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A few years after the outbreak of the Arab Spring in December 2010, all hope of a democratisation 

of the region seems to have vanished. The situation in Syria is much worse than before the 

revolution whereas in other Arab countries the feeling grows that the implemented reforms did not 

turn out to be as expected. Egypt even seems to go through a genuine restoration phase: the first 

democratically elected president was deposed by a military coup and his partisans were treated 

harshly before the eyes of the whole world. 

However, as Morsi’s government was not pursuing a democratic agenda, the army is enjoying a large 

support base among the Egyptians to temporarily take (firm) action. The supporters of the Muslim 

Brotherhood shrank from the largest government party to a hard core that is often looked upon with 

suspicion by the rest of the population.2 When their spiritual leader Mohammed Badie was arrested 

on 20 August 2013, the Muslim Brothers called for “million-man marches”. Of the 28 announced 

demonstrations, only 5 took place with, altogether, not even 10.000 demonstrators. This is an 

embarrassing contrast with the far more than ten million Egyptians who had protested against his 

policy (30 June 2013) on the first anniversary of Morsi’s swearing-in. It seemed as if the outside 

world was more shocked by the overthrowing of the elected government than the Egyptian voter 

himself. 
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Egypt as a diplomatic arena 

Confronted with the dilemma between a democratically elected government with undemocratic 

governance and a “temporary” military regime with broad popular support, the West shows itself 

hesitant and turns therefore a blind eye to Egypt. 

Many local states are meanwhile eager to fill that political vacuum. For this reason, Saudi Arabia, 

Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates are engaged in an assertive chequebook diplomacy in favour of 

the Egyptian army. The Saudi Minister of Foreign Affairs declared that his country would directly 

step in if the US or the EU cut back their aid to Egypt. The governments of these rich Gulf states 

seem to be willing to put their good relations with the US to the test, because the fear of their own 

Muslim Brothers is deep-rooted. Besides, in discomfiting the US, they meet anti-American feelings 

among their own citizens as well and hope to entice Russia to sign extremely lucrative oil and gas 

deals. Israel is also relieved by Morsi’s removal, for Hamas holds sway in Gaza and this organisation 

is under the entire influence of the Muslim Brotherhood. As for Qatar and Turkey, they had lent 

support to the Egyptian Muslim Brothers and now see their investments go up in smoke. Egypt 

therefore seems a major diplomatic arena, in which the countries in the region are far more 

determined than the West. In Syria, the West seemed powerless for a long time as well, but it had at 

least a position for which was feverishly lobbied in that particular case. Moreover, it looks as if the 

West has no position whatsoever on Egypt. 

Islamisation and democratisation 

If we look back on the last years’ news coverage of the Arab world, we see both a hardening of 

religious identity (often accompanied by violence) as a call for more civil rights, more participation 

and more prosperity. As a result, religious violence gives the impression to go hand in hand with 

democratic aspirations in that region. Especially on the European continent this seems contradictory, 

since here (more than in the Anglosphere) the emergence of democracy was associated with the 

reduction of the church’s influence. “Enlightenment” usually involved a declining influence of the 

clergy. However, when we, Westerners, distance ourselves from the traditional perception that we 

have of our own civilisation and of the Islamic civilisation, then this is relatively easy to understand. 

On the basis of reliable data, it can be shown that we are stronger in terms of economy, education, 

individual liberties and rule of law than any so-called “Muslim country”.3 Moreover, Belgium has 

known peace since the Second World War. Yet the average Muslim is more concerned about the 

way he has been treated by the West throughout history. The crusades are still alive in many Islamic 

minds, since the humiliation due to the colonisation bears resemblance with it. In violation of all 

human rights, entire regions were also taken over then, in spite of the local property rights and 

traditions. It was in that context that the Muslim Brotherhood was founded in 1928 as an Islamic 

charitable organisation with the aim of ridding Egypt of all British influences. The most terrible wars 

in history were started by the West and, if necessary, fought as far as in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt.4 
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What would we think if Libya and Egypt were to fight their internal wars here? Decolonisation was 

not a smooth process either. In order to ensure the stability of our oil-driven economy, we 

supported secular dictators. Both the Tunisian Ben Ali and the Egyptian Mubarak often had more 

confidence of the West than of their own people. Centuries of European anti-Semitism ended up in 

the creation of a Jewish state, right in the middle of Arab territory.5 In order to reach a “Universal” 

Declaration of Human Rights, consultations to that end occurred without the participation of the 

Arab countries. In addition, with the exception of China, all permanent members of the Security 

Council (with power to veto and, according to the Non-Proliferation Treaty, the only countries 

allowed to possess nuclear weapons) stem from a Christian tradition. In short, not only the domestic 

political leaders, but also the West are regarded as oppressors in the Arab world. Hence, both the 

religious violence against the West and the wave of Arab uprisings can be seen as different 

expressions of the same desire to be itself, as a nation and as an individual. 

Enlightenment and Islam 

It has often been said that the absence of an “Enlightenment process” within Islam would explain 

why Muslims score lower in many fields and why there is still an animosity between the West and 

Islam.6 Hence, at the time of the Arab Spring, the key question was if that phenomenon could be 

regarded as a first step towards an Arab Enlightenment. At least, one of the undeniable 

achievements of the Arab Spring is that the peoples concerned (even the people of Syria) have 

discovered their own strength – and such a discovery is always addictive. Thanks to such a 

democratic awareness the countries concerned, in spite of the current appearances, will never be 

the same as before their revolutions. 

