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Abstract
A political spring is an abrupt, broad, sustained increase in public dissent in a state that has
prohibited it, as in Czechoslovakia in 1968 or Tunisia in early 2011. Some springs produce
offspring – clusters of events within neighbouring states (civic unrest, increased state repression,
co-option of dissent, revolution) and among those states (intensification of international rivalries,
foreign interventions). An English Spring in 1558–9 produced such a cluster in Northwestern
Europe. This article addresses the underlying causal mechanism connecting springs and their
offspring, rather than the related correlational question (viz. under what conditions a spring is
followed by offspring). That mechanism is transnational group polarisation, or the progressive
separation of preferences across a population into pro- and anti-government groups. Transnational
polarisation along a pro-versus-anti-government axis is an endogenous process triggered by exo-
genous events, such as violence or public demonstrations that raise the status of, or threat to, one of
the groups. It presents powerful actors across states with new threats and opportunities and can help
explain how the Tunisian Spring of early 2011 produced throughout the Arab Middle East infectious
unrest, serial repressions and reforms, heightened international tensions, and foreign interventions.
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Tunisia is unlikely to set off copycat insurrections, for a variety of reasons that could be
grouped under the principle that each country’s political situation, despite similarities, has its
own unique conditions that facilitate or preclude a successful rebellion.

Tony Karon, Time, 18 January 2011

The Arab Uprising involved more than simply oppressed people trying to free themselves from
despotism. Detonated in stepwise fashion by the sudden outbreak and sustenance of dissent in
Tunisia – the Tunisian Spring – the uprising comprised a complex set of events across Arab states
that included brutal repression, attempts by rulers to co-opt dissent, heightened international
rivalries, and foreign interventions.1 It is barely conceivable that this clustering of events was merely
coincidental. In some ways, the self-immolation of a produce vendor in one small Tunisian city in
December 2010 is connected not only to similar actions in Egypt and Libya, but to the Muslim
Brotherhood’s accession to power in Egypt in 2011, the Saudi-UAE intervention in Bahrain, and the

* Correspondence to: John M. Owen, Woodrow Wilson Department of Politics, University of Virginia, PO Box
400787, Charlottesville, Virginia 22904, USA. Author’s email: jmo4n@virginia.edu

1 Marc Lynch, The Arab Uprising: The Unfinished Revolutions of the New Middle East (New York: Public
Affairs, 2012).
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still-unfolding horrors in Syria and Iraq. What spread from country to country, then, was more than
just unrest: repression, bribery, and international intervention also appear to have been infectious.
We are facing a complex and consequential instance of Galton’s Problem – a contagion of ideas and
practices across countries.2

It would be unfair to berate social scientists for failing to predict this tangle of events. Clearly a great
deal of contingency was involved.3 Even so, we ought to try to explain their connections. One
hindrance to explanation is the division of labour within political science between comparative
politics, which traditionally focuses on domestic politics, and international relations, limited to
interactions among states. If there are links between a political spring in Tunisia and a Saudi invasion
of Bahrain, neither subfield is fully responsible for finding them, and we end up with an intellectual
free-rider problem. Related, perhaps, is a robust scepticism among many that rebellions and other
practices diffuse across state boundaries. Each country is different, and some scholars argue that
fears of ‘falling dominoes’ tell us more about leaders’ paranoia than about how international politics
works.4

That said, the past few years have produced a growing literature that bridges the comparative-IR gap – in
particular, literature on how the international environment affects states’ domestic institutions.
Most of this work concerns the alleged diffusion of liberal and democratic institutions across space.
The evidence is strong that democracy and liberal ideas and policies do diffuse across national
boundaries, although more slowly than some have thought, and via obscure mechanisms.5 Scholars
have explored more particularly the processes by which democratic revolutions spread across
countries. The 1989 revolutions in Eastern Europe – in which dominoes fell toward the West –

spurred much of this research, as did subsequent less expansive revolutionary waves.6

2 In 1889, statistician Francis Galton critiqued a paper by anthropologist Edward Tylor presenting significant
correlations between family law and patterns of descent across a number of cultures. Galton noted that Tylor’s
observations may not have been independent, inasmuch as the cultures might have contact with one another.
Marc Howard Ross and Elizabeth Homer, ‘Galton’s problem in cross-national research’, World Politics, 29:1
(1976), pp. 1–2.

3 For an exploration of contingency and complex causality in international relations, see R. N. Lebow, For-
bidden Fruit: Counterfactuals and International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).

4 See, for example, most of the chapters in Robert Jervis and Jack Snyder (eds), Dominoes and Bandwagons:
Strategic Beliefs and Great Power Competition in the Eurasian Rimland (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991); Stephen M. Walt, Revolution and War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), esp. pp. 39–47.
Walt boldly posted a blog entry on 16 January 2011, titled ‘Why the Tunisian Revolution won’t spread’,
available at: {http://walt.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/01/15/why_the_tunisian_revolution_wont_spread}. The
world is often unkind to the brave social scientist who makes public predictions.

5 See, for example, Beth A. Simmons and Zachary Elkins, ‘The globalisation of liberalization: Policy diffusion in
the International Political Economy’, American Political Science Review, 98:1 (2004), pp. 171–90; Lars-Erik
Cederman and Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, ‘Conquest and regime change: an evolutionary model of the spread
of democracy and peace’, International Studies Quarterly, 48:3 (2004), pp. 603–29; the symposium on
‘Diffusion of liberalism’, International Organization, 60:4 (2006), pp. 781–909; Dietmar Braun and Fabrizio
Gilardi, ‘Taking “Galton’s Problem” seriously: Towards a theory of policy diffusion’, Journal of Theoretical
Politics, 18:3 (2006), pp. 298–322; and Peter T. Leeson and Andrea M. Dean, ‘The democratic domino theory:
an empirical investigation’, American Journal of Political Science, 53:3 (2009), pp. 533–51.

6 Kurt Weyland, Making Waves: Democratic Contention in Europe and Latin America since the Revolutions of
1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Mark R. Beissinger, ‘Structure and example in modular
political phenomena: the diffusion of Bulldozer / Rose / Orange / Tulip Revolutions’, Perspectives on Politics,
5:2 (2007), pp. 259–76; Timur Kuran, ‘Sparks and prairie fires: a theory of unanticipated political revolution’,
Public Choice, 61:1 (1989), pp. 41–74; William H. Kaempfer and Anton D. Lowenberg, ‘Using threshold
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A number of scholars have advanced explanations for at least some aspects of the extraordinary events
in the Arab world in 2011–12. Some of this research has focused on the spread of unrest and rebellion
and appealed to demonstration effects, in this case the tendency for protests in one country to inspire
protests in other countries.7 Kurt Weyland fruitfully compares those events to those in Europe in 1848,
finding that in both cases dissenters were captive to cognitive bias and over-estimated the prospects of
success; hence, in both cases, despotic governments won in the end.8 Clearly demonstration effects and
contagion were present in 2011, and clearly protestors did miscalculate. But rounding out the picture
requires that we explain why the governments chose to try to defeat the demonstrators; after all, in 1989
the optimistic dissenters in Eastern Europe turned out to be correct, as their governments took the
opposite decision. As Stephen M. Saideman writes, in 2011 some Arab rulers evidently were learning
from one another’s mistakes in real time and adjusting appropriately.9

Furthermore, few scholars have explored the connections between the unrest and repression and the
intensification of international rivalries and violence in the Arab world since 2011. Just as wars tend to
cluster in space and time, suggesting international contagion,10 foreign interventions in Arab countries in
2011–12 do not appear to have been coincidental. If dissent, revolt, and repression do spread across
national boundaries, then we should expect alert and savvy neighbouring governments to anticipate
changes in the distribution of power in the region. A revolution can alter a state’s foreign policies and
alignments, and a cascade of revolutions can alter radically patterns of foreign influence in a region. Thus
we should expect new patterns of international cooperation and conflict and serial foreign interventions.

The Tunisian Spring had important offspring. But what mechanisms connected cause and effects?
A spring can cause the congeries of events we saw in the Arab world in 2011–12 by virtue of its broad
and deep polarising qualities. A sustained outburst of public dissent in state A can divide A’s population
into pro- and anti-reform groups that harden into pro- and anti-regime groups. It can do the same in
states whose populations have extensive social ties to A’s population. In other words, a spring in A can
trigger transnational group polarisation, by which I mean the progressive redistribution of preferences
among the populations of more than one state into two or more oppositional groups that had been
dormant. This transnational polarisation is seen in the nearly simultaneous spread across countries of
unrest, on the one hand, and of state repression and bribery, on the other. Transnational polarisation
interacts with various factors in countries, leading to varied results, ranging from reform to unsuccessful
rebellion to successful revolution. Polarisation also interacts with international structural factors and can
alter the distribution of power and influence in a region. Polarised countries can be unstable, which leads
to uncertainty about their future regimes and policies; thus they can attract foreign intervention. Each of
these types of event, in turn, can exacerbate group polarisation and reproduce the entire cycle.

In what follows, I narrate two cases: an English Spring in 1558–9, and the Tunisian Spring of
2010–11. Both are, in methodological terms, ‘typical’, that is, each exemplifies the phenomena in

models to explain International Relations’, Public Choice, 73:4 (1992), pp. 419–43. See also Mark N. Katz,
Revolutions and Revolutionary Waves (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1997).

7 For a helpful critical survey see Henry E. Hale, ‘Regime change cascades: what have we learned from the 1848
revolutions to the 2011 Arab uprisings?’, Annual Review of Political Science, 16 (2013), pp. 331–53.

8 Kurt Weyland, ‘The Arab Spring: Why the surprising similarities with the Revolutionary Wave of 1848?’
Perspectives on Politics, 10:4 (December 2012), pp. 917–34.

