebanon, the 1980-

1988 Iraq-Iran war, the first Palestinian uprising (intifada) of 1991, and the second 

Gulf war of 1990-91, dominated most Arab news channels and political discussions.274 

When Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Egyptian president Anwar Sadat 

shared the Nobel prize in 1979, the treaty spawned large protests in Arab streets, and, 

bowing to public pressure, the Arab League suspended Egypt.275 In fact, each of these 

events was accompanied by protests of solidarity in most Arab capitals. But war has a 

multiplier effect, in that its impact goes far beyond the manifestly external dimensions 

and can influence both domestic politics and society at large. To be sure, the Arab 

public was often divided on these issues, but the important thing to note is that these 

were Arab issues, issues which concerned all of them, and did so greatly. In 1981 the 

great Syrian poet Nizar Qabbani asked in response to regional Arab problems, “are we 

Arabs a big lie?” His questioning of Arab identity implicitly demonstrates that there is 

such a thing as being Arab. In a poem of the same year, dedicated to his wife who was 

killed in an explosion at the Iraqi embassy in Lebanon, Qabbani similarly rejects and 

criticizes all things Arab, while simultaneously affirming them: 

It is the fate of Arabs 
To be assassinated by Arabs, 
To be gobbled by Arabs, 
To be slain by Arabs, 
To be exhumed by Arabs.276 

 

                                                
274 Kandil 2012, 210. 
275 Korany 2011, 26. 
276 Qabbani 1999, 156. 
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 As a result, the shared attention to regional wars and an integrated cultural 

space ensured a concentrated focus on Arab affairs and a regular reaffirmation of the 

Arab identity on the part of the Arab public, even as its elites came to think in terms of 

rasion d’etat and to privilege their own domestic politics and survival. It is thus 

somewhat puzzling that Middle East scholars were caught off-guard by what the Arab 

Uprisings revealed: a trans-national Arab identity that had always been there. It is 

equally puzzling that the uprisings are seen as Nasser’s triumph and vindication, the 

ultimate achievement of his goals.277 These uprisings are not proof of the delayed 

success of a political agenda of unity; rather, they simply show that Arab citizens now, 

as in the past, identify with one-another. To confound the two, as the talk of a new 

pan-Arabism does, is to ignore the analytical distinction between a political project 

based on identity, and the identity itself. 

 To be sure, some scholars did realize the important role of the Arab public as a 

common cultural space and its relation to the uprisings, but they have highlighted the 

alleged “newness” of this public, rather than its continuity.278 Shilby Telhami argues 

that Arab nationalism has transformed since the 1990s, as Arab publics turned toward 

regional issues which were used as an indirect and less dangerous way of criticizing 

their own authoritarian regimes. Marc Lynch, on the other hand, argues that trans-

Arab media, especially Al Jazeera, have paved the way for the emergence of a new 

public sphere. This sphere allows not only open discussion of topics that were 

previously taboo – such as questioning the actions of Arab governments – but also 

                                                
277 Hayoun 2012, 1. 
278 See for example Telhami 1999; Lynch 2006; Korany and El Mahdi 2014.  
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provides a venue in which publics can express their views on Arab issues. Tellingly, 

listeners to such trans-Arab media usually rank the Palestine issue as one of the most 

important political issues to them personally, and they evaluate non-Arab countries 

based on those countries’ policies toward key regional Arab issues such as Palestine 

and Iraq, rather than their specific behavior toward specific home countries.279 Thus, 

while these studies accurately identify the interconnectedness of the Arab public, they 

invert the causal arrow in the argument that they make: Al Jazeera may have opened 

the space for discussion of issues that are important to the Arab public, but it was 

successful because it discusses issues that were already relevant to a pre-existent, 

transnational audience. In other words, Al Jazeera was successful because it discussed 

the Palestinian issue and the Arab shame up front, and because it relied on the 

(correct) assumption that it was talking to a single public. It is the existence of this 

single, shared identity that made events in one place deeply relevant to individuals in 

other places, as my first hypothesis argues: both the lessons of the first rebellion in 

Tunisia and the emotional reaction to it were natural responses in a context where 

many issues are transnational in nature.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
279 Lynch 2006, 24; Valbjorn and Bank 2011, 7. 
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 III. Mechanisms of Diffusion 

Breaking news: After Friday of Victory in Tunis, and Friday of 
Liberation in Egypt, Qadhafi orders his men to cancel all Fridays in 
Libya.280 

 

 After examining the Monday demonstrations in Leipzig during the 1989 

revolution in East Germany, Susanne Lohman concluded that a shared identity 

between protesters is vital.281 This shared identity, she argues, would be more likely to 

inspire protests elsewhere if others have bought in to the notion that protesters at the 

first site there were “just like me” and were engaged in a shared struggle. Lohman was 

focusing on the spread of rebellion within Germany, but there is no reason for 

delimiting the implications of her conclusions to national borders, especially when 

these borders are not commensurate with the nation. Mark Beissinger makes a similar 

argument when he points out that “modular phenomena are made possible by a sense 

of interconnectedness across cases produced by common institutional characteristics, 

histories, cultural affinities, or modes of domination, allowing agents to make 

analogies across cases and to read relevance into developments in other contexts.”282 

Even Przewoski’s quote at the beginning of this chapter presupposes an 

interconnectedness between democratizations, even though he places more weight on 

domestic structures and elite decisions, as opposed to ideational or cultural affinities 

between countries.   

                                                
280 In Egypt, protesters turned to jokes and cartoons in order to criticize the Mubarak 
regime, but to also demonstrate their understanding of the rebellions as a single event. 
This particular joke was mentioned more than once during my interviews in Egypt, 
and was shared by activists online (@ghonim March 2011; @3arabawy March 2011).  
281 Lohman 1994, 45. 
282 Beissinger 2007, 263. 
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 All of these studies are useful initial steps for understanding why events spread 

from one place to another. A more useful strategy, however, involves listening to how 

rebels themselves describe the effects of external examples on their own movements. 

This is particularly pertinent, since there is a disconnect between what actors say they 

are doing and how those actions are theorized. The views of actors, I argue, are 

important pieces of data that provide insight into the contexts and mechanisms that are 

vital for understanding critical turning points or moments of decision-making.283 In the 

study of the Arab uprisings in particular, but also throughout most of the literature on 

rebellions in general, emphasis is commonly placed on the role of cognitive liberation 

– learning strategies of protest, adopting protest frames, and updating information on 

the relative strengths of rebels vis-à-vis their regimes. This claim is indeed supported 

by first-person accounts of rebels. What rebels mention just as often as these aspects of 

cognitive liberation, however, are their emotions as they reacted to protests elsewhere: 

“excited”, “ecstatic”, “proud”, “hopeful”, “angry”, “delirious”, and other such terms 

are prevalent in nearly every single-person account of rebellion.  

 This is clearly demonstrated in the Arab uprisings. After events in Tunisia, for 

example, Egyptians describe their moment of realization in terms consistent with both 

cognitive liberation and emotional arousal. It was not simply the revelation of new 

information or the transformation of underlying preferences that set the region ablaze, 

as many scholars have argued.284 The “demand for dignity” and the “shattering of the 

                                                
283 Collier, Brady, and Seawright provide a succinct justification for the usefulness of 
interviews and first-person accounts of events of contentious action. Collier et al 2004, 
264.  
284 See especially Kuran 2012; Weyland 2013. 
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barrier of fear” – two slogans repeated at every Arab protest – strongly suggest that the 

emotional effects of these protests was more important than a rational calculation of 

risks and opportunities.285 

 To be sure, analysts of these uprisings never fail to mention the presence of 

emotions and the emotionally charged nature of protesters. What most of them fail to 

do, however, is to account theoretically for these emotions. As discussed in Chapter II, 

Wendy Pearlman’s study of the role of emotions is a notable exception.286 She argues 

that they were a necessary mechanism for mobilization, and provides convincing 

accounts of how rebels in Tunisia and Egypt were emotionally driven. Conversely, 

Pearlman also argues that the absence of emotions in places like Algeria made 

rebellion impossible. She contends that the difference between places like Tunisia and 

Egypt, on the one hand, and Algeria, on the other, is that in the former individuals 

valued dignity whereas in the latter they placed a higher value on security, 

predominantly because of the wars that they had experienced in the recent past.  

 My own evidence supports her account of the presence of emotions in Tunisia 

and Egypt, but also casts doubt on her conclusion that Algerians valued security and 

were not aroused by events in Tunisia and Egypt. Firstly, it is highly improbable that 

that Tunisians and Egyptians did not value security on the eve of the uprisings, so 

Algeria does not appear to be a special case. Secondly, emotional arousal was present 

in most countries in the Middle East, including Algeria and in repressive regimes like 

                                                
285 Lynch 2014, 9. 
286 Pearlman 2013. Bellin 2012, 136, also mentions the role of an emotional trigger as 
a possibility for protest mobilization, but she only discusses it briefly as one of a list of 
other factors.   
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Saudi Arabia. Because Arabs in every country were emotionally aroused by the 

rebellions and revolutions in their midst, the presence or absence of rebellion in certain 

countries must be a function of the presence or absence of organizing structures to 

channel these emotions into a mass movement (a point that I discuss in greater depth 

later in this chapter), rather than a function of some inherently different value-

structures.    

 Despite national differences, protests erupted nearly simultaneously across the 

Arab world. And despite these differences, they displayed common repertoires of 

contention such as identical slogans – the most famous of which is “the people want 

the overthrow of the regime” – the use of Friday prayers as protest focal points for 

“days of rage,” and the occupation of nodal points in major cities.287 Many of these 

protests rallied around the tragedies of specific individuals who became martyrs of the 

revolutions: Mohammad Bouazizi in Tunisia, Khaled Said in Egypt, and Hamza al-

Khateeb in Syria. Although Khaled Said was the first of them to die (he was brutally 

tortured to death in police custody), he did not come to be a symbol of the Egyptian 

uprising until Bouazizi’s self-immolation in Tunisia.  

Bouazizi was a fruit vendor whose small street-side business was confiscated by the 

police. When he protested against the destruction of his livelihood, a policewoman 

slapped him, and it was shortly thereafter that he burned himself alive. In a patriarchal 

setting this was particularly humiliating, but it was the image of the policewoman and 

her actions – as both a representative and a symbol of a corrupt state that punished 

with impunity – that resonated across the Arab world. Most Arabs could identify with 

                                                
287 Lynch 2014, 8.  
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Bouazizi’s humiliation after decades of repressive, illegitimate, and increasingly 

corrupt regimes, and his public suicide was seen as an act that gave expression to their 

collective hatred of these regimes.288 It was in this context that Khaled Said – whose 

death proceeded Bouazizi by four months – became a symbol of the collective 

indignities and indignation of Egyptians: they too lived in an environment that was 

very similar to the one in which Tunisians lived, and they had their own ‘martyr’ to 

prove it.289  

 Activists’ efforts to connect these two tragic stories were both intuitive and 

strategic. Protesters in Egypt, and then Yemen and Syria, used these events to arouse 

the anger of their compatriots and to relate their individual struggles to each other as 

aspects of a single, regional movement. They similarly started to create a particular, 

unified brand of protests by positioning themselves as the defenders of freedom of 

expression, justice, and democratic rights. By connecting their own domestic struggle 

with other regional ones, they hoped for enhance their legitimation domestically, in 

the region, and in the eyes of the international community. As a Yemeni activist 

reported: “We tried to do everything the Egyptians were doing, and we even protested 

on their ‘Day of Rage’ before having our own. We hoped that Al Jazeera and other 

international media would pay attention to us after this, like they did with the 

Egyptians.” 290  Indeed, Al Jazeera did portray these “day of rage” protests as 

intertwined, which further galvanized and legitimated each of them. 

                                                
288 Interviews #58 and #74 
289 For the framing of the Egyptian uprising, see Hamdy and Gomaa 2012. 
290 Interview # 60. 
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 The very term “day of rage,” and how it was used throughout the region, 

represents both an aspect of cognitive liberation – the adoption of similar master 

frames – and captures the degree of emotional arousal – in this case, anger – that 

individuals across the Arab world felt. But this was not always the case. Throughout 

the past century, the emotion most easily identified with Arab citizenries was that of 

fear. A common joke in the Egyptian streets is that “the only way Egyptians are 

opening their mouths is at the dentist.”291 Tunisians similarly advised each other to 

“walk next to the wall,” i.e., to be invisible.292 Authoritarianism in the Middle East 

relied on this pervasive fear for its survival.293 Kanan Makiya has explicitly argued 

that as “terror struck deep into the population, withdrawal, cynicism, suspicion, and 

eventually pervasive fear replaced participation as the predominant psychological 

profile.”294  

 It was the moral outrage over Bouazizi’s self-immolation that caused a micro-

level change in the emotions of many Tunisians, from fear to anger.295 Caught off-

guard by the collective anger of what had been a submissive population, Ben Ali 

decided to offer concessions in an attempt to mollify the people.296 However, this had 

the opposite effect: instead of placating the protestors, his actions further incensed 

them. Repression worked in Tunisia because it engendered fear, but when repression 

was replaced by haphazard attempts at appeasement – in other words, when Ben Ali 

                                                
291 Interview # 87. 
292 Interview # 85. 
293 Alexander 2010, 36. 
294 Makiya 1998, 58. 
295 Ajami 2011; Alexander 2010 and 2011. 
296 Bamyeh 2012, 54 
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stopped being himself – his apparent vulnerability “removed the barrier of fear.” On 

January 9, a sign at the lawyers’ syndicate in Tunis aptly captured the changing mood: 

“After today, no more fear.”297 Egyptians and Yemenis also viewed the events in 

Tunisia as “breaking the barrier of fear” throughout the region. A sign copied often 

during the Egyptian protests read: “I used to be afraid, now I am an Egyptian.”298 The 

words “no more fear” were repeated countless times during my interviews, appeared 

ubiquitously in popular protest slogans, and were omnipresent in street graffiti. The 

way protesters themselves understood their actions was as an awakening, a rejection of 

fear, and a sudden emboldening as they collectively rejected their regimes.  

 Even if most Syrians were not as emboldened as their regional counterparts – 

due to the more repressive nature of their government – the regime acted quickly to try 

to ensure that such protests would never happen on their turf. In February 2011, 

immediately after Mubarak’s ousting:  

News was leaked [in Syria] that the President had formed a special 
committee to examine the possibility of the protests spreading to Syria, 
and how to avert or respond to them. The committee reached the 
conclusion that the reason for the fall of the Tunisian and Egyptian 
regimes had been the failure to crush the protests at the moment of their 
inception. This fact indicates that the regime resolved to use the security 
option even before the protests had began.299 

 
 Both activists and elites in Syria were monitoring events in the region: the 

former with the goal of emulating them, the latter with the goal of pre-empting them. 

What they shared, however, was an understanding that Syrians would identify with 

                                                
297 Anis 2012.  
298 See picture 1, Appendix E. 
299 Abbas 2011, 2.  
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events in the region, be inspired by them, and reevaluate their views on the possibility 

of protests and its success in Syria.   

 Social media and independent TV stations, especially Al Jazeera, further 

helped unify the political space by creating a potent sense of shared momentum. The 

impact of social media on the uprisings has spawned a very large number of studies 

proposing a variety of theses: that social media shifted the balance of social power 

away from authoritarian regimes; that it reduced transaction costs for the creation and 

dissemination of protest messages, images and frames; and that its importance was its 

ability to reach and, as a result, affect the perceptions of both domestic and 

international audiences.300 Many authors have gone so far as to declare the Arab 

Uprisings as the first Facebook revolutions. 301  Others, while somewhat more 

restrained, still consider social media as the main mechanism for the spread of the 

Uprisings.302  

                                                
300 See for example Lotan et al., 2011; Starbird and Pale, 2012; Bruns et al., 2013; 
Hussain and Howard, 2013; McGarty et al., 2013; Lynch et al., 2014; Tufekci, 2014  
301  Hussain and Howard 2013, 48. This was partially in response to Malcolm 
Gladwell’s 2010 article in the New Yorker, in which he argued that “revolutions would 
be Tweeted.” The Arab Uprisings were considered evidence that he was wrong. 
Elsewhere, I have argued that a singular focus on the unique nature of social media 
misses the fact that all other major revolutionary periods also occurred in light of 
media-openings and innovations. From the French revolution of 1789 and the wide use 
of pamphlets to the Iranian revolution of 1979, revolutionaries made use of what was 
to them “new” media to organize protests and disseminate information. Prior to these 
revolutions, these new media had also helped create a shared political space and, to 
quote Benedict Anderson, “imagined communities.” In other words, the uniqueness – 
but not the importance – of the role of social media for protest onset has been 
exaggerated. For more, see Toska 2015. For similar critiques of the ability of social 
media to engineer protest, see also Morozov 2011, and Diamond 2010. 
302 Lotan et al 2011. 
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 But media, new or old, is not a mechanism: it is a tool. In this particular case, 

many activists used social media to express their shared anger, to show support, and to 

share organizational plans for protests. However, not every country in the region relied 

on social media, and not every country with social media experienced rebellion. 

According to the Arab Social Media Report, the citizenry of Gulf countries have by far 

the largest percentage of social media users in the Arab world and yet rebellion 

occurred only in Bahrain.303 And some of the largest protests occurred in countries 

with very limited social media access, such as Yemen and Syria. Therefore, we should 

be cautious in attributing a central role in the uprisings to social media, or to 

contagious politics more broadly, even though they appear to have mattered in 

particular cases. As I mention in the following section, and discuss in more detail in 

the two following chapters, social media as a mobilization tool is mediated through 

existing government and social structures: it is, as a result, only as useful as different 

domestic contexts allow it to be. 

 For my purposes, however, the first person-accounts of social media messages 

are useful data that provide further evidence of the presence, or absence, of the two 

mechanisms that I argue are central to the diffusion of rebellion, as well as to show 

how these mechanisms were activated by events in neighboring countries.304 To do 

this, I use Twitter data for the months of January and February 2011 for three 

                                                
303 Arab Social Media Report 2011. 
304 Wendy Pearlman’s 2013 study on emotions – the only one of its kind – focuses 
predominantly on the presence/absence of mobilizing emotions within each country 
(Tunisia, Egypt, and Algeria) and not how these emotional reactions were related to 
one-another. I thus extend her work by examining how events in other countries 
stimulated mobilizing emotions.  
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countries: Egypt, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia.305 The data set includes all publicly 

available tweets originating in each of these countries.306 For each country I focused 

on the immediate reaction to protests in a neighboring country. As a result, for Egypt I 

included tweets for the period of January 1-31, 2011. I used a similar timeframe for 

Saudi Arabia, because the very large number of tweets from the country made the 

process of extracting information in the method below less reliable. Nevertheless, this 

sample still allows me to measure Saudi reaction on Twitter to both Tunisia and the 

start of the Egyptian uprising. For Yemen, I used the timeframe of January 1 – 

February 20, 2011, because the smaller number of tweets allowed me to track the 

Yemeni response to the completed revolutions in both Egypt and Tunisia. In total, the 

number of tweets examined for Saudi Arabia is 851,322; for Egypt it is 251,971; and 

for Yemen 68,792.  

                                                
305 The data was collected as part of a collaborative project with Prof. Michael Macy 
and Shaomei Wu, of Cornell University.  
306  To sample tweets from these countries, we first obtained a list of all the 
cities/towns in Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and Saudi Arabia that are listed in Google 
Maps. We then used Twitter APIs to search for all the recent tweets generated within 
100 miles from the center points of each city/town. We then parsed these tweets and 
extracted the authors of these tweets. Using the authors of these tweets as “seeds”, we 
crawled one degree out from the seeds, and retrieved the profiles of all the seeds, and 
all the “neighbors” (friends/followers) of the seeds. From all the profiles we crawled, 
we tried to further identify their country of origin in three ways: (1) by looking for the 
country name in their self-reported location in their profile; (2) if the time-zone city 
was specified in their profile, by mapping the city to the corresponding country; and 
(3) if the location-tracking service was turned on, by getting the tracked location in 
Twitter metadata. This method gave us the total identifiable tweets from these 
countries. Because the process is time and resource consuming, we chose to focus only 
on these countries, as well as Syria. However, I have not included Syria in this 
analysis, because the number of identifiable tweets is very small, due to state control 
of the internet in the country.   
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 To examine whether the Egyptian Twittersphere was paying attention to – i.e., 

learning from and adopting the language of – the Tunisian protests, I examined the 

100 most common “hashtags” generated by the Tunisian accounts for the same period. 

From this pool, I removed hashtags that were not protest-related, and kept 23 “protest 

hashtags”, such as #BenAli, #sidibouzid, #protests, and others.307 I then calculated the 

percentage of tweets in Egypt that used these hashtags (see Figure 1) 

                            

     Figure 1. 

 

 There was a steady increase in the percentage of tweets that refered to Tunisia 

until January 14, when there is a dramatic uptick as President Ben Ali resigns. The 

percentage then declines until January 25th, at which point it suddenly increases to 

about 65 percent of all tweets. This suggests that on the day of their own uprising, 

protesters in Egypt were still tweeting about Tunisia. A visual confirmation of tweets 

in Egypt does indeed show that #jan25 – referring to the Egyptian uprisings – was co-

written with #jan14 and other Tunisian protest hashtags. Note that the complete and 

                                                
307 I thank Shaomei Wu and Isabel Klouman for identifying the most commonly used 
hashtags in each country. See Appendix G for the list of hashtags.  
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immediate drop in tweets on January 28 is the result of a media blackout imposed by 

the Mubarak government in Egypt. 

 For Saudi Arabia and Yemen, I used protest hashtags from both Egypt and 

Tunisia.308 

     Figure 2. 

 

 

            Figure 3.    

 

  

                                                
308 I used the same method to extract both the Egyptian and Tunisian hashtags.  
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 While the overall picture is similar here as well, in that in both Saudi Arabia 

and Yemen individuals were tweeting much more about the January 14 and January 25 

protests, the percentage of tweets about Tunisia and Egypt is much higher in Yemen. 

There are several possible reasons for this. The primary explanation could be that the 

number of social media users in Yemen is much smaller than in Saudi Arabia and, 

through self-selection, these are also most likely to be the most politically active 

individuals in the country. The second reason is that repression in Saudi Arabia might 

mean that many people in the country who may be inclined to protest were also 

inclined to hide their location. As a result, they are not picked up in the data collection. 

The Yemeni Twittersphere also reacted strongly to Mubarak’s speech and resignation 

on February 10 and 11, respectively.309 In sum, just like the above evidence of 

adoption of frames in the “real world”, Twitter shows that online, activists were also 

learning from one-another. 

 To test the second mechanism, emotional arousal, I constructed a basic 

dictionary of emotions. Using two existing dictionaries to measure affect, I translated 

into Arabic the words pertaining to mobilizing emotions, such as “anger”, “proud”, 

“hate”, “out!” “enough”, “hope”, etc.310 Using this dictionary as a guide, I added 

words that appeared in January tweets from the ten most followed activists in Egypt, 

in order to capture the context-specific language of emotional arousal. I aimed to 

                                                
309 The other major spikes in the chart correspond to Yemen’s own January 27 protest, 
and February 3 “Day of Rage”. 
310 Stone et al 1967; Hu and Liu 2004. See Appendix G. 
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translate the words into both modern standard Arabic and each country’s dialect.311 

Figures 4-6 below show the results per country.  

  

     Figure 4. 

 

     Figure 5. 

 

                                                
311 Because of the nature of Arabic, many more advanced text analysis methods are 
difficult to use. For this type of question, in other languages, “stemming” of words and 
automated text analysis could provide a more efficient and accurate way of text 
analysis. Stemming Arabic words is still in its early stages, and I chose to use a more 
basic method, which may neglect many other words related to emotions but, if 
anything, this would simply show that they are under-represented. For a study on how 
Arabic stemming could be conducted, see El Gohary 2013. This study, however, still 
relies on a preliminary dictionary, much like I used here. 
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     Figure 6.  

 

 Because this analysis simply measures particular words that are associated 

with emotions of anger and hope, it is difficult to say for certain that most of the 

emotions displayed were directly related to protest events. However, the pattern in 

each case peaks on January 14 and January 25 in all three countries – even though the 

emotions in Saudi Arabia fluctuate less – and Yemen has a third peak on February 14. 

This could be because people are tweeting about these events or re-tweeting the 

messages of their neighbors, which would also explain the relatively large percentage 

of emotional tweets.312 In other words, people in each of these countries were 

emotionally aroused by important events in other countries. Combined with other 

evidence already discussed and further analysis discussed in later chapters – these 

commonalities cannot be merely coincidental.  

 To explain why only two of these three countries experienced rebellion, 

despite all three showing a sufficient number of activists engaged and emotionally 

                                                
312 I say “relatively large” because not all tweets were protest related. If we were to 
look only at protest-related tweets, the percentage of emotional tweets would likely be 
much higher.  
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aroused by events in the region, I turn to the domestic opportunity structures that 

shape the ultimate relationship between the individual emotions of individuals and 

mass movements.  

 

   IV. Domestic Opportunity Structures 

 Antonio Gramsci theorized that for a communist revolution to take hold, 

organizing structures must first be in place, because objective structural conditions by 

themselves do not necessarily mobilize a people.313 This has been subsequently 

echoed many times by students of social movements who, like Gramsci, have 

concluded that  social movements thrive when there are organizations able to 

coordinate the aggrieved masses.314 Many studies of the Arab uprisings, however, 

claim that these uprisings were bottom-up and lacked any organizational hierarchy.315 

It is true that none of the rebellions and revolutions in the Middle East were initially 

organized by a particular, cohesive group, but different groups in four of the countries 

that experienced mass rebellion – Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, and Bahrain – were 

instrumental to protest organization. In Tunisia, professional associations of lawyers 

and academics and, more importantly, labor unions with massive memberships were 

central to mobilization.316 In Egypt, labor unions, established anti-government activist 

groups, and religious organizations all called on their members to rebel soon after the 

                                                
313 Gramsci 2010, 31. 
314 See McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001  
315 Pearlman 2013, 389; El-Amrani 2011, 3. 
316 Beissinger et al 2015. 
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Tunisian revolution.317 In Yemen, members of opposition parties, and religious and 

tribal groups provided the largest share of participants. In Bahrain, religious groups – 

especially those affiliated with the Shi’a – as well as unions and civic associations 

comprised the backbone of the resistance.  318 

 Yet, many scholars still insist that these protests were not organized.319 

However, the data used to support that argument, I contend, have been misinterpreted. 

For example, a survey of protesters in Tahrir Square, Cairo, shows that most protesters 

were not formally affiliated with organizations or groups involved in the protests.320 

This, however, is not the right question to ask in order to ascertain whether organized 

movements had an important role in organizing protests. In my interviews, when I 

asked protesters whether they belonged to an organized movement, I received mixed 

responses in both Egypt and Yemen. However, when I asked whether they were aware, 

prior to the protests, whether or not organized movements were planning to come out 

and protest, they answered that they had indeed known that established groups were 

going to participate, and that they were expected to bring very large numbers of 

protesters. This very knowledge, I argue, changed even un-affiliated individuals’ 

calculations concerning whether to participate or not. Once unaffiliated people knew 

they would not be alone – a certainty that was absent in places like Saudi Arabia and 

Syria, where independent organizations were summarily stifled – they flooded the 

squares. In other words, the existence of a prior history of mobilization was central to 

                                                
317 Beinin 2014. 
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319 El-Amrani 2011, 4. 
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the onset of rebellion, even for individuals who were not part of the prior mobilization. 

