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 ABSTRACT 
The history of democracy in the Middle East and North Africa constitutes a central topic of 

discussion especially amongst Middle Eastern scholars. Many scholars prior to the 2011 Arab 

spring advanced very popular theories in explaining the status of democracy in the region. 

The unanimous agreement which is presented in the vast literature, is that the Arab World has 

a strong autocratic legacy. Almost all Arab countries in the MENA were ruled by autocrats 

prior to the uprising, and evaded third wave of democratization which many developing 

African and Latin American countries joined. Whiles some scholars pointed to Islam’s 

incompatibility with western democracy, others pointed to the rentier state as reasons behind 

the absence of democracy in MENA. The unprecedented wave of uprising in 2010, 

challenged the general assumption of authoritarian resilience in the region. As various 

dictators were ousted, and democratization talks emerged, many including the Arab 

protestors were optimistic that democracy would finally be attained in the region. Whiles 

Tunisia was celebrated for its admirable democratic outcomes, Libya remains chaotic and 

divide since the ousting of Gaddafi. Eleven years after the Arab Spring, it can be argued that 

democracy is yet to be fully consolidated where achieved, with Libya in deep chaos or still 

operating in undemocratic dispensations. With the recent political events and legitimacy 

crises in Tunisia and Libya, coupled with deteriorating and deep-rooted economic crises, this 

thesis argues that democracy is yet to be fully realized and consolidated using Tunisia and 

Libya as case studies.  

 

Key Words: Arab Spring, democracy, democratic consolidation, Libya, Tunisia,  
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ÖZET 

Ortadoğu ve Kuzey Afrika'daki demokrasi tarihi, özellikle Orta Doğulu akademisyenler 

arasında merkezi bir tartışma konusu oluşturmaktadır. 2011 Arap baharından önce birçok 

bilim insanı, bölgedeki demokrasinin durumunu açıklamak için çok popüler teoriler geliştirdi. 

Geniş literatürde sunulan ortak görüş, Arap Dünyasının güçlü bir otokratik mirasa sahip 

olduğudur. MENA'daki neredeyse tüm Arap ülkeleri, ayaklanmadan önce otokratlar 

tarafından yönetiliyordu ve birçok gelişmekte olan Afrika ve Latin Amerika ülkesinin 

katıldığı üçüncü demokratikleşme dalgasından kaçındı. Bazı bilim adamları İslam'ın batı 

demokrasisi ile uyumsuzluğunu gösterirken, diğerleri MENA'da demokrasinin olmamasının 

nedeni olarak rantiye devleti gösterdi. 2010'daki benzeri görülmemiş ayaklanma dalgası, 

bölgedeki genel otoriter dirençlilik varsayımına meydan okudu. Çeşitli diktatörler devrilirken 

ve demokratikleşme görüşmeleri ortaya çıktıkça, Arap protestocular da dahil olmak üzere pek 

çok kişi, bölgede demokrasiye nihayet ulaşılacağı konusunda iyimserdi. Tunus, takdire şayan 

demokratik sonuçlarıyla kutlanırken, Libya, Kaddafi'nin devrilmesinden bu yana kaotik ve 

bölünmüş durumda. Arap Baharı'ndan on bir yıl sonra, demokrasinin, Libya'nın derin bir kaos 

içinde olması veya hala demokratik olmayan dönemlerde faaliyet göstermesi nedeniyle, 

demokrasinin elde edildiği yerde henüz tam olarak konsolide edilmediği iddia edilebilir. 

Tunus ve Libya'daki son siyasi olaylar ve meşruiyet krizleri, kötüleşen ve köklü ekonomik 

krizlerle çiftler ile bu tez, Tunus ve Libya'yı vaka çalışmaları olarak kullanarak demokrasinin 

henüz tam olarak gerçekleşmediğini ve konsolide edilmediğini savunuyor. 

 

Anahtar krlimeler: Arap Bahari, demokrasi, demokratik konsolidasyon, Libya, Tunus. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In December 2010, the region known as the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

witnessed an unprecedented wave of uprisings. It marked a crucial turning point, as it shook 

the very roots of Arab political history. Challenging and seeking to overthrow authoritarian 

regimes in a region generally known for its authoritarian and repressive political nature was 

believed to be almost impossible in the region until the outbreak of the wave of popular 

uprisings commonly referred to as the “Arab spring”, “Arab Awakening” or “Arab 

Revolution” by many regional and international observers (Souza and Lipietz ,2011). 