9 Stephen M. Saideman, ‘When conflict spreads: Arab Spring and the limits of diffusion’, International Inter-
actions, 38:5 (2012), p. 718.

10 William W. Davis, George T. Duncan, and Randolph M. Siverson, ‘The dynamics of warfare, 1816–1865’,
American Journal of Political Science, 22:4 (1978), pp. 772–92.
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question, inasmuch it produced the offspring described above. As Jason Seawright and John Gerring
argue, typical cases are useful in locating and testing causal mechanisms.11 I argue that the
mechanism connecting the clusters of events in both cases is transnational group polarisation. Group
polarisation is an endogenous process triggered by exogenous events that raise the status of or threat
to a pre-existing but latent social group. Transnational group polarisation helps explain how the
Tunisian Spring of early 2011 produced the complex cluster of events that followed over the Arab
world. I conclude with questions for further research, including why some springs are barren and
others spread and succeed.

What is a spring?

‘Spring’, as applied to politics, suffers from a lack of definition. The first political use of spring
probably is by the German liberal writer Ludwig Börne, who in 1818 prophesied a Völkerfrühling,
or springtime of nations – a coming liberation throughout Europe.12 Various historical events – in
Europe in 1830 and in 1848, in Russia in 1904, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, and in many Arab
countries in 2011–12 – have carried the label ‘spring’ and are quite different in some ways. Each of
these began in a single country or city and each entailed reformers increasing their demands and
meeting with government repression. All but Russia in 1904 were followed by international tensions
and foreign intervention.

Similarities notwithstanding, clearly we must impose some discipline on the concept of a political
spring. In this article I define a spring as a sudden increase in one authoritarian country in the volume
and breadth of open dissent, an increase sustained for at least two weeks. By so defining ‘spring’,
I hope to make clear that phenomena that sometimes occur along with or shortly after a
spring – regional contagion, state bribery and repression, rebellion, revolution, international
tensions, and foreign intervention – ought not to be conflated with the spring itself. In popular usage
‘Arab Spring’ covers a number of these types of event, as if they are logically related. But not all
flowerings of dissent in one country have these foreign and international effects. If a spring is related
to these other events, that relationship must be contingent, not logical, and our terminology should
free us to investigate whether a lifting of repression in one state can cause the phenomena in other
states and in an entire region.

I do not limit springs to events that empower liberal democrats alone. Dissenters living under
authoritarian regimes adhere to a variety of ideologies. A spring may be a liberalising move, but as
the Arab Uprising shows, liberalisation can empower all manner of discontented people, liberal and
non-liberal alike.

A brief illustration: an English Spring and Northwestern Europe, 1558–66

The Protestant Reformation that began in 1517 threw much of Europe into more than a century of
intermittent political as well as religious turmoil. Under the Peace of Augsburg (1555), Catholics and
Lutherans in the Holy Roman Empire (Central Europe) agreed to tolerate one another, but strife was
increasing to the west and north with the rapid spread of newer Protestant movement, Calvinism.

11 Jason Seawright and John Gerring, ‘Case selection techniques in case study research’, Political Research
Quarterly, 61:2 (2008), pp. 299–300; see also James Mahoney and Gary Goertz, ‘A tale of two cultures:
Contrasting quantitative and qualitative research’, Political Analysis, 14:3 (2006), pp. 239–40.

12
‘Völkerfrühling’, Wikipedia (German), available at: {http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Völkerfrühling#cite_note-
Martin-2} accessed 16 September 2014.

John M. Owen

52

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

01
5.

3 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/V&#x00F6;lkerfr&#x00FC;hling#cite_note-Martin-2
http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/V&#x00F6;lkerfr&#x00FC;hling#cite_note-Martin-2
https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2015.3


Excluded from the Peace of Augsburg, Calvinists were more militantly anti-Catholic than Lutherans. By
1559, Calvinists were found in all social classes in France, England, Scotland, and many parts of the Holy
Roman Empire. With Calvin’s own Geneva as their nerve centre, Calvinists communicated with each
other across political boundaries.13 Under threat of persecution, they usually spread the faith quietly.14

In France, England, and Scotland, Calvinists alternated between suffering bouts of severe suppression
and enjoying limited toleration.15 In late 1558, however, the lifting of persecution in England was more
robust. On 17 November, Mary I, arch-Catholic queen, died and her half-sister Elizabeth succeeded
her. Raised as a Protestant, Elizabeth I carefully but decisively moved to end the severe persecution of
her co-religionists.16 The Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity, passed in April 1559, made her (rather
than the pope) head of the Church in England and mandated that only the Protestant prayer book of
1552 be used in worship.17 Elizabeth’s changes fell well short of those sought by the most zealous
Protestants. Most of her Catholic nobility were sufficiently content with the settlement not to rebel.18

This, then, was the English Spring of 1558–9: an end to persecution of Calvinists and other Protestants
coupled with a relatively moderate policy toward the Catholic faithful.19

Scotland, then a separate kingdom, was a long-time junior partner of France ruled by Mary of Guise, a
French Queen Regent (r. 1554–60). Before 1559 Mary had been relatively tolerant of Calvinist
preaching, and Calvinism gained important adherents among the gentry and nobility. An increasing
French military presence since 1548 had begun to chafe, and Calvinism provided a language for the
discontent.20 In December 1557, the Calvinist Lords of the Congregation formed and pledged to work
for the establishment of a Reformed Church.21 In March 1559, Mary of Guise held a council to consider
church reforms. The evidence suggests that Mary was prepared to grant major concessions to the
Congregation. But the English Spring emboldened the Congregation and in that same month some of its
leaders began to talk to William Cecil, one of Elizabeth’s ministers in England, about the possibility of
English help in their struggle.22 The Congregation ultimately rebuffed Mary’s proposed reforms.

Mary responded by hardening her own position. At month’s end she declared that all Scots who
refused to conform to Catholic rites would be tried for heresy. Calvinist clergy ignored the order, and

13 H. G. Koenigsberger, ‘The organisation of revolutionary parties in France and the Netherlands in the sixteenth
century’, Journal of Modern History, 25:4 (1955), p. 336.

14 Robert M. Kingdon, Geneva and the Coming of the Wars of Religion in France (Geneva: Librairie E. Droz,
1956), pp. 56–7.

15 See, for example, Henry II of France (r. 1547–59) issued the Edict of Châteaubriant in 1552, ordering courts to
punish heretics and prohibited all Protestant writings. In 1554, however, war with Spain threatened and he
granted temporary asylum to Protestant refugees from England. Jasper Ridley, John Knox (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1968), p. 189.

16 R. B. Wernham, Before the Armada: The Emergence of the English Nation, 1485–1588 (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, and World, 1966), pp. 244–6.

17 Stephen Alford, The Early Elizabethan Polity: William Cecil and the British Succession Crisis, 1558–1569
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 53.

18 Soon enough, some Catholic nobles were to conspire to overthrow her and place the Catholic Mary Stewart on
the throne.

19 Wernham, Before the Armada, p. 246. The settlement was not moderate by today’s standards. Elizabeth
executed Catholic priests and fined her subjects who failed to attend Protestant services.

20 Alec Ryrie, The Origins of the Scottish Reformation (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2006),
pp. 141–7.

21 Wernham, Before the Armada, p. 247.
22 Ibid., p. 248; Ryrie, The Origins of the Scottish Reformation, p. 154.
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in May Mary summoned them for hearings. The Queen Regent had several motives, but an
important one, writes Alec Ryrie, was this: ‘her Protestant subjects, who had once been harmless,
were now potentially an English fifth column’.23 And indeed, in May the Congregation rebelled. By
the close of June it had conquered the cities of Perth, Dundee, Stirling, and Edinburgh.

The Congregation being pro-English, Scotland’s foreign alignments hung in the balance. Seizing the
opportunity, Elizabeth sent money to the Calvinist rebels and promised more.24 In October, the
Congregation declared Mary of Guise overthrown and themselves rulers of Scotland.25 In December,
with Scotland slipping from France’s grasp and into that of England, Catherine de Médici, France’s
new Queen Regent, sent an expedition to crush the revolution. At least 1,000 Frenchmen were
drowned in storms en route, and in January 1560 Elizabeth of England responded to the French
expedition with a naval blockade of Scotland’s east coast.26 On 11 June, Mary of Guise died; the
next month a treaty was signed and 4,000 French were evacuated.27 The Congregation effectively
ruled Scotland, and promptly realigned the country from a French ally to an English one.28

In short: The English Spring of 1558–9 was followed by polarisation in Scotland, as dissenters there
gained confidence, pro-government actors increased repression, and civil war erupted. That polarisa-
tion, in turn, generated worries in France (and hopes in England) that Scotland would defect from
France and become an English ally; intervention by France and England in the Scottish civil war; and
with the Protestant victory in Scotland, a diplomatic revolution and shift in the international balance of
power. Similar chains of events took place over the next several years in France and the Netherlands. In
both countries Protestants, encouraged by the successes of their brethren in England and Scotland,
began making more demands on their rulers; were met with new repression; rebelled; and attracted
intervention by foreign Protestant and Catholic powers hoping to influence the outcomes.29

How a spring produces offspring

Social science has produced a great deal of literature on the specific categories of event we see in the
sixteenth-century case: rebellions, revolutions, suppressions, spiralling hostility, and foreign inter-
ventions. But what interests us is not any one type of event, but the cluster itself – the close proximity
in space and time of the events. Decomposing the cluster into its various events, subsuming each type
of event into a separate larger dataset (for example, the universe of foreign interventions), and
running regressions on various theorised explanatory variables would be helpful in some ways. But it
would obscure the coincidence in time and space – coincidence that we have good reason to suspect
is not simply coincidental but causal.30

23 Ryrie, The Origins of the Scottish Reformation, pp. 151–3. Ryrie adds a second development: in April 1559,
France and Spain had signed the Treaty of Câteau-Cambrésis, ending their long wars. The treaty provided that
both rulers would cease tolerating Protestantism in their realms. Mary, a French Catholic, complied.