This is the second hypothesis of this dissertation, to which I add the addendum that 

fairly competitive, or semi-democratic, regimes were unlikely to experience rebellion 

even if they had autonomous organizations, since there was a reasonable hope that the 

government could be “overthrown” at the ballot box. The following two chapters 

examine in detail the particular organizations, or lack thereof, in Egypt, Syria, Saudi 

Arabia, and Yemen. Here I provide a bird’s eye view on the region to show that, in the 

region as a whole, rebellion generally occurred in those countries that had prior 

mobilization. 

 Table 1 provides information on the presence or absence of rebellion and the 

presence or absence of autonomous organizations. I calculate a basic dichotomous 

variable on the presence or absence of such organizations, based on country histories 

and literature on the politics of the countries in the region. This is not a perfect 

measure, which is why I delve into the details of each domestic context in the 

following chapters. However, it does provide a few insights concerning the patterns of 

domestic mobilization and rebellion. 
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Table. 1  

 

 As can be seen, four out of six countries that experienced rebellion also had 

autonomous organizations. Meanwhile, three out of the four countries that have 

autonomous organizations but did not experience rebellion – Lebanon, Algeria, Jordan 

– also had fairly competitive systems and are on the more democratic than 

authoritarian side of the regime-type scale which, as per my hypothesis, made 

rebellion less likely.  

 Another way to measure whether degree of prior mobilization was central to 

the Arab uprisings is to examine the history of elections in the region. When elections 

are competitive, then there is hope that a regime could be “overthrown” by voting 

them out. If there are no elections or if elections are completely controlled by the 

regime, then rebellion was less likely. However, in semi-competitive regimes, where 

there is both a history of mobilization and a lack of hope for a real change of power, 

rebellion was most likely. Table 2 bears out this hypothesis. 

      

     Table 2.  

Elections and the Arab Uprisings 
 
  No Rebellion  Protests (No Rebellion) Mass Mobilization Violent Unrest 
 
No elections Qatar   Oman       Libya 
  Saudi Arabia 
  UAE 
 
One-Party       Egypt   Syria 
elections        Tunisia 
        Syria 
        Yemen 
 
Competitive    Jordan (Monarchy) Bahrain (Monarchy 
Elections    Kuwait (Monarchy)   
     Morocco (Monarchy) 
  Algeria 
  Lebanon 
  Iraq 
  Palestine 
    
     
 
 
    Autonomous Organizations and Arab Uprisings 
 
 Rebellion       No Rebellion  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Countries     Autonomous Org.  Polity    Countries     Autonomous Org.   Polity   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Tunisia  Yes  -3   Qatar  No   -10 
Yemen  Yes  -2   S. Arabia No   -10 
Egypt  Yes  -3   UAE  No   -10 
Libya  No  -7   Lebanon  Yes   6 
Syria  No  -9   Algeria  Yes   3  
Bahrain  Yes  -7   Jordan  Yes   3 
       Morocco  Yes   -6 
       Kuwait  No   -7 
       Oman  No   -10 
 
    
        



 

 141 

 

 As this table shows, mass mobilization (rebellion) occurred in those countries 

that had one-party elections, with no hope of replacing the regime. Three of four of the 

countries that experienced rebellion and violent unrest – Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen – 

had one-party elections.321 Only one country with competitive elections – Bahrain – 

experienced rebellion, whereas three experienced protests that aimed not at 

overthrowing the regime, but at government and constitutional changes. As is the 

nature of these regimes, some of the protesters’ demands were fulfilled and protests 

subsequently died down. Similarly, only one repressive regime – Libya – experienced 

rebellion. In sum, and as hypothesized, this chart shows that having room for 

mobilization makes protests against a regime more likely, but these protests are more 

likely to turn into rebellions when the room for mobilization is more limited. 

 One obvious potential problem with the above chart is that, with the exception 

of Bahrain, monarchies were mostly safe from rebellion. In fact, only monarchies that 

did not have natural resources (i.e., oil) experienced rebellion, whereas the ones that 
                                                
321 For a discussion on how elections help or hinder regime stability, see Lust 2014. 
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 Rebellion       No Rebellion  
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Countries     Autonomous Org.  Polity    Countries     Autonomous Org.   Polity   
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Tunisia  Yes  -3   Qatar  No   -10 
Yemen  Yes  -2   S. Arabia No   -10 
Egypt  Yes  -3   UAE  No   -10 
Libya  No  -7   Lebanon  Yes   6 
Syria  No  -9   Algeria  Yes   3  
Bahrain  Yes  -7   Jordan  Yes   3 
       Morocco  Yes   -6 
       Kuwait  No   -7 
       Oman  No   -10 
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did were safe from it. Many scholars have argued that monarchies and oil are the two 

main factors that determine how rebellions developed and whether they succeeded in 

overthrowing the regime or not, especially since the two overlap for more than half of 

the monarchies in the region.322 Monarchies and hereditary regimes more broadly are 

capable of creating stable alliances – since there is little threat that these alliances will 

be removed in an election cycle or that a leader will be replaced – and, as a result, they 

are more stable.323 Oil is equated with regime stabilization, because the flow of 

hydrocarbon rents can weaken civil society and stunt the growth of a modern work-

force, diminishing the capacity of populations to mount serious challenges to their 

regimes.324  

 The problem with these two variables in the region is that they co-occur, which 

makes it difficult to distinguish which is more relevant in creating regime stability. 

However, history in the Middle East suggests we be careful of exaggerating the value 

of monarchical stability. In the post-colonial era, monarchies have been overthrown in 

Egypt (1952), Tunisia (1957), Iraq (1958), North Yemen (1962), South Arabia (1967, 

and Libya (1969).325 Other Islamic countries, such as Afghanistan (1973) and Iran 

(1979) also saw their monarchies overthrown. Earlier still, the French revolution of 

1789, the European revolutions of 1848, and the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 also 

demonstrate that monarchies are not immortal.  

                                                
322 See a review of this argument in Yom and Gause III 2012, 75-81, ; Brownlee et al 
2015. 
323 Brownlee 2007. 
324 Ross 2001 and 2011. 
325 South Arabia refers to a region now in Southern Yemen, which until 1967 was 
under British colonial control. See Yom and Gause III 2012. 
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 Oil, however, has a better track record with respect to regime stability in the 

regime. As Bunce and Patel argue, oil rich countries in the Caucuses – Azerbaijan, 

Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Russia – did not experience revolutions with the rest 

of the region in the early 2000s.326 The evidence seems to suggest that oil does provide 

a measure of regime stability, and that this effect might be magnified in the case of 

monarchies. The important lesson to derive from these observations is that both factors 

enable a regime to effectively stifle apposition. It is this stifling of the opposition that 

is the most relevant factor to generalize beyond the Middle East, and such stifling can 

be achieved through very repressive regimes, whose existence oil makes possible. The 

effects of oil and regime type are very long-term, but our best bet in determining 

whether rebellions will happen in any particular moment – especially after a rebellion 

in an identity-neighborhood – will be to look at whether there are mobilizing 

structures to rally the masses.  

 Finally, Table 2 also shows that we have overestimated the importance of 

youth or social media, as necessary and sufficient factors, in the Arab uprisings. Social 

media does not correlate strongly with the occurrence of rebellions, and it was only as 

useful as the independent organizations on the ground. Where organizations could use 

the potential of social media to mobilize and organize, as in Egypt, they did so. 

However, without such organizations, such as in most of the Gulf countries, social 

media was not associated with mobilization. With regard to the great emphasis on the 

power of youth for the Arab uprisings, the UNDP Human Development report shows 

that Gulf countries have a much higher percentage of youth population – 70 percent 

                                                
326 Bunce and Patel 2014, 69. 
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under 30 years old in Saudi Arabia – than North African countries. In fact, the 

majority of participants in the Egyptian revolution were middle-aged professionals, 

not youth, although some youth groups were instrumental in organizing protests.327 In 

other words, a demographic youth-bomb is not a sufficient condition for revolution 

and, like social media, it tends to have a greater effect on those countries where there 

are independent organizations to channel their grievances.   

 In conclusion, this chapter has provided support for the first two hypothesis of 

the dissertation: 1) that rebellion in the Arab world would spread within the region as a 

result of their shared identity and the activation of cognitive and emotive mechanisms, 

and 2) that within the region this spread was most likely in countries with independent 

organizations and associations that were not entirely repressive or that had a 

competitive political system. By focusing on independent organizations and prior 

mobilization, I am able to capture varied groups such as labor, tribes, civic 

associations, or religious groups as a type of organizing structure. This categorization 

strategy enables my theory to identify clearer landmarks in determining the possibility 

of the spread of rebellion anywhere. The first step would be to ask which countries 

share an identity with the country of the first rebellion and are therefore prone to learn 

from and be inspired by it; the second step would be to look for a prior history of 

mobilization; and the third would be to distinguish between those countries with a 

prior history of mobilization, those regimes that can be replaced at the ballot box and 

those that cannot.  

  

                                                
327 Beissinger et al 2014, 13. 
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 Chapters V and VI examine four countries in detail – Egypt and Yemen 

(chapter V), and Syria and Saudi Arabia (chapter IV) – in order to more rigorously 

evaluate the two hypotheses in this chapter, as well as a third hypothesis: whether the 

size and nature of mobilization determines the outcome of rebellions. Since the goal of 

this chapter has been to provide a regional overview and since chapter III established 

that success of rebellion is a domestic, not a regional, issue, I include its study in my 

discussion of the individual country cases. These case studies provide variation in the 

dependent and independent variable. Egypt and Yemen both had independent 

organizations, but these organizations and their respective domestic political structures 

were vastly different from one-another. The results of their rebellions – ultimate 

success – were determined both by the nature of the rebellion (as hypothesized) and, in 

the case of Yemen, by foreign intervention, an alternative theory that was shown to 

have a great impact on the outcome of rebellion in Chapter III.328 I also examine in 

more detail the process of how these rebellions unfolded, paying particular attention to 

the two mechanisms of diffusion. 

 Chapter V examines Saudi Arabia and Syria. Saudi Arabia has no independent 

organizations and, as hypothesized, experienced no rebellion. This case allows me to 

examine how oil has stifled opposition throughout the country’s history and how it 

was used to put down protests as soon as they started. Nevertheless, the one area of 

Saudi Arabia that did have autonomous organizations – the Eastern province – did 

experience large protests. Because rebellion is defined as a national process, and 

                                                
328 By success I simply mean the overthrow of the regime, not democratization or the 
achievement of other, potential, opposition goals. 
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because of the relatively small population in this part of Saudi Arabia, this is not 

considered a case of rebellion. Nevertheless, it shows how regional events and 

autonomous organizations domestically interact to produce rebellion. The case of 

Syria only partially fits my theory. Given the absence of autonomous organizations, 

rebellion in Syria was less likely to occur. However, I discuss how both the emotional 

mechanisms of cognitive liberation and emotional arousal relate to the reactions of 

both protesters and the regime, and how the lack of prior mobilization in the country 

ultimately determined that protests would become violent.   
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Chapter V 
 

The “People” Overthrew the Regimes: 
Egypt and Yemen 

 
On 11 January 2011…Hillary Clinton made a surprise visit to Ṣan’a. 
In a meeting with opposition and civil society leaders, Clinton 
reopened the succession debate and signaled US support for the 
opposition stance on the question of presidential succession. 329  
 
“Our assessment is that the Egyptian government is stable and is 
looking for ways to respond to the legitimate needs and interests of the 
Egyptian people.”330   
      Secretary Clinton, January 25, 
2011. 

 

 Secretary Clinton’s assessment that the rule of the Egyptian President, Hosni 

Mubarak, was stable and deserved continued U.S. support, and her contrasting 

skepticism concerning the fate of Yemeni President’s Ali Abdullah Saleh, were not 

simply reflections of American interests in the region. For most observers and scholars 

of the region, Egypt was a strong and stable state, and Yemen a weak and perpetually 

unstable one. This does not mean that anyone expected the Yemeni regime to collapse, 

however. After all, President Saleh had ruled North Yemen since 1978 and then a 

united Yemen since 1990. During this period the country had been consistently 

unstable, and Saleh had never been able to establish control over all the nation’s 

territory. Instability in the country was therefore not so much a forewarning of his 

potential overthrow as it was the status quo of his rule for the past three decades. In 

                                                
329 Kim 2011. In my own interview with a high-level official who had attended the 
meeting, he described Clinton as having seemed very sympathetic to the opposition’s 
concern that Saleh’s reelection would destabilize the country. The meeting was kept 
secret. Interview #66.  
330 Sanger 2011. 
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fact, Middle East autocrats like Saleh had proven to be much more capable than their 

global counterparts in resisting societal pressure. Although the early 1990s witnessed 

the collapse of apartheid, the Berlin wall, and a host of Cold War dictatorships, Arab 

leaders had proven to be very effective at managing domestic challenges, giving rise 

to reasonable skepticism that a popular uprising could topple their entrenched 

regimes.331  

 However, below the surface, many Middle East countries were experiencing 

societal changes that were obscured by exclusive attention on power politics and a 

concurrent inattention to politics-from-below. 332  Political openings had led to 

increasingly active civil society and broad political participation in countries such as 

Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Palestine, and Yemen. Among these, the 

prospects for poplar insurgency in Yemen – itself partly a product of the end of the 

Cold War – seemed especially dramatic and promising.333 While these hopes were 

quickly dashed after the civil war of 1994, groups independent of the regime 

continued to put pressure on the Saleh government in an environment that was much 

more open than in most other Arab states.  

 The emergence of relatively independent societal groups starting in the early 

1990s, however, is the only real similarity between Egypt and Yemen. Egypt’s per 

capita gross domestic product is twice that of Yemen.334 The government of Egypt has 

always been stable and able to control most areas of the country and aspects of social 
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life. Despite corruption and relative poverty, the government has provided education 

and extensive social services – albeit declining in both quantity and quality – to the 

population since the days of President Nasser. Egyptian national identity and pride 

have been established since the early years of the Egyptian state. Meanwhile, the 

Weberian vision of a state that enjoys a monopoly on violence – legitimate or 

otherwise – was not remotely evident in Yemen.335 In a country of just 21.5 million 

people, there are an estimated 63 million weapons in private hands.336 The state is 

utterly incapable of providing welfare, protection, or education. Moreover, there is no 

coherent and internalized conception of citizenship and “nationhood”; two regions – 

the Houthi region in the north and the southern region – have consistently fought for 

independence or political autonomy. 

 Yet, when President Ben Ali of Tunisia was overthrown in January 2011, 

Yemeni and Egyptian protesters were the first in the region both to celebrate and to 

create their own insurgencies. Groups that had a long history of mobilization against 

the regime organized protests in both countries. Despite different trajectories, by the 

end of the year both countries would see their presidents, who had ruled for 33 (Saleh) 

and 31 years (Mubarak) respectively, overthrown by popular protests.  

 Comparison of the two countries is productive for two main reasons. First, the 

fact that both rebellions erupted after the Tunisian example demonstrates that rebels in 

Egypt and Yemen adopted the Tunisian frames and updated their calculations of the 

strength of their own regimes (cognitive liberation), as well as showing that rebels in 
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both countries were highly emotionally aroused by events in Tunisia. Second, the 

development of the uprisings proves that emotions were in fact instrumental to events, 

as Wendy Pearlman has already argued. More importantly, I can show why these 

emotions were activated: because of the strong identification with Tunisian “brothers 

and sisters” (Hypothesis 1).337 Further, the different contexts in Egypt and Yemen 

fatally undercut the “common cause” argument that rebellions were due to similar 

domestic grievances. Rather, they occurred because existing mobilizing structures 

were able to capitalize on the emotionally charged post-Tunisia environment to 

mobilize their own constituencies (Hypothesis 2).338 Tracing the trajectory of how 

these mobilizing structures were created in very different contexts, and how they 

operated during the uprisings, allows me to reject the argument that rebellions were 

due to some other difference between the countries. Finally, the varied trajectories of 

the success of these rebellions reveals how the different types of opposition in each, 

and the presence of foreign intervention in Yemen, led to different ways of 

overthrowing the regimes in each country (Hypothesis 3).339  

 The chapter proceeds by examining the roots and processes of rebellion in 

Egypt and Yemen. For each country, I will first examine how the varying domestic 

conditions led to different kinds of autonomous organizations, which have put 

pressure on their regimes since the 1990s. I then show how these groups capitalized on 

                                                
337 Pearlman 2013. 
338 On “common cause” argument for the Middle East, see Lust 2011, and Way 2011.  
339 Especially given the resort to violence in Yemen and the return of autocracy in 
Egypt since 2011, I want to reemphasize that the definition of success for this 
dissertation only looks at whether the regime was overthrown, and is agnostic as to the 
type of regime that was established afterward. In other words, I do not hypothesize 
what happened in each country after the presidents were overthrown. 
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popular reaction to Tunisia to organize the uprisings, followed by the reactions of the 

political elites to them. Finally, I examine why each rebellion succeeded, but did so in 

different ways.  

 

          I. “Walk Like an Egyptian” 

Nasser and Sadat welcome Mubarak in hell and ask how he died. “Was it 
poison?” asks Nasser. “Was it assassination?” asks Sadat. “No,” replies 
Mubarak, “it was Facebook.” 
      Well-known post-revolutionary joke. 

 
 
 Like other post-coup governments in the 1950s and 1960s Middle East, 

President Nasser developed a state-centric socio-economic formula to buttress his rule. 

This formula is often referred to as the “authoritarian bargain” in the region: in return 

for political quiescence, governments redistributed wealth by ensuring equitable and 

universal access to basic necessities like food, shelter, education, and health care.340 

State-owned enterprises, protected by import substitution policies, absorbed tens of 

thousands of workers into what was essentially a civil service corps that guaranteed 

lifetime employment and living wages. 341  University graduates were guaranteed 

employment in the public sector, while labor unions were created and quickly 

absorbed under state corporatism, thus becoming mere adjuncts of the ruling regime. 

 The effects of this strategy were twofold: while the regime was solidified, 

public expectations that the government should ensure equality and provide public 

welfare through public spending were also cemented. Up to the 1973 war against 
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Israel, this authoritarian bargain functioned fairly well in Egypt, as both human and 

economic development improved drastically during the first two decades after this 

model was enacted.342 By the late 1980s, however, the authoritarian bargain became 

both too expensive and inefficient to sustain; however, because of the established 

popular expectations, it was also too big to fail. The civil service rolls were bloated – 

with up to four times the necessary number of civil servants – and state-owned 

industries were woefully inefficient.343 Earlier efforts to reduce dependence on this 

system, however, made it clear that the population was unwilling to allow the 

government to renege on the social bargain: an announcement that the government 

could cut bread subsidies in 1977 led to one of the largest protests in Egyptian history, 

and any change that threatened subsidies crossed one of the few red-lines in Egyptian 

politics.344 Nevertheless, due to the sad state of Egyptian finances, by the early 1990s 

the government had little choice but to turn to the United States and the international 

lending agencies, especially the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which forced it to 

re-structure the economy as a condition for aid. This precipitated the break in the 

authoritarian bargain in Egypt, and thus encouraged the slow but steady rise of 

opposition to the regime.  
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  1. The Rebirth of Labor and the Rise of Civil Society 

 In contrast to the tightening of control over political life in Egypt – with 

increasing interference in the conduct of elections – the government has pursued 

economic privatization. In 1991, Egypt signed an Economic Reform and Structural 

Adjustment Program with the IMF and the World Bank. As a result of that agreement, 

the government changed the taxation system so that it benefited the business 

community and the top income bracket, while privatizing nearly two hundred firms 

during the 1990s.345 Many public services – such as electricity and infrastructure 

management – were also privatized.346 Tax cuts in taxes and privatization of aspects of 

the economy that were normally under the purview of the state led to an increase in 

corruption and the wealth of the political elite, while decreasing investment in 

agriculture, state-owned enterprises, health, housing, education, et cetera.347 These 

changes put most Egyptian laborers in a precarious condition, as they saw their 

previously promised lifetime employment turned into short-term contracts with no 

protections or benefits, and no possible recourse. Since the 1950s, all public-sector 

workers had been required to join a union under the authority of the Egyptian Trade 

Unions of Federation (ETUF), which was government controlled and banned workers 

from striking or engaging in collective bargaining.348 

 Despite the ban on strikes, Egypt has had a long history of labor activism.349 

These protests increased dramatically after 2006, in response to both the aggressive 

                                                
345 Marfleet 2009. 
346 Singerman and Amar 2006. 
347 Denis 2006, 80. 
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adoption of neoliberal economic reforms two years earlier, and the accelerated rate of 

privatization of state-owned enterprises to businessmen connected to President 

Mubarak’s son, Gamal. 350  These protests have taken place despite the severe 

restrictions on striking. According to some estimates, during 2000-2010 there have 

been approximately three thousand worker-led protests, totaling some 1.7 million 

protesters in total.351 In 2010 alone, there were 530 labor-related incidents, including 

strikes, sit-ins, and demonstrations.352  

 The wave of workers’ protests between 2006 and 2010 was set in motion by a 

strike in December 2006 in al-Mahalla al-Kubra at the Misr Spinning and Weaving 

Company, which is a public sector firm which is also one of the largest enterprises in 

Egypt with about 25,000 employees.353 This strike and a subsequent one in 2007 

inspired many other workers, both traditional blue-collar employees, and, in a new 

development, white-collar workers and government agency employees.354 The most 

prominent – and successful – strike was the 2007 protest against the newly formed, 

and independent, Real Estate and Tax Authority (RETA). That strike more than tripled 

workers’ pay and inspired the creation of the Independent Teachers’ Union, the 

Independent Union of Health Technicians, and the Independent Union of Pension 

Holders.355 The RETA protest was exceptional in that it has 140 offices around the 

country and no central hierarchy, yet for 11 days over 8,000 workers camped in 
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between the buildings of the Council of Ministers and the Egyptian parliament in 

much the same fashion as the January 2011 protests in Tahrir: protesters occupied the 

square and chanted anti-government slogans.356  

 The government-controlled ETUF criticized these protests, but the government 

did not violently oppress them, with the tacit mutual agreement that they ought not to 

become political. As long as requests were narrowly restricted to pay and working 

conditions, they were allowed to take place. In fact, discouraging the politicization of 

labor has been – and continues to be – a top priority of the Egyptian government, since 

labor could potentially organize the largest percentage of the Egyptian population.357 

The fact that labor was central to democratization in most African and Latin American 

countries in the early 1990s was not lost on the Egyptian political elite. The 

government gambled that giving in to some of labor’s demands – while ensuring that 

these demands were not political in nature – would prevent politicized labor 

movements from materializing.358  

                                                
356 Lachapelle 2007. 
357 Research on labor movements in Egypt has always been one of the most sensitive 
topics. During my first field research trip to Egypt in 2011, it had already become 
exceedingly difficult to meet with labor organizers. As the death by torture of Italian 
doctoral student Giulio Regeni in 2016 shows, it has now become impossible. 
Controlling labor remains one of the main concerns of the Egyptian government. 
358 For government’s awareness on the role of labor in Africa and elsewhere, see 
Beinin 2010. Studies of the early 1990s wave of regime change in sub-Saharan Africa 
found that trade union activism was essential to many of these transitions. Michael 
Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle, for instance, found that the single most important 
factor explaining the variation in protests in African countries during the “African 
wave” of democratization between 1989 and 1994 was the number of legally 
registered trade unions in a country in 1989. They noted that “in countries with 
pluralistic labor movements like South Africa, Niger and Zambia, industrial action 
was at the center of mass uprisings and the trade unions helped to provide an 
organizational infrastructure for opposition movements.” Bratton and van de Walle 
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 However, there was a sense in which separating economic and political 

demands  was impossible. Labor protests coincided – and perhaps were influenced by 

– pro-democracy protests in Egypt. Starting in 2000, a group of activists organized in 

solidarity with the Second Palestinian Intifada – another obvious example of the 

unified Arab public. Activists set up coordinating committees in all major cities and 

organized protests of hundreds of participants. During the U.S. invasion of Iraq, this 

loose and informal gathering became the 20 March anti-war movement.359 However, it 

was not until just before the 2005 elections that this movement became the large and 

well-organized group known as the Egyptian Movement for Change or, colloquially, 

“Kefaya!,” which means ‘enough.’ This movement called for free elections, the repeal 

of the notorious “emergency law” which allowed for arbitrary arrest and detention, 

and confirmation that President Mubarak’s son, Gamal, would not run for election in 

the future.360 The Muslim Brotherhood also protested and raised the same issues, but 

mobilized separately from Kefaya, whose membership had grown to include members 

from all sectors of Egyptian society.361  

 When workers at al-Mahalla al-Kubra announced that a protest would take 

place on April 6, 2008, a group of activists from Kefaya – the Kefaya Youth for 

Change Bloggers and Activists – announced the creation of the “April 6 Youth 

                                                                                                                                       
1997, 148. John Krause similarly concluded that worker or union protests were vital to 
democratization in fourteen of thirty-eight sub-Saharan African countries. Krause 
2007, 257. 
359 El Ghobashy 2005. 
360 Oweida et al. 2008. 
361 Lim 2012, 235. 
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Movement” in solidarity with them.362 The call for a general strike, supported by the 

Kefaya movement and the Labor, Karama, and Wasat parties, was announced on 

Facebook.363 These labor movement, pro-democracy activists and political parties 

were not directly linked to one-another: however, the founder of the Karama Party in 

2006, Kamal Abu Eita, had been one of the founders of Kefaya in 2004, and was also 

the founder of the independent RETA worker’s union, who staged the most successful 

labor protest in Egyptian history.364 This was something of a pattern in Egyptian 

society: during both my own interviews and others recorded at the “Digital Revolution 

Archive” at the American University in Cairo, protesters who had participated in one 

of these organizations often reported having participated in more than one.365 Even 

though these organizations were not officially linked, their overlapping memberships 

bound them together informally.  

 Therefore, when scholars of the Arab Uprisings argue that labor was not 

central to the January 25 protests, they are correct insofar as they refer solely to the 

direct participation of the national workers’ union, ETUF, which indeed remained 

steadfastly loyal to Mubarak.366 However, informal connections between labor groups 

representing various industries and political activists had long been in place and in at 

least one instance in 2010, their leaders met directly to discuss the possible 

                                                
362 Lim 2012, 236; Bishara 2012, 87. 
363 Bishara 2012, 88. 
364 Interviews #72-74. See also   
365 The Digital Archive can be accessed at: 
 http://digitalcollections.aucegypt.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/p15795coll7  
366 For example, Lynch 2014 downplays the role of labor, as does Pearlman 2013. For 
a counter-argument, see Beinin 2012. 
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politicization of labor.367 The vast connections and ability of labor organizers, such as 

the leaders of RETA, to contact and indirectly reach hundreds of thousands of workers, 

and their simultaneous connections to political activists like Kefaya and April 6, meant 

that when the time came – during the week leading up to January 25 – not only were 

individual and collective workers able to receive information even if they were not 

following political activists directly, but they also had the recent experience of 

successful protests to encourage them to participate. And indeed this is precisely what 

happened.368  

 Mubarak’s ability to manage these protests, rather than suppressing them, was 

honed by years of practice. Besides overt activism in the form of labor and political 

groups, other forms of opposition to the Mubarak regime were rampant in Egypt. 