 

Beginning in Tunisia, the protest gradually spread like wildfire to other Arab countries within 

the MENA region including Egypt, Libya Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, Algeria, and Morocco. The 

uprising began as a single act of protest by a young Tunisian vegetable seller who set himself 

ablaze in front of a municipal building as an act of protest against corruption and harassment, 

he faced at the hands of municipal officers who confiscated his cart due to his refusal to pay a 

bribe (Anderson ,2011; Turan, 2018). His consequent death as a result of the injuries he 

sustained triggered protest in the Tunisian cities, demanding the end of Ben Ali’s rule. The 

reaction was more than an individual act of protest, but a reaction to the poor political and 

socio-economic situation in Tunisia (Aissa ,2012; Anderson ,2011). 

 

  The protest soon spread to other Tunisian cities and neighboring Arab countries. This was 

mainly because other Arab nations immediately resonated with the Jasmine revolution due to 

similar or worst economic and political situations. The toppling of Ben Ali’s regime was a 

watershed moment for Arab publics, as it demonstrated that long serving authoritarian 

governments were not as sturdy as generally believed and that change was indeed in the 

realm of possibility. It took barely two weeks after Ben Ali’s regime fell, when the Egyptians 

staged their own protest (Bayat ,2015). Thousands of protestors converged at Tahir square for 

weeks demanding for the fall of long-time serving dictator Mubarak. President Mubarak 

ultimately stepped down after two weeks of heavy protest, handing over power to the 

Supreme Council and Armed Forces (Turan, 2018).  

 

The successes registered in toppling the regimes in both Tunisia and Egypt inspired popular 

protest in Libya, Syria, Yemen and Bahrain, nonetheless the consequence of popular protest 

in these countries were adversely negative, as it led to long devastating civil wars and conflict 
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between different competing factions within such states (Anderson ,2011). Countries like 

Oman, Jordan, Morocco and Algeria also witnessed public protest, but the desired outcome of 

toppling their regimes failed to materialize. The Arab spring swept across almost all Arab 

countries in the MENA, but produced very different results for the individual countries that 

experienced it (Anderson ,2011). Following the outbreak of protest, it was only Tunisia and 

Egypt that achieved success as, they were able to topple their despotic leaders through the 

protests within a short period, and with minimal violence. In the early days of the Arab 

uprising, Tunisia Egypt and Libya were able to institute democratic political dispensation, 

and conducted transparent free and fair election in the immediate year following the uprising. 

However, in Libya, Syria and Yemen, the uprising revived unaddressed historical grievances 

based on sectarian, ethnic and tribal divisions, further posing a threat to the achievement of 

national unity, which is imperative for a smooth democratic transition and consolidation 

(Karimi ,2018). Bread, liberty and social justice were the common slogans of the protest that 

represented repeated and persistent demands by the citizens which were never addressed. The 

uprising equally reflected the desire of the Arab countries to end autocratic rule, and achieve 

a democratic and accountable government, alongside liberty, justice and dignity for all 

citizens. The Arab protestors were not only seeking to achieve more democratic and 

egalitarian governance, but were also determined to alter the unfair relations between the 

governed and the governors which characterized the region (Yildirim & McCain, 2019). 

 

Over a decade since the popular protest broke out, it is quite apparent that the desire and 

demands of many protestors still remain unmet, and has put them in an even more 

disadvantaged position. The region is home to an array of issues including political and 

economic instability, and an increasing threat of terrorism and violence causing a massive 

humanitarian and refugee crises (Herd ,2011). The unfavorable economic, political and 

security condition has forced many observers to rename the uprising and the transitions that 

followed as the “Arab Winter” (Feldman ,2020). Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen’s success 

in disposing their dictators awakened hope for democratic change amongst the citizens of the 

remaining Arab nations. However, the complex political and socioeconomic realities have 

generated divergent outcomes for Tunisia and Libya. Whiles the jasmine revolution fortified 

by labor unions was successful in ousting Ben Ali’s regime in less than three weeks of 

protest, the end of Gaddafi’s rule only came after 8 months of protest, with a NATO led 

intervention, and his brutal murder by a rebel group (Blanchard ,2016). The immediate talks 

for democratization which followed the uprising supports the earlier proposition. Tunisia 
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registered success in its transition mainly because it enjoyed national unity, and was free 

from ethnic, sectarian and tribal divisions which was a major challenge for successful 

transition in Libya (Myers ,2013). Both Tunisia and Libya pursued almost similar economic 

policies prior to the uprising, which were state controlled economies. Politically both 

countries were led by dictators who suppressed freedom and limited the political activeness 

of opposition groups, the press and civil society organizations. The early period of transition 

for both Tunisia and Libya were considered fragile and unstable as different groups and 

factions struggled to gain power and control the country (Darwisheh ,2014). 

