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Revolutionary shocks, divergent results 
Ammar Shamaileh explains the implications of his research article, "Never out of Now: Preference Falsification, 
Social Capital and the Arab Spring," published in International Interactions Vol. 45 Issue 6. This article is open 
access. 

 

In 2010, the self-immolation of a young Tunisian man, Mohamed Bouazizi, set in motion a series of events that 
fundamentally altered the way scholars and analysts discuss the Arab world. His actions led to protests that 
quickly toppled President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s government, and this appeared to increase protest activity in 
many other Arab states. Almost immediately after the Tunisian Revolution, discussions of the region's political 
order shifted away from explaining its authoritarian stability to predicting a democratic wave. Nearly a decade 
has passed since the beginning of the Arab Spring, and what has now become clear to most is that the region 
neither experienced a democratic wave nor was stably autocratic. This article seeks to help us understand the 
barriers to revolutionary diffusion by examining what diffuses across authoritarian borders during revolutionary 
waves, and how a recently-terminated civil war may influence the expression of political preferences during 
periods of regional instability. 

Revolutions are often assumed to spark bandwagon effects in neighboring states, increasing regional expressions 
of dissent. As individuals observe the behavior of those residing in a neighboring state caught in the midst of a 
revolution, certain beliefs or sentiments that increase the willingness to protest may spread to these outside 
observers. In the case of the Arab Spring, this assumption has often been fundamental to analyses and 
discussions of the spread of revolutionary fervor in 2011. While this is a reasonable assumption, researchers and 
analysts who interacted with individuals in the Arab world were exposed to the nuances of how expressions of 
dissent shifted. Among my most interesting experiences in 2011 were the conversations I had with Syrians who, 
prior to the Arab Spring, had voiced dissatisfaction with the regime and conditions in Syria. While many of them 
saw the Arab Spring as an opportunity, others expressed concerns regarding the alternatives to Assad and toned 
down their criticisms of the regime. While Syria is not the focus of this piece, it was, in part, these conversations 
that motivated this article. 

In 2011, Sudan was transitioning toward peace in the aftermath of a long and devastating civil war. I argue that, 
in such an environment, individuals are more likely to temper their criticisms of a government due to their fear 
of the consequences of instability. In an environment where the perceived possibility of a revolutionary 
bandwagon occurring is low, communicating political and policy preferences may serve to spur limited or gradual 
change. If the risk of regime change is heightened, however, individuals may temper their criticisms in order to 
avoid the costs of instability. Where a previous negative experience with instability is fresh in the minds of 
individuals, as in the case of Sudan, the country may experience decreased rather than increased expressions of 
political dissent. Thus, a revolutionary wave may precipitate more or less criticism of a regime, and pre-
revolutionary regime critics may not necessarily be dependable allies in revolutionary movements. 

This article examines Arab Barometer data from Sudan, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia. While the article’s focus is on 
Sudan, each of these states’ survey respondents exhibited unique patterns during the Arab Spring that help 
highlight the potential barriers to revolutionary diffusion. In Lebanon, where there are few restrictions on speech 
and political mobilization, the Arab Spring offered little new salient information regarding the probability of 
successful political mobilization. In Saudi Arabia, where the authoritarian state’s coercive capacity is high, the 
increased scrutiny that accompanied rising regional instability meant greater fear among the general population. 
Finally, in Sudan, a weak state with autocratic restrictions on speech that had recently experienced a long civil 
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war, there was a decrease in speech critical of the government, and it is argued this was likely due to a fear of 
the costs of instability rather than the costs of protest. 

For policy analysts and actors concerned with political stability and democratization, several important 
implications are associated with these findings. First, for better or worse, a recent civil war may lead to an 
increased preference for stability, which should reduce civil unrest. While this may reduce the likelihood of mass 
civil unrest, it also potentially reduces the probability of democratization in the short term. Second, a number of 
barriers to revolutionary waves exist, and not all of them relate to structural conditions, foreign actors, or the 
strength of political entities. A regime that has recently experienced a civil war may be more likely to stay in 
power in the immediate aftermath if militias are disarmed. Thus, for example, were the Syrian Civil War to wind 
down, war-weary Syrian citizens may be hesitant to initiate regime change upon the war’s conclusion. While 
non-state armed groups, if they persist, may still plunge the country back into war, the civilian population may 
prefer to maintain even a repressive peace. To some degree, this implies that the bargain struck to end the war 
is paramount in determining the course the country will follow in subsequent years, since the population may 
be less willing to mobilize to renegotiate the terms of the agreement until the collective memory of the 
consequences of war have faded. It should be noted, however, the experiences of both Algeria and Sudan this 
year have reminded us that an increase in stability in the short-term does not necessarily imply increased stability 
in the long-term. Finally, the preferences that individuals communicate in authoritarian settings, both for and 
against regimes, are not stable and cannot be taken at face value. Those who express discontent prior to a 
revolutionary wave may not be the individuals joining or organizing protests when the possibility of a 
revolutionary bandwagon increases. 

 
Read the published article at Taylor & Francis Online. 
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