Blogs, for instance, were proliferating on the internet. One of the most famous, an 

aggregate blog opened in 2005 called Manalaa, collected news and opinion pieces 

from other sites.369 These blogs dealt with various issues, including human rights in 

Egypt, pro-democracy activism, the documentation of regime abuses, and other topics 

that would not be reported in regime-controlled media.  

 Meanwhile, street graffiti lampooning Mubarak would appear and would be 

erased on a regular basis. Anti-regime cartoon books were – and still are – sold in 

                                                
367 Kefaya, April 6 and Labor Activists met for a discussion hosted by the Center for 
Trade Union and Workers’ Services (CTUWS) in October 2010. For more on this, see 
Bishara 2012, 87. The CTUWS was also involved in organizing the January 25 
protests.  
368 Interviews #5-8. 
369 www.manalaa.net. The manager of the blog, Alaa Abd el-Fattah, was very active in 
recording and reporting the Egyptian revolution and was arrested as a result of it. 
Currently, he is in prison for criticizing the regime of President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.  
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many Cairo bookstores. Movies, such as Birds of Darkness by (in)famous director 

Adel Imam, discussed the corrupt ways of rising to power, as well as the secret 

connections of the Mubarak regime with the Muslim Brotherhood. Despite being 

banned, or perhaps because they were banned, films like this were widely watched. In 

literature, Alaa Al Aswany’s The Yakoubian Building is an outstanding example of 

sharp criticism of the Egyptian regime, and it sold out at every bookstore. Youssef 

Chahine and Khaled Youssef’s Hiya Fawda (This is Chaos) on police corruption, 

Youssef’s Hina Maysara (When Things Get Better) on the regime’s responsibility for 

urban poverty, and Mohamed Diab’s 678 – which highlighted sexual harassment of 

women as an example of how the regime could not provide security and further 

suggested that the regime relished a certain degree of insecurity as justification for 

repression – became focal points of discussion on the state of affairs in Egypt.  

 Similarly, from the 1950s to the 1970s, the vernacular poetry of Ahmed Foud 

Negm, who is nothing short of a folk hero in Egypt, was well-known throughout 

Egypt, especially as a result of his collaborations with musicians and composers. In 

particular, his 1960s poem Taty Rasak, Taty! Inta fi Watan Demokrati (Lower Your 

Head, You Live in a Democratic Country), which is an incisively sarcastic critique of 

Egyptian politics, was such a part of popular culture that it became the anthem of the 

revolution in 2011. When sung by Ramy Essam – the so-called singer of the 

revolution – it found an immediate chorus in the Tahrir crowd.      

 In other words, the popular thesis (theorized most explicitly by Timur Kuran) 

that individuals in repressive regimes do not rebel because they do not know the 
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preferences of others, simply does not apply in the case of Egypt.370 Kuran argued that 

the role of the Tunisian uprising was to make Egyptian’s private preferences visible in 

the public sphere, but far too many Egyptians already knew that others shared their 

hatred of Mubarak. Rather, what they needed from Tunisia was emotional inspiration 

and a practical lesson in how to depose a hated leader.  

 

   3. “The People Want the Downfall of the Regime” 

“What we saw on January 25 was an uprising, not a demonstration. A 
young man standing in front of an armored vehicle, jumping on it to strike 
it, falling off and then doing it again? Honestly, there was no fear.”  
        Egyptian Lieutenant Colonel, March 12, 2011.371 

 

 On June 6, 2010, Khaled Said, a 28 year-old computer programmer from 

Alexandria, was in an internet café when he was dragged outside and beaten to death 

by Egyptian police. Days earlier, Said had posted a secretly filmed video showing 

policemen engaged in corruption. Said’s murder was filmed by other activists on the 

scene and the photos from his post-mortem exam were released online by his family. 

Said was horribly disfigured, testifying to the viciousness of the beating. Enraged by 

police brutality that had become all too common in Egypt, a Google executive about 

the same age as Said and a few friends created the Facebook page “We are all Khaled 

Said.”  

The managers of the page posted regular updates of police brutality, hoping to both 

inform and incite the Egyptian public. Within weeks, it had over three hundred 

                                                
370 See Kuran 1994, and his 2012 adaptation of the theory to the Arab Uprising. 
371 Quoted in El Ghobashi 2012. 
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thousand followers. After Mohammed Bouazizi in Tunisia burned himself alive, the 

Facebook page became more than a recording of police brutality and a site to express 

collective outrage: it became a venue for the organization of protests.  

 One of the founders of April 6 movement, Asmaa Mahfouz, also became an 

important symbol in setting the stage for the January 25 protests. In a video posted 

online on January 18, 2011, and shared on her Facebook page, she called upon 

Egyptians to join her on January 25 in protesting the corrupt Egyptian regime and 

demanding fundamental human rights for the people. Within a week, the video had 

been viewed over 200,000 times on Youtube.372 Mahfouz introduced her message by 

referring to the self-immolation of Bouazizi in Tunisia, and the recent, but unreported, 

self-immolation by at least 4 other disenfranchised and marginalized Egyptians. 

Giving the lie to the government’s charge that its opponents were anti-Islamic, 

Western spies, Mahfouz is a veiled Egyptian who used Quranic language to justify 

both her anger and her hope for an Egyptian revolution emulating Tunisia’s. She 

shamed those who are afraid to participate and posted her personal phone number – 

breaking a number of social taboos – so that those who may want to join may get 

information directly from the organizers. She ended the video by dramatically raising 

a hand-written note in Arabic, which said “I am going out on the twenty-fifth to 

protect my dignity as an Egyptian.”  Another video posted on January 21 by Nobel 

laureate Mohamed El Baradei that went viral showed Khaled Said’s mother urging 

Egyptians to reclaim their rights to the street and encouraging them to join the 

                                                
372 See the video at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SgjIgMdsEuk  
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revolution on January 25.373 Unwittingly, the regime had given protesters a focal point 

in having announced January 25 as “National Police Day” shortly before. Given the 

hatred of the police in Egypt, it was especially poignant for protesters to co-opt this 

date as their own.  

 Ben Ali’s resignation, therefore, had a profound effect in Egypt. Activists in 

Egypt made plans about how to barricade themselves in the central square as 

Tunisians had, how to distract the regime, and how to appeal to the Egyptian public.374 

Kurt Weyland argues that the stunning events in Tunisia made Egyptians abandon 

“prudence and caution” and “jump to the conclusion that they could repeat a similar 

feat in their own country.”375 This goes too far, however, because Egyptians were, in 

fact, quite realistic. They were well aware that they were going to face formidable 

repression and, in fact, expected such repression to intensify since, as an activist said: 

“if we think that maybe Mubarak can be overthrown, he too thinks that maybe he can 

be overthrown and he is going to come to us with all he has, which is a lot.”376  

 As Pearlman has already argued, Tunisia’s primary effect on Egypt, and the 

rest of the Arab world, was that of “an emotional jolt.”377 Egyptians were proud of 

events in Tunisia, and activists from April 6, the Revolutionary Socialists, as well as 

the “We are All Khalid Said” movement made that clear by reproducing the words 

“proud,” and “happy for our Tunisian brothers” numerous times on their online 

accounts. These groups who for the last decade had protested for Arab causes in 

                                                
373 This video can be viewed at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UgZMz3encLE  
374 Interviews #93; #95 and #96 
375 Weyland 2012, 927, 923. 
376 Interview #79 
377 Pearlman 2013, 396. 
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Palestine and Iraq saw the success of Tunisia as a shared story, although perhaps with 

a bit of surprise that it was “tiny Tunisia,” and not “mighty Egypt” that started the 

protests.378  

 On January 21, activists staged small protests to gauge the degree of support 

for later, large scale ones they planned to follow. They walked around neighborhoods 

yelling anti-government slogans.379 By January 23, members of all protest sectors 

announced their support for action against the regime, including el-Mahalla workers 

who had started the protest cycle in 2006, Sinai Bedouin, civil servants who signed 

their participation on the “We Are all Khaled Said” page, the very organized – and 

sometimes violent – supporters of the two largest soccer teams, and others.380 

Nevertheless, as is the case with revolutionary situations, there was no certainty that 

large numbers of people would actually show up; online commitment is not the same 

as going out into the streets. “We didn’t know, but we had reason to hope,” was how 

one activist put it.381 

 Despite the pre-revolutionary preparations by activist groups, many scholars 

still insist on the diffuse nature of protests. They did not have a single hierarchy, of 

course, and, as Issander El-Amrani said, “there may be a core of activists who have 

been preparing for this day, but they are outnumbered by people who are there just 

because they have had enough.”382 Considering the number of participants – in the 

tens of thousands – during the first day of the uprising, it is certainly true that it could 

                                                
378 Interview #78 
379 Kirkpartick 2001.  
380 El Ghobashy 2011. 
381 Interview #80 
382 Quoted in Pearlman 2013, 397. 
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not have been only activists on the streets; but that simply means that activists had 

been successful organizing individuals who were similarly angered and hopeful into a 

mass movement. In fact, organizers went so far as to strategically change plans that 

they made public at the last minute. For example, they publicly announced that the 

January 25 protests would start at 2pm in in front of major government offices. On the 

morning of the 25th, they rescheduled the protests for noon and notified all movement 

organizers, thus catching the police unprepared. The latter announcement was made 

via phone messages and Twitter.  

 Soon after the protests started, however, “the revolution, virtually in the blink 

of an eye, went far beyond the scope and political capacities of both the young people 

who triggered it and the old people who lead the various opposition parties.”383 As the 

days passed and the regime attempted to rekindle demobilizing emotions such as fear 

through violent repression, more and more people joined the protests. All were 

chanting Tunisia’s protest slogans, such as “irhal!” (Get out!), and “the people want 

the overthrow of the regime!”384 Many used handwritten signs expressing their 

awakening from fear, such as: “Forgive me Lord, I was afraid and silent,” and “My 

country, I am sorry it took me so long.”385  

 While this emotional arousal both sparked initial mobilization and later 

                                                
383 Shukrallah 2011, 312. 
384 Interestingly, the tune of this chant was first used during the Iraqi protests against 
ISIS leader, Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, in Iraq in 2004 and 2005. Given the integrated 
media space in the Middle East and the constant Al Jazeera coverage of the events in 
Iraq, it is not surprising that the tune of the chant was recycled in Egypt. This is 
another example of how events in one country in the Arab world affect those in other 
countries. See the 2016 Frontline documentary, The Rise of ISIS, for video footage of 
the Iraqi chant. 
385 See pictures in Appendix E. 
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maintained revolutionary momentum, as I show in the case of Yemen, it also provided 

durable support for the Yemeni rebellion that was unfolding at the same time. By early 

February, as Mubarak demonstrated that he would not yield to protesters’ demands, 

people started to lose hope. 386  Some protesters began to question whether the 

revolution was worth the loss of social and political stability that would ensue if they 

succeeded.387 It was then that another emotional event that brought people – in far 

larger numbers – back to the streets. One of the founders of the Khalid Said page, 

Wael Ghonim, was arrested in Tahrir Square on January 26, 2011. Upon his release on 

February 7, and without having a chance to catch up on what had occurred during his 

imprisonment, he gave a live television interview. In the first part of the interview, 

Ghonim expressed anger at his imprisonment by saying: “Haram, Haram, Haram that 

my father who is blind would spend twelve days not knowing his son’s 

whereabouts.”388 When the interviewer then tells him the numbers of protesters who 

had died during those twelve days – at that point over 800 individuals – Ghonim sobs 

publicly and has to go off camera. Upon his return, he exclaims passionately and 

emotionally: “I am sorry, but this is not our fault. I swear to God we are not to blame. 

This is the fault of each and every one who so persistently wouldn’t let go of power. I 

want to leave.”389 And then he walked off. This, Mona Eltahawy wrote, was like “a 

                                                
386 Interview #96 
387 Ibid. 
388 Quoted in Mehrez 2012, 87. “Haram” is a difficult word to translate, but it refers to 
things that are forbidden in Islam, shameful and illicit. It is used to convey anger and 
disapproval.  
389 Ibid, 89. 
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shot of adrenaline in the heart.”390 Nothing objective changed by the time Ghonim 

finished his interview, but only an hour after, “thousands more people flocked to the 

streets of Cairo, Alexandria, Port Said, Suez, and every other town in Egypt.”391 

 Activists in all contentious actions cite emotions as being one of the primary 

motivators of mobilization: we scholars cannot continue to ignore them. Once the 

Tunisian uprising succeeded, both the understanding that entrenched authoritarian 

regimes can be overthrown and the emotional arousal associated with the revolution 

were the necessary prods for Egyptians to also take to the streets. This cognitive 

updating and emotional arousal would not have been possible were it not for the 

events in Tunisia that felt like they were happening to “one of their own.” However, 

they certainly would not have been sufficient without the work of existing activists 

and the broadly shared knowledge among Egyptians that, given a history of protests 

led by these particular activists, many people were likely to participate. Even the 

much-lauded “social media revolution” was just another tool in the hands of the 

activists and allied labor groups: the vast majority of the top fifty most followed 

Twitter accounts in Egypt during the revolution belonged to established activists, or 

intellectuals who were well-connected with these activists.392  

                                                
390 Quoted in Malas 2011. 
391 Interview #9 
392 I ranked the accounts by the largest numbers of followers and manually checked 
each individual account holder for his affiliation. At times they simply had their names 
and not affiliations written, but during my field research, I had come to know the 
affiliations of many of the most visible figures during the uprising. 
Some of the most followed Twitter accounts are the following: @Gsquare86, 
@Zeinobia, @3arabawy, @msheshtawy, @DaliaEzzat_, @Bassem_Sabry, 
 @TheBigPharaoh               ,  @mosaaberizing               ,  @arabist               , @Ghonim, @weskandar, 
@shabab6April, @Ikhwanweb, @ikhwantawasol, @khairatAlshater, 
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 In theory, but certainly not in practice, the trajectory of a revolution is fairly 

straightforward: an important event occurs to someone (or a country) with whom 

many identify; a cognitive and emotional reaction makes people hopeful, angry, and 

aware; activists who share this same reaction capitalize on it and organize protests. 

The ensuing success or failure of the rebellion also depends on the actions of activists 

and their ability to sustain protests.   

 

  3. Power in Numbers: How the Egyptian Rebellion Succeeded 

 There has not been much theoretical discussion of the reasons why the 

Egyptian rebellion succeeded in overthrowing Mubarak. Just like the lack of a unified 

theory of the diffusion of rebellion, we do not have a unified theory of why only some 

rebellions succeeded in overthrowing their regimes. In fact, the only studies that 

attempt to explain the outcome of rebellion examine only why they have not 

succeeded. For example, Jason Brownlee et. al. argue that regimes were safe if they 

had oil revenues and had established hereditary succession.393 Hereditary regimes 

include the eight monarchies in the Middle East, as well as Syria. However, while 

Bashar al-Assad’s rule in Syria was established through hereditary concession, he 

himself has not explicitly established such the principle: it was not clear who could 

have followed him, and hence the logic of hereditary stability – which relies on elite 

loyalty to the ruling family due to expectations that their power will be protected – 

                                                                                                                                       
@Essam_Elerian, @FjpartyOrg, @MuhammadMorsi, @ikhwan,  @gelhaddad               , 
@alnourpartyeg, @naderbakkar,   @alnournews, @A_khaleel_kh, @elnourpartynews, 
@eng_slah, @anasalafy1, @salafynews   
393 Brownlee et. al. 2015.   
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fails to apply. Therefore, it is only monarchies with access to oil – the six Gulf 

monarchies, in addition to Jordan and Morocco, which receive large subsidies from 

Gulf countries – that should be stable regimes.  

 However, given the large amount of oil that many of these monarchies control, 

it is difficult to establish the degree to which monarchism is responsible for their 

stability, especially since, as I have already pointed out in the previous chapter, 

monarchies have been overthrown in revolutions with about the same frequency as 

non-monarchical regimes, even when monarchies in the Middle East are included.394 

Also, as mentioned in the previous chapter, while oil does seem to be a regime-

stabilizing factor, its absence does not say anything about whether a regime will be 

stable or not. In other words, we still do not know why the Egyptian regime was 

overthrown.  

  According to Eva Bellin’s reassessment of her theory on authoritarian stability 

in the Middle East, the best way to understand why so few leaders were overthrown is 

the presence or absence of “an exceptionally muscular coercive apparatus endowed 

with both the capacity and will to repress democratic initiatives originating from 

society.”395  The exceptional will and capacity of the coercive apparatus to repress, 

she argues, was in turn the result of the coincidence of four factors. The first two are 

exceptional to the region, and the last two are not: 1) the fiscal health of the coercive 

apparatus, which in the Middle East is robust as a result of either petrol wealth or 

foreign aid due to the countries’ geostrategic position; 2) the provision of international 

                                                
394 Recall Egypt, Libya and Iraq in the 1950s and 1960s, and Iran in 1979. 
395 Bellin 2012, 128. See Bellin 2004 for an earlier elaboration of this theory. 
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support services, especially the United States; 3) the low level of institutionalization of 

the coercive apparatus (low in Syria, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Morocco, Libya, Yemen 

and the Gulf kingdoms, but high in Egypt and Tunisia),396 and; 4) the low level of 

popular mobilization that could typically be assembled in support of political 

reform.397  

 Bellin then assesses how these four factors apply to the Arab uprising and 

concludes that we ought to understand that events in the region are interconnected. 

However, beyond that injunction we are left without a simple, parsimonious 

hypothesis that might predict the incidence of mass protest.398 However, I argue that 

she is too quick to dismiss the role of popular mobilization on regime stability, which 

played a role in her earlier theory. In her reassessment, she underscores emotions and 

social media as having been important to popular mobilization in Egypt, but since, she 

argues that they were not present in other countries, she concludes that they are not 

necessary and generalizable factors for mobilization. Her error here is in confusing 

causes with mechanisms. Emotions and social media are not causes of mobilization; 

rather, they represent, respectively, changed internal states and tools which can propel 

and be used by potential rebels. Moreover, they do not necessarily go together, and an 

absence of mobilization is not evidence of an absence of emotions. In other words, her 

rejection of the power of mobilization is on weak grounds, especially as she also too 

readily dismisses the growing and organized opposition to many Middle East regimes. 

                                                
396 By “institutionalized” Bellin means the degree to which the coercive apparatus is 
organized along Weberian bureaucratic principles rather than patrimonial ones.  
397 Bellin 2012, 129. 
398 Ibid, 142. 
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 Of the four factors that she mentions, it is precisely the one that she dismisses 

out of hand – and which no other scholar acknowledges as being particularly 

important – that is most important. The regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen were 

overthrown because the opposition managed to mount a long, sustained, socially 

diverse, and wide-spread resistance, and this was due to their experience in 

mobilization over the last decade. In the case of Egypt, activists outmaneuvered the 

regime’s repressive apparatus by changing the time and place of protests, and by 

organizing protests in various locations and in small side streets. 399 By the afternoon 

of January 25, Egyptian police and security services, who were accustomed to 

containing large protests of thousands of participants, were simply overwhelmed by 

the sheer number and location of protests.400 By January 28, they were exhausted, and 

the Interior Minister, Habib al-Adly, had no choice but to withdraw his forces from the 

streets. They were not trained to maintain order in such varied locations, with people 

pouring in from all sides through broad avenues and narrow streets.  

 In his trial after the revolution, Al Adly explained that the capitulation of the 

police was due to two primary factors: their inability to contain the number of 

protesters, and the fact that they understood themselves to be facing millions of people 

who had lost their fear. 

The situation was beyond imagination. The faces of the demonstrators 
showed how clear they were in challenging the regime and how much 
they hated it, how willing they were to resist with their bodies all attempts 
to divide them with truncheons and water cannons and all other tools. 
They outnumbered security forces by a million or more, a fact that 
shocked the Interior Ministry leaders and the president. Those 
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government officials all sat at home watching the demonstrations on TV. 
Not one of them devised a political solution to what policemen were 
facing – confrontations with angry people and indescribable hatred of the 
government. All of us were astonished.401    

 
 
 The frightened policemen, quite literally, ran.402 Mubarak did not help matters 

when he appeared publicly on January 29, 2011, delivering a much delayed and 

rambling speech. He seemed to both to condemn the protesters and to plead with them 

to respect his thirty-year rule, his love for Egypt, and his dedication to the country. 

The switch from the role of threatening leader to that of the sadly pleading one, 

especially the day after hundreds of protesters were trampled by camels in Tahrir 

Square, incensed protesters. “He had stopped being threatening, and became 

completely pathetic.”403 Jokes about his speech started spreading quickly, and the 

hashtag #ReasonsWhyMubarakIsLate trended on Twitter as activists shared their best 

“excuses” for Mubarak’s lateness in delivering the speech, such as diarrhea and 

waiting for his visa so he could escape to Saudi Arabia. In short, he had lost all 

remaining legitimacy.404    

 It was in this context that the military decided not to intervene. The behavior of 

the Egyptian military has been explained as a result of three factors: 1) their fear that if 

Mubarak passed the reins of power to his son, their role in Egypt – especially in the 

                                                
401 Sawers 2012, 38. 
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404 Other “suggestions” as to why Mubarak was late included, “because the Swiss 
bank is closed.” Source: Twitter data on January 29. 
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economy – would diminish;405 2) President Obama’s sympathy for the protesters 

further delegitimized the Mubarak regime. Given the size of US aid to Egypt and 

particularly to the military, US attitude is not inconsequential; 3) the 

institutionalization of the military. However, all of these explanations are doubtful. 

The military backed protesters even after Mubarak formally stated that his son would 

have no political role. The palpable enthusiasm of the Obama government for the 

revolution in Egypt – much to the consternation of Secretary of State Clinton – may 

have emboldened the protesters, but the military knew that as long as they maintained 

order domestically and peace with Israel, the Obama government would support any 

outcome of the revolution.406 And indeed it has. 

 The institutionalization argument, although the most intuitive, is equally 

questionable. In interviews, the most senior generals reported that their decision not to 

intervene depended largely on the fact that they were afraid that their soldiers would 

not obey orders.407 Because the mass mobilization cut across all sectors of society, 

because it occurred in every city, and because the numbers were in the millions, some 

military conscripts were bound to refuse to fire on people who could potentially be 

their friends and relatives.408 

                                                
405 Unlike any other country, the Egyptian military has its own businesses and budget 
that is separate from the government’s budget. The military’s control of the Egyptian 
economy is not known, but suggestions range from 30 to 50 percent of the total 
revenue. See Cook 2012, 247; Bellin 2012; Lynch 2014. 
406 See Clinton 2014 for her disapproval of the White House’s enthusiasm for the 
Egyptian revolution. 
407 Daraghi and Schenider 2011.  
408 For a review of the type of individuals who participated in the Egyptian revolution 
– in terms of class, education, age, and location – see Beissinger, Jamal and Mazour 
2014. 
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 Other arguments about the military’s institutionalism are post hoc explanations. 

Neither the military itself nor the protesters knew what the military was going to do. 

Instead, the military reacted to the situation as they viewed it, which was showing a 

united front against the regime. The military could scarcely risk losing its legitimacy – 

especially as it was the only institution in Egypt with any – if its soldiers disobeyed 

orders. Protests did not show any evidence that they would calm down, and organizers’ 

ability to mobilize Tahrir, to emotionally inspire the public, and to sing songs that 

were both hopeful and angry, convinced the military that suppressing the mobilization 

would mean the deaths of millions of people. Faced with a president who became 

widely ridiculed, the possibility of having to kill millions of citizens, and the 

unacceptable possibility that soldiers would disobey orders, the military decided to let 

Mubarak fall. This decision had very little to do with the institutionalization of the 

Egyptian military, and everything to do with the fact that the protesters were angry, 

determined, and numerous. 
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   II. Yemen’s Limping Success 

“O Ali, join Ben Ali!” 
     Yemeni revolutionary chant. 
   
“When Mubarak resigned, ah! It was the happiest day of my life” 
     Rafat al-Akhali youth organizer,  
   founder of Al Wafd Party in Yemen , June 2012409 

 
 
 If we abide by Max Weber’s definition of the state as a community that 

successfully claims a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence within a given 

territory, Yemen is not a state.410 However, that does not imply that the government in 

Sana’a was not central to political life in the country; on the contrary for most of the 

last twenty years, President Saleh’s regime carefully orchestrated a neopatrimonial 

model that included most major players in the country and thus ensured both its own 

stability and the relative stability of the country by constantly rebalancing these 

players’ respective power.411 The effect of this system, however, was that opposition 

in Yemen could not be effectively curtailed, and in fact flourished, during Saleh’s 

presidency. As Saleh’s resources for maintaining the patrimonial system waned and he 

started to concentrate power more centrally into the hands of his immediate family, the 

power of the opposition grew in direct proportion. By the time the Tunisian uprising 

occurred there were numerous signs that Saleh’s hold on power was slipping: some of 

the main tribes in Yemen had already been publicly voicing opposition to the regime 
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for some time; there was ongoing military conflict with the well-organized Houthi 

movement in the north of the country; southern separatists – called the Hiraak – had 

been pressing for secession for over a decade; opposition parties were openly 

criticizing Saleh; and dozens of youth groups had been campaigning for various 

political and human rights since the early 2000s. When the opportunity to mobilize 

presented itself, there was no shortage of organizing ability to take advantage of it.  