24 Ryrie, The Origins of the Scottish Reformation, p. 162.
25 Wernham, Before the Armada, p. 248.
26 Stephen Alford, The Early Elizabethan Polity: William Cecil and the British Succession Crisis, 1558–1569

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 54–6.
27 Ryrie, The Origins of the Scottish Reformation, p. 163.
28 John M. Owen IV, The Clash of Ideas in World Politics: Transnational Networks, States, and Regime Change

1510–2010 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), pp. 79–82.
29 Ibid., pp. 102–6.
30 Suppose that a liberal uprising in A causes B to intervene in A to help the rebels. Suppose further than B’s

intervention in A causes a liberal rebellion in C (by leading the discontented in C to believe that they too can
draw intervention by B). It could still be the case that most uprisings across time and space neither follow nor
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Better, then, to conceive of these clusters of events as causally complex, with numerous interactions
among variables, feedback loops, and path dependencies.31 Causal complexity may be studied profit-
ably with quantitative methods, namely agent-based modelling (ABM). ABM clarifies causal claims by
simplifying highly complex system dynamics, and scholars have built models that test for the effects of
certain variables on polarisation and the transnational spread of conflict.32 This article has a different
task, however. It seeks to uncover the causal mechanism connecting Tunisian Spring to the rebellions,
suppressions, reforms, and foreign interventions that followed over most of the Arab world. Any
adequate causal explanation will entail both conditional statements (if X then Y) and specification of a
causal mechanism (X produces Y via M).33 Although the former task is vitally important, this article is
confined to the latter. ‘Mechanism’ is variously defined in social science literature; I have in mind, in the
words of James Mahoney, ‘something that intervenes between cause and outcome’.34 We want to
know, then, the processes through which political loosening in state A produces both protests and
repression in B, greater competition between C and D, intervention by D in B, and so on.

Group polarisation as mechanism

If the complex turmoil in the Arab world in 2011 is causally linked, the mechanism must have to do
with transnational diffusion and contagion, or the spread of ideas (threats, opportunities, and so on)
and practices across state boundaries. Social scientists have defined and explained transnational
diffusion in a number of ways, including ‘emulation, persuasion, flows of resources (ideational or
material), framing, and power transitions…’

35 I return to transnational diffusion in a later section.
First, however, it is important to get clear that the thing diffusing is not simply ideas or practices: it is
group polarisation.

Polarisation, a concept borrowed from physics, has been treated extensively in social science. Much
of that work concerns social polarisation, or segregation into groups that are stable over long periods

precede foreign interventions. In that case, data on all foreign interventions over a century would show only a
weak correlation between uprisings and foreign interventions and we might underappreciate the causal links
between these two events in this particular case.

31 Robert Jervis, System Effects: Complexity in Political and Social Life (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1997); David Byrne and Emma Uprichard, ‘Useful causal complexity’, in Harold Kincaid (ed.), Oxford
Handbook of Philosophy of Social Science (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), esp. pp. 110–11. For
more on complex causality see Lebow, Forbidden Fruit, ch. 1; Andrew Bennett and Colin Elman, ‘Complex
causal relations and case study methods: the example of path dependence’, Political Analysis, 14:3 (2006),
pp. 250–67; Charles Ragin, Redesigning Social Inquiry: Fuzzy Sets and Beyond (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2008).

32 Ravi Bhavnani and Dan Miodownik, ‘Ethnic polarisation, ethnic salience, and civil war’, Journal of Conflict
Resolution, 53:1 (2009), pp. 30–49; Martin Austvoll Nome and Nils Weidmann, ‘Conflict diffusion via social
identities: Entrepreneurship and adaptation’, in Jeffrey T. Checkel (ed.), Transnational Dynamics of Civil War
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 173–204.

33 David Dessler, ‘Beyond correlations: Toward a causal theory of war’, International Studies Quarterly, 35:3
(1991), pp. 337–55.

34 James Mahoney, ‘Process tracing and historical explanation’, Security Studies, 24:3 (2015), pp. 20–6. See also
Peter Hedström and Richard Swedberg, ‘Social mechanisms’, Acta Sociologica, 39:3 (1996), pp. 281–308;
Hedström and Swedberg (eds), Social Mechanisms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), passim;
John Gerring, ‘The mechanismic worldview: Thinking inside the box’, British Journal of Political Science, 38:1
(2008), pp. 161–79. For a critique of this understanding of mechanisms, see David Waldner, ‘Process tracing
and qualitative causal inference’, Security Studies, 24:2 (2015), pp. 239–50.

35 Checkel, Transnational Dynamics of Civil War, p. 12.
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of time (such as ‘Red America’ and ‘Blue America’).36 By group polarisation, however, I mean
more short-term and situational segregation. Group polarisation is the progressive clustering of
preferences in a population into two or more oppositional groups.37 In the case of springs and their
transnational progeny, agents polarise into anti- and pro-government groups. Group polarisation is
a self-reinforcing identity change that entails changes in utility functions.38 To illustrate: when a
population is polarising, at time t an actor in group A an actor in group B prefers a 50-50 allocation
of goods; at t+ 1, each may prefer a 60-40 allocation in its group’s favour; at t+ 2, a 75-25
allocation; and so on. At the limit of polarisation, each side wishes the other destroyed.39 Group
polarisation, then, is one way to explain a progressive worsening of conflict. Inasmuch as it is a
change in preferences (mental states) it is not directly observable. Yet its behavioural markers are
clear: speech and action that are increasingly biased in favour of one’s group and against an
opposing group are evidence of polarisation.

Group polarisation has both exogenous and endogenous features. It is triggered by exogenous events
and, as explained below, takes place along axes of identity that are exogenous. But it is endogenous
in the sense that it is self-reproducing.40 It entails the altering of individuals’ preferences and practices
and creates new threats and opportunities for various actors, including actual and aspiring rulers.
Polarisation’s endogeneity means that a spring’s offspring may produce still more offspring over
time and space. (Of course, a population may depolarise as well, and indeed in a population of
overlapping groups polarisation along one axis will entail depolarisation along other axes.)

The process

Individuals and groups

Stated informally, the basic group polarisation model is simple. Assume a population of 100 persons,
all belonging to two social groups. Fifty are Muslim, fifty Christian; fifty are socialist, fifty fascist.
Half of the Christians (twenty-five) are socialist, half fascist, and the same is true of the Muslims. The
population thus has cross-cutting cleavages – one religious, the other ideological – that are perfectly
symmetrical.41 The population is in an unbiased equilibrium, such that individuals’ commitments to

36 James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America (New York: Basic Books 2002); see also
the articles in the Journal of Peace Research, 45:2 (March 2008), a Special Issue devoted to polarisation and
conflict, edited by Joan Esteban and Gerald Schneider.

37 Cass Sunstein, ‘The law of group polarisation’, Journal of Political Philosophy, 10:2 (2002), pp. 175–95. Cf.
Kanchan Chandra’s distinction between ethnic attributes, which are relatively stable, and categories, which are
more fluid. Chandra (ed.), Constructivist Theories of Ethnic Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),
pp. 132–3. Ravi Bhavnani and Dan Miodownik cite Afrobarometer data showing that ethnic saliency varies
over time within countries; idem, ‘Ethnic polarisation, ethnic salience, and civil war’, Journal of Conflict
Resolution, 53:1 (2009), pp. 31–3.

38 Nicholas Sambanis and Moses Shayo, ‘Social identification and ethnic conflict’, American Political Science
Review, 107:2 (2013), pp. 294–325.

39 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006);
Dominic Abrams et al., ‘Knowing what to think by knowing who you are: Self-categorisation and the nature of
norm formation, conformity and group polarisation’, British Journal of Social Psychology, 29:2 (2011),
pp. 97–119.

40 Sambanis and Shayo, ‘Social identification’, presents a formal model of self-reinforcing polarisation. Compare
Kalyvas, Logic of Violence, pp. 77–82, where endogeneity means that conflict cleavages are created by the civil
war itself.

41 Seymour Martin Lipset, Revolution and Counterrevolution: Change and Persistence in Social Structures
(New York: Transaction Publishers, 1960).
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each group varies but, in the aggregate, neither religious nor ideological identities predominate.
Social interaction does not skew the distribution of resources, including information, to any of the
four social groups. Now suppose that, for exogenous reasons, two fascists (one Christian and one
Muslim) attack and mortally wound a socialist. There follows the polarisation of the population
along the ideological axis, such that individuals care less and less about religious identity (Islam vs
Christianity) and more and more about ideology (socialism vs fascism). If not disrupted, the
polarisation culminates in inter-group violence.

