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!e established distinction between power and resistance may be being 
increasingly challenged and elaborated, not least in the Journal of Resistance 
Studies. However, in relation to the 2010/11 West Asia North Africa 
(WANA) Revolutions—the so-called Arab Spring—the perspective of a 
dichotomy has broadly tended to endure in analyses. It is insu"cient to 
focus on this purely in relation to the traditional media, although they are 
signi#cant in terms of shaping popular understanding. !erefore, when the 
‘Arab Spring’ is termed an ‘Arab Winter’ (!e Economist, 2016), when the 
‘failure’ of the Arab Spring is discussed (BBC, 2019b, Bowen, 2020) and a 
‘reverting’ to violence and war-risking ‘instability’ (BBC, 2019a) pervades, 
this cannot be overlooked in how the WANA revolutions’ legacy is framed.1 
More complex outcomes have been acknowledged, although this has tended 
and continues to be a state-oriented, top-down analysis of democratisation 
concerned with seeing ‘resistance’ within western conceptions of democratic 
change and reform (Lynch, 2016; Bank, 2015, p.23; Ritter, 2015). While this 
broadly invokes what we may term ‘power over’, the ‘power to’ (Holloway, 
2002, pp.27-28) encapsulated in the WANA revolutions and any legacy of 
resistance has found it di"cult to register.

 Moreover, in academia this dichotomy can dominate, with power 
and resistance #nding some parallel in the ‘autocratisation-democratisation’ 
paradigm (Lührmann & Lindberg, 2019). In a seeming restatement or 
reorientation of the impression of ‘Middle East exceptionalism’ in being 
‘resistant’ to the waves of democratisation that periodically sweep the 
international system (Heydemann, 2007; Cavatorta & Haugbølle, 2012, 
p.192), here it has been common to focus on the swift democratic opening 
posed by the so-called Arab Spring, then an equally rapid descent into 
authoritarianism (Brownlee, Masoud & Reynolds, 2013; Benstead, 2015, 
pp.1184,1187; Salamey, 2015, pp.112,125; Hassan, Lorch & Ranko, 2019)—
although the notion of hybrid regimes has captured the greater complexities 

1   I have considered this in greater depth in Brown (2016).
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at work at the state level (Hinnebusch, 2010, p.201; Polat, 2014, p.636; 
Levitsky & Way, 2020). Relatedly, although a ‘reversion’ to authoritarianism 
for most of the countries with revolutions in 2010/11 is focused on, Tunisia is 
often considered to be a ‘success story’ of democratisation from the so-called 
Arab Spring—often the ‘only’ one (Lynch, 2016, p.5). Again, this is not so 
straightforward as a successful case of resistance to an authoritarian leader. 
Elections and political elites resolving their own manufactured crises of near-
‘civil war’ proportions may be considered evidence of positive moves towards 
democratisation (Hassan et al., 2019); alternatively, Tunisia o$ers an example 
of ‘elite pacting’ (Marzouki & Meddeb, 2015) between those traditionally 
perceived as political opponents—Islamists and secularist forces—to co-opt, 
institutionalise or simply ignore and distract from revolutionary demands 
(Marks, 2016, p.27; Brown, 2019a, pp.296-297). However, there have been 
internal tensions and issues within resistance movements, as Anne de Jong’s 
article in this special issue show. !ese are signi#cant re%ections. Indeed, 
as resistance along the original lines of the revolution has continued in the 
WANA region in varied forms, as with resistance processes everywhere 
critical re%ection on what is working is crucial.