 As I show below, the nature of the ruling regime in Yemen allowed for the 

flourishing of political activism in various forms. Saleh’s power rested on an ever 

more precarious balancing of different groups in the country; so precarious, in fact, 

that one could argue that it was poised to be tipped. The spark for this was the 

Tunisian and then the Egyptian uprising, which emboldened the already critical and 

well-organized groups to capitalize on the heightened emotions that resulted from 

these uprisings to mount a formidable – and surprisingly united – front to the Saleh 

regime (Hypothesis 1 and 2). The size and broad nature of the anti-regime opposition 

caused the Yemeni army to split in two, further weakening Saleh’s hold on power 

(Hypothesis 3). The argument that the army split merely because of its tribal – in other 

words non-institutionalized – nature is dubious considering that Saleh’s own tribe 

comprised part of the departing faction, and that the split did not occur until after all 

major groups had already announced their support for the revolution.412 Finally, the 

public acknowledgement by regional and Western actors – especially Saudi Arabia 

and the United States – that President Saleh was no longer viable led to external 

                                                
412 For explanations that rely on the non-institutionalized nature of the Yemeni army, 
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coordinated pressure to remove him from power. The role of foreign intervention was 

an alternative hypothesis in the literature that was confirmed by my large n-study of 

the success of rebellion since 1945, and the Yemeni case supports it.413 

     

1. Weak State, Stronger Society 

 Saleh had employed an informal system of patronage politics since he became 

President of North Yemen in 1978, and continued this system when he became 

President of the Yemen Arab Republic upon the unification of Yemen in 1990. The 

earliest support for Saleh’s patrimonial system relied on co-opting the military under 

the control of Saleh’s own Sanhan tribe, which is part of the Hashid tribal federation, 

the largest and most powerful tribal organization in Yemen. Saleh put his distant 

cousin and Sanhan tribesman, General Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar, in charge of the army 

and filled its ranks with other relatives. In addition to coup-proofing the military-

security apparatus through family and tribal appointments, Saleh also worked to 

incorporate influential social elites, particularly tribal sheikhs, into patronage networks 

through direct monetary payments, the distribution of government posts, and, 

eventually, access to the private sector.414  

 Initially, presidential patronage, however, occupied only a fraction of the larger 

political economy, which relied heavily on remittances from over 800,000 workers in 

Gulf countries. When the price of oil falling to below half in 1986, however, the vast 

majority of these workers returned to Yemen. As a result, remittances, which up to 
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that point had comprised 90 percent of the national economy, fell to a mere 2 

percent.415 While devastating for the economy of Yemen, this was fortuitous for the 

regime, since now the economy was almost entirely in its hands. Coincidentally, in 

1984 the American oil company, Hunt Oil, discovered commercial quantities of oil in 

Northern Yemen. The resulting oil revenues soon offset the losses from remittances, 

and further cemented Saleh’s patrimonial network.416  

 When Yemen was unified in 1990, there was hope that the charter of 

unification would lay the foundations for a democratic opening in the country. The 

power-sharing arrangement between Saleh’s General People’s Congress Party (GPC) 

and the leading party of South Yemen, the Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP), equally 

divided control of the government, despite the fact that the North’s population 

outnumbered the South by a factor of four-to-one.417 Even a two-month war with 

Southern separatists in 1994 did not change the Yemeni government’s overt 

commitment to pluralism: officially, the constitution guaranteed the political 

participation of all parties, a provision that was unique in the Middle East. By the time 

elections rolled around in 1999, however, the electoral rules and formal commitment 

to pluralism were things of the past.418  

 Prior to the 1999 elections, the YSP had been significantly weakened in the 

south after losing the 1994 war, whereas the major opposition party in the North, the 

Yemeni Congregation for Reform Party (Islah), had pledged support for the 
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president.419 As a result, President Saleh ran nearly unopposed in this election and it 

was clear that he would have won with a very large percentage of votes in a fair count. 

Yet, this did not stop him from manipulating the returns to produce a 96.3 percent 

victory.420 The strategic logic of manipulating these elections – despite a nearly 

assured, legitimate victory – as well as others afterward, was to show any potential 

Yemeni opposition that the president would do anything to win the elections, and that 

organized opposition was pointless. It was, as Lisa Wedeen argues, a tactic to create 

the facade of absolute power in a context when the government’s real control over the 

nation was tenuous.421 The president’s party continued to “win” fraudulent elections 

until the latest ones in 2003, giving it increasingly unchallenged control of parliament. 

Even opposition parties, such as Islah, the YSP, and other small parties bad by then 

been subsumed under President Saleh’s patrimonial network. In 2005, these 

opposition parties joined together in an umbrella party, the Joint Meeting Parties 

(JMP), which was just as diverse in its interests as each party itself was. Access to 

power was one of the few shared interests.422 The JMP formed what is known in 

Yemen as a loyal opposition, which, although it ostensibly attempted to gain power, 

was both unwilling and unable to really do so because of its dependence on the 

president’s patrimonial network. The word in the Yemeni street was that political 

pluralism and the seemingly vibrant party culture in Yemen was nothing but a 
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demokratiyya shakliyya (fake democracy), an elite bid to procure government 

resources.423  

 However, the official political parties were not the main – and certainly not the 

most powerful – political forces in Yemen. The two main tribal federations, the 

Hashid and the Bakil, demanded their own shares of power in return for loyalty to the 

president. Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar, leader of the entire Hashid federation to which 

Saleh’s tribe belonged, was particularly loyal to the president. In return, the president 

provided the al-Ahmar sons with business licenses, and by the mid-2000s, they had 

become one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in Yemen. However, like 

most other alliances in Yemeni politics, the Hashid federation was not united in its 

support for the president, and after the death of Sheikh Abdullah in 2007, these 

divisions became more evident. Even his own sons were split over support of Saleh. 

While the oldest son and new leader of the federation, Sadiq al-Ahmar, supported 

Saleh, his brothers Hamid and Hussein were frequently critical of the president. As a 

part of the (loyal) opposition party, Islah, and because of his wealth and tribal 

affiliation, Hamid was a powerful political figure considered the main threat to Saleh’s 

presidency. Hussein, meanwhile, had stronger connections to the tribal base, which 

made his increasingly frequent criticism particularly dangerous for the president. 

However, with the opposition hopelessly divided and reliance on the government for 

both patronage and business licenses, both the tribal and political leaders (who 

sometimes were one and the same) had to balance their loyalty and opposition to the 
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regime in much the same fashion as Saleh attempted to balance each of the groups 

against one-another.  

 The strategy of broad inclusion in the patrimonial network, however, was 

undermined in the early 2000s, when Saleh made it clear that he was grooming his 

son, Ahmed, for succession. Saleh attempted to garner greater control of the military 

by appointing Ahmed and two of his nephews to key positions, an act which weakened 

the position of General Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar, who until then had been the leader of a 

unified army.424 In a similar fashion, Saleh’s immediate family took over major 

businesses and trading licenses in Yemen, inching into territory that was typically in 

the hands of the al-Ahmar family of the Hashid federation, as well as the Bakil 

tribes.425 Members from both tribes became increasingly critical of the concolidation 

of power within an ever-narrowing circle of Saleh’s immediate family, and protests 

against corruption became increasingly frequent after 2006. That year the pressure was 

strong enough that Saleh had to officially renounce any plans to groom his son Ahmed 

for the presidency – only to renege on that promise two years later.426  

 In addition to mounting pressure from groups in his patronage system, pressure 

was rising in the Sa’ada region of northern Yemen, populated by a majority (Zaydi) 

Shia’a population. Beginning in the late 1990s, Salafi and Wahabi groups in Yemen, 

some of which are formally incorporated into the Islah Party and which received 
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support from Saudi Arabia, were actively proselytizing in the region. Feeling 

threatened by fundamentalist Sunni encroachment, the Zaydis formed the Army of 

Allah, most commonly known by the name of its leader, al-Houthi. During 2004 and 

2006, the Saleh regime launched four wars against what they considered the Houthi 

threat in the north. These conflict have been frequently mischaracterized as a Sunni-

Shi’a in nature, when in fact they were far more political than religious. In fact, both 

president Saleh and General Ali Mohsen who led the wars against the Houthis are 

Zaydis. Yemeni activists have argued that this conflict was allowed to fester because 

the president wanted the Wahhabi groups expand in Yemen in order to make his own 

rule domestically seem more indispensable, as well as increase Western support for 

the regime as, ironically, the only one with the capability of putting down the Wahhabi 

threat.427 Others suggest that the conflict is a result of Ali Mohsen’s attempt to 

consolidate his military power against the threat of Saleh’s sons or, alternatively, as 

Saleh’s calculated move to send Ali Mohsen to war in order to weaken him.428 No 

matter which theory one prefers, the conflict was at least partially an attempt to 

balance domestic alliances, the unintended consequence of which was that the Houthi 

rebellion in the north became increasingly organized and hierarchical. By 2011, the 

Houthi movement had developed both an economic and political wing, as well as a 

well-armed and formidable military one.  

 Finally, the Southern Movement, the Hiraak, had been left to brew in relative 

isolation during the first decade of the 2000s. With the Yemeni regime focused on 
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maintaining the balance of power between the main tribal, religious, and political 

groups, the patrimonial system in the south was weaker, and the south as a whole was 

left increasingly underdeveloped in an already underdeveloped country. Secessionist 

protests were held with increasing regularity throughout the decade.  

 In this climate, the Yemeni regime did not have the resources to stifle vocal 

opposition or to suppress other independent groups in the country. Unlike other 

autocratic regimes in the Middle East that controlled the formal political arena and to a 

large extent civil society, the nature of Yemeni politics ensured that politics at the top 

followed flexible but predictable rules, whereas society in general was allowed 

relative autonomy.429 The 2004 law that allowed for free association and relaxed 

permissions to organize non-governmental organizations was largely respected.430 

During a four-month period in Yemen in 2005, I witnessed fifteen protests organized 

by various human rights groups, journalists’ associations, and women’s groups. 

Additionally, I attended weekly qat chews of journalists and academics in the house of 

a prominent journalist. During these meetings, the attendees of which changed weekly, 

no political topic was ever taboo.431 Newspapers at the time freely published cartoons 

that criticized the president and the regime in general.432 As Abdullah Al-Iryani, a 

prominent political activist with family connections to the GPC told me:  

Yemen is not like other Arab countries. We do not have a strong and 
united army; we do not have a strong and united society. This means 
that if you criticize the regime or an opposition group, there is always 
someone to support your right to say it. The problem with Yemen is 
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not that we do not have an opposition, it is that we have too much 
opposition which mirrors the regime in the severe ways in which it is 
fractured.433 

  

 In other words, January 2011 found a vibrant, if somewhat despondent, civil 

society bubbling up, and a regime that had started to lose control over the carefully 

orchestrated patrimonial system which had previously ensured at least the quiescence, 

if not outright, loyalty of major players. Yemen was also fundamentally different from 

the cases of Tunisia and Egypt in that the formal rules of governance were flexible; the 

government never had complete control over the entire territory; there was relative 

freedom of speech and association; and the economic base was structured along tribal 

and patrimonial lines. No Yemenis suffered under the illusion that that their country 

was similar to either Tunisia or Egypt. In fact, when discussing the role of social 

media in revolutions, the Yemenis would readily dismiss it with the oft-stated joke 

that “Yemenis do not have electricity, we certainly do not have social media.”434 The 

predominant explanations of the diffusion of revolutions that Kuran and Weyland 

proffer – respectively, that revolutions occur after private preferences are made public 

and that revolutionaries blindly adopt the lessons of striking examples, respectively – 

are simply not applicable in the case of Yemen.435Just like the Egyptian response to 

Tunisia, events in Tunisia and Egypt functioned as an “adrenaline shot” to the already 

brewing social movements. 
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   2. If not Tahrir, Then Taghyyir 

 “When Ben Ali resigned, I could hardly contain my excitement,” were the 

words of the woman who was to become the symbol of the Yemeni revolution, 

Tawakul Karman.436 The day after President Ben Ali of Tunisia resigned, student 

activists, members of political parties (Islah and YSP), civil society groups, large 

informal activist groups that had been organizing for years throughout the south, and 

unions all announced their intention to stage a protest.437 To preempt this, President 

Saleh convened an emergency session with Parliament and the Consultative Council 

where he offered major concessions, such as: he would not amend the constitution to 

effectively permit him to occupy the presidency for life; he would not run for 

reelection 2013 elections; he was “against hereditary rule” (implicitly referencing the 

widespread suspicion that he intended to eventually hand over power to his son 

Ahmed); and he would increase civil service wages and cut income taxes.438 For good 

measure, he emphasized that Yemen is not Egypt, and that the stability of the country 

depended on his continued rule. These promises, however, not only came far too late, 

but were perceived by opposition groups as hollow: after all, it would not be the first 

time that Saleh had made a promise only to break it when convenient.439 

 The government also reached out to the opposition umbrella, the JMP, urging 

them to accept a dialogue on terms that the government had previously rejected. At the 
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same time, Saleh called for special meetings with leaders of the main tribal federations 

and the business community. In other words, he acted as if he expected that the 

Tunisian example would have a strong impact in Yemen, even as he publicly denied 

that possibility. As Khaled al-Khathiri, a political analyst working for the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs notes, due to its relative regional insignificance and lingering poverty, 

“Yemen was always more keen to be part of the Arab ‘brotherhood’ than countries 

like Egypt, for which participation was already assumed.”440 While Nasser’s myth had 

faded in Egypt, a Nasserist Party was still active in Yemen. And, as a telling example, 

during the 1999 elections when President Saleh stole unopposed elections, instead of 

voting for him, hundreds of individuals decided to invalidate the ballot by writing in 

the name of Sa’ad Zaghloul, an Egyptian nationalist who led the 1919 Egyptian 

revolution against British colonialism.441 Yemen saw itself as an integral part of the 

Arab world, and activists not only shared that sentiment but used it to create a 

narrative that would write them into the same history as the Tunisian and Egyptian 

revolutions.  

    After large protests following Ben Ali’s resignation, and during the height of 

the Egyptian uprising (between January 25 and February 11), Yemeni protests waned. 

Although there were daily protests, they did not draw more than a few hundred 

individuals. According to an activist, “people were not very excited about protests, 

because we had done it so often with very little positive results. We could not get 
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anyone excited enough to come to the streets.”442 On February 3, Saleh staged his own 

demonstrations, attempting to hijack the style of the Egyptian uprising: his supporters 

set up tents in Sana’a’s Tahrir Square and chanted slogans in support of the president. 

While Saleh enjoyed the loyal support of his own tribe and others in the Sana’a region, 

many of the pro-government demonstrators were reportedly paid.443 

 On February 11, after Mubarak’s disastrous speech in Egypt, protests picked 

up again. After Friday noon prayers protesters gathered in front of the Egyptian 

embassy showing solidarity with the frustration of Egyptian protesters over Mubarak’s 

refusal to resign. One youth activist stated that “we were furious with Mubarak’s 

speech and it reminded us of the bullshit that Saleh spouts. That speech did more to 

anger us than anything else during the preceding days.”444 At about one in the 

afternoon, the group started marching through town chanting slogans and carrying 

pictures of Gamal Abdel Nasser, the hero of Arab nationalism. The song that they 

chose to sing was an excerpt from a poem by an early twentieth century Tunisian poet, 

Abu Al-Qasim al-Shabi, which was also sung by Tunisian and Egyptian protesters:  

“If the people will to live 
providence is destined to favorably respond 
and night is destined to fold 
and the chains are certain to be broken.”445   

 
 
 When Mubarak resigned later that night, hundreds of thousands joined 

celebratory parties in every public venue in Sana’a, Taiz, Aden and other smaller 
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cities.446  “It was very a good day to be an Arab,” an interviewee told me.447 

Immediately following Mubarak’s fall, the tenor and pace of mobilization changed 

dramatically. Activists started sending mass SMS messages and group leaders from 

more formal organizations, like the Houthis, asked their members to join the protests. 

By February 18, a day when regime repression turned particularly violent, the Houthis, 

JMP, and the Hiraak had officially joined the protesters. Many tribes had also voiced 

their support, while members of the business community traditionally loyal to Saleh 

were providing food and tents to protesters in Taghyyir Square.448 In terms of 

geographical area, the portion of the country that remained explicitly loyal to the 

president had become shockingly small.449  

 The solidarity marches, the similar protest frames and tactics, and the 

celebratory mood around events in both Tunisia and Egypt are evidence that the 

neighborhood example works precisely as hypothesized in this dissertation 

(Hypothesis 1). Additionally, the fact that Yemen had a large and vibrant civil society 

and activist leaders coordinating the protests meant that even unaffiliated individuals 

could join protests with the expectation that participation in them was likely to be high 

(Hypothesis 2). The overthrow of Saleh, however, necessitated one other first step: the 

final defection of the largest tribe, the Hashids, and the cohesion of the opposition.  

 

                                                
446 ICG 2012, 5. 
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448 Since Tahrir Square was occupied by pro-Saleh demonstrators, protestors named a 
large square by Sana’a University as Taghyyir Square, which means “change”, and 
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2. Power in Numbers, and Foreign Intervention 

 Throughout February, protesters were atomized. Even structurally in the 

square, they stayed in separate tents and were financed by separate groups.450 They 

could scarcely agree on common demands, the most unacceptable of which were the 

separatist demands of the Hiraak movement. Islah, meanwhile, wavered in its attitude 

toward the regime. Hussein al-Ahmar, one of leaders with the strongest base in the 

Hashid federation, urged the Houthis and the Hiraak, to “drop their slogans, adopt a 

unified motto calling for the fall of the corrupt regime, and to build an institutional 

state,” saying that “the regime itself made our brothers in the South go out and 

demand disintegration from the North.”451 By mid-March, protesters had agreed on the 

lowest common denominator that they held in common, which was to overthrow the 

regime. Other issues would be discussed once Saleh was out of the picture.452 As a 

result, protesters appeared (somewhat misleadingly) as a united front of millions of 

demonstrators in Sana’a and every major city.453 In response, the regime increased 

repression, but this backfired when the entire Hashid federation declared their support 

for the protesters on March 21, 2011. Immediately after the announcement by the 

Sheikh of the Hashid, General Ali Mohsen defected from the army: his entire First 

Division also defected with him, and their armoured vehicles and tanks surrounded the 

square to protect protesters.  

                                                
450 The Houthis provided food for the Houthis, businessmen for the youth and civil 
society groups, Islah for Islah protesters, etc. 
451 Quoted in Marib Press, 18 February 2011.  
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 The consensus in the literature on the Arab Uprisings is that the Yemeni 

regime collapsed because its military was not institutionalized.454 But this only 

partially correct. Despite the fact that the Yemeni military is not institutionalized, 

General Ali Mohsen did not defect until protests had become coherent, large, and 

widespread around the country. Moreover, he waited for the reaction of the Hashid 

federation before making his decision. In other words, his behavior was not 

predictable purely on the basis of the tribal nature of the military as an institution. 

During one of my interviews with an official close to the General, Ali Mohsen was 

described as “waiting to see how serious the protests got. He wasn’t going to risk the 

integrity of the army and his own position as the second most powerful man in the 

country until he was sure that he was on the winning side.”455  

 Finally, the argument concerning the institutionalization of the military relies 

on the idea that an un-institutionalized military would split along tribal, ethnic, or 

religious lines. In Syria, for example, the part of the Syrian army that is from the 

President’s own religious group, the Alawites, did not defect. In Yemen, however, 

General Ali Mohsen was from the same tribe as President Saleh, and even a distant 

cousin of his. As the second most important man in Yemen, he had just as much to 

lose as to gain from a change in the status quo, and he did not conclude that he had 

more to gain by breaking with the regime until the opposition seemed to have a 

winning hand, in terms of sheer numbers of supporters and the spread of rebellion. 
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Any attempts by the army to quell the protests at that point, when all other major 

actors supported the opposition, would likely have backfired.  

 While, as I have argued, the army’s split was more a response to the sheer 

power of protests than its own internal dynamics, the implications of Mohsen’s 

defection should not to be underestimated. The general took with him a formidable 

army, and a war with the other half of the army still under the control of Saleh’s 

immediate family would have plunged the country into outright civil war.456 The 

international community, which had remained on the sidelines up to that point, now 

found it necessary to intervene. 457  Meetings with representatives of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC), United Nations Security Council resolutions, the threat 

of a total asset freeze, and a promise of immunity from prosecution finally convinced 

Saleh to resign in November 2011, ten months after the rebellion started.458 Consistent 

with my argument that foreign intervention can sway the outcome of the rebellion, the 

GCC intervention – and particularly Saudi Arabia’s direct involvement in negotiating 

it – had the effect of precipitating Saleh’s fall.459 

 It should be noted that Saleh came close to signing his resignation several 

times during this period, but on every occasion changed his mind at the very last 

                                                
456 And, as recent events in Yemen have now revealed, there were many wrong turns 
that could easily have plunged the country into a civil war.  
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458 Knights, 2013; Phillips, 2011: 87–93  
459 Bradley, 2011 



 

 191 

minute.460 Even a nearly successful assassination attempt and consequent extensive 

medical treatment in Saudi Arabia had not dislodged him from power. This goes to 

show that while mass mobilization may have been sufficient to split the army, which 

then propelled the necessity of a foreign intervention, without the latter the future of 

Yemen may have unfolded very differently: it might have still ended up in a war (as it 

has), but one with different actors.  

 

 In conclusion, the Yemeni and Egyptian revolutions occurred in vastly 

different contexts, with two important exceptions: they occurred in the same identity 

neighborhood with a prior revolution (Tunisia), and both had prior mobilizing 

structures. The way these two rebellions unfolded supports the three hypotheses put 

forth in this dissertation. Firstly, both were inspired by the events in Tunisia. 

Specifically, protesters in Egypt and Yemen identified strongly with protesters in 

neighboring countries and, as a result, learned the methods of protest, updated their 

information on the possibility and methods of overthrowing their own regimes, and 

were emotionally aroused to act on this knowledge (Hypothesis 1). Secondly, in both 

countries, pre-existing mobilizing structures were central to mobilization of these 

emotions and their crystallization into a mass movement (Hypothesis 2). 

 Hypothesis 3 – that the size and nature of the mobilization determines the 

outcome of rebellion – is also well supported. This is most evident in the Egyptian 

case, because the nature of mass mobilization was the most important factor in 

determining the attitude and thus the actions of the military, which ensured the 
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overthrow of the regime. For Yemen, mobilization had to overcome the hurdles of a 

deeply fractured society, but once it did so it set the stage for the eventual overthrow 

of President Saleh.  
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     Chapter VI 
 

Divide and Conquer, or Buy and Co-opt 
 
 

“After he shot the first bullet, shot the first guy, he shot the fear in our 
hearts. No one was scared anymore.” 
     Danny Abduldayem, Homs, February 2012461 
 
“The notion of a revolution in the Saudi kingdom is unthinkable.” 
     Rachel Bronson, 27 February 2011462 

 
 
 After the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings, scholars of the Middle East 

naturally asked whether other countries in the region were also likely to rebel. 

Interestingly, the vast majority of scholars opined that Syria was unlikely to be next, 

while predictions concerning Saudi Arabia were more mixed.463 At one end of the 

spectrum, Toby Jones argued that the country was experiencing “high anxiety” and 

that the situation was volatile.464 Madawi al-Rasheed, a Saudi scholar, suggested that 

“yes, it could happen here.”465 Nawaf Obaid, meanwhile, simply stated that, “there 

will be no uprising in Saudi Arabia.”466 Ultimately, of course, there was an uprising 

cum civil war in Syria, and no uprising in Saudi Arabia. Although there was an 

organized rebellion in the Shi’a community in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, it 
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was localized and did not spread to the rest of the country. This would be the only hint 

of the Arab Spring to materialize in the kingdom.  

 My own theory would have predicted that, because of the very repressive 

nature of both regimes and the lack of pre-existing mobilizing structures, uprisings in 

both countries were unlikely, even though many citizens within each experienced 

cognitive liberation and emotional arousal after the events in neighboring countries. In 

lieu of the necessary domestic opportunity structures, these mechanisms of 

mobilization would have been insufficient. Despite the fact that my theory is 

probabilistic rather than deterministic, the fact that rebellion occurred in Syria, despite 

theoretical expectations, merits explanation. But here as well, my theory partially 

explains the onset of rebellion. As hypothesized, events in Tunisia and Egypt 

reverberated in Syria, with both individuals and the regime learning from events in 

their neighborhood. Specifically, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad requested an 

analysis of the success of the rebellions in Tunisia and Egypt. The group charged with 

that task concluded that a lack of fear on the part of the population was largely 

responsible for the fall of both Presidents Ben Ali and Mubarak.467 Severe repression 

and the strategic and liberal deployment of fear had served the Syrian regime well 

since the 1970s, so Assad’s decision to violently repress any attempt at protest was 

both influenced by events in the region and represented a continuation of the 

government’s usual practices.  

 However, the Syrian population in February and March 2011 was not the same 

as the one prior to the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt: they had learned that success 

                                                
467 Leenders and Heydemann 2012, 141. 
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is possible and, most importantly, they had learned that fear was being used 

strategically against them. They now knew that if they were to have a chance of 

overthrowing the regime, it would only come if they overcame their fear or, as an 

activist I interviewed argued, “if they pressed on despite the fear.”468 As a result, when 

Assad’s troops mercilessly sought to crush protests in the town of Dara’a, their actions 

provoked anger rather than fear, and protesters poured into the streets. The debate over 

when repression works to stifle mobilization and when it backfires by provoking 

resistance is ongoing, but I argue that, as in the case of Syria, repression can backfire 

when individuals have reason to hope that the regime can be overthrown and they are 

already emboldened by events elsewhere.469 Events in Tunisia and Egypt changed the 

calculations of Syrians and inspired them to rebel despite fear, which had been a 

successful stifling mechanism until then.  

 Further, it was unsurprising that protests started in the town of Dara’a, which, 

as Reinoud Leenders and Steven Heydemann argue, had dense social networks that 

were unique in Syria.470 The chain of events in Dara’a, which I discuss below, shows 

how the clan-based structure of the town made mobilization there more likely.  

 Circumstances were somewhat different in Saudi Arabia. Public discussions in 

February were abuzz with references to Tunisia and Egypt, galvanized by the hope 

that something could happen in the kingdom, but people were also that this was less 

likely after decades of divide-and-conquer strategies by the Saudi regime and the lack 
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of a credible or desirable alternative.471 Even so, excitement, hope and anger were not 

entirely lacking, and early calls for protests drew thousands of online signatures.472 

The protests themselves did not materialize, however, with the lone exception of the 

predominantly Shi’a demonstrations in the Eastern Province. This region of Saudi 

Arabia has long been restive and critical of the Saudi regime, which considers the 

Shi’a community heretical pawns of Iran. Unlike the rest of Saudi Arabia, where 

public associations are closely monitored and controlled, Shi’a mosques in the Eastern 

Province were central to community life and social mobilization. Hence, when the 

time came, calls to imitate the Tunisian and Egyptian “day of rage” were organized by 

known community leaders who could lend credibility to the protests.473  

 There are few obvious similarities between the Saudi state and the Syrian one. 

Saudi Arabia is a wealthy, monarchical petro state, whereas Syria is a resource poor, 

personalist regime. Nevertheless, both rely on severe repression, the loyalty of 

particular groups, family rule, the support of powerful foreign backers (the United 

States and Iran, respectively), and divide-and-conquer strategies to weaken any 

possible opposition. As a result, whether through the monarchical-Wahhabi coalition 

bolstered by oil in Saudi Arabia, or the cult of personality and sectarian rule employed 

by the Syrian regime, by 2011 both countries lacked cross-cutting mobilizing 

                                                
471 Rosie Bsher 2012 reports on the mood in Saudi Arabia during the first three 
months of 2011.  
472 Lacroix 2011, 50. 
473 The Shi’a of Saudi Arabia, as well as other Arab countries, are in a rather unique 
situation with regard to events in the region. On the one hand, their religion puts them 
closer to Iran, but their language, location, and ethnicity broadly conceived makes 
them squarely Arab. As a result, they often react to events in both Iran and the Arab 
world, something which is not necessarily the case with the Sunnis.  
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structures. As many social movement theorists have already argued, these mobilizing 

structures are important in order to frame threats and opportunities in ways that 

prompt action instead of submission.474 It is therefore unsurprising that Syrian protests 

started in Dara’a, and Saudi Arabian ones in the Eastern province. In both cases, 

protests followed the mobilizing emotions engendered by the neighborhood rebellions 

in Tunisia and Egypt.  