Different theories may ground that simple model. Rationalist social scientists begin with the
assumption that actors have fixed preferences, and social interaction is strategic, that is, actors try to
secure what they want. Thus for Kuran open dissent and unrest spread not because people identify
more strongly with a group but because they are no longer afraid of persecution for the beliefs they
already held. Citizens of an oppressive regime falsify their preferences, so as to avoid persecution.
When each is convinced that revealing his or her anti-regime preference is safe, each will reveal that
preference. Thus the tendency for anti-regime demonstrations in Eastern Europe in 1989 to
cascade.42

Rationalists depict the spread of polarisation and conflict in like fashion, as the revelation rather than
the alteration of preferences. David A. Lake and Donald S. Rothchild argue that ethnic conflict
spreads within and across states as information flows are distorted.43 More pessimistic rationalists
attribute polarisation to accurate flows of information, which reveal genuinely opposed preferences.
As members of a population talk, act, observe, and react, each gains information and realises that he
has much in common with some and much in opposition to others. No one is changing identities or
preferences.44

The grounding of polarisation in this article, however, is constructivist, in the tradition of Georg
Simmel; Lewis Coser;45 Charles Tilly, Sidney Tarrow, and Doug McAdam; Henri Tajfel and John
Turner. All of these see individuals not as fundamentally atomised units who choose affiliations to
serve interests that they already have formed, but rather as members of groups – many unchosen –

that give them their identities and hence structure their interests. As Simmel notes, in modern
societies people belong to multiple social groups.46 Someone may at once be French, female, married,
a resident of Lyon, a European, a state employee, and so on. Each of these properties places her in a
corresponding social group (French persons, females, married persons, Lyonnaises, state employees).
Depending on conditions, some group affiliations are more politically salient than others. Simmel
tells of Australian aborigines whose tribes are cut across by ‘five gentes or totemic associations … If

42 Kuran, ‘Sparks and prairie fires’; idem, ‘The East European Revolutions of 1989: is it surprising that we were
surprised?’, American Economic Review, 81:2 (1991), pp. 121–5.

43 David A. Lake and Donald S. Rothchild, ‘Spreading fear: the genesis of transnational ethnic conflict’, in Lake
and Rothschild (eds), The International Spread of Ethnic Conflict: Fear, Diffusion, and Escalation (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 3–32.

44 David Stasavage, ‘Polarisation and publicity: Rethinking the benefits of deliberative democracy’, Journal of
Politics, 69:1 (2007), pp. 59–72; Catherine Hafer and Dimitri Landa, ‘Deliberation and social polarisation’,
typescript, New York University, available at: SSRN: {http://ssrn.com/abstract=887634} or {http://dx.doi.org/
10.2139/ssrn.887634}.

45 Lewis Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1956).
46 Georg Simmel, ‘The web of group affiliations’ (‘Die Kreuzung sozialer Kreise’, Soziologie [Muenchen: Duncker

& Humblot, 1922], pp. 305–44), trans. Reinhard Bendix, in Simmel, Conflict and the Web of Group-
Affiliations (Glencoe, IL: The Free Press, 1955), p. 137.
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in a fight between two hordes the members of the same totem meet, they avoid each other and seek
out another opponent.’47 Thad Dunning and Lauren Harrison argue for a similar phenomenon,
‘cousinage’, in explaining weak ethnic identities.48

Three properties of social groups bear mention. First, boundaries are necessary to group definition
and cohesion. A group or set is only logically possible if there is a ‘not-group’. Female only has
meaning insofar as there also is male.49 Second, one’s beliefs and subjective interests derive in large
part from his group affiliations. Identifying as a worker entails identifying one’s interests with fellow
workers and against those of owners, and hence favouring laws requiring health benefits to
employees. Insofar as one identifies as a Frenchman, he identifies his interests with those of fellow
French and against those of foreigners.50 Thus, in proportion to the strength of his national
affiliation, he will tend to desire a distribution of goods biased toward French and against foreigners
because he will believe such a distribution to be in his interests. Group identity matters to politics
because it entails a particular configuration of interests or preferences.

Third, and most important, group affiliations vary in coherence and salience across time and space.
Today, for most French citizens most of the time, being French is less salient than it was in 1916;
being European probably is more salient today than a century ago. But even in the short term, the
salience of a group affiliation may vary with circumstance. Thus, our hypothetical single female
Lyonnaise state employee may, in some circumstances, identify more with the state (and be biased
toward fellow state employees and against others), and in other circumstances identify more as a
French citizen (with corresponding biases).

Exogenous triggers of group polarisation along a particular axis

What, then, explains variation in the relative salience of any given person’s group affiliations? Put
another way, what causes one identity and set of interests to be activated and alternatives deacti-
vated?51 Scaling up to the population level, what causes a population to polarise along one identity
axis rather than another? Psychological literature posits at least two attributes of groups that raise
their salience: high status, and threat.

Members of high-status groups are significantly more biased toward fellow members and against
non-members than are members of low-status groups.52 An exogenous rise (fall) in a group’s status
can render it more (less) salient for its members. A rise in status may be triggered in politics by

47 Simmel, ‘Web’, pp. 132–3.
48 Thad Dunning and Lauren Harrison, ‘Cross-Cutting cleavages and ethnic voting: an experimental study of

cousinage in Mali’, American Political Science Review, 104:1 (February 2010), pp. 21–39.
49 G. W. F. Hegel made much of the insight, borrowed from Baruch Spinoza, that ‘all determination is negation’,

that is, that nothing can de definite without that which it is not. Yitzhak Y. Melamed, ‘“Omnis determinatio est
negatio”: Determination, self-determination, and negation in Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel’, in Eckart Förster
and Y. Y. Melamed (eds), Spinoza and German Idealism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012),
pp. 175–98.

50 Abrams et al., ‘Knowing what to think’.
51 Chandra, Constructivist Theories of Ethnic Politics; Charles Tilly, Identities, Boundaries, and Social Ties

(Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2005).
52 Ann Bettencourt et al., ‘Status differences and in-group bias: a meta-analytic examination of the effects of

status stability, status legitimacy, and group permeability’, Psychological Bulletin, 127:4 (2001), pp. 520–42,
cited in Sambanis and Shayo, ‘Social identification’.
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victory in an election or a civil war, or an unexpectedly large public rally. The opposite types of event
may trigger a fall in status. Highly committed members of groups whose physical, economic, social,
or other standing is threatened also tend to be more biased toward fellow group members. A new
threat – such as an attack on a group member qua member – tends to arouse in such persons fears
that they may be next and an intuition that other group members have the same fears, and so they
tend to see a stronger common interest with fellow group members. Their identification with the
group grows, as do their efforts to homogenise it and their emphasis on differences with the out-
group.53 Social theorists have made much of this insight that solidarity with some requires conflict
with others.54 Among persons whose prior commitment to the group was low, by contrast, a threat
to the group tends to prod them to exit that group or to try to hide.55

Events that raise a group’s status or lower its safety, then, prime people, pressing them to alter their
notions of self-interest and to identify more as members of that group and less as members of their
other groups. In countless experiments psychologists have found that priming subjects with cues
related to a group identity leads them to identify with that group and act accordingly.56 Put
abstractly, an exogenous event that either raises the prestige of social group A or threatens A may
cause people who belong to group A to identify more strongly with A and against not-A and to
provoke members of B to identify more against not-B. Large public anti-government demonstrations,
common during a political spring, can simultaneously raise the status of being anti-government and
threaten those who identify with the government, such as rulers and security forces. As more people
act according to this increasingly salient identity axis, still others are effectively primed to follow suit.
Group priming begets more group priming, and thus polarisation tends to feed on itself: as members
of A observe members of not-A identifying more as not-As, members of A will identify still more
strongly with A; and so on.57

We must introduce two related complications. The first is based on the empirical finding that real
people vary in their prior commitments to a group.58 In equilibrium some French factory workers
identify more as French and less as factory workers. Following a triggering event, highly committed
group members mediate and broker polarisation by spreading and exaggerating information about
the threat or increased status and by instigating more events to mobilise or demobilise people.59

Public discourse turns in large part to what is to be done; those who hold extreme views tend to
have more influence in such times, and moderates either are quiet or move toward the extreme.60

53 Cf. Michael Biggs, ‘Positive feedback in collective mobilisation: the American Strike Wave of 1886’, Theory
and Society, 32 (2003), pp. 217–54.

54 For an application to international relations, see Jonathan Mercer, ‘Anarchy and identity’, International
Organization, 49:2 (1995), pp. 229–52.

55 Naomi Ellemers, Russell Spears, and Bertjan Doosje, ‘Self and social identity’, Annual Review of Psychology,
53:1 (2002), pp. 161–86.

56 With respect to ideology, see J. T. Jost, G. Fitzsimons, and A. C. Kay, ‘The ideological animal: a system
justification view’, in J. Greenberg, S. L. Koole, and T. Pyszczynski (eds), Handbook of Experimental Exis-
tential Psychology (New York: Guilford, 2004), pp. 263–82. On ethnic groups, see Mark R. Forehand and
Rohit Deshpandé, ‘What we see makes us who we are: Priming ethnic self-awareness and advertising response’,
Journal of Marketing Research, 38:3 (August 2001), pp. 336–48.

57 As Kalyvas puts it in the case of civil war: ‘Civil war may simultaneously reinforce some prewar cleavages
while weakening or altering others.’ Kalyvas, Logic of Violence, p. 79.

58 Ellemers et al., ‘Self and social identity’.
59 Tilly, Identities, Boundaries, and Social Ties, pp. 143–4.
60 Clark McCauley and Sophia Moskalenko, Friction: How Radicalisation Happens to Them and Us (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 102–5, analyse group polarisation phenomenon within a society. See also
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Second, the capacity to manage polarisation varies across a population. Some highly committed
group members will possess more resources and skill than others. Especially relevant to the case
at hand, a government’s superior resources give it particular advantages at manipulation.
A government may use propaganda, bribery, and coercion to try to exploit polarisation. Contrary to
the recent hopes of many, governments can harness new social media and use them to reinforce their
hold on power.61 A government will be especially determined to keep its military and domestic
security forces from defecting to the anti-government pole.62

Prior to a spring, then, some citizens will be fundamentally pro-government and others anti-govern-
ment, but many in each group will not consider their attitudes toward the government especially
important; in each group citizens will vary in level of commitment to their position. As a spring begins,
committed anti-government citizens criticise the government more openly than before over a sustained
period. A spring thus raises the status of being anti-government and activates the latent anti-government
identity of more people. The mounting speech and acts by anti-government people can threaten people
who identify as pro-government. Hence a citizenry may polarise into anti- and pro-government groups.
The more determined anti-government actors will work to expand the anti-government group. At the
same time, any government will try to minimise the size and solidity of the anti-government group via
some mixture of coercion, bribery, and propaganda. It may find complete elimination of dissent too
costly, and indeed, insofar as the existence of an anti-government group can expand and solidify the
pro-regime group, it may wish to keep a small anti-government group. In any case, a spring that
increases the size and solidity of an anti-government group will be followed by some mix of government
repression (shootings, trials, imprisonment, and threats thereof), favours (cash payments, jobs,
amnesty), and propaganda (on the vices of dissidents and the virtues of pro-government citizens).