In the same manner, those countries ‘reverting’ to authoritarianism 
do not connote the wholesale success of ‘power over’. !e above state-
oriented paradigms are of course valuable in helping to understand 
‘what is being resisted’, yet the resistance, especially bottom-up, is largely 
overlooked. !erefore, resistance-oriented study of the WANA region and 
its revolutionary processes has a lot to o$er in terms of understanding of 
political, economic and social processes there. !e most apparent way to 
understand this is through the concept of ‘everyday resistance’ that has been 
evidenced under various authoritarian regimes and manifests in the wake of 
the 2010/11 revolutions—as a number of the articles in this issue discuss in 
relation to Egypt. However, open nonviolent resistance has emerged in Syria 
even after years of violent con%ict; during the cease#re in 2016, peaceful 
demonstrations emerged across the country (Al-Monitor, 2016), still calling 
for the same improvements as in 2011. !ese may seem insigni#cant in terms 
of outcomes, yet the testament to endurance, organisation and courage is 
worthy of further investigation. 

In this special issue assessing the WANA revolutions a decade on, it 
would be remiss not to mention the period of uprisings and revolutions 
seen in 2019, including in Lebanon and Algeria. !e relationship of these 
events and the revolutions of 2010/11 should be considered in all their 



CRAIG S. BROWN
 –TEN YEARS SINCE THE SO-CALLED ARAB SPRING 

7

complexity—mindful of di$erent country contexts, causes, triggers, and 
methods of resistance—as well as any in%uences, continuities and similarities. 
While some initial assessments of the 2019 events acknowledged that the 
underlying issues and causes of the so-called Arab Spring were never resolved 
(Bowen, 2019; Sa#, 2019; Hearst, 2019), even pointing to the legacy of 
e$ective broadly nonviolent resistance (Fahmi, 2019), the ‘Arab Spring’ is 
still cited as ending in failure in relation to this new or renewed potential 
since 2019 (Muasher, 2019). Distinguished as events, one of the problems 
is that, as much as the so-called Arab Spring had signi#cance as a ‘departure 
point’ for the recognition of unarmed resistance in the region, perceiving 
a pre-2011/post-2011, pre-Arab Spring/post-Arab Spring dichotomy is 
excessively simplistic. !is is particularly relevant to our understanding of 
resistance, as again we should re%ect on both its ‘hidden’ and ‘open’ forms, 
among varied groups and individuals.

Referring to my book review of Hamid Dabashi’s (2012) Arab Spring: 
!e End of Postcolonialism, I hold that his text e$ectively encapsulates the 
signi#cance of the so-called Arab Spring then and its importance now, and 
why talk of its failure is %awed, erroneous and indeed lazy. At the same time 
as the so-called Arab Spring helped to remove the blinkers on resistance to 
all manner of authoritarianism and repression in the WANA region, which 
had in many guises been long-running prior to the 2010/11 events, I am also 
aware that the so-called Arab Spring has been perceived as the benchmark 
from which subsequent resistance departed. !is constrains and simpli#es 
our understanding of resistance in the region itself. !is is criticised by 
Elmeligy in her article on Egyptian women’s resistance in this special issue, 
and Abdelhamid’s article points to long-running repression and resistance 
of homosexuals in Egypt. !us the ‘Arab Spring’ as label reduces the period 
of resistance temporally and spatially. On this basis and in fact taking the 
same point of departure as Dabashi, it is perhaps time to join the end of 
post-colonialism with the end of the Arab Spring label—but not as a mark of 
failure. Ultimately, there is still a great deal that should be explored in relation 
to the 2010/11 WANA revolutions, especially to understand resistance; the 
articles in this special issue make a #ne contribution in this regard. 

!e Papers
 Everyday resistance has been a developing focus in the resistance studies 
#eld, with Nehal Elmeligy’s paper exploring ‘everyday feminist resistance’ 
in Egypt. Her interviews with Cairene women illuminate various aspects of 
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feminist resistance in the city of Cairo, with three main practical actions of 
everyday resistance centring on women’s removal of the hijab, opposition to 
street harassment, as well as leaving their parents’ and husbands’ homes. In 
this regard, Elmeligy’s paper presents a robust case study that contributes to 
our understanding of everyday resistance in varied contexts, thus augmenting 
the recent theoretical advancements of Johansson and Vinthagen (2020) in 
Conceptualizing ‘Everyday Resistance’: A Transdisciplinary Approach. 