 This chapter, therefore, tests my theory and its limitations in two countries 

where rebellion was less likely to happen; but, when it did, it did so in ways that 

largely accord with the theoretical expectations put forth here: after emboldening 

events in the region, and in areas with prior mobilizing structures (Hypothesis 1). The 

chapter examines each case – Syria and Saudi Arabia – in sequence. For each country, 

I examine regime strategies to preempt any possibility for rebellion, followed by 

reactions to the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings, and finally the beginnings of 

rebellion in Syria, and the limited rebellion in the Eastern Province in Saudi Arabia. In 

the case of Syria, I also test Hypothesis 2, the effect of the size and nature of 

mobilization on the success of rebellion: within two years, the Syrian opposition was 

fractured by in-fighting which Assad used to further sectarian and regional divides, 

allowing him to successfully hold on to power.    

   

    

                                                
474 Diani 2003, 7; Tarrow 1994, 136. 
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   I. “Syria is a Kingdom of Silence”475 

 In an, interview with the Wall Street Journal published in late January of 2011, 

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad asserted that Syrians were not going to revolt 

because the country could rely on its “resistance credentials.”476 By this phrase he 

meant the legitimacy bestowed upon the regime by its stance against the United States 

– especially its occupation of Iraq – and its historic resistance to Israel. As Hinnebusch 

argues, this was not mere propaganda: Syria’s foreign policy and the public’s 

expectations of it were generally well-aligned.477 The government’s foreign policy was 

generally popular, despite the humiliating withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon 

in 2005. The regime effectively represented itself as the last bastion of resistance 

against both the United States and Israel, and this generated a significant amount of 

support.  

In addition to his “resistance credentials”, Assad could also have reasonably relied on 

the support of the large business communities in the major cities of Damascus and 

Aleppo, who had benefited greatly from his neo-liberal policies over the last 11 

years.478 Even Lisa Wedeen, who has argued that Assad’s “cult of personality” did not 

actually legitimize his regime but functioned merely to induce compliance, contended 

that by 2011 urban Syrians had become accustomed to the ideology of “the good life,” 

which entailed “the usual aspirations to economic well-being but also fantasies of 

                                                
475 Interview #29. The expression has been applied widely to pre-revolution Syria, by 
both scholars (Wedeen 1999) and popular media during the uprising. 
476 The Wall Street Journal, January 31, 2011. Available at: 
 http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748703833204576114712441122894  
477 Hinnebusch 2012, 111. 
478 Haddad 2012, 2.  
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multicultural accommodation, domestic security, and a sovereign national identity.”479 

Assad himself had become central to this “good life,” and many middle-class Syrians 

had no desire to give it up. Finally, a sophisticated security apparatus had been able to 

sow fear in the vast majority of the population, while the military had been built to be 

loyal to Assad through predominantly sectarian appointments. As a result, the chances 

of rebellion seemed small. Assad, therefore, was reasonably confident in his own 

security.  

 By 2011, there were only two elite groups of relevant political actors in Syria: 

the regime (with the military as an integral part of it), and the business community. 

Older coalitions of rural and urban workers had been eliminated, as had the possibility 

of any autonomous coalition or popular organization. Four decades of Assad rule, 

repression, careful internal balancing, authoritarian upgrading, and external support 

had made the Syrian regime seem one of the most stable in the Middle East. In fact, 

when calls to hold a “day of rage” started after the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, 

few heeded the call. Despite the fact that over 200,000 individuals signed the petition 

(with pseudonyms), no one trusted that others would actually participate: Syria had no 

prior experience of such mobilization, so organizing such a coordinated public action 

was especially difficult.480 It was a series of rumors concerning governmental abuse of 

dissident citizens, followed by the brutal murder of adolescent Syrian boys in Dara’a, 

                                                
479 On the ‘cult of personality’ see Wedeen 1999. Her 2012 study, immediately prior 
to the revolution, details what she calls the “cult of the good life” through hundreds of 
interviews with urban Syrians.  
480 Hanano 2012, 227. 
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that changed everything. The emotions unleashed by these events were essential in 

mobilizing Syrians to overcome their fear and rise up against the government.    

People in Dara’a, a town with a particularly strong and fairly autonomous clan base 

(which often operated the local black market) were able to mobilize when other areas 

may not have been as successful.481 Thus, the origins of the Syrian uprising, like most 

of the others in its identity neighborhood, lay in the learning and emboldening effects 

that followed the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings. As in the other cases, these effects 

were initially visible in the area of Syria with relatively autonomous organizations that 

were able to credibly commit to protest. Severe repression on the part of the regime 

further fueled mobilization, contrary to previous instances of repression, because this 

time it encountered both heightened emotions and a new awareness that the overthrow 

of authoritarian leaders was possible.  

 It is more difficult to explain why the uprising then spread to Homs, Hama, the 

outskirts of Damascus, and Deir al-Zour in the eastern part of the country. None of 

these areas had either the particularly autonomous associations or strong clan networks 

that characterized Dara’a. I hypothesize that citizens in these cities were sufficiently 

emboldened by events in Dara’a that they were able to mobilize despite the lack of 

mobilizing structures. On-the-ground research with activists is necessary to test this 

hypothesis, however, which is not possible at the time of writing. The threshold at 

which mobilization in the absence of mobilizing structures becomes possible is a 

question worthy of further investigation. What is clear is that the lack of prior 

                                                
481 We can call the social networks in this part of Syria as either clan or tribal based; 
what this implies is that networks based on extended family ties form social units that 
make decisions for the group.  
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mobilizing structures – as a result of both repression and the regime’s carefully 

orchestrated sectarian politics, which were amplified at the start of the uprising – 

meant that beyond getting people on the street, the opposition could neither unite nor 

provide a coherent and cohesive alternative to the regime. This is an important factor 

that, together with the sectarian nature of the army, explains the failure of the uprising 

during its first two years.482  

  

 

1. The Rise of the Security State 

 Syria is home to Sunni Muslims, Druze, Alawites, and Christians, and 

sectarianism was typical of politics in the country. In addition, the economic divide 

between city-dwellers and rural inhabitants has created distinct identities, and ethnic 

minorities – the largest of which are the Kurds – represent other domestic cleavages. 

While identities were often interwoven, many were sufficiently coherent that both 

individuals and various governing forces could play them off against one-another.483 

Representing only about ten percent of the population, the Alawite community felt 

particularly vulnerable: because their religious beliefs conflicted with dominant 

understandings of both Islam and Christianity, they were generally viewed with 

suspicion.484  Throughout the centuries, major Islamic scholars in the region have 

                                                
482 Consistent with the definition of rebellion and revolution in this dissertation, I only 
look at the first two years of these events. The cut-off point is a heuristic that assumes 
that the more distant a neighborhood rebellion, the less likely it is to exert influence in 
other countries.  
483 Pipes 1989, 429. 
484 See Pipes 1989, 430-439 on the particularities of the Alawite faith.   
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written numerous fatwas (legal opinions) condemning the Alawites and their allegedly 

heretical doctrines.  

 It was for this reason that the Alawites welcomed the French Mandate in Syria, 

during 1923-1946: French administration meant that local forces had fewer 

opportunities and less capacity to discriminate against them. This arrangement, 

however, was unacceptable to the majority Sunni community, within which had 

emerged an Arab nationalist discourse that was decidedly anti-imperial. As a result, 

the French staffed the military predominantly with Alawites. This was to prove crucial 

to the future of Syria: after independence, the Alawites – literally armed with military 

power – were suddenly best positioned to take political power.     

 The first decade of independence was rife with military coups and internal 

fighting. The majority Sunnis were especially divided, which further weakened their 

position in the country. Nasser’s proposal to join Egypt in and form the United Arab 

Republic was seen as a welcome escape from domestic squabbles, as well as the 

fulfillment of the pan-Arab promises of the major party in Syria, the Ba’athists. The 

Ba’ath party was created in 1947 as a nationalist, socialist, populist, and revolutionary 

party, and thus had great appeal for Syria’s minorities and citizens in the large rural 

areas, because it promised to erase many of the social divisions that disadvantaged 

many Syrians. The party also enjoyed the support of various classes and sects in Syria, 

as well as the army, with which it had a symbiotic relationship: the party cadre and 
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army officers were intertwined, which meant that the Alawites were again 

disproportionately represented in the party.485 

 However, the union with Egypt also caused great discomfort in the ranks of the 

military, due to Syria’s subservient position to Nasser’s Egypt.486 While the top Syrian 

officers admired Nasser and were strong advocates of Arab unity, they were dismayed 

by Egypt’s domination of the union and Nasser’s insistence that the Syrian Ba’ath 

party be dissolved.487 In the aftermath of Syria’s secession from the Union, three 

Alawite military officers – Mohammed Umran, Hafez al-Assad, and Salih Jadid – 

staged a coup in 1963.488 Despite being the head of state, Amin al-Hafiz – who was 

Sunni – did not hold real power, which was actually in the hands of the three military 

officers. Like Nasser before them, the new regime they established began to 

nationalize industries, expropriate and redistribute land from large privately owned 

estates, and favor the interests of rural areas and individuals from the lower middle-

classes. In the process they replaced the old elite with new, Ba’athist loyalists. The top 

ranks of the military remained in the hands of the Alawites, but the regime otherwise 

tried to create cross-cutting coalitions.  

 One of the military officers, Salih Jaddid, assumed leadership of the Ba’athist 

party, while Hafez al-Assad became the head of the military and minister of defense. 

Conflicts over power between the two led to civil war in 1970, which ended with a 

coup by Hafez al-Assad. In the first decade of his rule, Assad further consolidated 
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487 The Ba’ath Party was both regional and nationalist, and Nasser thought that its core 
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488 Ibid. 400. 



 

 204 

power, coup-proofed the army, encouraged economic development, and neutralized all 

opposition. Although he pursued the socialist policies enshrined in Ba’athist ideology, 

Assad was more pragmatic in how he achieved them. He was more tolerant of private 

enterprise than neighboring military regimes, and set up institutions of public 

participation that were more open and broadly based than any Syria had known 

before.489 Assad called this a “revolution from above,” a revolution that broke the 

economic hold of the old elite, won the support of peasants through land reform, and 

created a public sector that employed a trained force from the middle and working 

classes. These groups became the backbone of support for the Assad regime.490  

 To the dismay of the majority Sunni population, Assad introduced a new 

constitution in 1973 that removed the requirement that the president of the republic be 

a Muslim. The Sunnis did not view this as a secularizing move, which would have 

encountered opposition, but as a sectarian ploy, because it made it possibile for 

Alawites (who were considered non-Muslims) to hold every seat of power in the 

government. After major protests, Assad removed the clause from the constitution, but 

then cleverly arranged for a prominent member of the Shi’a scholarly community to 

issue a fatwa declaring that Alawites were in fact Muslims.491 The tension between a 

discourse of inclusivity and many inclusive public institutions, on one hand, and the 

retention of most of the important military and political positions for only Alawites, on 

the other, meant that sectarian concerns were never far from most Syrians’ minds.   
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 In terms of foreign policy, the Assad regime attempted to become a major 

regional player, a position that was bolstered by its declared victory in the 1973 war 

against Israel.492 By the late 1970s, when most other Arab countries had given up the 

pan-Arab discourse, Assad remained ideologically committed, although his actions 

were not always consistent with his rhetoric. For example, Assad’s army intervened 

against the PLO in Lebanon, and supported Iran in the war against Iraq. These policies 

caused domestic protests, predominantly by Sunnis who felt betrayed both 

domestically and internationally: at home, the Sunni merchant-clerical complex had 

been supplanted by the rural-working-class coalition; and abroad Assad was 

promoting policies that favored the Shi’a community and reflected the Alawite’s new 

bonds with them. As a result of this discontent,  young militants associated with the 

Muslim Brotherhood undertook various assassinations and guerilla campaigns mainly 

targeting Alawite officials throughout the 1970s. Despite making hundreds of arrests, 

the regime could not stamp out the violence.  

 The most serious challenge to Assad came in 1980, when the Muslim 

Brotherhood seized control of parts of the city of Hama and called for Syrians to rise 

up in jihad against Assad’s heretical regime. This led to the two-week “siege of Hama,” 

during which the military shelled the city, destroying most of its infrastructure and 

                                                
492 Both sides of the war – the Arab and Israeli armies – declared victories in the 1973 
war. The Syrian government, for its part, claims that without foreign support Israel 
would have been defeated. Israel did lose the early battles, which prompted US 
support, a fact that somewhat restored faith in the Arab army. This interpretation was 
frequently used by Assad. 
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killing between 10,000 and 20,000 civilians.493 Areas of the city were razed to the 

ground. This became a turning point in Assad’s regime. While he had already ruled 

with an iron-fist and arrested anyone who refused to submit to his rule, this event 

demonstrated the lengths to which he would go to destroy any challenge to his 

authority. The next test of his rule came in 1984 when his own brother, Raf’at, 

commander of the elite Defense Companies, made a bid for power while Assad was 

recovering from health problems.494 Raf’at failed because of factions that remained 

loyal to Assad. The events in Hama and the treason of his brother convinced Assad of 

the necessity of absolute repression and the empowerment of the military. Following 

these events, the Assad regime became more remote, and it actively promoted a 

discourse whereby Assad became “an object of orchestrated adulation.”495   

   Assad’s dictatorship became so oppressive that it was nearly impossible to 

voice any dissent or criticism of the regime, and actual physical opposition became 

unthinkable. In her study of official discourse in Syria, Lisa Wedeen shows how the 

“cult of personality” functioned to stifle dissent and ensure compliance.496 As late as 

the start of the 2011 uprising, Hafez al-Assad was depicted as the “father of Syria”, the 

“combatant,” the “first teacher,” the “savior of Lebanon,” the “gallant knight,” and 

even, somewhat strangely, the “country’s premier pharmacist” who “knows things 

                                                
493 Zisser 1998, 43. The exact number of victims is disputed, with the regime putting it 
at 10,000, various international organizations at over 20,000, while the Muslim 
Brotherhood exiles claiming that as many as 30,000 Syrians were killed.  
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about all issues.”497 Surely not everyone believed these things, but that was precisely 

the point: when Syrians witnessed their fellow citizens giving voice to things that they 

most likely did not believe, they knew that organizing opposition to the regime was 

well-nigh impossible. If not legitimacy, such a strategy did function to establish power 

through fear. Those who believed the official discourse enthusiastically embraced it, 

and those who did not were still forced to recite it. But since no one knew who 

genuinely believed it and who did not, it acted as a great disciplinary device. This 

resembles the situation that Timur Kuran describes when arguing that preference 

falsification and the inability to know individuals’ private, true preferences makes 

rebellion less likely.498 In Syria, but not in either Egypt or Yemen, discourse was so 

thoroughly policed that it was not possible to ascertain whether or not many Syrians 

opposed the regime.  

 After the death of Hafez al-Assad in 2000, the party and army elite closed 

ranks and, in order to prevent a power struggle, carried out Hafez’s plan to designate 

his son Bashar as his successor.499 Bashar came in as a reformer proposing a “middle 

way” between Ba’athist ideology and neoliberal reforms. Specifically, he planned to 

open the economy to the world market, to modernize the bureaucracy, to expand the 

private sector and to reform the public one, all while maintaining social protection 

during the process of economic liberalization.500 Initially, he relied on the old guard, 

but he also slowly sought to concentrate power in the presidency by retiring the old 
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guard and inserting his own loyalists into the army and security forces.501 In the 

process, Bashar become increasingly reliant on the Assad-Makhlouf family clan, with 

a resulting overconcentration of patronage, economic opportunities, and corruption in 

the hands of his close allies and new business elites, at the expense of old regime 

clients.502 In a move that was similar to both Mubarak and Saleh before him, Bashar 

concentrated power in the hands of his own family and destroyed the old basis of 

support, a move he bolstered by building a stronger and more extensive security force.  

 Reform is usually associated with support for progressive policies, but of 

course there is nothing necessarily progressive in reforming. And signs that Bashar al-

Assad was no progressive reformer were apparent since the first year of his rule, 

during the so-called “Damascus Spring.”503 Bashar announced that he would open up 

the country economically, and called for intellectuals and political dissenters to gather 

and speak freely in private salons. Whether or not he ever sincerely intended any of 

this we may never know, but these open forums very soon turned into a device for 

identifying his opponents and then purging them.504 Everyone who had spoken of 

reform was summarily arrested. The “Damascus Spring” taught Syrians once more 

that free speech in the country was not possible. But, what Bashar had made possible 

was a better standard of living and access to Western amenities for Syria’s urban 

middle-classes – boons for the select few whose support Bashar sought to ensure.  
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 Just like his father, Bashar played the sectarian card in his military and elite 

appointments, but he also created cross-cutting coalitions with the business 

community.505 By 2010 previously disadvantaged Sunni and Christian elites had been 

given a new, privileged position, for which they felt obligated to Bashar al-Assad and 

which they felt could be threatened by the old guard and rural populations. In other 

words, by the time of the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings, the only groups with any 

political power and visible presence in the public sphere – the regime, the military, 

and its business supporters – were unlikely to rebel against the regime, because they 

owed it their very survival. The rest of the population, meanwhile, had been silenced 

into submission. 

  

    2. The Uprising 

 Bashar al-Assad allowed the use of the internet in Syria, but he controlled it 

carefully, or at least as carefully as he could.506 Many sites were officially blocked. 

Unofficially, however, many of the censors’ digital barriers could be overcome by 

tech-savy individuals. Assad’s reforms had brought many changes in public official 

appointments, but few of the young and educated that took these posts had experience 

with the internet. As a result, by and large, internet expertise was mostly in the hands 

of private individuals rather than the regime. As a consequence, despite strong media 

                                                
505 Haddad 2012, 3. 
506  During my research in Syria in May to August 2010, private internet was 
prohibitively expensive. Use of public net-cafes required that you register and deposit 
your passport during the time you use the internet, which is heavily censored. Most 
email providers worked, but social media sites did not. However, there were ways 
around this and many Syrian youth had already figured them out.  
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and internet censorship, Syrians were well-aware of events in Tunisia and Egypt from 

the first day of each uprising. And, as scholars of Syria opined from the very early 

days of the Egyptian uprising, any cursory review of the Syrian press and many 

private conversations among Syrians on the ground revealed “that many Syrians 

empathize with the grievances of their rebellious Arab brethren and share many of 

them.” 507 During my interviews with exiled Syrian activists in Lebanon during 

December 2011 and January 2012, most stated that they started discussing the 

possibility of rebellion near the end of January 2011. However, their lack of 

experience in popular mobilization, fear of the regime, and uncertainty about the 

number of people who might participate in protests made them extremely cautious. 

 Despite this fear, a Facebook page for the “Syrian Revolution” was created in 

January 2011. Nearly all members of the page were registered with fake names: it was 

simply not possible to do otherwise.508 Even so, there were early reports on the page 

that some of the active members had been arrested and disappeared into one of Syria’s 

numerous and notorious prisons. As mentioned earlier, by then Assad had concluded 

that the Tunisian and the Egyptian regimes had fallen because they allowed hope to 

take the place of fear — a mistake that he did not intend to emulate. Arresting activists 

at the first sign of mobilization was seen as vital to curb rebellion, but this move 

assumed that the Syrians populace was as it had been at the time that Hafez al-Assad 

crushed the Hama uprising, not as they were after the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings. 

Not only had Syrians’ calculations of their odds changed as a result of the success of 
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the Tunisian and Egyptian rebellions, but Hama was a distant memory for most of 

Syria’s youth, who knew of the regime’s repressive capacity, but had never seen it 

actually deployed.  

 In late January and early February 2011, social-networking youths organized 

anemic demonstrations that failed to bring more than a few dozen or, at most, a few 

hundred participants.509 Protesters did not demand the overthrow of the regime, but, 

similar to the early stages of the Egyptian uprising, asked the regime to rescind the 

emergency law and to release political prisoners. Until late February, Syria seemed 

immune to rebellion. Then, on February 19, however, a policeman in Damascus 

reprimanded a trader in a commercial market. The trader rebuked the policeman, while 

other traders gathered around to support him. The situation escalated until the Minister 

of Interior intervened and persuaded the traders to back down.510 The protest was 

spontaneous and small in numbers, but huge in significance. Both the traders and the 

Minister knew that the protest could easily be compared to the self-immolation of 

Mohammed Bouazizi in Tunisia. More importantly,  this protest would have been 

inconceivable prior to the events in Tunisia and Egypt. As Hassan Abbas argues, 

“undoubtedly, Tunisia and Egypt played a role in emboldening market traders to break 

the barrier of fear that had held Syrians in a stranglehold for forty years.”511 Even so, 

calls for a “Day of Rage” protest on March 15 in the manner of Egypt attracted 200 

participants at best, who were easily dispersed or arrested by the security services.512  
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 It is ironic – and a testament to the inevitable contingency involved in every 

revolutionary situation – that it was a rumor that sparked the Syrian uprising. At the 

end of January 2011, Syrian security forces arrested Aisha Abu Zeid, a medical doctor 

in Dara’a, following a private conversation in which she suggested that the fall of 

Hosni Mubarak’s regime might forecast the fate of the Syrian government.513 At about 

the same time, another prominent woman was arrested for a similar crime. According 

to interviews with local residents conducted by Reinoud Leenders and Steven 

Heydemann in early March, a local leader reported that “rumors circulated that the 

two detained women had their heads shaven, that they were humiliated and beaten up. 

For the clans, this was unacceptable as it breached the honor of their women. We were 

furious.”514 Since the community in the Dara’a region is highly networked, these 

rumors, which were credible given the history of the Syrian regime, spread quickly. It 

was in this context that fifteen school boys between the ages of 12-17 wrote 

revolutionary graffiti on the walls of their school. The language that they used echoed 

the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions: “Down with the regime.” 

 In sum, a combination of external influences – including the emotional 

inspiration resulting from the successes in Tunisia and Egypt, and a consequent 

reevaluation of the possibility of regime overthrow – combined with internal factors – 

such as the arrest and possible torture of two local women – enraged the people of 

Dara’a and emboldened them to take action. It is important to note that the Dara’a 

region was an agricultural center that had benefited from Hafez al-Assad’s land 
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reforms. Prior to the uprising, no one would have predicted that Dara’a would become 

the seat of the uprising. However, its dense social networks meant that it had the 

capacity for mobilization, which was crucial once the desire for mobilization as a 

result of events in the region and in the city itself had materialized.  

 The Dara’a region, even by Syrian standards, it has particularly dense and 

effective social networks.515 Seven major clans appear to comprise the lion’s share of 

both the governorate’s population and its social life: the Abu Zeids (the largest clan in 

Dara’a town itself), the Zu’bis, the Hariris, the Masalmas, the Muqdads, the Jawabras, 

and the Mahamids.516 These clans regulate social life in various ways, such as 

facilitating loans in times of hardship and arranging connections for migration or 

employment, among others. Furthermore, partially because of its proximity to the 

borders of both Lebanon and Jordan, Dara’awis comprise the largest percentage of 

external labor migrants in the region.517 Not only do clan connections help workers to 

find jobs abroad, but they also to establish ties to the larger world. In many ways, this 

rural district of Syria is better connected and more cosmopolitan than most other parts 

of the country. Finally, the Dara’a region is also notorious in Syria for its criminal 

activity, such as smuggling operations, which are also organized by the clans.518 Since 

many of these smuggling operations are large, they require existing networks 

                                                
515  Batatu 1999, 25. See also Chalcraft 2009; Winckler 1998; Leenders and 
Heydemann 2012. 
516 Leenders and Heydemann 2012, 144.  
517 Winckler 1998, 95. 
518 It must be emphasized that “crime” here is defined according to the authoritarian 
regime, and many of these smuggling activities – which often involve foodstuffs or 
other basic goods – could well be legal if not for the corruption and interference of the 
government. 
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characterized by a very high level of trust.519 Other areas of Syria have clan structures 

similar to those in Dara’a, such as areas near Homs and Deir al-Zour, but the density 

of the Dara’a network and the fact that most of the population belongs to one of the 

main clans, meant Dara’a was better suited for mobilization than other regions of 

Syria.  

 Hence, when the school children were arrested for the graffiti, the community 

rallied around the families. Dara’a’s member of parliament, Nasser al-Hariri, went to 

meet with the local intelligence chief in order to ask for their release, but the chief 

dismissed him, saying that he could “send Dara’a’s women to his office so he could 

make them conceive some new kids.”520 Although the veracity of the anecdote has 

been questioned, what matters is that it was believed, or at least that it was regarded as 

entirely plausible. Immediately after this meeting, the main Dara’a clan, Abu Zeid, 

found itself supported by all the other clans in its demand for the return of the two 

women and the arrested children. When peaceful protests gathered in front of the 

governor’s mansion, they were violently repressed. When protesters sought sanctuary 

in a nearby mosque, it too was attacked. When the children were finally released, their 

bodies bore signs of brutal torture. One thirteen-year-old, Hamza al-Khateeb, had died 

under torture. His mutilated body – including gun shot wounds, burn marks, and 

severed genitals – became the straw that broke the camel’s back, finally pushing 

enraged citizens to protes in other parts of Syria. Taxi drivers took images of al-

                                                
519 See also Della Porta & Vannuci on the role of criminal activities in mobilization.  
520 Leenders & Heydemann 2012, 148. 
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Khateeb’s body and smuggled them across the border into Jordan and then uploaded 

them to the internet for all the world to see.  

 Under “normal” circumstances, protesters might have cowered and gone home; 

but these were not normal circumstances. The injury done to the family of al-Khateeb 

was inflicted not only on the boy or his immediate family, but on the largest clan in 

the region, and clan structure and loyalties demanded solidarity. All of this unfolded in 

a context in which other Arab leaders had been removed for similar crimes. As the 

International Crisis Group noted, “security forces’ violence almost certainly has been 

the primary reason behind the protest movement’s growth and radicalization.”521 This 

was so because while the regime correctly surmised that emboldening emotions were 

largely responsible for the success of mobilization in Tunisia and Egypt, they 

miscalculated the effect of repression against an emboldened group that operates in a 

dense social network. For the next few weeks, Dara’a was surrounded and relentlessly 

pounded by security forces and the military, while locals used their social networks to 

get video evidence of the events out to the world, and to smuggle in food and medical 

supplies from surrounding areas and countries.  