Transnational polarisation

Empirical studies by David Carment and Patrick James and by Erika Forsberg suggest that ethnic
polarisation can travel across state borders as people are inspired by confreres in other countries and
ethnic identities come to the fore.63 The same goes for other bases of identity, including anti- and
pro-government bases. Preference clustering in one state can produce speech and actions that pro-
duce similar preference clustering in other states. An abrupt rise in the status of anti-government
actors in state A, for example, from a surprisingly large demonstration, can cause latently
anti-government actors in state B to identify more strongly as anti-government and to demonstrate as
well. The same event in A can alarm pro-government actors in B and lead them to identify more
strongly as pro-government and to take appropriate action, for example, suppress anti-government
actors – or, more strategically, bribe them pre-emptively. Polarisation in B can feed back into A and
exacerbate polarisation there.

Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001), pp. 333–6.

61 Seva Gunitsky, ‘Corrupting the cyber-commons: Social media as a tool of autocratic stability’, Perspectives on
Politics, 13:1 (2015), pp. 42–54.

62 Nome and Weidmann, ‘Conflict diffusion’, explains the transnational diffusion of conflict via two mechanisms:
social identities (analogous to polarisation) and norm entrepreneurs (analogous to brokers). See also Hale’s
(‘Regime change cascades’, pp. 339–41) discussion of ‘mediated cascades’.

63 David Carment and Patrick James, ‘Secession and irredenta in world politics: the neglected interstate dimen-
sion’, in Carment and James (eds), Wars in the Midst of Peace: The International Politics of Ethnic Conflict
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1997), pp. 194–231; Erika Forsberg, ‘Polarisation and ethnic
conflict in a widened strategic setting’, Journal of Peace Research, 45:2 (2008), pp. 283–300.
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For group polarisation to cross state borders, two conditions must obtain. First, parallel latent social
groups must already exist on all sides of those borders, for example, anti-government actors must
exist in at least two countries at once. Some members may be highly committed activists who form
transnational networks, such as the international proletariat or the Calvinist International. Group
members in each country may or may not already be communicating. Second, information must
travel across state borders –meaning that rulers must be unable or unwilling fully to control the flow
of information into and out of their countries. Governments of states near a political spring may
have interests in preventing their citizens from learning of it. But most governments need to tolerate
some outside news. (The only exception in today’s world is North Korea.) Under these two
conditions, a sudden increase in one group’s prestige or in threats to that group in state A can trigger
polarisation between members of parallel groups in neighbouring states B, C, and D, leading to the
emergence of transnational groups.

In the offspring countries B, C, and D, as in the spring country A, various actors have incentives to
manipulate and modify polarisation via propaganda, bribery, and coercion. The chief interest of B’s
government being the retention of power, it will need to minimise the potency of the anti-government
group and maximise the potency of the pro-government group. At its disposal will be the same tools
that A’s government has (surveillance, propaganda, repression, co-option). Committed anti-
government actors in B will try to counter B’s government’s efforts. Insofar as the anti-government
actors succeed, B will undergo civil unrest and polarisation may worsen.64

International Relations

Transnational group polarisation can affect relations among states in a region by increasing
uncertainty about the future of the distribution of influence and power across that region. That
uncertainty, in turn, can provoke foreign realignments and interventions. The more polarised a
state – the more intense are anti-government and pro-government sentiments – the higher the
probability of government or regime change. Government or regime changes may cause changes in
foreign alignments.65 Precisely because anti-government actors in a highly polarised country have
intense preferences, if they prevail they are likely to follow radically new policies, including a quest
for new foreign allies; that, in turn, would degrade the power of the ex-allies and increase that of the
new allies. Possible or actual changes in the balance of international power in a region can cause
tensions among the major powers and among any extra-regional powers that have a stake in the
region. It also can give rulers of other states an incentive to intervene in highly polarised states so as
to steer the outcome. Foreign interventions can provoke counter-interventions by rival states.

Rulers of other states have a second incentive to intervene in polarised states: uncertainty about their
own domestic security. Precisely because polarisation is transnational, rulers of polarised state who
find their own hold on power loosening have reason not only to manipulate polarisation in their own
state but also to do so in other states. If the government of B can defeat the anti-government group in
A, it also might weaken the anti-government group in B by lowering the prestige of anti-government

64 Weyland, Making Waves, stresses the tendency of actors in a revolutionary situation to credit rumours that
support what they want to believe; this, he argues, helps account for abrupt cascades of support for
revolutions.

65 Randolph M. Siverson and Harvey Starr, ‘Regime change and the restructuring of alliances’, American Journal
of Political Science, 38:1 (1994), pp. 145–61; John M. Owen IV, ‘The foreign imposition of domestic
institutions’, International Organisation, 56:2 (2002), pp. 375–409.
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groups and raising the status of pro-government groups across the region.66 Here, too, interventions
will tend further to exacerbate international tensions and may provoke counter-interventions.
Indeed, foreign interventions may intensify polarisation within countries.67 Figure 1 presents the
argument in graphic form.

The Tunisian Spring and its offspring: Hypotheses

The argument that group polarisation diffused across states, and that this transnational polarisation
is the causal mechanism by which the Tunisian Spring produced such wide and complex offspring,
implies a number of observations. The usual test of a causal mechanism in a particular historical case
is process tracing, and that is the method I follow in this article. Process tracing entails examining a
case closely for signs that the hypothesised mechanism is present. Of particular value are ‘hoop tests’,
or tests for the presence of events that must have occurred if the mechanism were present; and
‘smoking gun tests’, or tests for events that, if present, definitely confirm the mechanism.68 Inasmuch
as group polarisation is a change in distribution of preferences (mental states) in a population, it is
not directly observable, and so no smoking gun test is available. Hence I shall rely on a set of hoop
tests: the close temporal proximity among similar events across Arab states; similar forms and tropes
of protest and reaction; anecdotal accounts of contagion; and evidence from social media.

The scope conditions of the argument apply to the Arab world in 2011. First, notwithstanding
the predominance of authoritarian regimes, communication across Arab-majority states was robust.
The Arabic language comes in many local dialects, but a generic form, Standard Arabic, is used

Figure 1. The causal mechanism.

66 Mark L. Haas, The Ideological Origins of Great Power Politics 1789–1989 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2005), pp. 6–8; John M. Owen IV, ‘When do ideologies produce alliances?’, International Studies
Quarterly, 49:1 (2005), pp. 73–99; Owen, The Clash of Ideas in World Politics, pp. 43–5.

67 Daniel Corstange and Nikolay Marinov, ‘Taking sides in other people’s elections: the polarizing effect of
foreign intervention’, American Journal of Political Science, 56:3 (2012), pp. 655–70.

68 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods in Political Science (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997), ch. 1;
Mahoney, ‘Process tracing’, pp. 200–18.
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across the region.69 Indeed, some scholars argue for a new Arab public sphere, a kind of bottom-up
pan-Arabism driven by the plummeting cost and high velocity of long-distance communication.70 The
Al-Jazeera satellite channel, out of Doha, Qatar, is most famous. Other such channels include
Saudi-based al-Arabiy and the US-based al-Hurra. Al-Manar, run by Lebanon’s Hezbollah, has been on
the air since 1991 and has sought to compete with these other channels.71 Internet-based social media
also contributed to the formation of a dissenting Arab consciousness. A survey of 16 Arab countries in
late 2009 found between 40 and 45 million Internet users. The Arab world had an estimated 35,000
blogs. Social media sites were new vehicles by which Arabs voiced dissent against authorities.72

Second, dissenters were active in most countries prior to 2011 and indeed already formed trans-
national networks. Millions of devout Sunnis belonged to the most famous transnational Islamist
group, the Ikhwan or Muslim Brotherhood. Founded in Egypt in 1928, and still centred there, the
Brotherhood (according to Wikipedia; caveat lector) had chapters in Bahrain, Jordan, Syria, Iran,
Iraq, Israel & Palestine (Hamas, which rules Gaza, began as the Palestinian chapter of the Ikhwan),
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Yemen, Oman, Algeria, Sudan, Somalia, Tunisia, and Libya.73 The Egyptian
Ikhwan website links to material about various other national chapters.74 It is by no means a
centralised group; disagreements among and within national affiliates are well-known. The Egyptian
website, however, makes clear that Brotherhood national chapters share ideas and ‘have a special
and amicable bond’.75

Smaller but also important were liberal networks that rejected both authoritarianism and Islamism
and sought democracy, human rights, transparency, free markets, and globalisation. Arab liberals
tend to be highly educated, many with degrees from Western countries. Arab liberal networks were
active after the fall of communism in Eastern Europe in 1989, particularly the fall of Nicolae
Ceauşescu; the US-led defeat of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in 1991 had a similar effect.76

Tunisia: Increases in threat and status were followed by signs of polarisation

On 17 December 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor in the Tunisian provincial city of Sidi
Bouzid, set fire to himself to protest a police seizure of the produce he was selling. Late the following
day, hundreds of young people gathered to protest the death. Police dispersed them with tear gas.
A Facebook page showed footage of the protests.77 Unrest spread to other towns, reaching the

69
‘Arabic, Standard’, Ethnologue, available at: {http://www.ethnologue.com/language/arb} accessed 8 July 2015.