 A further crucial insight of Elmeligy’s research is the appraisal of 
everyday resistance in relation to Egypt’s 2011 revolution. While noting that 
participation in the 2011 revolution ‘was the catalyst for some women’s public 
feminist resistance’, Cairo had a ‘pre-existing feminist social nonmovement’. 
!is helps with a corrective to narratives of the 2010/11 revolutions that 
somehow perceived them as a sudden emergence of resistance without any 
real history or legacy (see Castells, 2012, pp.17-18; Angrist, 2013, p.548; 
Pearlman, 2013, p.394), something my own research in Tunisia showed 
overlooked both everyday and organised resistance elements and the 
complex interactions between them (Brown, 2019a, pp.162-164). Even 
more signi#cantly, Elmeligy’s research raises how feminist resistance is at 
odds with the 2011 Egyptian revolution and its aftermath—and speci#cally 
the politics of public space and the reinsertion of the citizen into that space 
as symbolised by Tahrir Square—because of the issues of women’s exclusion 
and side-lining from the revolutionary processes, while she clearly shows 
why the ongoing feminist social nonmovement is so vital to meaningful 
change in Egypt, and indeed the wider region.

In this regard, Amira Abdelhamid’s paper also has signi#cance in 
showing a longer arc of LGBTQ+ resistance (and regime stigmatisation) in 
Egypt, situating the 2011 Egyptian revolution’s signi#cance within that arc. 
While locating the 2011 events as coming with ‘revolutionary potential’, 
‘immense hope’ and being ‘a moment of unprecedented resistance’, 
Abdelhamid provides a comprehensive account of the seemingly e$ective 
counterrevolutionary portrayal of events as the pursuit of a Westernisation 
‘inauthentic to our Muslima and Arab existence’. !is included further 
demonisation of LGBTQ+ communities and those human rights activists 
advocating for them as representing ‘deviance’. 

However, Abdelhamid stresses that particular ‘hidden’ and ‘invisible’ 
forms of resistance have proven important in Egypt—challenging both 
an emphasis on hierarchies of power, as well as resistance entities’ alliance 
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building that is typically orientated around state power. As Abdelhamid 
suggests, ‘resistance is not just about resisting restrictions and repression, 
it is also about resisting conducting power, power that regulates individual 
behaviour, and one that dictates normalcy within society’. Similar to 
Elmeligy, Abdelhamid re%ects on how ‘small, seemingly insigni#cant acts 
of sarcasm are telling of an important story of subjectivity and collective 
action’; actions we may consider under ‘everyday resistance’ that lead to an 
accretion of change. 

Concerning the relationship between revolution and counter-
revolution, Abdelhamid invokes the image of a pendulum, with ‘certain 
openings and closures […] constantly taking place […] revolution does not 
necessarily precede counter-revolution; they are both in constant motion, 
constant tension’. Abdelhamid o$ers a strong supporting case of open-
ended resistance and indeed Dabashi’s (2012) conception of ‘cosmopolitan 
worldliness’, considered in the classical book review of this issue. Abdelhamid 
signi#cantly stresses that counter-revolutionary forces have been fed by the 
perception that Egypt’s revolution ‘was a mere attempt to “catch up” with the 
West, carried out by “Westernised” youth’. Participants in resistance, prior, 
during and following the revolution, including those engaging in LGBTQ+ 
activism, are examples of an ‘endogenous multiplicity’. As in Dabashi’s 
conception, these groups may join with the world’s other diverse populations 
in their resistance for dignity and justice.

Isabel Bramsen’s article considers nonviolent resistance during the so-
called Arab Spring to explore what they refer to as the situational power 
of nonviolence, as a form of direct action that can intervene to challenge 
‘structural and direct violence manifested in particular situations’. Bramsen 
suggests that nonviolence’s situational power can be ‘small acts of surprise, 
resistance or fraternisation [that] may seem insigni#cant’, yet potentially ‘have 
a profound e$ect on the overall relationship between the ruled and the ruler’, 
and may have a cumulative e$ect. !is can ultimately ‘challenge everyday 
suppression and domination and with enough de-stabilizing actions—
challenge the very organizational structure and rhythmic coordination of 
the regime’. 