 The persistence of the Dara’a residents in the face of extreme repression 

further emboldened activists in other areas of Syria, such as Homs, Deir al-Zour, the 

outskirts of Damascus, and Hama. My interviewees were predominantly activists from 

Homs, Hama, and Damascus, and they underscored both the role of the Tunisian and 

Egyptian examples, and that of Dara’a as events that pushed them to overcome their 

fear and participate in protests. More than in the other two countries where I 

                                                
521 International Crisis Group Syria Report 2011. 
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conducted interviews (Egypt and Yemen), activists in Syria spoke in terms of 

emotions, and specifically of the need to overcome fear. As one prominent Homsi 

activist said: 

We were operating in the shadows. We had three, four Facebook accounts 
and tried to switch up the name with which we communicated with others. 
Soon after the first few arrests, we were worried that people would stop 
protesting, because fear was real. What was amazing then was that 
activists who had been arrested started describing anonymously what had 
happened to them during the arrests. For one, security services are pretty 
stupid and they don’t know how to hack your social media accounts, so 
you should give them one name and have them look at that one only. 
Second, they will ask you to give up names of your comrades: you should 
give the names of the ones you know are already arrested for that crime. 
But you have to give them something to get them off your back. Third, 
they will torture you. Just accept it, show your loyalty to the regime 
during torture and wait it out. There is nothing you can do to stop it, but if 
you show your loyalty, they will eventually let you go, because prisons 
are too full. Fourth, there will be spies in your prison cell, so you should 
make sure to not speak your true beliefs to anyone. So, by sharing these 
experiences, they were trying to normalize fear. It’s normal, it’s there, but 
get over it.522 

  

 In other words, while the regime was trying to instill fear, activists were trying 

to figure out ways to overcome it or, if that wasn’t possible, to tolerate it without being 

beaten by it.523 By January 2012, the peaceful revolution had turned violent, as 

soldiers from the Syrian army defected and took their weapons with them, as the 

Syrian regime released Islamist prisoners and gave them free rein in rebellious areas, 

and as foreign governments started supporting different factions as proxies in what 

became a civil war.  

 

                                                
522 Interview #31 
523 One of the anonymous letters that describes a similar scenario to the one my 
interviewee summarized is published in Haddad 2012, 211-227. 



 

 217 

2. Failure of the Rebellion  

 Bashar al-Assad is still president of Syria, although the territory that he 

controls has often been quite limited during the past four years. The early opposition 

in Syria – especially in Dara’a, Homs, Hama, and then Deir al-Zour – mounted a 

remarkable and peaceful opposition to the regime. However, the two major cities in 

Syria – Aleppo and Damascus – remained largely loyal to Assad. His cross-cutting 

coalition with urban businessmen had created a privileged section of society that stood 

to lose everything if the regime fell. His own Alawite community, while not united in 

its support for the regime in the early stages, late gave unconditional support as a 

result of the increasing sectarian hostility encouraged by both the opposition and the 

regime. In the city of Homs, the third largest city in Syria and the second to experience 

the uprising, neighborhoods soon began to divide between Sunnis, Christians, and 

Alawites. According to one of my interviewees, “old friends who had up to that point 

not cared at all about each-other’s religious background, all of a sudden avoided 

hanging out altogether.” 524  The history of sectarianism in Syria, and Assad’s 

manipulation of it, meant that even if the average Syrian did not view his society 

through the lens of sect identities, it became the predominant way in which he viewed 

it as soon as the uprising turned violent.525 For this reason, too, the Alawite officers in 

the Syrian army stood by Assad even as many other officers and soldiers defected.526 

                                                
524 Interview #24. 
525 Little 2012, 17. 
526 Contrary to common statements that the Syrian military remained loyal to the 
regime, nearly half of senior officials defected, although not Alawites. These 
defections, however, were individual, unorganized, and did not lead to a split in the 
army. 
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 Assad’s release of Islamist prisoners and their subsequent support by Saudi 

Arabia increased the fractiousness of the competition for power in the country. Three 

or four rebel groups would sometimes vie for domination in a single city, while they 

each vacillated between support for and opposition to the regime. Early protesters had 

tried hard to keep the protests from becoming armed and violent, but they lost that 

battle as they found themselves facing the Free Syrian Army (composed largely of 

soldiers who had defected), Islamist groups, and what remains of the Syrian regime 

itself. During my interviews in January 2012, three activists who had been hiding were 

kidnapped outside the Lebanese city of Tripoli, and no one knew by whom. By that 

point, the situation was completely out of the hands of the early opposition, if it ever 

had been in their hands at all. In the face of a powerful and fairly cohesive repressive 

apparatus and a complete lack of prior experience with mobilization, Syrian activists 

were outnumbered and outmaneuvered within the year.   
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   II. Saudi Arabian Exceptionalism? 

 Because its conservative, patriarchal family rule makes it seems out of place in 

the modern world, Saudi Arabia has often been considered vulnerable to political 

change. The death of the founding king, Abd al-Aziz Ibn Saud, in 1953, for example, 

was supposed to lead to the unraveling of the realm.527 The Arab nationalist challenge 

of Gamal Abdul Nasser in the 1950s and 1960s was similarly expected to sweep Saudi 

Arabia into the dustbin of history.528 The fall of the shah of Iran in 1979 produced 

speculation that the monarchy’s days were numbered and, at the time, the monarchy 

itself feared such a fate; its push for the creation of the Gulf Cooperation Council was 

at least partially a response to the threat of the spread of the Iranian revolution.529 

Questions concerning the regime’s stability thus inevitably arose at the start of the 

Arab Uprisings.530 Yet, of all the nations in the region, Saudi Arabia was the least 

affected domestically by the Arab uprisings. With the exception of the Eastern 

Province, there were no large protests anywhere in the country. The greatest effect of 

the Arab uprisings on Saudi Arabia has been on its foreign policy: fearing for both 

domestic stability and its regional role, Saudi Arabia has alternately supported 

rebellions in its neighbors (such as in Libya, Syria, and Yemen), and helped to 

violently repress them (such as in Bahrain).531  

                                                
527 Such a prediction was made by a scholar of Saudi Arabia and close friend of the 
king, H. St. John B. Philby. See Philby 1954. 
528 Gause III 2011, 3. See also Bronson 2006 for a review on the foreign perceptions 
on the stability of Saudi Arabia during this period.  
529 Cleveland & Bunton 2009, 468. 
530 See Jones 2011 and al-Rasheed 2011. 
531 Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy after the Arab uprisings has been called “counter-
revolutionary” by various scholars (See al-Rasheed 2011.) However, that is only 



 

 220 

 Despite the powerful effect of the Tunisian and Egyptian examples, my theory 

would have predicted that revolution in Saudi Arabia was always unlikely, because of 

the absence of independent domestic mobilization and a high degree of repression. 

The only part of the country that experienced rebellion, the Eastern Province, is an 

area that has been discriminated against and neglected for decades, which has resulted 

in particularly strong and independent social networks. Elsewhere efforts by activists 

to incite protests were futile. Lack of experience with mobilization meant that calls to 

imitate the Egyptian “Day of Rage” were unconvincing, and proved to be easily 

manipulated by both the regime and fringe Islamist groups.532 On the one hand, 

Islamist groups coopted calls for protest to their own ends, and on the other, the 

regime exaggerated or invented such cooptation by Islamists in order to delegitimize 

potential protests.  

 In explaining popular passivity, scholars of Saudi Arabia typically focus less 

on the absence of prior mobilizing structures, and more on the monarchical nature of 

the regime, the presence of oil and consequent ability to buy off opposition, the loyalty 

of the security apparatus, and the role of Islam in Saudi politics.533 Some of these 

factors are specific to Saudi Arabia, but some are not. Over the last century, 

monarchies have not been particularly stable: the Egyptian, Libyan, Iraqi, and Iranian 

ones have all fallen. The presence of oil also does not guarantee stability, as Libya and 

                                                                                                                                       
partially correct, as Saudi Arabia has been counterrevolutionary very selectively. This, 
I would argue, shows that it does not feel as vulnerable as some have alleged. 
532 Lacroix 2011, 48. 
533 On monarchical stability and oil, see Anderson 1991; Herb 1999; Yom & Gause III 
2012; Brownlee et al 2015. On the role of Islam and security apparatus, see al-
Rasheed 2010; Lacroix 2011; and Gause III 2012. 
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Bahrain – that latter of which has a higher oil income and standard of living than in 

Saudi Arabia – both suffered rebellions. Political upheavals in other oil states like Iran, 

Algeria, Venezuela, Nigeria, and Indonesia since the late 1970s similarly call into 

question the popular belief that oil is necessarily stabilizing.534 Furthermore, in Saudi 

Arabia itself, anti-regime mobilization has occurred only during periods of high oil 

revenues, namely in the late 1970s, early 1990s, and early 2000s.535 The take-away is 

that oil does not seem to be inherently stabilizing. Similarly, the role of Islam in Saudi 

Arabia has never been entirely simple or straightforward. While the official ulamma 

has almost always been behind the regime, the Muslim Brotherhood’s seizure of the 

mosque in Mecca in 1979 and the Sahwa insurrection of 1991 demonstrate that 

various Islamist groups in the country can oppose the regime, and in fact may be the 

only groups able to do so.536 

 No one of these factors is able individually to explain the lack of mobilization 

in Saudi Arabia. However, when we examine how the Saudi regime has used them in 

combination, together with its repressive apparatus, to buy out or repress opposition, 

we can construct an explanation which ultimately rests on the lack of prior mobilizing 

structures. It is the strategic use of each of these factors to eliminate political 

associations of any kind that ensures the Saudi regime’s stability. Like the Syrian 

regime, which used Assad’s “cult of personality” and carefully balanced sectarian 

politics, the Saudi regime used the tools at its disposal to ultimately reach similar 

results: a non-existent opposition. At times of upheaval, such as rebellions, the 

                                                
534 Haykel et al 2015, 7. 
535 Gause III 2015, 14. 
536 Commins 2015; Lacroix 2015; Sarhan 2015.  
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immediately relevant factor is whether the opposition can coherently organize, and 

their ability to do so can be hindered or inadvertently helped through varying regime 

strategies and tools.  

 Below I show how the Saudi regime makes strategic use of its unique status, 

its oil reserves, official Islam, and repression to stifle opposition and how, at the time 

of the other Arab uprisings, the opposition was in no position to mount a coherent 

threat to the regime.  

 

1. Buy and Coopt, and Repress 

 Despite being a relatively new country, the ruling family in Saudi Arabia has 

deep roots in the region. During the eighteenth century, the Saud family joined 

Muhammad ibn Abd Al-Wahhab to form a confederation that seized control of the 

holy cities of Mecca and Medina from Ottoman authorities. The appeal of al-

Wahhab’s ideology was manifold, but perhaps the most important element was a 

principle similar to the “divine right of kings” that made questioning the rule of 

political authorities an offense against God.537 The joint rule of the Saud family and al-

Wahhab ended after their defeat by the forces of Mohammed Ali of Egypt, but the 

alliance between followers of each family has endured until today.  

                                                
537 Cleveland & Bunton 2009, 452. More broadly, the Wahhabis aspire a return to life 
as it was at the time of the prophet, and pay particular attention to the teachings of the 
Qura’an and established sunnah, but dismiss later interpretations of both. In matters 
both political and social, the Wahhabis tend to be among the most conservative 
Islamic groups. The Saudi regime funds Wahhabi schools both domestically and 
around the world.  
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 Ibn Saud declared Saudi Arabia’s independence in 1932 and for the next two 

decades he ruled without a constitution: the body of Islamic legal opinions (shari’a) 

and the legitimation provided by Wahhabi scholars serving as the official sources of 

law.538 During the thirty years prior to independence, Ibn Saud attempted to unify the 

tribes of Arabia under into one body, called the ikhwan tribal force, and forged both 

political and marital alliances with each tribe.539 Wahhabi scholars, meanwhile, were 

active not only in domesticating the population in the name of Islam, but also in 

enforcing al-Saud’s authority under the guise of a vigorous program of “Islamization.” 

After independence, the tribes played a less important role, as Ibn Saud realized the 

need to appeal to the more sedentary and cosmopolitan sections of his society, such as 

his base of power in the central part of the country (the Najd), as well as the coastline 

regions of Hejaz and Hasa. Despite the popular impression that Saudi rule is highly 

tribal in nature, the Saudi family has successfully played a careful game of balancing 

tribal (often nomadic) and urban centers against each other, while simultaneously 

resolving disputes between them.540 

 This balancing role became even more important after the discovery of oil in 

the late 1930s. Despite the fact that Ibn Saud did not live to see the kingdom 

transformed by oil wealth, control of the nation’s oil deposits made him and his 

                                                
538 Al-Rasheed 2010, 89. 
539 The exact number of wives of Ibn Saud is unknown, but he married from various 
tribes in order to create permanent alliances. While he never exceeded four wives at 
the same time, he would marry and divorce very often. Upon divorce, he would 
arrange for his ex-wife to marry one of his top generals and provide wealth and dowry 
for her family. Since most of these marriages bore children, Ibn Saud created familial 
relationships with many of the important tribes. See Kostiner 1993, 34. 
540 Kostiner 1993, 51. 
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immediate family the only holders of wealth, consequently also making them capable 

of determining the future of most domestic groups. With oil, and the power of 

purchasing loyalty that came with it, the Saud family became less reliant on Wahhabi 

scholars. In fact, the conservatism of the Wahhabi scholars was often seen as an 

impediment to some of the modernization plans of the monarchy.541 However, popular 

dissent in the 1960s and then again the 1970s, again made the Wahhabis one of the 

biggest legitimizing factors for the regime.  

 Since Saudi Arabia, with its unique and insular politics, stood in the way of 

Nasser’s plans way for a pan-Arab Middle East, Cairo became a center for anti-Saudi 

activities in the 1960s. Dissidents in neighboring Arab countries published a 

newspaper which was popular with both Saudi Ba’athists and leftists, the contents of 

which were broadcast through radio stations from either Cairo or Baghdad.542 In 1969, 

officers trained in Egypt attempted to assassinate King Faisal al-Saud in an effort to 

overthrow the monarchy.543 Although the attempt failed, it prompted the regime to 

become more repressive, and some two thousand dissidents and suspected dissidents 

were arrested over the next few months.544 This was the first major event that 

underlined the need for a military that was both loyal and capable. As a result, relative 

to Saudi Arabia’s small population, the military is large, well-staffed, and well-

                                                
541 Tripp 2000, 17. 
542 Abir 1988, 112. 
543 Buchan 1982, 116. 
544 Abir 1988, 114. 
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supplied. And like both Syria and Yemen, it is predominantly staffed by individuals 

with close ties to the ruling family, including princes who served as officers.545 

 Major challenges once again realigned domestic alliances in Saudi Arabia and 

further reinforced the repressive apparatus of the state in 1979. Since immense oil 

wealth began pouring into the country with the oil embargo of 1973, developments in 

Saudi Arabia had occurred at such an increasingly rapid pace that the monarchy could 

not reconcile the conservative Islamic message on which its identity partially rests 

with its ties to Western powers (infidels), or their leaders’ un-Islamic and corrupt 

lifestyles.546 During the annual pilgrimage season in November 1979, two Islamic 

scholars – Juhayman ibn Muhammad al-Utaybi and Muhammad ibn Abdullah al-

Qahtani – and their followers seized the mosque in Mecca.547 Within days, nearly five-

hundred people had joined al-Utaybi and al-Qahtani.548   

 At the same time, the Iranian revolution of 1979 reverberated through the Shi’a 

communities in the Eastern Province. Having been neglected since independence, the 

Shi’a took to the streets during their religious holiday, the ‘ashura, which 

commemorates the death of the Shi’a martyrs Hasan and Husayn. Since the public 

celebrations of the holiday were banned in Saudi Arabia, the monarchy  dispatched 

20,000 troops to disperse the mourners. 549  The situation repeated itself on the 

                                                
545 Gause III 1990, 69. Also Gause III 2012. 
546 Abir 1988, 151. 
547 On the Mecca siege, see Buchan 1982 and Abir 1988.  
548 Ibid. 
549 al-Hasan 1993, 47. 
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anniversary of Khomeini’s return to Iran, when thousands of Saudi Shi’a again took to 

the streets.550  

 The Saudi regime responded in two ways to these crises. The first was to 

reinstall the Wahhabi ulama as a pillar of support in Riyadh by establishing the 

Institution of Scholarly Research headed by Shaykh Abd al-Aziz ibn Baz, a 

charismatic Wahhabi scholar.551 During the siege of Mecca, ibn Baz issued a fatwa 

supporting the ruling government and authorizing military intervention at the sacred 

mosque. And, with respect to unrest in the Eastern Province, the official ulama 

frequently referred to the Shi’a as infidels. To be sure, the royal family usually 

avoided this kind of discourse, but it served their needs at that moment because any 

uprising in the Eastern Provinces could now be blamed on Iranian agents – i.e., on 

infidels. This allowed the regime to disregard the demands of the Shi’a because now 

they were not viewed as legitimate domestic citizens. The royal family performed a 

very careful balancing act with regard to the ulama: while using them to legitimize 

their policies and to conveniently label opposing Islamic interpretations as heresies, 

they also played “good-cop/bad-cop” with them. If more liberal elements in society 

demanded a particular change – such as women’s rights – the royal family could claim 

that their hands were tied by the conservative ulama. At the same time, however, the 

royal family could portray themselves as a bulwark between more liberal sections of 

society and the possibility of an even more conservative government. In other words, 

                                                
550 Ibid. 
551 Abir 1988, 150. 
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by promoting the ulama and giving in to their demands on strategic occasions and 

issues, the royal family made themselves seem indispensable to everyone.  

 Limited political activism in the early 1990s and then again in the early 2000s 

showed how the royal family was able to effectively use both the carrot and the stick 

to stifle opposition. In the wake of the first Gulf War, sheykhs belonging to the 

Islamic Awakening group Sahwa, which blends the political ideology of the Muslim 

Brotherhood with local Wahhabi religious ideas, staged protests and petitioned the 

government for radical reforms. Thousands of people were summarily arrested, while 

Sahwa’s leaders were bought off and then coopted into the ruling clique.552 At the time 

of the Arab Uprisings, Sahwa remained the only organized group in Saudi Arabia with 

thousands of members, but it had also at that point become completely subservient to 

the regime. In the early 2000s, meanwhile, a group of liberal intellectuals asked for 

constitutional reforms, but they, too, were summarily arrested and remain in jail at the 

time of writing. This group asked for reforms that were carefully couched in the 

language of the official Islamic discourse: the fact that even such requests could be 

met with repression was a warning to other activists.553  

 At the time of the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings, popular mobilization in 

Saudi Arabia was non-existent. Despite extreme economic inequality and high 

unemployment (forty percent of 20-24 year old were out of work), most Saudi 

Arabians had never participated in a protest of any kind.554 The state was seen for 

what it was: despite its many shortcomings, it was the main provider for many Saudi 

                                                
552 Lacroix 2011, 49. 
553 Bsheer 2012, 249. 
554 Gause III 2012, 3. 
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families. The political system had been built on patronage, flowing from the top down 

through various groups (tribes, clans, and important business families) and institutions 

(including religious organizations, the media, and sporting clubs).555 Additionally, 

over 100,000 Saudi students were annually sent abroad on full scholarships.556 

Dependency on the royal family was tangible, and alternatives to it were difficult to 

imagine. As a result, Saudi Arabia was not ripe for revolution. 

 

2. The Failed Day of Rage 

 On 29 January 2011, four days after the start of the Egyptian uprising, Rosie 

Bsheer, an Egyptian, wrote that “Riyadh feels a little less stale… In cafes, restaurants, 

and homes, friends and colleagues greet me with a smug smile, congratulations, and a 

‘u’balna kulna (may we all be next). Everywhere I go, people are hypothesizing on 

whether the same could happen to ‘them.’”557 Stephane Lacroix similarly reports of an 

excited mood among many intellectuals in Riyadh and Jeddah, and Toby Jones writes 

of a “high level of anxiety” in the country at large.558 All of these scholars, however, 

conclude that the euphoria about Tunisia and Egypt did not lead Saudi citizens to 

anticipate that they could be next because, unlike protesters in Egypt, they could not 

even imagine who could participate in protests. As Lacroix wrote, Sahwa was the only 

organized group in Saudi Arabia, and it had been coopted since the early 1990s. With 

                                                
555 Ibid.  
556 Lacroix 2012, 50.  
557 Bsheer 2012, 248. 
558 Lacroix 2012, 51; Jones 2012, 5. 
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the exception of limited demands for reform on particular issues, it too had neither 

experience with nor the desire to protest.559  

 Nevertheless, small demonstrations occurred in Riyadh in front of ministries 

such the Ministries of Education, Labor, and the Interior, soon after the Egyptian 

protests started. These were silent protests, and the men who participated had 

relatively minor demands related to their working conditions, rising unemployment, 

and government corruption. This may seem like a small feat, but for a country where 

all public gatherings are prohibited by law, punishable by lashings and prison terms 

that range from several months to two years, this was a big event.560 Simultaneously, 

Saudi newspapers were relentlessly relaying news of reform, such as economic plans 

and policies that would supposedly solve the problems of rising unemployment, 

inflation, and poverty.561 On February 23, 2011, Saudi Arabia woke to the news that 

the king had issued thirteen Royal Orders and a reform package worth thirty-five 

billion dollars.562 This “king’s gift to the nation” was intended to placate those with 

any plans for protesting by demonstrating that the king was responding to the demands 

of his citizens.563 While welcomed by many, others viewed this move as cynical and 

self-serving.564 Immediately after the royal decrees, a new party, the Islamic ‘Umma 

Party, was established, and a call for a Saudi “Day of Rage” was announced on social 

media for March 11.  

                                                
559 Lacroix 2012, 54. 
560 Bsheer 2012, 249. 
561 Ibid. 
562 Sheheen 2011. 
563 Ibid. 
564 Lacroix 2012; al-Rasheed 2012. 
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 It was unclear who was calling for this protest, but it was clear that they had 

neither clear demands nor a concrete plan of action. Very soon, the online call was 

coopted by radical Islamists who wanted to overthrow the regime, but they had no 

public support in Saudi Arabia. The regime was quick to use the Islamists’ 

interference to delegitimize the calls for protest. At the same time, rumors circulated 

that the leader of the group behind this failed Facebook revolution had been arrested 

and disappeared.565 It is unclear whether this in fact happened, but given the number 

of people who had been surveilled online, it was at least plausible. Madawi al-Rasheed 

considers the failure of the Saudi “Day of Rage” evidence that “Facebook revolutions” 

cannot succeed without physical connections between individuals. At the very least, 

the incident indicates that people need more than an anonymous call to go into the 

streets, even when they want to do so.  

 Meanwhile, scholars from elite universities in Saudi Arabia went on television  

to denounce the intended protests as destabilizing and uncivilized.566 Islamic scholars 

issued fatwas condemning protests and reminding everyone that “conspiring” against 

the nation’s leaders was un-Islamic and akin to conspiring against God.567 The 

Ministry of Interior issued statements warning that participation in any act of public 

protest was publishable by law, while the Foreign Ministry portrayed any political 

unrest in the kingdom as the product of Iranian machinations.568 The latter served 

                                                
565 Bsheer 2012, 254. 
566 Gause III 2012, 4. 
567 For the official ulama fatwa that was read in every TV channel and printed in all 
Saudi newspapers, see the following statement (in Arabic): 
 http://www.assakina.com/fatwa/6834.html 
568 Bsheer 2012, 256. 
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particularly well in delegitimizing protests in the Eastern Province, which the regime 

rightly anticipated were more likely than in the rest of the country.  

 Despite the increasingly sectarian rhetoric, however, the Saudi government did 

not repress protests in the Eastern Province with the vigor that one would normally 

expect of a very repressive regime. Whereas Assad in Syria had determined that more 

repression and fear were necessary to eliminate public opposition, the Saudi 

government concluded that a more tempered response was most likely to succeed 

because it would not further inflame protesters. The well-trained elite military unit 

deployed both in the Eastern Province and the streets of major cities showed that “they 

were willing to arrest and shoot demonstrators, thus deterring larger protests, and that 

they were well trained enough to avoid massively violent responses to peaceful 

protests that might have embarrassed the regime and escalated confrontations.”569 

March 11 thus came and went without any major protests anywhere but in the Eastern 

Province. 

A few days later the Saudi regime sent troops to put down the rebellion in neighboring 

Bahrain. Because the Saudi government effectively linked protests in Bahrain to Iran, 

Saudi violence in these regions would not instill the same anger that it might have if 

such violence had been used against its “own” people, the Sunnis.  

 

 In conclusion, I have argued that these two very different countries – Syria and 

Saudi Arabia – were ill-suited to experience rebellion after the Tunisian and Egyptian 

examples. Even though many individuals were inspired by and learned from events in 

                                                
569 Gause III 2012, 7.  
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those countries, the absence of mobilizing structures to channel their emotions into 

mass mobilization made significant protests unlikely. While my theory is well-

supported by events in Saudi Arabia, Syria remains a more problematic case. However, 

my theory does explain why rebellion in Syria began in Dara’a, which had unusually 

dense social networks. The fact that these two countries are vastly different 

domestically, the only similarity being that of having completely eradicated any social 

space, shows that we can reasonably evaluate the possibility of rebellion spreading in 

different contexts: instead of looking for different domestic structures broadly, we 

need to look at the various ways and mechanisms through which governments have 

structured and channeled opposition over time. From this perspective, it is Saudi 

Arabia’s ability to make strategic use of its resources – oil, monarchy, Islam, and 

repression – and Syria’s use of its own resources – the “cult of personality,” sectarian 

politics, and repression – that determined whether or not a mobilizing structure would 

be in place when the opportunity for rebellion arises as the result of a neighborhood 

example.  
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Chapter VII 
 

Conclusion: Emotive Theory of Diffusion 
 

 
Today’s events in North of Africa, Egypt, Tunisia and certain other 
countries, have another sense for the Iranian nation. They have special 
meaning for the Iranian nation. This is the same as “Islamic 
Awakening,” which is the result of the victory of the big revolution of 
the Iranian nation.  
                 Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
                    Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic  570  
 
The starting point of what we are now witnessing on the streets of 
Tunis, Sana’a, Cairo, Alexandria and Suez can be undoubtedly traced 
back to days of 15th, 18th and 20th June 2009 when people took to the 
streets of Tehran in millions shouting “Where is my vote?” and 
peacefully demanded to get back their denied rights.  
           Mir Hossein Musavi 
      Leading Presidential Candidate for the Green Movement571  
 

 

 Two opposing leaders in Iran – Ali Khamenei, the Ayatollah and Supreme 

Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Mir Hossein Musavi, the leading 

presidential candidate for the Green Movement – both claimed that events of the Arab 

uprisings were directly influenced by previous rebellions in Iran: the revolution of 

1979, and the Green Movement protests of 2009, respectively. Both are wrong. Not 

only did the 1979 revolution have very limited effect on the rest of the Middle East, 

but any mention of Iran during the recent Arab uprisings provoked vehement 

denouncements of any connection. The day after Ali Khamenei made the above 

statement, a speaker in Tahrir Square stated, “Egypt will not be another Iran. We will 

                                                
570 Ali Khamenei, 4 February 2011, leader.ir  
571 Mir Hossein Musavi, 29 January 2011, facebook.com/mousavi. 
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not be governed by a religious dictatorship, as in Iran.”572 The crowd as a whole then 

chanted anti-Iranian slogans. The Mubarak government, however, repeated the 

supposed connection with Iran in order to delegitimize the protest movement as a 

result of foreign agitation. Most activists on the square, therefore, made the rejection 

of either Iranian involvement or even Iranian inspiration explicit and central to their 

discourse. Yassr el Manawahly’s famous revolutionary song, Minority Infiltrators 

(Qilla Mondassa), which is a scathing critique of the regime’s portrayal of the 

uprisings, includes these central lyrics: 

As I approached the square 
I saw a girl with protest banners 
I was too far to tell: was it in Farsi?  
Or was it translated in Beirut?573    
Does it say this one is from Tehran? 
Or are those the colors of the Iranian flag that she has painted? 
But as I got closer I realized she was Egyptian 
And her banner said: “Why do you humiliate us so?”574  
 

 By contrast, songs and banners that drew connections with Tunisian protesters 

were ubiquitous. Iran simply was not an example for Arab protesters. While an 

explanation for the rejection of the Iranian revolution of 1979 is more readily apparent 

– since only a minority of protesters in the Arab uprisings wanted an explicitly 

religious government – the rejection of comparisons with the 2009 Green Movement 

is more puzzling.575 The demands of the Green rebellion and the Arab Uprisings were, 

after all, similar: democracy, rejection of corrupt leadership, greater political 

                                                
572 Quoted in Kurzman 2012, 162. 
573 Refers to a potential Hezbollah connection and, by implication, Iran. 
574 My translation. 
575 See Beissinger et al 2015 for an analysis of survey results from the Arab Barometer, 
which details the demands of protesters in Tunisia and Egypt, including whether they 
wanted a religious government. 
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participation, and economic equality. On the first day of the uprisings, on June 15 

2009, up to 3 million Iranians flocked to the main squares in Iran, rejecting the rigged 

vote of the previous day and demanding the government’s immediate resignation.576 It 

was by far the largest protest that the Middle East had seen since the Iranian revolution 

of 1979. Nevertheless, there was absolutely no reaction in any of the Arab countries, 

not as they were unfolding, or afterwards. Why is it that the Green rebellion failed to 

reverberate at all, and the Tunisian revolution spread to multiple locations? Similarly, 

why did the Parisian revolution of 1848 spread predominantly to just Western Europe? 