“Enlightenment” basically stands for “emancipation” in its broadest sense.7 It is a social 

transformation of a general spirit of submission into a spirit that allows people to take their own 

decisions as a matter of course. The Church had collaborated with the former rulers in continental 

Europe, as a result of which the Enlightenment threw off the yoke of the local religious elites. Still, 

the Arabs have drawn strength from religion for years in order to resist the entities that they viewed 

as oppressors. As a clandestine resistance group, the Muslim Brotherhood strove for the well-being 

and the liberation of the outcasts under Hosni Mubarak’s secular and authoritarian regime. In other 

words, although religion nowadays plays the same central role in the Arab world as it did in Europe 

centuries ago, it is logical that an Arab Enlightenment is in the first place a struggle for emancipation 

against the dictators and the West rather than against the clergy.  
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But if the Arabs succeed in emancipating themselves from their dictators and from the West, it is 

almost sure that the emancipation from religion will follow and will come from the people itself. As a 

matter of fact, once the emancipation is unleashed within the most sensitive fields, the urge for 

autonomy becomes obvious, which causes a domino effect of the other fields. That is what 

Enlightenment is all about. It is also the inevitable springboard to democracy and, since democracies 

usually do not wage war against each other, emancipation is a key element for peace in the Arab 

region.8 

Now it appears that a full democracy remains a long way off in Egypt, but whoever learns lessons 

from the major popular revolutions in history, knows that they are to be followed by long periods of 

instability, the settling of old scores, the temporary re-emergence of former leaders and new leaders 

who regularly relapse into the patterns of the Ancien Régime. Few people had predicted the Arab 

Spring, but it was written in the stars that the Arab world would afterwards not evolve smoothly into 

models of democracy, which is the case in Egypt. The English Civil War also initially led to Cromwell’s 

dictatorship and between the outbreak of the French Revolution (1789) and the proclamation of the 

Third Republic (1871), France went through approximately one century of Terror, Restoration and 

other forms of political instability. Besides, Russia and China are still moving towards democracy. 

Democracy as culture 

Democracy is more than a political regime for which you opt: it is a culture in which one has to grow 

and in which young democrats often get lost. A typical pitfall is, for instance, confusing a democracy 

with a dictatorship of the majority, in this case it would be irresponsible that a democratically 

elected government treats the six million Coptic Christians in Egypt as second-class citizens. Yet the 

democratic principle of majority voting is based on the more fundamental principle of equality 

(every vote is equal). Yet, because of that same principle of equality, all citizens should enjoy equal 

rights and freedoms as well. Furthermore, politicians in young democracies are often insufficiently 

aware that opposition is constitutionally inherent to a democracy. As a result, opposition parties, 

independent judges, free press and trade unions constantly impede the political leaders’ plans. 

Morsi himself, for instance, barely accepted this situation (so do the current leaders). He was 

convinced that he had a mandate to preserve “the true” ideals of the revolution, but the Muslim 

Brothers had only sided with the revolution when it had already been under way for a while, which 

made their following more vulnerable. Moreover, not only has the Egyptian army been intertwined 

with politics for decades, but it also has a firm grip on the national economy. It is therefore not 

surprising that the first democratically elected government in Egypt messed it up. Yet the way how 

the Muslim Brotherhood was ruled out as government party is also a cause for concern from a 

political viewpoint. After pretending to be democrats, the Muslim Brothers had indeed brought the 

anger of the most radical Muslims on themselves. Considering the way they were ruled out, they 

                                                           
8
 The conclusion that democracies are hesitant to engage in armed conflicts with other democracies and that 
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in importance over the years. Rudolph Rummel, for instance, analysed all wars as from het Congress of Vienna 
in 1815 until 1991 and did not found one single war where a democracy had waged war against another 
democracy. See Rummel, Rudolph J., Power Kills: Democracy as a Method of Nonviolence, New Jersey, 
Transaction New Brunswick, 1997. 
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might go underground, harden and fraternise again with those who abhor any form of democracy 

whatsoever. 

A country can only discover democracy if it experiences its checks and balances for itself, not if it 

stays in line with former colonial powers and current superpowers that tell them what to do. Egypt is 

undergoing growing pains, but precisely thanks to this the democratic process is now further than it 

seems, probably farther than any other Arab country. For that reason, the Egyptians’ hope for more 

participation and material prosperity is not lost, but there is still a long way to go. 

Some points of interest for Western diplomacy in Egypt 

The West’s indecisiveness about which side to choose in Egypt is not necessarily bad. A reflection on 

our diplomatic relations with Egypt is welcome and necessary. Especially the US has practised 

negative diplomacy up to now by supporting whoever would fight the Islamic forces, regardless of 

their ideological background. However, it would be more efficient to back whoever is able to boost 

the democratic forces, whatever their further ideological affiliations. Moreover, it would be wise to 

stop “westernising” each Arab conflict in the future. In this regard, at least three points deserve 

attention. Firstly, potential new Egyptian democrats’ interests do not necessarily align with Western 

ones, such as the relations with Israel or the free passage through the Suez Canal. Yet, as long as the 

country can democratically justify its actions, it only remains for us to deal with it as with any other 

democratic country. Secondly, some states in the region lobby fiercely to have Egypt on their side. 

The region could thereby develop some sort of autonomy, which could help reduce the image of the 

West as an oppressor. Those countries are nevertheless still far from democratic and may therefore 

discourage Egypt in its democratic experimentations. A third point to be brought to public attention 

concerning Western diplomacy towards Egypt is that new emerging countries such as Russia and 

China have also much to offer but that they will lay down fewer conditions with respect to 

democracy, which could be yet another drag on the democratisation of Egypt. In all three cases, the 

long-term objective of democracy (and hence peace) is not to be confused with the fight against 

Islam as an authentic part of the Arab culture or with the promotion of self-interest on the short 

term.  

 

A more detailed study on the aftermath of the Arab Spring by the same author is 

forthcoming in the Security & Strategy series. 