70 David Govrin, The Journey to the Arab Spring: The Ideological Roots of the Middle East Upheaval in Arab
Liberal Thought (Middlesex, UK: Vallentine Mitchell, 2014), pp. 127–35; Saad Eddin Ibrahim, ‘Thoughts on
Arab satellite television, pan-Arabism, and freedom of expression’, TBS Journal, 13 (2004), available at:
{http://tbsjournal.arabmediasociety.com/Archives/Fall04/campibrahim.htm} accessed 8 July 2015.

71 Marc Lynch, Voices of the New Arab Public (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), pp. 1–4.
72 Jeffrey Ghanam, ‘Social media in the Arab world’, Centre for International Media Assistance (3 February,

2011), p. 5.
73 ‘Muslim Brotherhood’, Wikipedia, available at: {http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muslim_Brotherhood} accessed

14 March 2013.
74 ‘MB around the World’, Ikhwan Web, available at: {http://www.ikhwanweb.com/articles.php?pid=35}

accessed 14 March 2013.
75 ‘The International Organisation’, Ikhwan Web, available at: {http://www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?

id=29330} accessed 14 March 2013.
76 Govrin, The Journey to the Arab Spring, pp. 89–91, 120–3.
77

‘Witnesses report rioting in Tunisian town’, Guardian (19 December 2013), available at: {http://www.reuters.
com/article/2010/12/19/ozatp-tunisia-riot-idAFJOE6BI06U20101219} accessed 7 March 2013.
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capital Tunis on 19 December where 1,000 gathered outside union headquarters. Two protesters
died. Some began to call for President Zine al Abadine Ben Ali not to run for re-election in 2014. The
following day, Ben Ali visited the families of the dead, and the hospitalised Bouazizi; via televised
speech he threatened to crack down on protests.78 Yet protests continued, and hence events in
Tunisia qualify as a political spring.

Michael Biggs argues that acts such as self-immolation are examples of ‘communicative suffering’,
designed to mobilise collective action by inducing feelings of guilt or shame upon fellow group members
or by showing the uncommitted the depth of the group’s convictions.79 Bouazizi’s self-immolation seems
to have effectively raised the status of Tunisians with deep complaints against their government, and so
street protests multiplied across the country. In reaction, rulers and security forces responded with force.

Polarisation in Tunisia was soon followed by polarisation in other countries,
marked by similar acts and tropes

Over the next few months, what spread to other Arab countries was not only civil unrest but also
government efforts to suppress it via varying combinations of repression and bribery. A number of
Arab countries were shaken by self-immolations and protests in imitation of those in Tunisia.
Governments in these states reacted to such unrest with repression, and even anticipated unrest with
attempts to buy off their citizens with money or promises of reform. Security forces could have
defected to the protesters, but generally obeyed orders and acted so as to maintain regimes in power.
In other words, polarisation, not just simple rebellion, spread: civil unrest was infectious across
national boundaries, but so were efforts to suppress that unrest.

In early January 2011, as unrest continued in Tunisia, young protesters in neighbouring Algeria
fought with police in several cities, looting shops in the capital Algiers. On 7 January, protests
erupted around mosques and football matches.80 On 16 January, Mohsen Boutefif set himself on
fire, evidently imitating Bouazizi in Tunisia.81 Various Algerian cities had had regular protests since
1992; but this time these protests grew and spread even to the capital city of Algiers. The government
responded by using its oil revenues to keep food prices from rising too steeply.82

In Cairo, Egypt’s capital, a man set himself on fire on 17 January near the parliament building.83

Anti-government groups declared 25 January a ‘day of revolt’ in Cairo and other Egyptian cities.
The police responded with water cannon and rubber bullets. Suppression only aggravated unrest.

78 Julian Borger, ‘Tunisian president vows to punish rioters after worst unrest in a decade’, Guardian (29
December 2011), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/dec/29/tunisian-president-vows-pun-
ish-rioters,} accessed 7 March 2013.

79 Michael Biggs, ‘Dying without killing: Self-immolations 1963–2002’, in Diego Gambetta (ed.), Making Sense
of Suicide Missions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 208.

80 ‘Algerian riots resume over food prices’, Guardian (7 January 2011), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/
world/2011/jan/07/algeria-riots-food-prices} accessed 7 March 2013.

81 Ian Black, ‘Tunisia’s protests spark suicide in Algeria and fears through Arab world’, Guardian (16 January
2011), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jan/16/tunisia-protests-suicide-algeria-arab}
accessed 7 March 2013.

82 Chloe Arnold, ‘Is deadly rioting in Tunisia and Algeria linked?’, BBC News (11 January 2011), available at:
{http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12159028} accessed 24 August 2013.

83 Sam Jones, ‘Man sets himself on fire near Egyptian parliament’, Guardian (17 January 2011), available at: {http://
www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jan/17/man-sets-himself-on-fire-egypt-protest} accessed 7 March 2013.
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Interaction between the government and protesters (and outside diplomatic intervention, particularly
by the United States) escalated into a revolution the following month, in which Mubarak resigned
and a new regime began to take shape. Polarisation according to attitude toward regime meant
depolarisation along other axes, including religious ones. For example, during the Egyptian
revolution Muslims – including Islamists – and Coptic Christians cooperated.84

In Sanaa, Yemen’s capital, thousands protested in mid-January. On the 23 January, more
protests led to the arrest of Tawakul Karman, a prominent female dissident and Islamist. Riot
police used water cannon on protesters at Sanaa University.85 On the same day President
Saleh attempted to pre-empt unrest by declaring a 50 per cent cut in the income tax and price
controls on basic commodities. Saleh also increased the salaries of the civil service and armed
forces.86 Four days later, tens of thousands protested on the streets of the capital, calling for Saleh’s
resignation.

On 28 January, thousands of protesters took to the streets of Amman, Jordan. The group included
labour union members and Islamists.87 Three days later, King Abdullah appointed a new prime
minister, Marouf Bakhit, and announced new political reforms.88

On 31 January, Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad told the Wall Street Journal that unrest would not
spread to his country, proclaiming that Syria’s unifying ideology would maintain stability. He also
announced new political reforms, including more freedom for the press and for non-governmental
organisations.89 Six weeks later, police cordoned off the southern city of Daraa following demon-
strations and the killing of five protesters by police.90 So began the ongoing Syrian rebellion, the
bloodiest and longest-running offspring of the Tunisian Spring.

On 16 February, in Libya’s eastern city of Benghazi, protesters numbered in the hundreds
fought with police. The protesters were calling for the release of a human rights activist.
The government of Muammar Qaddafi staged counter-protests, broadcast on state television. So
began a spiral of violence in which the regime cracked down brutally on protesters and civil war
ensued; the eventual Libyan revolution toppled Qaddafi, then the longest-ruling autocrat in the
Arab world.

84 Juan Cole, ‘Christians, Muslims “one hand” in Egypt’s youth revolution’, Informed Comment (7 February
2011), available at: {http://www.juancole.com/2011/02/christians-muslims-one-hand-in-egypts-youth-revolu-
tion.html} accessed 24 October 2014.

85 Tom Finn, ‘Yemen arrests anti-government activist’, Guardian (23 January 2011), available at: {http://www.
guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jan/23/yemen-arrests-protest-leader} accessed 7 March 2013.

86 ‘Mid-East: Will there be a domino effect?’, BBC News (3 February 2011), available at: {http://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/world-africa-12204971} accessed 7 March 2013.

87 Peter Beaumont and Harriet Sherwood, ‘Egypt protesters defy tanks and teargas to make the streets their own’,
Guardian (28 January 2013), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jan/28/egypt-protests-lat-
est-cairo-curfew} accessed 12 March 2013.

88 ‘Jordan protests: King Abdullah names Marouf Bakhit PM’, BBC News (1 February 2011), available at:
{http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-12336960} accessed 15 March 2013.

89 ‘Interview with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’, Wall Street Journal (31 January 2011), available at: {http://
online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703833204576114712441122894.html} accessed 7 March 2013.

90 ‘Syrian policy seal off city of Daraa after security forces kill five protesters’, Guardian (19 March 2011),
available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/19/syria-police-seal-off-daraa-after-five-protesters-
killed} accessed 12 March 2013.
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In late February, members of Saudi Arabia’s Shia minority protested, asking for an elected
parliament; 22 were arrested.91 On 6 March, the government banned public protests.92 Five days
later, heavy police deployments thwarted a planned ‘day of rage’.93 On 18 March, King Abdullah
announced on live television a package of benefits to citizens worth billions of dollars. The package
included pay increases, loans, apartments, and – in a dual-purpose initiative – the hiring of 60,000
new security personnel, addressing problems in employment and in domestic security.94

In other oil-rich Gulf monarchies the stories were similar. In February the Kuwaiti government
increased pay to civil servants by 115 per cent and handed 1,000 dinar (approximately $3,500) to
each citizen. The Gulf Cooperation Council collectively pledged $20 billion for public works projects
in Bahrain and Omar.95

On 14 February, Shia Muslims in the tiny Gulf state of Bahrain staged a ‘day of rage’ against dis-
crimination by the ruling Sunni al-Khalifa family. They were met with rubber bullets and teargas fired
by the police; 14 people were injured.96 Demonstrators converged on Pearl Square, where they set up
camp for many days to demand a new constitution and an end to anti-Shia discrimination. Bahrain’s
largest Shia party, al-Wifaq, withdrew its 18 representatives from parliament, leaving only 22 in that
body. Police fired upon a funeral procession of 10,000. King Hamad visited the families of two killed in
demonstrations.97 Crown Prince Sheikh Salman bin Hamad al-Khalifa pledged a nationwide dialogue,
parliamentary and electoral reform, and a national referendum for constitutional change.98

Sceptics of international contagion argue that similar conditions within countries explain similar
outcomes.99 The evident transnational monitoring and imitation – self-immolations and ‘days of
rage’, for example – cast serious doubt on that scepticism. It is important to note, too, what was
passing from country to country was not only unrest, but also efforts to contain or suppress that

91
‘Libyan protesters clash with policy in Benghazi’, Guardian (16 February 2011), available at: {http://www.
guardian.co.uk/world/2011/feb/16/libyan-protesters-clash-with-police} accessed 12 March 2013.