Why did the Russian revolution of 1917 spread more quickly to parts of Eastern 

Europe? Why do we see clusters of anti-regime protests in sub-Saharan Africa 

between 1992 and 1994? Why, in other words, does regime contention spread as it 

does – clustered in time and space – and why does it sometimes fail to replicate at all?  

    This dissertation has set out to explore these questions, as well as the 

additional question of when these quickly spreading rebellions actually succeed. My 

overarching empirical conclusion is that: rebellions are more likely to spread to 

identity neighbors – neighbors with whom protesters share a similar language, religion, 

ethnicity, and which are geographically close – and which have at least a certain 

degree of mobilizing structures. This is because people are more likely to learn from 

(cognitive mechanism) and be emotionally aroused by (emotive mechanism) events 

happening to individuals “like them.” Further, the success of rebellion – in terms of its 

ability to overthrow the regime – depends predominantly on the size and nature of the 

                                                
576 Siamdoust, 2009.  
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opposition: the larger and more cohesive the opposition, the more likely it is to 

succeed.  

 The empirical realities surrounding the spread of rebellion – as made 

particularly clear in the latest example of the Arab uprisings – challenge many of the 

theoretical accounts that exist in the current literature. The questions I posed at the 

outset were not sufficiently answered by traditional studies of revolution, all of which 

were too narrow by focusing on: individual cases of rebellion; individual waves of the 

spread of rebellion; domestic factors to the exclusion of external ones, or vice versa; or 

by relying on a strictly rational or boundedly-rational perspective. Although these 

conventional explanations help to gain tractions on the question, they fall short of 

explaining why rebellions spread in some cases and not others, why they spread to 

those specific countries, and why only some succeeded in overthrowing the regime. 

These explanations also did not comport well with the stories I heard from rebels in 

various countries in the Middle East, or those recorded in primary sources detailing 

other rebellions, especially the 1848 revolutionary wave.  

 For instance, the earliest modern studies of revolutions focused on the few big, 

visible revolutions – such as the French, Russian, or Chinese examples – and usually 

found their causes in the balance between domestic groups.577  Such studies often 

made no claims of generalizability; indeed, their theories do not generalize but rather 

provide detailed analysis of individual events, from which the theory proposed in this 

dissertation has benefited immensely. Going beyond these works, however, this 

                                                
577 See, for example Brighton 1938; Davies 1962; Moore 1966; Dunn 1972; Tilly 
1978; Skocpol 1979; Goldstone 1983 and 1991; Gurr 1970 and 1980. 
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dissertation has shown that we cannot have a generalizable theory of the causes of 

revolutions if we do not first look at all cases of rebellion and cases where rebellion 

could have reasonably occurred but did not. Certainly, if we only examine cases of 

successful rebellions – in other words, revolutions – we cannot determine what causes 

are necessary and/or sufficient, or even more likely to lead to the outcome in question, 

revolution. Factors some have identified as necessary in bringing about successful 

revolutions have been observed in other rebellions and countries where there was no 

contention, and as a result cannot be generalized as causes of revolutions. My 

dissertation avoids this problem by looking at every case of rebellion since 1945, 

whether or not they succeeded in overthrowing the regime. To that end, Chapter III 

includes a large-n analysis of all rebel movements, which supports the generalizable 

theory that I propose: that rebellion in a country A is indeed more likely to occur when 

a rebellion in an identity neighbor has already taken place, and when A has prior 

experience with mobilization or a certain degree of autonomous associations. I also 

showed how the size and spread of mobilization is an important, although not solely 

sufficient, factor in explaining the success of rebellion.  

 Similarly, focusing exclusively on domestic, international, or even 

transnational factors, fails to explain the timing and location of the spread of rebellion. 

Therefore I refute the argument that either of these three levels of analysis is sufficient 

to explain the spread of rebellion. Domestic situations in the Arab countries that I 

examined in Chapters IV-VI are vastly different from one-another; there was no 

significant international factor in the form of pressure from outside powers; and 

traditional transnational explanations, such as networks of activists, were also absent. 
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However, I show how a combination of factors at all three levels best explains the 

spread of rebellion. Specifically, an external trigger (an international factor) such as a 

rebellion in an identity neighbor, combined with pre-existing mobilizing structures (a 

domestic factor), leads to a spread of rebellion. The transnational element here is not a 

physical entity, such as a transnational network of activists, but rather is the learning  

and the adoption of knowledge and models of protest, as well as emotional arousal 

that results from rebellion in a similar country.  

 Specifically, Chapters IV – VI show how the revolution in Tunisia caused 

citizens in neighboring countries to update their assessments of the stability of their 

regimes, learn the method of protest, and caused them to be emotionally aroused. 

Although these mechanisms were present in most of the Arab countries, rebellion 

occurred only in some of them. To account for this variation in response to external 

stimuli (the Tunisian revolution) I examined two cases of spread of rebellion and 

successful revolution (Egypt and Yemen), one case where rebellion spread but was 

less likely to do so (Syria), and one case where rebellion did not spread (Saudi 

Arabia).578 All four cases show that the Tunisian revolution activated both cognitive 

and emotional mechanisms, but that rebellion was far more likely to spread to areas 

with pre-existing mobilizing structures, and more likely to succeed when the 

opposition was able to mount a single, unified front against the regime.  

 Rational and boundedly-rational models of contention similarly fail to explain 

the timing and location of the spread of rebellion. In the 1990s and early 2000s, a 

                                                
578 Variation which is to be found in whether rebellion occurred or not, and not in whether citizens 
learned from or were aroused by neighborhood events, because variation on this latter was far lesser 
than assumed  
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lively and contentious debate raged about the proper approach to social science, that 

had important implications for the study of rebellion. Advocates of rational choice 

theory criticized long-dominant structuralist and culturalist frameworks of rebellion 

that highlighted supra-individual factors and insisted, instead, that theories about 

social and political macro-phenomena had to rest on micro-foundations, especially 

individual, self-interested rationality.579 But research has long shown that rational 

choice theory, which assumes systematic information processing and undistorted 

logical calculations, is problematic.580 With regard to the spread of rebellion, rational 

choice theory would imply that individuals in two similar countries would make the 

same decision when a rebellion somewhere else occurs. For example, it would predict 

that individuals in Egypt and another country with similar governmental problems and 

economic development, such as Thailand, would react similarly to events in Tunisia. 

We know that they did not. Rational choice theory also predicts that individuals in two 

very different countries, such as Egypt and Yemen, would make different logical 

decisions after the Tunisian rebellion. We know that this is false as well. Rational 

choice theories, therefore, cannot explain why people draw the inferences that they 

draw from a particular event. 

 Boundedly-rational explanations, meanwhile, devised to correct the problems 

of rational choice theories, fair only slightly better. Timur Kuran argues that 

individuals do not participate in protest because they are unaware of the preferences of 

                                                
579 See Lichbach 2003 for this perspective. For a critique of the purely rational 
perspective, see McDermott 2004, and Weyland 2007 and 2014. 
580 See particularly Kahneman and Tversky 2000. 
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their co-citizens, because preferences are “falsified.”581 This dissertation has shown 

that this is not the case everywhere: while individuals in Syria, and to a somewhat 

lesser degree in Saudi Arabia, may not have been aware of others’ preferences, the 

same cannot be said about Egypt and Yemen, where open criticism of the regime was 

rampant. Kurt Weyland’s boundedly-rational explanation also cannot account for the 

spread of rebellion. In order to do so, a theory would have to explain why a rebellion 

spread in one place but not another, and Weyland cannot address this issue.582 He 

argues that both the 1848 and the Arab uprisings spread because individuals in Europe 

and the Arab world mistook their situation as being similar to their respective initial 

examples (France and Tunisia), and then drew incorrect inferences that they, too, 

could succeed.583 However, Chapters IV-VI show that individuals did not mistake 

their situations as being too similar, and were in fact well aware of the differences in 

context and sought to work around it. They did not, as a result, draw incorrect 

inferences: they participated despite often drawing correct ones. Additionally, rational 

or boundedly-rational theories cannot explain why only some countries draw these 

inferences in the first place, nor can they explain why these particular countries did so.  

 The reason for the failure of these theories is their shared basic assumption that 

individuals were acting merely on the basis of cognition, bounded or otherwise. Rather, 

they are acting because they are emotionally aroused to do so. In addition to learning 

from the Tunisian example of the viability of success and means of protest, individuals 

in all four countries that I examined indicated “the destruction of the barrier of fear” 

                                                
581 Kuran 1991.  
582 Weyland 2007, 2012, and 2014.  
583 Weyland 2014, 12.  
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and the “pride” and “hope” that they felt after Ben Ali’s ouster as essential in their 

participation in protests. They were assessing their situations – an assessment which 

was neither balanced or unbiased, as verified by the variety of opinions, but nor was it 

uniformly erroneous or haphazard – but they were also acting on their feelings.  

 It is by putting feelings front and center, in fact, that I explain why rebellion 

spread where it did: individuals are aroused by events that happen to individuals and 

countries that are “like them.” In the case of rapid mobilization under repressive 

conditions, I have showed that “like them” is decidedly an identity factor. To this end, 

in Chapter IV I examine how the strength of Arab identity meant that individuals in 

the Arab world identify strongly with one another, and then examined how this shared 

identity led to heightened emotions in each four of the countries studied. The absence 

of an identity connection in other repressive countries meant that the Tunisian 

example simply would not resonate beyond the Arab world. In other words, identity 

sets the outer limits of the spread of rebellion, because it is only within these limits 

that emotions will be contagious. To account for variation within an identity 

neighborhood, I argue that prior organizing structures are necessary to mobilize 

individual cognitive liberation and emotional arousal into a mass movement. From this 

perspective, it is unsurprising that civil rights activist Cesar Chavez would argue that 

“you cannot humiliate the person who feels pride, you cannot oppress the people who 

are not afraid anymore,” while also making sure that these proud and brave individuals 

had an organized structure – in this case, unions – through which to channel their 
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demands.584 The idea that both emotions and organizing structures are important for 

mobilization was supported both by the large-n study of all rebellions in chapter III, 

and in the individual country cases in Chapters IV-VI.  

 In sum, this dissertation makes an empirical contribution as the first systematic, 

multi-method analysis of the spread and success of all instances of rebellion since 

1945. But the theory it proposes can extend to previous waves of rebellion, as well as 

offering a blueprint for understanding when future rebellions are more likely to spread. 

Methodologically, the dissertation utilizes an analytically eclectic approach, 

combining a large dataset with in-depth qualitative analysis of key cases to examine 

the mechanisms linking rebellions in different countries. Theoretically, the dissertation 

goes beyond both individual-level inferences and choices that capture collective action 

and its repercussions, as well as structural explanations. Instead, it examines what 

triggers changes in the individual, and how those changes are then channeled through 

existing structures.  

 This combination of micro and macro-foundations, and their interaction, 

provides an explanation not only for the spread of rebellion, but for collective action 

more broadly. Since Mancur Olson’s 1965 The Logic of Collective Action, scholars 

have attempted to determine what causes individuals to participate in protests. 

Collective action should be, and indeed is, difficult. However, whereas previous 

scholars have argued for the necessity of a cost-benefit calculation that weighs heavily 

on the benefit side, I demonstrate how, when emotionally aroused, individuals will 

participate even when the cost is at its highest.  

                                                
584 Quoted in Ayoub 2014, 256. 
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 Having described the theoretical contributions and empirical advances that this 

dissertation offers, I must address an obvious criticism that can be levied against it. 

The large-n study makes a case for the role of rebellion in an identity neighbor in the 

spread of rebellion, but it does not address the two central causal mechanisms that I 

propose: cognitive liberation and emotional arousal. Of these two, emotional arousal 

is the new and previously untested mechanism, and as such deserves further attention, 

especially since my theory leans heavily on that mechanism. 585 Chapters IV-VI show 

how, during the Arab uprisings, emotional arousal was reported by nearly all 

protesters that I interviewed, as well as in their own accounts of the revolutions. 

However, it is often assumed – and not incorrectly – that the Arab world is uniquely 

inter-connected because of the particular strength of its shared identity along multiple 

markers. If that is so, how does my argument about identity and emotional 

mechanisms fair in other contexts? Certainly, and as I have argued with regard to the 

previous literature on rebellion, it is methodologically inconclusive to use a single case 

(in this case, a single wave) to demonstrate that emotional arousal is a crucial 

mechanism of diffusion of rebellions. Only comparisons with other waves can 

establish this point convincingly.  

 Below I briefly look at the spread of the 1848 revolutions, focusing specifically 

on the emotional arousal that individuals in other countries experienced after the 

revolution in France. Even a cursory look at the evidence suggests that protesters at 

                                                
585 Of course, as I have shown throughout, some authors, most notably Wendy 
Pearlman 2013, have already argued for the centrality of emotions for mobilization. 
However, her scope is much narrower both in terms of its generalizability, and also in 
terms of how emotions actually fit with other factors to lead to mobilization.  
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the time explicitly explained their participation as a result of a heightened emotional 

state. I also return briefly to the non-spread of the Iranian revolution of 1979, and the 

non-spread of the Green Movement protests of 2009, as evidence of the lack of a 

shared identity leading to the absence of an emotional response. Combined, these three 

cases show that not only the main variables – identity and pre-existing mobilizing 

structures, the generalizability of which was tested in Chapter III – but also the 

mechanisms of diffusion that I propose are indeed broadly crucial for the spread of 

rebellion.  

   

    The Tsunami of 1848 

 Within one month of the Paris protests, much of Central and Eastern Europe 

was set ablaze.586 The location and speed with which these protests spread seem to 

falsify the predictions derived from other extant theories. Transnational networks, 

similarities in domestic contexts or economic stagnation, and direct pressure from 

foreign powers were all absent.587 Instead, as Weyland argues, this spread is best 

explained by the “exuberance,” “enthusiasm,” and “passionate calculations” of 

participants.588 Weyland considers these emotional reactions as a result of boundedly-

rational calculations, which leads protesters to exaggerate the similarity of their 

situation and, as a result, their chances of success, despite operating in vastly different 

settings. Yet, there is no evidence that protesters did in fact consider their situation to 

be the same as the one in Paris: they simply hoped to replicate the Parisian example. 

                                                
586 See Traugott 2010, 131-42; Weyland 2014, 99-124. 
587 On a review of explanations, see Korner 2000, 3-31; Rapport 2008, 112-187. 
588 Weyland 2014, 105. 
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This could be because they mistakenly understood their situation and chances of 

success to be the same as those in France (as Weyland argues), or it could be that they 

were aware of differences, but nevertheless hoped that the Parisian revolution had 

aroused individuals sufficiently such that even they, in their different circumstances, 

could emulate the model (as I argue).  

 The only evidence that Weyland provides, and he provides plenty of it, is that 

protester were emotionally aroused, which matches my reading of primary accounts of 

rebellions. However, he assumes that this emotional arousal is a direct result of 

cognitive mechanisms that made protesters draw incorrect inferences. The evidence, 

however, does not support this. For example, after the French king was deposed, 

Berlin’s military commander reported that “it is very difficult to describe the 

tremendous impression that this news [from Paris immediately] caused… the large 

mass of Berlin’s inhabitants [became] vividly excited” and faced a “surprised and 

stunned government.”589 The same commander also reported that the situation in 

Berlin was not the same as the one in Paris, because while France was the mother of 

revolutions, Germans by contrast were “docile” and were not “organized like the 

French.”590  

 Most other first-person accounts of the 1848 revolutions also indicated the 

importance of heightened emotions. Describing the reactions of the Berlin nobility, 

Varnhagen reported that “the distant thunderstorm had with its sequence of lightning 

strikes instilled fear and terror [in the nobility], but this last blow [the declaration of 

                                                
589 Also quoted in Weyland 2014, 106. Original in Prittwitz 1985, 13-16. 
590 Pritwitz 1985, 16. Sewell 1990 provides a history of labor and workers’ strikes in 
France leading up to the 1848 revolution. 
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the French Republic] was felt very close and everybody stared at it in torpor.”591 

Berlin students reported similar emotional reactions: “The February Revolution 

appeared like lightning from a fair sky…How could I describe the impression that 

these tremendous events had on me, on all of us…I could have embraced the whole 

world and shouted: Now we will be free as well!”592 Similarly in Austria, the nobility 

described “fear,” “surprise,” and “anxiety,” whereas revolutionaries reported “hope,” 

“elation,” “excitement.”593 These words appear frequently in the accounts of both 

revolutionaries and analysts of the time.  

 Was this simply because they individuals miscalculated the similarities in their 

situations and were aroused as a result of this over-estimation, or was something else 

at play in their emotional arousal? A quick look at where rebellions spread can address 

this question. After Central and Eastern Europe, the French revolution spread to Chile, 

Brazil, and Haiti, all countries with the very large French immigrant population.594 In 

Chile today, nearly a million claim to be descendants of the early 19th century French 

immigrants to the country.595 At the time of the French revolution, a Chilean protester 

reported that “this news produced general rejoicing in our country… The revolution in 

Europe was almost a Chilean revolution.”596 For many of these protesters, relative 

newcomers to Chile, the French revolution was their revolution.597 Similarly, French 

                                                
591 Varnhagen 1862: 212. 
592 Quoted in Boerner 1920, 67, 73-74. For other summaries of first-person accounts, 
see Price 1988, 35-43. 
593 See Hartig 1850, 171-72; Vitzthum 1886, 73-75. 
594 Rapport 2008, 2. 
595 Errazuriz 1997, 3. 
596 Vicuna 2003, 3-4. 
597 Ibid. 4-7. 
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slaves in Haiti led a revolution which led Cuban authorities to attempt to preempt an 

imitation by their freed brethren in Cuba.598 In other words, non-rational, emotional 

reactions from the French revolution had powerful reverberations in many countries in 

Europe where individuals were in constant and close interactions with the French, as 

well as in more distant countries with large French immigrant populations (or French 

slave and freed slave populations) – but not elsewhere. An absence of a shared identity 

made the spread of the French revolution to other countries less likely, because an 

emotional arousal in response to events in Paris was less likely. It is precisely this lack 

of shared identity and emotional arousal that explains why the Iranian rebellions of 

1979 and 2009 did not reverberate in the Arab world. 

 

  The Limited Spread of the Iranian Revolution 

 The Iranian revolution of 1979 was a millenarian revolution intended to spark 

a global “ideological crusade” that would create an Islamic world order.599 Khomeini 

regarded the spread of revolution as obligatory and considered himself the leader of 

the entire Muslim world.600 There was great fear by global powers that this would 

indeed take place. Yet, despite influencing subsequent events in the Islamic world and 

beyond, the Iranian revolution failed to replicate in any other country. According to 

the theory proposed in this dissertation, the Iranian revolution would have been most 

likely to spread to countries that were relatively close to Iran on four measures: 

ethnicity, religion, language, and geographic proximity. Additionally, the likelihood of 

                                                
598 See Ferrer, 2014. 
599 Menashari 1990, 1. 
600 Algar 1981, 202. 
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diffusion would be higher for countries that had a degree of prior mobilization. The 

very limited spread of the Iranian revolution bears out these expectations. 

 In the early days of the revolution, Khomeini had declared all governments, 

even those in Muslim countries, to be illegitimate in principle.601 His support for their 

revolutionary overthrow was both strategic and theological. In his own words: “We 

should try to export our revolution to the world. We should set aside the thought that 

we do not export our revolution, because Islam does not regard various Islamic 

countries differently and is the supporter of all oppressed peoples of the world. On the 

other hand, all the superpowers and the great powers have risen to destroy us. If we 

remain in an enclosed environment, we shall definitely face defeat.”602 To that end, the 

Iranian regime broadcast religious doctrine in different languages to Islamic countries, 

disseminated books and indoctrination materials, organized conferences, sent large 

hajj delegations for the purpose of evangelizing those in attendance, and directly 

encouraged dissident movements in Islamic countries.603 After acknowledging the 

limited impact of these efforts in inciting rebellion in neighboring countries, the 

Iranian government changed policy in 1984 and ceased attempting to incite revolution 

from below, as it had occurred in Iran.604  

 So explicit and extensive were Iranian efforts to export the revolution that Gulf 

countries responded to the Iranian challenge by creating the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC). The seeds of the GCC were already in place before 1979, but the fall of the 

                                                
601 For an analysis of Iranian efforts to export the revolution, see Axworthy 2013, 133-
187. 
602 Ibid. 
603 Zonis and Brumberg 1987, 32. 
604 Menashri 1990, 46. 
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Shah Pahlavi cristalized the formalization of the GCC. The Arab regimes were uneasy 

because they feared that Iranian sponsored subversion would succeed in fomenting 

internal convulsion in their states. This common concern emerged in the very first 

days of the Iranian revolution and only increased as the revolution matured, even 

though the Iranian regime later abandoned some of its more explicit millenarian goals. 

 But what impact did Iran’s efforts have on the people of those countries who 

might have been in a position to emulate the Iranian example? Despite Iran’s attempts 

to sell its model as pan-Islamic, its revolution only served to mobilize the Shi’a 

communities in Bahrain, Lebanon, and Iraq, and less so in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. 

The Lebanese Hizballah comes closest to being a successful export of the Iranian 

revolution.605 Even before the Iranian government first attempted to export revolution, 

Shi’a clerics in Lebanon tried to use the emotional influence of the Iranian revolution 

in order to mobilize their communities.606 Not incidentally, the Shi’a communities in 

Lebanon were also the only ones in the region to be fairly well-organized by radical 

clerics, because of a permissive domestic environment created by civil war.  

 In other Muslim countries, however, including Iran’s geographic neighbors, 

Sunni Muslims viewed the Iranian revolution with suspicion. Despite Khomeini’s 

rhetoric of pan-Islamism, the particular Shi’a model of leadership was decidedly alien 

to these communities. It was in recognition of these theological differences that 

countries like Saudi Arabia began to sponsor more radical Sunni schools that would 

emphasize even further the differences between Shi’a and Sunni Islam. 607 This 

                                                
605 Zonis and Brumberg 1987, 71. 
606 Ramazani, 1986, 19-31. 
607 Kramer 1987; Foran 1990. 
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sponsorship was purposefully propagandistic, and it preyed on already existing fears 

and suspicions of the Iranian Shi’a.  

 Iran’s distinctive language and ethnicity also made its revolution unlikely to be 

emulated abroad, despite the hopes of the Iranian leadership and the fears of other 

Arab regimes. In sum, and as my theoretical framework would anticipate, the Iranian 

revolution only spurred mobilization in Shi’a communities in neighboring states, and 

even this mobilization was long-lived only in the one other country that had pre-

existing mobilizing structures and a more permissive domestic environment.  

 However, domestic conditions in the Arab world have changed significantly 

since the late 1970s. Given the relative opening of the public sphere and increasing 

space for mobilization in some Arab countries, I will briefly consider a more recent 

example in order to compare the effects of rebellion in Iran with those of rebellion in 

Tunisia. The Iranian Green revolution of 2009 provides such a case. The Green 

Movement arose after the fraudulent June 2009 presidential elections and demanded 

the removal of President Ahmadinejad. The largest protests lasted between June 12th- 

June 16th, in which some three million protestors participated.608 Although the 2009 

timeframe of these protests was short, this was undoubtedly the largest protest in the 

Middle East since the Iranian revolution of 1979, and it received widespread 

international attention.  

 However, in the rest of the Middle East, it went largely unnoticed and 

underreported. I scanned the contents of the major Egyptian, Saudi Arabian, and 

Tunisian newspapers through the Pan-Arabic News Index during the period of the 

                                                
608 See Dabashi 2011 for an analysis on the Green Movement in Iran. 
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Green Revolution for references to these events, and consulted the three newspapers 

with the widest circulation in each country. In every case, the coverage of the protests 

was scant and buried deep in the back pages.609 During my interviews with activists in 

Yemen and Egypt, I often asked what made Tunisia, rather than the Green movement, 

a more relevant case for their mobilization. After all, no dramatic developments had 

occurred in Yemen between June 2009 (the Iranian protests) and December 2010 (the 

Tunisian ones). In the words of a Yemeni activist: “Nobody even knows about those 

events, I know them only a little… It would not make sense for us to have tried to get 

people in the streets because something happened in Iran. Who knows? Who 

cares?”610 I asked this question of most of my interviewees in Yemen, Lebanon, and 

Egypt: no one could see the relevance of the question, and all denied that their 

revolution had anything to do with the Iranian one.  

 In fact, both approval and knowledge of Iran in the Arab world is extremely 

low. A survey in Alexandria, Egypt, during the week prior to President Mubarak’s 

overthrow found that only 18 percent of respondents were approving of the Iran 

regime, 47 percent opposed it, and 36 percent had no opinion of it.611 Follow-up 

questions showed that the 36 percent were predominantly indifferent to Iran. When 

Wael Ghonem, one of the leading activists and faces of the Egyptian revolution, wore 

an emerald green wristband during rallies and interviews, Iranians were quick to 

                                                
609 For Egypt, I looked at Al Ahram, Akhbar el-Yom, Al Gomhuria, and Al Masry el-
Yom. For Saudi Arabia, I looked at Saudi Gazette, Al Riyadh, and Al Watan. For 
Tunisia, I looked at Ach Chourouk, The Tunis Times and La Presse de Tunisie. 
610 Interview #65. 
611  Pechter Middle East Polls, “Phone Survey of Cairo and Alexandria,” 5–10 
February 2011, pechter- polls.com. 
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connect it with the protest signs of Musavi’s presidential campaign.612 Ghonem, 

however, was quick to point out that the color “was just a coincidence.”613 Needless to 

say at this point in this dissertation, similarities between Egypt’s revolutionary flags 

and statements and those of Tunisia were deliberate, rather than a coincidence.   

