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Israel in the Middle East the Aftermath 
of the Arab Spring (2010-2017):
An Involved Observer from the Sidelines
Eyal Zisser, Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel

ABSTRACT

Thisarticledescribeshowinthemiddleofthewinterof2010the“SpringoftheArabNations”
suddenlyeruptedwithoutanywarningallover theMiddleEast.However, themomentumofthe
uprisingswasimpededratherquickly,andthehopesheldoutforthe“SpringoftheArabNations”
turned into frustration anddisappointment.Whilemany Israeliswere focusing their attention in
surprise,andsome,withdoubtandconcernaswellaboutwhatwashappeningintheregionaround
them;suddenly,inIsraelitself,attheheightofthesteamysummerof2011,an“IsraeliSpring”broke
out.TheprotesterswereyoungIsraelisbelongingtotheIsraelimiddleclass.Theirdemandsrevolved
aroundtheslogan,“Letusliveinourland.”However,similartowhathappenedintheArabworld,
theIsraeliprotestsubsidedlittlebylittle.Thehasslesofdailylifeandsecurityandforeignaffairs
concernsoncemorebecamethefocusofthepublic’sattention.Therefore,theprotesters’hopeswere
disappointed,andIsrael’spolitical,economic,andsocialorderremainedunshaken.Thus,towards
theendof2017,thememoryofthe“Israelispring”wasbecomingfadedandforgotten.However,
whiletheArabworldwassinkingintochaosmarkedbyaneverdeepeningeconomicandsocialcrisis
thatdepriveditscitizensofanysenseofsecurityandstability,Israel,bycontrast,wasexperiencing
yearsofstabilityinbothpoliticalandsecurityspheres,aswellaseconomicgrowthandprosperity.
ThisstabilityenabledIsraeliPrimeMinisterBenjaminNetanyahuandhisLikudpartytoremainin
powerandtomaintainthepoliticalandsocialstatus-quoinIsrael.
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FLEETING “SPRING” IN THE MIddLE EAST

Inthemiddleofthewinterof2010,anew“SpringofNations,”the“SpringoftheArabNations,”
suddenlyeruptedwithoutanywarningallovertheMiddleEast.Theprecedingdecadeshadbeen
markedbyeconomicandsocialstagnation,togetherwithasurprisingdegreeoflong-termpolitical
stabilityundertheshadowofdictatorialregimes.TheArabSpringnowbroughtchangestheMiddle
Easthadnotexperiencedsincethe1950s.Wavesofprotestswepttheregion,ledbytheyounger
generationcallingforchange,liberty,andjustice.Intheirwake,severaldictatorialregimescollapsed
unexpectedly,eventhoughtheyhadseemedtooutsideobserverstobefirmlyincontrolandimmune
toanyseriousthreattotheirpower(Haas&Lesch,2013).

ManyinIsraelandthewholeregion,especiallyintheWest,wentoutoftheirwaytogreetthis
“SpringoftheArabNations.”ManywantedtobelieveitwouldconvertthebackwardMiddleEastinto
aGardenofEdenenjoyingeconomicprosperity,liberty,andfreedom.Inparticular,theseobservers
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hoped the regionwouldbecomea fertilebreedingground fordemocratic regimes, replacing the
authoritariangovernmentsthathadcollapsedsosuddenlyanddramatically.Toanyoneviewingthe
livebroadcastsfromTahrirSquareintheheartofEgypt’scapital,Cairo,itmusthaveseemedasif
theyounganddetermineddemonstrators–theespresso,Internet,FacebookYouTube,andcellphone
generation–wouldbringaboutinEgypt,andintheirwake,inotherArabstatesaswell,arevolution
suchasbroughtdownthecommunistregimesinEasternEurope.Afterall,theretherevolutionhad
turnedtheformerSovietsatellitesintodemocraticstatescapableofbecomingmembersoftheEuropean
Unionand,incertaincases,evenmembersoftheNorthAtlanticTreatyOrganization(NATO).