92
‘Saudi Arabia bans public protest’, Guardian (6 March 2011), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/
2011/mar/06/saudi-arabia-bans-public-protest} accessed 12 March 2013.

93 Ian Black, ‘Saudi Arabian security forces quell “Day of Rage” protests’, Guardian (11 March 2011), available
at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/11/saudi-arabia-police-quell-protests} accessed 12 March
2013.

94 ‘Saudi Arabia’s king announces huge jobs and housing package’, Guardian (18 March 2011), available at:
{http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/18/saudi-arabia-job-housing-package} accessed 12 March 2013.

95 Mehran Kamrava, ‘The Arab Spring and the Saudi-led counterrevolution’, Orbis, 56:1 (2012), p. 98.
96 Ian Black, ‘Arrests and deaths as Egypt protest spreads across Middle East’, Guardian (14 February 2011),

available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/feb/14/middle-east-iran-bahrain-yemen} accessed 12 March
2013.

97 Ian Black, ‘Bahrain police open fire on funeral procession leaving one dead’, Guardian (15 February 2011),
available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/feb/15/bahrain-police-funeral-procession} accessed
12 March 2013.

98 Simon Tisdall, ‘Bahrain Royal Family welcomes Saudi troops to face down violent protests’, Guardian
(14 March 2011), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/mar/14/bahrain-saudi-troops-violent-
protests} accessed 12 March 2013. Unrest erupted in Lebanon on 25 January, but the immediate cause was the
collapse of Lebanon’s coalition government owing to Sunni-Shia strife that predated events in Tunisia.
‘Lebanon’s “Day of Rage” – in pictures’,Guardian (25 January 2011), available at: {http://www.guardian.co.uk/
world/gallery/2011/jan/25/lebanon-protests-rage-pictures#/?picture=371004958&index=4} accessed 12 March
2013.

99 Walt, Revolution and War (1996); as concerns ethnic conflict, James D. Fearon, ‘Commitment problems and the
spread of ethnic conflict’, in Lake and Rothchild (eds), The International Spread of Ethnic Conflict, pp. 107–26.
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unrest by governments and their agents. Some governments tried to pre-empt unrest with reform.
These patterns of interaction are consistent with the diffusion of social polarisation along a
pro- versus anti-government axis.

Anecdotes about infectious polarisation

Anti-government actors during and after the Arab Uprising noted to journalists and scholars that
they were inspired by counterparts in other Arab countries. ‘The Tunisian tsunami gave everyone
hope’, said one Egyptian activist.100 Another Egyptian who used social media is quoted as saying:

After the Tunisian revolution … Egyptian people were saying, ‘Egyptians, why don’t you
revolt? You can see the Tunisians, what they did.’ I didn’t like these comments. Then I found
an event calling people to revolt on the 25th of January, which for me was … a provocative
joke, because a revolution should not be scheduled … I just expected protests, maybe a mass
protest, but I never expected a revolution.101

A female Saudi protestor, Alia al-Faqih, was quoted as saying, ‘The protesters in Egypt and Tunisia
did something that was almost impossible. If they could bring down two tough presidents, why can’t
we demand our rights?’102 Demonstrators in Yemen in late January chanted, ‘Look at Tunisia with
pride … Yemen has strong people too.’103 Demonstrators in Qatif (Eastern Saudi Arabia) told
interviewers they were inspired by fellow Shia in Bahrain to act.104

At the same time, resistance to rebellion spread as government actors anticipated transnational revo-
lutionary contagion, observed their counterparts in other countries suppressing and co-opting it, and
imitated them. As mentioned earlier, Assad of Syria explicitly stated that revolt would not
spread to Syria and that he was implementing reforms to that end. On 9 March, King Mohamed VI
declared to his people that substantial constitutional reforms were on the way.105 Queen Rania of Jordan
told a prominent US journalist that the Arab Uprising helped Jordanian elites see their way to supporting
reforms that King Abdullah had long intended; Abdullah himself said that the transnational wave of
unrest prodded him to initiate dialogue with Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood.106 Adel al-Toraifi, a Saudi
columnist for London-based Asharq al-Awsat (and now the Saudi Minister of Culture), wrote on
2 February that ‘governments [should] take the initiative to absorb these lessons’ lest their own illegal
opposition parties ‘monopolise the current opportunities, and ride the wave of change’.107

100 Aryn Baker, ‘How Egypt’s opposition got a more youthful mojo’, Time (1 February 2011), available at:
{http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2045446,00.html} accessed 21 September 2015.

101 Quoted in Miriyam Aouragh and Anne Alexander, ‘The Egyptian experience: Sense and nonsense of the
Internet revolution’, International Journal of Communication, 5 (2011), pp. 1354–5.

102 Donna Abu-Nasr, ‘Saudi Women’s revolution’, Bloomberg News (28 March 2011), available at: {http://www.
bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=2065100&sid=ae3CMxLu6L1U} accessed 21 September 2015.

103 Sudarsan Raghavan, ‘Inspired by Tunisia and Egypt, Yemenis join in anti-government protests’, Washington
Post (27 January 2011), available at: {http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/01/27/
AR2011012702081.html} accessed 22 September 2015.

104 Bayan Parazzo, ‘On being Shia in Saudi Arabia’, Question 14, Institute for Gulf Affairs, available at: {http://
www.gulfinstitute.org/wp-content/pdfs/shialifeinsaudiarabia.pdf} accessed 21 September 2015.

105
‘King Mohamed VI’s speech to the nation’, Voltaire.net (9 March 2011), available at: {http://www.voltairenet.
org/article168894.html} accessed 21 September 2015.

106 Jeffrey Goldberg, ‘The modern king in the Arab Spring’, Atlantic (April 2013), available at: {http://www.
theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/04/monarch-in-the-middle/309270/} accessed 21 September 2015.

107 Adal al-Toraifi, ‘Bashar al-Assad’s views on the Egyptian and Tunisian protests’, Al Arabiya News (2 February
2011), available at: {http://www.alarabiya.net/views/2011/02/02/136049.html} accessed 21 September 2015.
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Contagion on social media

The social medium of Twitter provides evidence of transnational contagion (if not of polarisation).
Claims that the revolutions were ‘caused’ by social media are overblown. Many researchers, however,
have exploited the availability of social media data to track the spread of sentiment concerning unrest.
Published studies make clear that Arabs in one country were activated by events in other Arab countries.
Philip Howard and his colleagues find that ‘social media helped spread democratic ideas across inter-
national borders’. Figure 2 (reprinted from Howard et al., ‘Opening Closed Regimes’, 2011) shows
changes over time in the volume of tweets about politics in one Arab country that were posted in other
Arab countries (that is, not the country that is the subject of the tweets).108 Note that #sidibouzid refers
to the city where the Tunisian Spring began, and that #feb14 refers to the Day of Rage in Bahrain.

Here again, the thesis that the Arab Uprising was caused entirely by conditions within each country,
with no transnational contagion, is difficult to maintain in the face of the evidence.

Note, too, that the resignations of Ben Ali in Tunisia and Mubarak in Egypt follow sharp rises in
tweets about those respective countries. Howard et al. report that ‘a spike in online revolutionary
conversations often preceded major events on the ground’. They acknowledge that cause-and-effect
is difficult to tease out, but the close temporal connection between tweets and dictator resignations is
consistent with endogenous polarisation.109

Anecdotes about contagion abound. On 1 February, Time reported Egyptian social media saying,
‘Tell your friends. Look what is happening in Tunisia. This is how people change their country.’

Figure 2. Number of tweets about a given Arab country in other Arab countries, early 2011.

108 Philip N. Howard et al., ‘Opening Closed Regimes: What Was the Role of Social Media During the Arab
Spring?’, Project on Information Technology & Political Islam, Working Paper 2011.1, available at: {www.
pitpi.org}. Figure 1 is a copy of Figure 3, which appears on p. 14. Howard et al. purchased approximately
3 million tweets (ibid., p. 25).

109 Ibid.
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A Facebook page from Eastern Saudi Arabia reading ‘Qatif and Bahrain are one people not two
peoples’ garnered 19,000 ‘likes’. (Qatif is the eastern Saudi province with a majority Shia popula-
tion.) In Syria a Facebook page, ‘We Are All Hamza Alkhateeb’, was remarkably similar to the ‘We
Are All Khaled Said’ Facebook page in Egypt.110 The New York Times reported on 14 February that
Egyptian protestors conferred with their Tunisian counterparts on tactics.111

International tensions and interventions

That regional powers believed that the Arab Uprising had the potential to alter the balance of
power is consistent with the claim that Arab countries were polarised. Just as the revolution in Scotland
in 1560 removed that country from France’s column and placed it in England’s, the Arab rebellions of
2011 threatened to change who ruled which countries and hence foreign alignments patterns and the
distribution of power in the region. Particularly in play was the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia,
states that glower at one another across the Persian Gulf; one Arab, the other Persian; one Sunni, the
other Shia; both claiming to be the exemplary pious regime and competing to be the leading power in
the Middle East. Transnational polarisation interacted with that regional rivalry.