 And therein lies one of the biggest hurdles to the spread of the Iranian 

revolution, in both its 1979 and 2009 incarnations: for most Middle Eastern Arabs, 

Iran is seen as too different to be a relevant example. To the extent that there is a 

shared identity between Iran and the rest of the Middle East, it rests almost exclusively 

on its religion. But because Iran is predominantly Shi’a, even this is more often a 

source of hostility as opposed to a basis for cooperation and emulation. The one telling 

exception is the Arab Shi’a, who often imitate events both in Iran (as in the Bahraini 

protests in 1979 and the rise of Hizbollah in Lebanon), and those elsewhere in the 

Middle East (Bahraini protests in 2011, protests in Eastern Province in Saudi Arabia 

2011.) In the continuum of identity markers in the Middle East, Arab Shi’a exist in a 

kind of liminal space that inhabits both Arab and Shi’a identity neighborhoods. Their 

behavior and mobilization as a result of events in both neighborhoods are further 

evidence of the role of identity in delimiting the spread of mobilization, and its ability 

to emotionally arouse protesters in other countries.  

 

                                                
612 Kurzman 2012, 162. 
613 Ibid, 162. It is important to note, however, that Ghonim was glad that Iranians were 
attempting to get inspiration from events in Egypt; he just wanted to make sure that 
the opposite was not considered to be the case. See the blog post: “Egyptian Activist’s 
Message to Iranians.” www.iranhumanrights, 10 February 2011.  

 



 

 253 

 

 In this dissertation, I sought to explain why rebellions spread from one country 

to another and, in so doing, I have also broached the topic of why people rebel in the 

first place. Whereas previous studies of rebellion focused nearly exclusively on 

rational models of mobilization as well as structural ones, my argument here marries 

micro-explanations (in this case cognitive liberation and emotional arousal resulting 

from a shared identity), with macro-factors (structural conditions). Most importantly, 

it studies rebellions  as often interdependent events and explains their onset as a direct 

result of events in identity neighbors. The relevance of this insight lies in the fact that, 

unlike frequent contentions by both academics and policymakers that we cannot 

predict rebellions, I provide a blueprint which should allow us to determine when 

rebellions are more likely to occur once a rebellion in another country has already 

occurred. While no determinate linear trajectory can be drawn by the theory proposed 

and tested here, we can reasonably estimate the chances of rebellion spreading by 

looking at the identity neighbors of the first rebellion, and the ability of its domestic 

opposition groups to mobilize the population. A single rebellion occurring somewhere 

may still catch us by surprise, but its spread to other countries should not.    
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    APPENDIX A 
 
With the exception of the interviews conducted in Egypt during the summer of 2011, 
as well as a selection of the interviews conducted in Yemen during the summer of 
2012, I have not included the names of individuals that I interviewed. Where relevant, 
I have identified interviewees’ affiliations. This was for two reasons. The first is that 
the security situation or organizational affiliations of the interviewees were such that it 
would have been unsafe for them to be on record with their names. The second, related 
to the first, is that per Cornell University’s IRB requirements, all interviews conducted 
after 2011 in Syria and Egypt must be reported anonymously due to the security 
situation in each country. 
 
The interviews conducted in Egypt during the summer of 2011 were conducted 
exclusively in Tahrir square. During this time, the situation was relatively stable and 
some of the individuals were willing to identify themselves. However, labor activists 
and members from the Muslim Brother asked for their names to be withheld.  
 
The next set of interviews, with Syrian activists in Tripoli and Beirut, Lebanon, were 
conducted under tense circumstances. At the time, December 2011 and January 2012, 
the peaceful uprising in Syria was turning violent, and activists who were operating 
from Lebanon – where they were still coordinating protests – were working in secret. 
During my two months in Lebanon, one of the activists that I was planning to 
interview was taken by Syrian secret police and has since disappeared. As a result of 
these fears, all twenty-seven interviewees only identified themselves with the city 
where they came from. The majority of these interviews were conducted in groups of 
3-6 people.  
 
During the summer of 2012, I conducted interviews in Sana’a, Yemen. The situation 
in Yemen at the time was volatile, but there was no specific threat to any individual 
activist engaging in criticism of the government. As a result, some of the interviewees 
were willing to be identify themselves. However, members of the Houthi, Hiraak, and 
Islah Movements asked not to be named: because of the organized nature of these 
movements, especially the Houthis, members often cannot speak publicly without 
approval from their superiors.   
 
The next large group of interviews was conducted in Cairo, Egypt, during the years 
2012-2014. At this time, the regime had turned violently repressive, with thousands of 
activists arrested. As a result, many activists chose to remain anonymous. However, 
per IRB requirements, I am also not reporting the names – only affiliations – of those 
who did identity themselves.  
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    List of Interviews: 
 
Preliminary Interviews 1-11: Conducted in Tahrir Square, Cairo, Egypt. June-
August 2011 
#1 Asmaa Mahfouz (April 6 activist) 
#2 Ahmed Maher (April 6 activist) 
#3 Husam Farouk (April 6 activist) 
#4 Bassm Sabr (activist, blogger) 
#5, 6 Two interviews with members from the Revolutionary Socialists group 
#7, 8 Two interviews with labor leaders from Al Mahalla factory  
# 9, 10, 11 Three interviews with activists from the Muslim Brotherhood Youth Group.  
 
Interviews 12-39: Syrian activists, Conducted in Tripoli and Beirut, Lebanon. 
December 2011-January 2012 
Interviews #12-15 with activists from Homs 
Interviews #16-21 and #32-36 with activists from Damascus 
Interviews  #22-31 with activists from Hama 
Interviews #37-39 with activists from Dara’a. 
 
Interviews 39-69: Conducted in Sana’a, Yemen. July-August 2012.  
#39 Khaled Al-Khathiri (Activist from the South, Hadramaut) 
#40 April Alley (International Crisis Group, Senior Researcher) 
#41 Salman Qazem al-Mashtabi (Youth Activist) 
#42 Samia al-Haddad (Youth Activist) 
#43 Belqes Al-Lahahi (Youth Activist) 
#44 Nabil Ibrahim (Youth Activist) 
#45 Husan al-Sharjabi (Youth Activist, co-founder of post-revolutionary al-Watan 
Party) 
#46 Salman Mashadi (Activist and businessman, financier of youth protests) 
#47-54 interviews with members from Islah Youth Group 
#55 Rafaat Akhali (Youth Activist, co-founder of Resonate, a youth NGO) 
#56-59 Interviews with Southern Separatists 
#60 Ibrahim al-Mothana (Youth Activist, co-founder of post-revolutionary al-Watan 
Party)  
#61-65 Interviews with activists, members from the Houthi Movement 
#66 Abdulghani al-Iryani (Activist and co-founder of the Democratic Awakening 
Movement) 
#67-69 Interviews with activists, members from the Houthi Movement 
 
Interviews 70-103: Cairo, Egypt. September 2012-August 2014 
#70-74 Interviews with April 6 members 
#75-89 Interviews with activists from labor movements, conducted in 15 October, 
2012, during a meeting of labor unions. 
#90-94 Interview with activists from RETA labor union.  
#96-103 Interviews with youth activists and bloggers.  
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APPENDIX B 
Interview Questions: 

 
The interviews were semi-structured; thus, follow-up questions depended on the story 
that the interviewee was telling. However, the following list of primary questions was 
used in each interview (names of countries and events were changed accordingly).  
 
Q1: When did you first hear about protests in Tunisia?  
 
Q2: Where were you when the Tunisian/Egyptian/Yemeni uprising happened?  
 What was your reaction to hearing the news about these protests in 
 Tunisia/Egypt/Yemen? 
 What effect did the uprising in country X have on you/in your country? 
 
Q3: When did you decide to participate? Tell me how the first days unfolded for you. 
 
Q4: What was your assessment of the possibility of large protests?  
 What was your assessment of the possibility of success? Why?  
 
Q5: What was your role? Are you involved in any formal group or association? 
 
Q6: Were you aware of prior protests in your city?  
 Were you familiar with the activities of associations, pro-democracy, religious, 
 pro-women’s rights, or any other group in the country prior to 2011? 
 Did you have any knowledge of their activities right before the protests 
 started? 
 
Q7: How did you find out about the venue and time of protests? 
 Or: How did you organize protests? Who did you coordinate with? 
 
Q8: Where were you getting your news from?  
 Traditional media? Twitter? Facebook? 
 
Q9: Were you anticipating violence (regime or otherwise)?  
 Why did you still go? 
 
Q10: Tell me how the protests unfolded.  
 Was there violence? Did people stay?  
 
Q11: Did you hear of X event in X country? What was its effect in protests here?  
 
Q12: How united, cohesive, were protests? Were they major groups? Who were they?  
 How did you coordinate? 
 What were their demands? 
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Q13: What was your/general perception of the military?  
 How did you understand its actions?  
 
Q14: Are you familiar with the Green Movement in Iran?  
 Did the events of 2009 have any effect here? Why was Egypt/Yemen/Syria 
 ready for protest in 2011 but not before?   
 
Q15: What, in your assessment, was the major reason for your success/failure? Why?  
 
Q16: What role did the reaction of foreign governments (Gulf/USA) have?  
 
Q17: What happened after the overthrow?  
 What was the role of your group? 
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    APPENDIX C: DATA SOURCES 
For the variables that were borrowed from existing studies, see relevant tables in 
Chapter III. The following lists the sources for the four variables that I created: 
identity neighbor rebellion, rebellion, revolution, and size of rebellion. 

For Idenity Variable:  

PRIO Dataset (2015) of Religious, Ethnic, Linguistic Groups 

Correlates of War Dataset (2015) of Religious, Ethnic Groups 

Gledditsch and Ward (2006) for Distance between capital cities 

CIA Worldfactbook for Religious, Ethnic, Linguistic Groups 

For Rebellion, Revolution, and Size of Rebellion Variables:  

NAVCO Dataset (2014) 

Geddes Dataset of Authoritarian Regimes (2014) 

Multiple Authors. Historical Dictionary of ..., Country Series, (Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishing Group: Lanham, Maryland). 

Country Studies. Library of Congress: Washington, DC.   

J. Goldstone, editor, 1998. The Encyclopedia of Political Revolutions, CQ Press:  
Washington.   

A. Banks, et al., editors, 2007. Political Handbook of the World 2007, CQ Press:  
Washington   

B. Turner, ed., 2007. The Statesman's Yearbook 2007, Palgrave MacMillan: New York 
  

B. Tenenbaum, ed. 1996. Encyclopedia of Latin American History and Culture, 
(Simon  and Schuster Macmillan: New York)   

K. Appiah and H. Gates, Jr., eds., 2005. Africana, (Oxford University Press: Oxford)  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   APPENDIX D: SUMMARY STATISTICS 

 
 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics/Spread of Rebellion 
 
Variable Mean Std.Dev Min Max 
Rebellion 0.82 0.27 0.00 1.00 
Revolution 0.02 0.12 0.00 1.00 
Youth Bulge 28.87 6.92 12.90 42.9 
Polity 0.36 7.39 -10.00 10.00 
Urban Growth 3.40 2.52 -44.15 23.27 
Economic Growth 1.99 3.06 -23.00 50.00 
Identity Neigh. Reb 5.09 6.06 0.00 46.00 
Org. Capacity 0.59 1.19 0.00 16.60 

 

Table 2: Correlations/Spread of Rebellion 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
(1) Rebellion 1.00        
(2) Revolution 
(3) Youth Bulge 

0.40 
0.15 

1.00 
0.03 

 
1.00 

     

(4) Polity -0.08 -0.04 -0.44 1.00     
(5) Urban Growth 
(6) Econ. Growth 
(7) Iden. Neigh.Reb 
(8) Org Capacity 

0.06 
-0.10 
0.15 
0.13 

-0.01 
-0.03 
0.04 
0.03 

0.61 
-0.11 
0.05 
-0.03 

 

-0.45 
0.09 
0.04 
0.16 

 

1.00 
-0.07 
-0.00 
0.16 

 
1.00 
-0.15 
0.05 

 

 
 

1.00 
0.02 

 

 
 
 

1.00 
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Table 3: Summary Statistics/Success of Rebellion 

Variable Mean Std.Dev Min Max 
Size of Opposition 0.51 0.40 0.00 1.00 
Regime Repression 1.43 0.76 0.00 2.00 
Foreign Sup. Reg.    0.34 0.47   0.00 1.00 
Foreign Sup. Reb 0.31 0.46 0.00 1.00 
Percent Nat. Res. 0.29 0.65 0.00 2.00 
Rebellion Violence 0.51 0.50 0.00 1.00 

 

 

Table 4: Correlations/Success of Rebellion 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
(1) Size of Opp. 1.00      
(2) Regime Repres. 
(3) Foreig. Sup.Reg 

-0.30 
-0.07 

1.00 
0.41 

 
1.00 

   

(4) Foreig.Sup.Reb 0.22 0.05 0.36 1.00   
(5) Percent Nat Res 
(6) Reb Violence 
 

-0.09 
0.12 

 

0.20 
-0.47 

 
 

0.18 
-0.27 

 
 

0.06 
-0.11 

 
 

1.00 
-0.12 

 
 

 
1.00 
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    ADDITIONAL ROBUSTNESS TESTS: 

Table 5: Basic Model, Effects of “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” on Odds of 
Rebellion, with random effects 
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Appendix 
 
 

 
 

Table 4: Basic Model, Effects of “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” on Odds of Rebellion 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Identity Neighbor Rebellion 1.138*** 1.149*** 1.148*** 1.134*** 1.135*** 
 (0.0124) (0.0129) (0.0146) (0.0150) (0.0151) 
Youth Bulge   1.029 1.101*** 1.106*** 
   (0.0207) (0.0225) (0.0230) 
GDP Growth   0.932*** 0.917*** 0.911*** 
   (0.0164) (0.0183) (0.0192) 
Urban Growth   1.022 1.038 1.025 
   (0.0328) (0.0398) (0.0415) 
Leader Tenure 
 
Polity  

  1.026 
(0.0344) 
0.918** 

1.094 
(0.0345) 

1.091 
(0.0476) 

   (0.0112)   
Polity Square   0.982***   
   (0.00234)   
      
Year  0.988***    
  (0.00266)    
Organizational Capacity     1.570***  
(five year average)    (0.0667)  
Organizational Capacity      1.740*** 
(ten year average) 
 

    (0.104) 

Constant 0.020*** 0.00054*** 0.0182*** 0.000649*** 0.000583*** 
 (0.00394) (0.000225) (0.0120) (0.000421) (0.000388) 
      
Observations 8,638 8,638 7,396 6,837 6,475 
Country FE NO NO NO NO NO 
Loglikelihood 
 

-1958.21 -1947.715 -1600.889 -1387.91 -1336.75 

se in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 



 

 262 

Table 6: Effects of “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” on Odds of Rebellion, with 
random effects 
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Table 5:  
Effects of “Neighbor Rebellion” and Regime Type on Odds of Rebellion 

 
 (1) (3) (5) 
 Authoritarian Semi-

Authoritarian 
Democratic 

    
Identity Neighbor Rebellion 1.216*** 1.290*** 1.061* 
 (0.0248) (0.0310) (0.0185) 
Regime Type 
 
Youth Bulge 

0.814** 
(0.0799) 
1.058*** 

0.994* 
(0.0201) 
1.062*** 

1.050** 
 (0.0223) 
1.057*** 

 (0.0210) (0.0210) (0.0211) 
GDP Growth 0.932*** 0.931*** 0.932*** 
 (0.0167) (0.0167) (0.0167) 
Urban Growth 1.023 1.037 1.023 
 
Leader Tenure 

(0.0336) 
.093 

(0.0338) 
1.042 

(0.0335) 
1.024 

 
Constant 

(0.0101) 
0.00383*** 

(0.0236) 
0.00277*** 

(0.021) 
0.00254*** 

 (0.00248) (0.00177) (0.00159) 
Observations 8,394 8,394 8,394 
Country FE 
Loglikelihood 

NO 
-1602.029 

NO 
-1603.46 

NO 
-1600.91 

 
se in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
Note: Coefficients of “Identity Neighbor Rebellion” are interactions (Identity Neighbor Rebellion* Regime 
Type).  
Coefficients are in Odds Ratios, and are different and statistically significant from one-another for each of 
the three “regime type” categories. 
Regime type cut offs: Authoritarian (-10:-7); Semi-Authoritarian (-6:6); Democratic (7-10) 
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APPENDIX E: Photos of the Uprisings 
 

EGYPT: 
 

 
Picture 1: “I used to be afraid, now I am an Egyptian” 

Photo by Karima Khalil 
 

 
Picture 2: “Forgive me Lord, I was afraid and silent” 

Photo by Karima Khalil 
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Figure 7: I used to be Afraid I became Egyptian (Khalil 2011:51) 

 

Figure 8: Forgive me Lord; I was afraid and silent (Khalil 2011:71) 

 

Figure 9: My Country, I am sorry it took me so long  (Khalil 2011:127) 
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Picture 3: “My Country I am sorry it took me so long” 

Photo by Karima Khalil 
 
 

 
Picture 4: “This is my shroud, for Egypt” 

Photo by Karima Khalil 
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Figure 7: I used to be Afraid I became Egyptian (Khalil 2011:51) 

 

Figure 8: Forgive me Lord; I was afraid and silent (Khalil 2011:71) 

 

Figure 9: My Country, I am sorry it took me so long  (Khalil 2011:127) 
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Figure 10: This is my shroud, for Egypt (Khalil 2011:24) 
 
 
 This creation or transformation of identities, or reconstruction of self are not 

necessarily deliberately initiated processes and in some cases changes may not be 

observable by the subjects. Thereby, it is not always evident as some of the posters in 

quoted pictures suggest:  

  I used to be afraid I became Egyptian    
  Forgive me Lord; I was afraid and silent. 
  My Country, I am sorry it took me so long.  

A young Egyptian wrote: Place of Birth: Tahrir Square. Date of Birth 25 January 
2011 (Khalil 2011). 

 
 What was being created or reconstructed as 'true Egyptianness', as dignified and 

fearless citizens, should not be considered as an individual acquisition. As a form of 

social construction, the rediscovered identity of true Egyptianness was rather a product of 

collective participation in the performance, which was the protests with contributions of 

all involved parties; the protestors, the security forces, and the audience. This statement 
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Picture 5: “Irhal- Get out” 

Tahrir Square AP Photo, 7 February 2011 
 
 
 

 
 

Picture 6: Prayer in Tahrir Square, June 2016 
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YEMEN: 
 

 
Picture 7: Cartoon lampooning of elections in Yemen, published in a major newspaper, 

May 2006. Cartoons such as these were frequent in the years leading up to 2011. 
 
 

 
 

Picture 8: Protests in April 2011, Sana’a, Yemen. 
 

 Figure 1

 (Opinion poll results: should the president be reelected?) al-Nida
 (Sanaa), n. 54, 10 May 2006.

 channels. Speech may be costly, but subsidized speech is less so,
 and refusal to accept the subsidy can provoke considerable gov
 ernment mistrust of the independent publications. One editor, for
 example, in noting that his paper takes no government funds,
 added, "if we're not taking their money, they think we're getting
 funds from somewhere else, such as the American Embassy."

 Further difficulties constricting the media market complicate
 the political economy dilemmas facing independent and opposi
 tion publications. Despite improvements, educational attainment
 is low and illiteracy rates are high, hovering around 50% nation

 wide, but notably worse in the rural areas where some 75% of the
 population resides. Further, connections between urban centers
 and scattered rural villages are generally poor, making distribu
 tion difficult; one editor noted that most papers are only present in
 at most about a quarter of the country's provinces, and then usu
 ally only in the urban areas. Rural areas are comparatively more
 reliant on state-run broadcast media, with attendant difficulties in
 accessing reliable political information; one opposition paper edi
 tor lamented this problem, saying that readers and listeners "can't
 really know what's true, since the news comes from on high."

 To illustrate problems associated with manipulation of the
 news, consider the following event from the lead-up to Yemen's
 2006 elections. The president had announced in the summer of
 2005 that he would not run for another term (more precisely, that
 he "would not nominate himself again"), but in May 2006 during
 the run-up to the ruling party's special meeting that selected him
 as their candidate, the independent Yemen Polling Center released
 results from a poll indicating that 57% of Yemenis favored the
 president's reelection, a figure that some government news
 sources inverted to 75%. The cartoon, displayed here as Figure 1,
 published in al-Nida, an independent weekly, lampoons this event
 as well as the more general theme of the predilections of military
 backed Arab governments for "99-percent elections."

 Cartoons of this nature provide a critical means not only to
 express dissent, but also, as one cartoonist stressed, to raise
 awareness about political and social issues, especially in the rural
 areas where illiteracy is highest and access to information is low
 est. Not all cartoons are intended for such an audience, of course.

 When asked about the intended audience for political cartoons,
 one editor looked blank for a moment, and then responded that
 cartoons are generally inaccessible to the general public, since
 "only the high and mighty would understand the punch." Al
 though this is consistent with the observation of another editor
 that "the only real politics happens in the cities"-newspapers
 cater to the literate and accessible markets in cities, which have
 greater concentrations of individuals capable of understanding
 wordy cartoons-not all caricatures target urban intellectuals.

 Figure 2

 "For domestic consumption/For export." (The ruling party lampoons
 opposition Islamists.) 22 May (Sanaa), n. 621, 24 Nov. 2005.

 One cartoonist noted, for instance, that although it takes extra
 effort and skill to compose a cartoon with few or no words, these
 are usually the most striking. Further, he claimed, these are also
 the most accessible to illiterate audiences: such cartoons have
 greater reach than the papers in which they are printed, since peo
 ple photocopy and send the cartoons to their villages.

 Political cartoons also provide an altemative venue to express
 political criticism in a press environment whose openness has,
 according to most local joumalists and intemational bodies, de
 clined fairly precipitously over the past several years, certainly
 when compared to the relative if imperfect press freedom of the
 initial period of Yemeni unification in the early 1 990S.4 Charac
 teristics of the medium itself help explain why one cartoonist
 was able to state that people could say things in cartoons that
 they could not say in print. Political cartoons by nature are sup
 posed to lampoon or criticize: the specific Arabic term is a loan
 word, karikatur, rather than something indigenous and poten
 tially ambiguous such as "drawing," "picture," or some other,
 milder term. 5 Moreover, this characteristic is well-understood
 and widely recognized, and when the govemment permits news
 papers to print political cartoons (and publishes them itself in
 state-mun papers), it is also forced to acknowledge the legitimacy
 of the criticism inherent in the medium.

 This well-understood conception of what political cartoons
 are supposed to do complements, in tum, a general understand
 ing that criticizing one another is something that political parties
 do. Ruling party papers thus criticize the opposition freely, al
 though they usually focus on the (Islamist) Islah Party as the

 sigl most inleta opoito paty Th caroo shw her
 as Fiur 2, prite in theX ruin pary' 22My napuae
 como an leiiaeciiimo sa' naydaim

 prgai and prgesv Isait who ar.cieinrahn

 ou oWetmgoenensad ulc, an h at's more

 raia wigta leel trcs oua upr n oi

 "odoetcconsumption"/n For export." (h uigprylmon
 Thepopptonslaistion p2artes despite thei idelogca diNversity,

 have inorecop nent ye earstopdatackng ton antherr andla have

 294 PS April 2007

This content downloaded from 132.236.27.111 on Wed, 15 Jun 2016 19:14:55 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms
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Picture 9: “Irhal- Get out!” 

Sana’a, February 2011, AP Photo 
 
 
 

SYRIA: 

 
Picture 10: “Irhal- Get out!” 

Homs, Syria 
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Picture 11: Defections in Syria (source: Al Jazeera). As discussed in chapter VI, senior 

military defections in Syria were common, but these defections were done as 
individuals, not with their military units.  

 
SAUDI ARABIA: 

 

 
Picture 12: Shi’a protests in Saudi Arabia, March 2011. Source: Reuters. 
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    APPENDIX G 
 
Notice that while the content of tweets is predominantly in Arabic, Twitter had not yet 
introduced hashtags for Arabic; that was introduced in the summer of 2011. Therefore, 
even Arabic tweets had English hashtags. Hence, the results below. However, the 
analysis was conducted over all the Tweets, included the Arabic ones.  
 

Tunisia protest hashtags, January 2011: 
#sidibouzid 
#bouazizi 
#mohammedbouazizi 
#SidiBouzid 
#maniftunis 
#BenAli 
#benali 
#14Jan 
#revolution 
#dignity 
#karama 
#irhal 
#degage 
#tunisia 
#Jan14 
#Tunisia 
#january14 
#Tunisie 
#Sidibouzid 
#tunisie 
#ArabDream 
#opTunisia 
#tunileaks 
 
Egypt protest hashtags, January 2011: 
The Tunisian protest hashtags were also used in Egypt – with similar frequency as 
Egyptian ones – but below I am only including the top 20 Egyptian hashtags: 
#Jan25 
#25January 
#AmnDawla 
#Tahrir 
#mubarak 
#hosnimubarak 
#KhaledSaid 
#revolution 
#25jan 
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#irhal 
#NDP 
#khaledsaed 
#KhaledSaed 
#tahrirsquare 
#Mubarak 
#Dostor2011 
#egyworkers 
#Egyarmy 
#ElBaradai 
#aha 
 
Basic Dictionary of Emotions.614 
 

 
  
                                                
614  Sources: Wordcat Dictionary of Sentiments, available at: 
http://provalisresearch.com/products/content-analysis-software/wordstat-
dictionary/sentiment-dictionaries/; The General Inquirer Dictionary of Emotions, 
available at: http://www.wjh.harvard.edu/~inquirer/  originally written by Stone et al. 
1966; Hu, M. and Liu, B. (2004). Mining and summarizing customer reviews. In 
SIGKDD-04.  

 

Anger/Angry/Unhappy/Fury/Enraged/Rage -  عوقفمّ قط  سيعت َظ اغتإ بضغ  قنح نزح بِـضِـغ  

Disgust فرق

Happy - رورسم ناحرف ةداعس ديعس

Elated - جهتبم

Exuberance - ةرفو

Humiliation/humiliated - لالذإ  ةليلذ

Hate - ةيهارك

Overjoyed - جهتبم

Revolted - زئمشأ

Repulsed- تدص

Hope - ةينمأ ىنمت

Pride/proud - روخف

Elation-  بجع جهتبم

Excitement/excited- جاتهم لعفنم ةراثإ

Emotion(al)- يفطاع
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