!e actions which Bramsen considers are largely open acts of individual 
resistance—and they suggest that the cumulative e$ect ‘depends on the 
overall ability of a protest movement to stay united, gather support by the 
silent majority and escalate at a time of high momentum’. It is worth our 
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consideration how these often courageous acts of open resistance relate to 
the ‘hidden’—yet not necessarily less courageous—actions of individuals 
through everyday resistance, as Elmeligy’s paper explores, as well as how 
these may ultimately result in ‘making a scene’, as Bramsen terms it. !e 
gap between the hidden and open acts of resistance is not necessarily so large 
(see Brown, 2019a, pp.162-164; Johansson & Vinthagen, 2020, pp.2,190); 
Elmeligy directly links Egypt’s feminist social nonmovement to Johansson 
and Vinthagen’s (2020, p.190) sense of how a ‘resistance culture’ may be 
built. Indeed, the individual-level actions explored by Bramsen and Elmeligy 
help us to identify and understand the ways they may be joined up with 
other activities to strengthen and broaden resistance.

Bramsen’s paper draws on data they collected from interviewees from 
Bahrain, Tunisia and Syria, as well as a video dataset of nonviolent and 
violent interactions pertaining to these three cases. Signi#cantly, despite the 
events in Bahrain and Syria largely being focused on for, in the #rst case, the 
violent suppression of protests including intervention by Saudi Arabia, and 
in the second case for its extremely violent civil war, there remains signi#cant 
understanding about nonviolence to be derived from these cases. Indeed, 
while Bramsen explores the escalation to and avoidance of violent con%ict 
at a micro-level, often an individual basis, there is considerable potential for 
resistance studies to investigate how actions at the level of the individual 
interrelate to various levels of interaction, to the extent that Syria moved 
from an episode of nonviolent resistance to a full-blown civil war involving 
regional and international powers. Relatedly, it seems imperative to further 
our understanding of how nonviolent and violent actions within episodes of 
resistance interact, if nonviolent escalation is to transplant violent escalation.

Anne De Jong’s article o$ers a thorough ethnographic analysis of joint 
nonviolent resistance undertaken by Palestinians and Israelis in Israel and the 
Occupied Palestinian Territories, to identify ‘1) how unequal power relations 
can be reproduced within nonviolent protests, and 2) how certain nonviolent 
protests can perpetuate the structural violence they initially seek to oppose’. 
De Jong considers the Sumud Freedom Camp and a ‘joint’ nonviolent action 
in Israel near the Erez crossing into Gaza, exploring the two issues above but 
also how the notion of what counts for such cooperation is contested. De 
Jong suggests that nonviolent action potentially ‘colludes with its violent 
surroundings in multiple ways’, which is a strong statement but is deserving 
of much more attention, because if nonviolent resistance academics and 
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practitioners are not prepared to scrutinise this possibility and #nd ways to 
counter it, our resistance may indeed fall short.