However,themomentumoftheuprisingswasimpededratherquickly,andthehopesheldoutfor
the“SpringoftheArabNations”turnedinsteadintofrustrationanddisappointment.Indeed,theArab
revolutionsreachedadeadend.InEgypt,forexample,thewheelwasturnedbackandanauthoritarian
militaryregimewasreestablished.Inotherstates,likeLibyaandSyria,theprotestslurchedoutof
control,andinbothcountriesthestateandsocietydescendedintochaosandanarchy,creatingabloody
civilwar.Withthisitbecameclearthattheestablishmentofaneworder,andcertainlyaWestern-style
democraticsystem,wasataskbeyondthepoweroftheyoungprotestgenerationintheArabworld.

WhilemanyIsraeliswerefocusingtheirattentioninsurprise,andsome,withoutadoubt,with
concernaswell,onwhatwashappeningintheregionaroundthem,suddenly,inIsraelitself,atthe
heightofthesteamysummerof2011,an“IsraeliSpring”erupted.TheprotesterswereyoungIsraelis
belongingtotheIsraelimiddleclass.Theirdemandsrevolvedaroundtheslogan,“Letusliveinour
land.”Theymadeitclear theywantedanimprovement in theireconomicconditionsandamore
equitabledistributionofthecountry’swealthandnaturalresources.Thisprotestwasundoubtedly
influencedbywhatwashappeninginthenearbyArabworld.Theprotestsucceededinpushingthe
Israeligovernmenttoundertakeaseriesofeconomicmeasuresdesignedtoappeaseandplacatethe
protesters,althoughthemeasuresweremostlylimitedorshort-termincharacter.

Thismiddle-classprotestfoundpoliticalexpressionsomewhatlaterwhenthe“YeshAtid”(“There
IsaFuture”)partyaroseandquicklyadvancedtothecenterofthepoliticalstageinthe2013Knesset
elections.“YeshAtid”builtupitspowerfromthewaveofpublicprotestandrepresenteditselfas
thepartyofthemiddleclass.

Significantly,theprotesterswerecarefultorestricttheirdemandstosocialandeconomicissues,
mainlybecausetheywantedtoenlistasmuchsupportaspossibleamongtheIsraelipublic.Therefore,
theymadenoreferencetoIsrael’sinternalpoliticsandespeciallyavoidedforeignpolicyissues,and
inparticular,theArab-Israeliconflict.Inanycase,similartowhathappenedintheArabworld,the
Israeliprotestincreasinglysubsided.Thehasslesofdailylifeandsecurityandforeignaffairsconcerns
oncemorebecamethefocusofthepublic’sattention.Andsotheprotesters’hopesweredisappointed,
andIsrael’spolitical,economic,andsocialorderremainedunshaken(Shalev,2013;Manor,2013).

Towardstheendof2017,thememoryofthe“Israelispring”wasbecomingfadedandforgotten.
However,whiletheArabworldwassinkingintochaosmarkedbyaneverdeepeningeconomicand
socialcrisisthatdepriveditscitizensofanysenseofsecurityandstability,Israel,bycontrast,was
experiencingyearsofstabilityinbothpoliticalandsecurityspheres,aswellaseconomicgrowthand
prosperity.ThisstabilityenabledIsraeliPrimeMinisterBenjaminNetanyahuandhisLikudparty
toremaininpower,eventhoughNetanyahuendedhispartnershipwithYairLapidandhis“Yesh
`Atid”(“ThereIsaFuture”)Partyfollowingthe2015elections.Instead,thePrimeMinisterformed
anewcoalitionbaseduponthereligiousandright-wingpartiesintheKenesset(BenMeir,2017).

BehindNetanyahu’ssuccesstoremaininpowerstoodseveralreasons:1)theeconomicgrowth
andprosperity being experiencedbymost Israelis, alongwith the awareness thatmatters in the
countrywerequitestable;2)therelativelyhighsenseofsecurityenjoyedbytheIsraelipopulation,
whileatthesametimeitwasawareofthedangersthreateningfromabroadduetothechaosreigning
intheMiddleEastregionandtherisingIranianthreat;3)thegenerallackoffaithinthepossibility
ofadvancingapolitical(i.e.,peace)processatthistime;4)andthetendencyoftheelectorateto
supporttheright-wingofthepoliticalspectrum.
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