Iranian and Saudi rulers were aware that Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, and the Gulf Arab states were all internally
polarised and that if the anti-government ‘pole’ triumphed in any, that state could move from the Saudi into
the Iranian column. All knew that the reverse was true with polarised Syria: regime change there would
likely move it out of Iran’s column and into Saudi Arabia’s.112 An early flashpoint was Bahrain, a tiny Gulf
state with a Sunni king ruling a majority-Shia population. Unrest in Bahrain threatened to topple King
Hamad al-Khalifa, a Saudi client, and bring to power a Shia-dominated regime that would be friendlier to
Tehran and more hostile to Riyadh. Riyadh faced a second problem as protests began to spread from
Bahrain into Saudi Arabia’s oil-rich Eastern Province, the majority of whose population is Shia.113

Thus did group polarisation within Bahrain draw the Saudi-led Gulf coalition to invade on
14 March and suppress the unrest. The Saudi and Bahraini rulers denounced Iran for stirring up the
unrest.114 Tehran did rhetorically support the protesters and condemn the invasion.115 The head of
Bahrain’s main Shia party, Sheikh Isa Qassem, has close ideological affinities with Iran’s regime.116

110 Thomas Olesen, ‘“We are all Khaled Said”: Visual injustice symbols in the Egyptian Revolution, 2010–2011’,
in Nicole Doerr et al. (eds), Advances in the Visual Analysis of Social Movements (Bingley, UK: Emerald
Group, 2013), p. 18. Hamza Alkhateeb was a 13-year-old boy who died in police custody, evidently violently;
his death helped launch the Syrian civil war. Khaled Said was an Egyptian protestor who also died in police
custody, evidently violently; his death helped launch the Egyptian revolution.

111 Cited in Samer Khamis and Katherine Vaughn, ‘Cyberactivism in the Egyptian Revolution: How civic
engagement and citizen journalism tilted the balance’, Arab Media and Society, 14 (2011).

112 Simon Mabon, ‘The battle for Bahrain: Iranian-Saudi rivalry’, Middle East Policy, 19:2 (2012), pp. 84–97.
113 Toby Matthiesen, Sectarian Gulf: Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the Arab Spring That Wasn’t (Stanford, CA:

Stanford University Press, 2013), p. 24.
114 Kamrava, ‘The Arab Spring’, p. 99; Simon Tisdall, ‘Bahrain Royal Family welcomes Saudi troops to face

down violent protests’. The Gulf monarchies claimed that Iran stirred up the unrest in Bahrain. See David
Ignatius, ‘Those keystone Iranians’, Washington Post (12 October 2011), available at: {http://articles.
washingtonpost.com/2011-10-12/opinions/35279466_1_iranian-plot-quds-force-gholam-shakuri} accessed
12 March 2013.

115
‘Iran lawmakers support Bahrain protests’, Press TV (Tehran), available at: {http://edition.presstv.ir/detail.fa/
170743.html} accessed 14 July 2015.

116 Ed Husain, ‘Iran’s man in Bahrain’, CFR Blog (27 April 2012), available at: {http://blogs.cfr.org/husain/
2012/04/27/irans-man-in-bahrain/} accessed 14 July 2015.
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A Western journalist interviewed several protesters who said they were members of the Bahraini
Hezbollah (Party of God, the Iran-supported Shia party in Lebanon).117 Hezbollah’s leader offered
to train Bahraini protesters, but denied actually doing so.118 All told, evidence of direct Iranian
interference is difficult to come by. But the Saudi belief that Iran was behind the rebellion shows just
how seriously Riyadh took Bahrain’s internal polarisation.

A second strategic country deeply polarised in 2011 was Syria, whose demographic situation is the reverse
of Bahrain’s: the majority of Syrians are Sunni, while Bashar al-Assad, the country’s dictator, and most of
his regime elites are Alawites, who form a variant of Shia Islam. Polarisation put Syria’s foreign align-
ments in question along with its domestic regime. Syria was allied with Iran; the Tehran regime had found
Assad useful in keeping Hezbollah in Lebanon loyal.119 The Saudis, on the other hand, saw in Syria’s
internal polarisation an opportunity for a regime change that would move Syria into the Saudi column.120

Iran has helped the Assad regime from the start, beginning with the suppression of demonstrations in
March 2011 using mass door-to-door raids.121 By January 2012, Iran’s leaders were committed to
keeping Assad in power at a very high cost. Iran’s Quds (Jerusalem) Force and Republican Guard
have trained and provided arms to the Syrian army, and the Republican Guard has fought alongside
them.122 In February 2013, Brigadier General Hassan Shateri of the Quds Force was assassinated
near Damascus.123 Iran’s unstinting support for Assad is widely known and has caused its reputation
in the Arab world to plummet.124

A second Saudi rivalry – with Qatar, a small but extremely wealthy Gulf state with outsized ambitions –
hampered Riyadh’s early efforts to help the Syrian opposition. The Saudis, along with Jordan and the
United Arab Emirates, funnelled arms to an array of Syrian rebels, from Salafists (strict Islamists) to
liberals; Qatar sent weapons to the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, long-time adversaries of the Saudis
within Sunni Islam. Neither Riyadh nor Doha trained troops or sent combat units.125 In the spring of
2013 the Saudis met with the Free Syrian Army and the Qatari role shrank. Complicating Saudi aims
has been the emergence of the so-called Islamic State (a.k.a. ISIS, ISIL, and Daesh) as at once the most
potent anti-Assad force and a possible future threat to the Saudi monarchy itself.126 Notwithstanding,
Saudi and Iranian actions have been consistent with the presence of polarisation within Syria.

117 Matthiesen, Sectarian Gulf, p. 44.
118 ‘Hezbollah denies training Bahraini protesters’, Reuters (31 March 2011), available at: {http://af.reuters.com/

article/worldNews/idAFTRE72U2CR20110331} accessed 14 July 2015.
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125 Ibid., pp. 45–51.
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accessed 12 March 2013; Mariam Karouny, ‘Saudi edges Qatar to control Syrian rebel support’, Reuters
(31 May 2013), available at: {http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/05/31/us-syria-crisis-saudi-insight-idUSB
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Conclusion

In the Middle East 2011–12, as in northwestern Europe in 1558–66, a spring in one country was
followed by a tangle of regional events, including repressions and reforms, unrest, revolutions, civil wars,
and foreign interventions. I have argued that transnational group polarisation is the causal mechanism
connecting the initial spring and the other events. Transnational group polarisation is the spread not
only of unrest and rebellion, but of resistance to it. The segregation of preferences into anti- and
pro-government took place along pre-existing but latent cleavages within and across the states in
question. The Tunisian Spring, an exogenous event, activated these cleavages across Arab states in early
2011, presenting rulers with new threats and opportunities and interacting with other conditions to
produce the peculiar outcomes of the Arab Uprising. A great deal more theorising and empirical testing is
needed, but it is clear that what James N. Rosenau called linkage politics127 is real and highly con-
sequential for international security. In regions where people have social ties across state boundaries, a
spring can produce all manner of offspring across and among countries, interacting with structures and
disrupting normal threats and opportunities.

This article has addressed only half of the larger causal question. If transnational group polarisation is
indeed the causal mechanism, we are left with questions of correlation. Why do some sustained
liberalisations in one country not set off such chains of events across regions? Under what conditions
are springs barren? A recent example comes from May 2009, when the Iranian Green Movement tried
to nullify Iran’s allegedly fraudulent national election. For some days it appeared that the Green
Movement might prevail, and yet there was little spill-over into other authoritarian Muslim countries.
In particular, the Arab societies that were to see revolts in early 2011 did not register much change in
May–June 2009. It may be that one of the scope conditions of transnational polarisation did not
obtain – namely, extensive social ties across national boundaries. Although Persians and Arabs have
links, particularly through Shia networks, linguistic and ethnic differences may mean that these
networks are not as robust as those among Arab societies. Marc Lynch refers to an Arab public square,
not a Muslim one.128 Yuri M. Zhukov and BrandonM. Stewart advise scholars to theorise about what
constitutes a region,129 and the case at hand confirms the wisdom of that advice.

Another question arises when we consider still a different, more hopeful, kind of outcome. In 1989
the peoples of Eastern Europe revolted and were met not with repression and international inter-
vention but a cascade of mostly peaceful revolutions unopposed by a great power (the Soviet Union)
with vast leverage and a great deal at stake. Doubtless there was some transnational polarisation –

the communist regimes retained some supporters who would have strongly preferred to crush the
rebellions – but most internal security forces and high communist officials themselves defected or
acquiesced to the anti-government side. Under what conditions, then, will polarisation be so
imbalanced that the anti-government group wins decisively, in country after country? To what extent
do conditions within states, as opposed to with international-structural conditions, affect outcomes?
The answer may tell us much about why some waves of revolution succeed and others do not.130

127 James N. Rosenau (ed.), Linkage Politics: Essays on the Convergence of National and International Systems
(New York: Free Press, 1969).

128 Lynch, Voices of the New Arab Public.
129 Yuri M. Zhukov and Brandon M. Stewart, ‘Choosing your neighbours: Networks of diffusion in Interna-

tional Relations’, International Studies Quarterly, 57:2 (2012), pp. 271–87.
130 On international variables see Seva Gunitsky, ‘From shocks to waves: Hegemonic transitions and democra-

tization in the twentieth century’, International Organisation, 68:3 (2014), pp. 561–97. On domestic vari-
ables, see Sharon Erickson Nepstad, ‘Mutiny and nonviolence in the Arab Spring: Exploring military
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For now, we have good reason to believe not only that unrest sometimes spreads from state to state,
but also that a determination among governments to pre-empt and suppress it can spread along with
it. When anti-versus-pro-government polarisation is transnational, it can create new threats and
opportunities that lead to complex tangles of events. It is important that we see not only the events
but also the tangle, and that explaining the former entails explaining the latter.
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