Although constructive resistance is not the focus of De Jong’s paper, their 
use of the Sumud Freedom Camp as the example of joint Palestinian, Israeli 
and international activists cooperation provides an intriguing example, and 
De Jong identi#es such action as ‘a form of pre#gurative politics which #rmly 
rejects discriminatory categories set by Zionist practices’. As well as the physical 
reconstruction of the forcibly demolished Palestinian West Bank village of 
Sarura, this was also a space for building a cooperative space of ‘workshops, 
direct actions and a program promoting “nonviolent civil disobedience as 
transformative political practice”’, the basis of ‘a broader resistance against 
Israeli occupation and continued settle colonial dispossession’. Indeed, as 
examples of constructive resistance are increasingly investigated (Sørensen, 
2016; Brown, 2019, pp.265-268) and some theorisation is developed 
(Sørensen, Vinthagen & Johansen, n.d.), identifying the basis of power 
relations disruptive to e$ective constructive work is crucial. In Tunisia, the 
councils emerging during the revolution perhaps su$ered from their swift 
emergence, quick dominance by established political parties and disregard 
of involvement of younger people (Brown, 2019, pp.147-149,194-199,234-
236). !e case of joint Palestinian-Israeli activism is more complex, although 
some of the potential solutions to problematic power relations that De 
Jong points out may remain relevant in other contexts, for example those 
participants who could be broadly identi#ed with those exercising far greater 
‘power over’ (Israelis and international activists – the IDF) being willing to 
listen and be led, as well as critical consciousness and direct challenging of 
the ingrained structural and symbolic violence which underlies the physical 
violence which is being directly resisted—through ensuring such relations 
are not replicated, thus being ‘without’ and ‘against’ violence (Vinthagen, 
2015, p.67).

Both Bramsen and De Jong’s papers are to some extent complementary 
in their consideration of nonviolent resistance in relation to structural 
violence. While Bramsen shows how nonviolent resistance can help to 
challenge structural violence, De Jong notes that structural violence may 
be replicated within nonviolent resistance, although through a nonviolent 
campaign being conscious of structural violence and actively challenging 
it, this can mitigate the e$ect. !is is pertinent for resisters to consider in 
contexts where ‘allies’ within campaigns have quite di$erent degrees of power 
or the potential to exercise power over, as in the case of joint Palestinian and 
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Israeli actions. Indeed, such considerations are relevant to the resistance by 
varied groups presented in this special issue, whether by women, LGBTQ+ 
activists and other minority groups, which are present across the WANA 
region. 

Kanaaneh’s paper explores Hezbollah’s relationship to the protests 
that emerged in Lebanon in 2019, in doing so raising some signi#cant 
questions for how resistance is perceived. As Kanaaneh notes, Hezbollah 
has an established reputation in some quarters as a resistance movement, 
confronting Israel and US imperialism in the region but also traditionally 
Lebanon’s institutionalised political system. Yet, when the ‘social mobilisation’ 
began in Lebanon, as a grassroots and bottom-up emergence of resistance, 
Hezbollah had become well entrenched in Lebanon’s political system and 
ultimately positioned itself on the side of that system. Kanaaneh points to 
the 2019 demonstrations’ non-sectarian nature, as well as criticism of the 
economic system and ingrained corruption, as emphasising the ‘dilemma’ for 
Hezbollah in terms of its support for change.

Moreover and crucially for this special issue on resistance in relation 
to the so-called Arab Spring, Kanaaneh provides further explanation of 
Hezbollah’s position as a ‘resistance’ movement in relation to the 2011 
events. While Hezbollah welcomed the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, 
its alignment with Al-Assad’s regime in Syria showed a di$erent position, 
against the bottom-up calls for dignity and freedom. Kanaaneh refers to this 
as an ‘embarrassing situation’ for Hezbollah, ‘due to the paradox between the 
position of the resistance party and the advocate of the most marginalized 
people, and the demands of the marginalized Syrians’. He also suggests 
this embarrassment may have been somewhat mitigated by Syria’s descent 
into civil war with the involvement of numerous regional and international 
powers, allowing Hezbollah’s retrieval of its ‘resistance’ status to some extent.

Kanaaneh’s analysis evokes once more the assessment of Hamid 
Dabashi (2012), who suggested that the ideological resistance of entities 
such as Hezbollah (Islamist) were shown to be defunct by the non-
ideological, nonviolent, cosmopolitan concept of revolution encapsulated in 
the 2010/11 protests. While to some extent Hezbollah’s ‘institutionalisation’ 
re%ects Bayat’s (2013a) assessment of post-Islamist politics—alongside 
certain events over the past decade such as the rise of Isis in Syria and Iraq 
and Hezbollah’s involvement in the war against them showing the continued 
relevance of Hezbollah as a traditional ‘armed’ Islamist movement—this is 
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all within a nexus of politics from which Dabashi’s assessment may be said 
to diverge. Indeed, Lebanon’s 2019 protests are more indicative of Dabashi’s 
sense of resistance re%ecting the 2010/11 period aims such as economic 
dignity and anti-corruption. 

Implications for Resistance Studies
A number of the articles in this special issue focus on aspects of everyday 
resistance; with the further signi#cant theoretical development of this concept 
with Johansson and Vinthagen’s (2020) recent work, these articles make an 
empirical contribution to the understanding of everyday resistance. As with 
Elemeligy’s drawing on Bayat’s (2010,2013b) established work on social 
nonmovements and everyday politics, the articles expand the exploration of 
everyday resistance in the speci#c context of the WANA region. Given the 
common trope that the people of the region were broadly acquiescent and 
accepting of their dictators prior to the 2010/11 revolutions—and despite 
the evidence of resistance being there if one was to look, including instances 
of open and organised resistance (Khatib & Lust, 2014, p.2; Chomiak, 
2014, pp.27,29,30; Brown, 2019, pp.155-164)—such explorations of 
everyday resistance continues expanding the solid basis from which to argue 
that resistance was and continues to occur even in the most unfavourable 
and repressive circumstances. 

Relatedly and signi#cantly—although not discussed in this special 
issue—is whether such everyday resistance may count as a form of 
‘constructive resistance’, even if disparate and of a ‘nonmovement’ nature. 
While constructive resistance—where groups and communities attempt 
to bring into existence the sorts of societies they envisage (Sørensen, 
2016, p.49; Johansen, 2012, p.31; Vinthagen, 2015, p.218)—perhaps at 
least in its more ‘pre#gurative’ understanding pertains to some form of 
concrete, tangible alternative system, Gandhi’s constructive programme 
evidently had an element of changing values and norms, which can lead to 
changing practices. !ere were signi#cant aspects of constructive resistance 
during the 2010/11 revolutions, in the form of alternative organisations 
and revolutionary councils, signi#cant because they embodied the much-
expanded political space/public sphere and its potential with the values of 
dignity, freedom, nonviolent relation. Yet they proved transient and easily 
co-opted as a concrete political alternative, meaning that some continuation 
of this alternative and these values through ‘everyday resistance’ practices 
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is meaningful. Elmeligy notes the cultural shift that may be built through 
feminist everyday resistance; on the one hand perhaps this shows the failure 
of many men to take on the values reasserted by the revolution, but on the 
other a continuation of e$orts for change within the restricted open political 
and revolutionary space post-2013.

Finally, a further notable theme emerging from the special issue papers 
relates to Vinthagen’s (2015) conception of social pragmatism in relation 
to nonviolent resistance, which helps to further situate the signi#cance 
of acknowledging the breadth and diversity of resistance activities in the 
WANA region. As Vinthagen observed, there is a need to move beyond the 
principled/pragmatic distinction, ‘the division of nonviolence into lifestyle 
and tactics’, which is possible:

With the idea of nonviolence as social pragmatism […this] involves 
the practical consequences of action in social situations: what happens 
based on the actual experience of people, how people react and deal with 
each other’s actions […] it assumes that the interaction occurs within a 
historically speci#c social order. Since every social group has a normative 
structure, even norms play a part in pragmatism. !us, one can be a 
proponent of nonviolence if one perceives that this form of struggle 
is more e$ective for certain (long-term) goals in a certain (normative) 
social context (pp.10,51).

Approaching resistance struggles in this way, as an acknowledgement of the 
multifaced comprehension and practise of unarmed resistance in diverse 
contexts, will hopefully mean that as researchers, we are far more willing 
to listen, understand and support, rather than necessarily moralising or 
producing sure-#re models of action. It has been my privilege to edit the 
articles of this issue which are a contribution to this end.
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