 

Over a decade since it occurred, the desire and hope for a truly democratic state remain 

elusive. Tunisia is generally termed as the only success story and source of hope out of all the 

Arab spring nations. Tunisia underwent a smooth transition to democratic governance. 

Political power was transferred twice in a peaceful manner between different political groups. 

Pragmatic efforts were also set into motion to consolidate the newly established democratic 

system such as the creation of a more liberal constitution adopted in 2014, and progress in 

guarantying civil and political rights, however the status has been recently challenged 

(Anderson ,2011).  

 

Despite the country’s confrontation with security and economic hurdles, Tunisia remained an 

exception in terms of Arab spring success. However, the country is struggling with both 

economic and political crises severely risking its relatively young democracy. Libya on the 

other hand has registered long lasting devastating outcomes as a result of its turbulent and 

fragile uprising and transition. NATO’s military intervention to oust Gaddafi’s regime 

created a power vacuum, with different opposing factions including interim leaders 

competing to gain political control. Successive interim governments have proven to be 

incapable of instituting a solid and unified state, as well as effectively respond to troubling 

economic and security challenges (Bayat ,2013). They equally proved incapable of designing 

an effective guideline for national reconciliation and post conflict justice. Two transparent, 

free & fair elections were conducted for the election of both legislative and constitution 

drafting bodies, but were impaired by low participation, death threats to both voters and 

candidates (Blanchard ,2016). This was compounded by the fact that the Libyan state lacked 

strong state institutions, as Gaddafi did not establish any. Attempts at building democratic 

institutions as well as a democratic state have been rendered futile.  Rebels and Islamic 

extremist have exploited the state of insecurity to advance their mostly illegitimate agendas 
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through destructive and violent means. The situation has invited international powers such as 

the US, Turkey, UK an even the United Nations all taking positions in the conflict. The 

United States in 2014 adopted a policy of convincing the different waring groups to choose 

negotiations, and establishing an all-inclusive and representative government over violence as 

a means of gaining control (Blanchard ,2016). 

 

Tunisia faced acute transition setbacks including competition for the grip of power by 

opposing groups, but was able to overcome it through its negotiation and mediation centered 

transition approach, which was sadly absent in the initial transition phase of Libya, and the 

lack of will by political actors to negotiate and reach a compromise. In spite of tremendous 

historical and political resemblance, Tunisia and Libya walked on different lanes in their 

efforts to establish strong democratic governance. This invoked the curiosity of scholars of 

both transition & comparative studies with the question of what conditions allow for the 

successful transition and consolidation of democracy (Yildirim & McCain, 2019). 

 

A vast literature exists, unravelling the requisite conditions that make a democratic transition 

either successful or unsuccessful with reference to previous transitions from different regions 

globally. Analysis and studying other transitions have suggested that the end of a regime 

doesn’t necessarily lead to democratization. History surrounding regime change propose that 

out of numerous transitions, especially following protest, only a few managed to achieve 

consolidated democracy. Some other countries on the other hand experienced failed 

transitions, reverting the state back to either a totalitarian regime, or an authoritarian regime 

with little democratic elements (Grugel ,2002). 

 

 The divergent aftermaths following the end of autocratic regimes inspired the advancement 

of theories by scholars within the field. These theories have been viable in accounting for 

these variations through there analytical nature. Some scholars argue that the achievement of 

democracy is not dependent on economic or social factors, but on the ability of the elites to 

reach an agreement and equally possess full commitment to achieve a democratic state 

(Grugel ,2002). They blame the failure of a transition to democracy on the inability of the 

elites to reach an inclusive and mutually beneficial agreement whiles getting or adjusting the 

rules guiding a transition. Other theorist argue that democratic outcome is likely to be 

achieved if a state enjoys high levels of socio-economic development in the form of high 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), high levels of literacy and industrialization which empowers 
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nations with the necessary requisites to establish a democratic state (Grugel ,2002). Another 

set of scholars analyze the difference in outcomes of a transition from a political economy 

point of view. They argue that economic turmoil is most likely to trigger regime, change and 

inability to address economic setbacks can become counterproductive on efforts to 

consolidate democracy. A final set of scholars attribute the variation to the relationship and 

interaction, and competition between different classes in a society (Grugel ,2002) 

 

In consideration of the vast existing literature on both democratic transition and 

consolidation, the literature aims to compare Tunisia and Libya in terms of the methods/ 

processes of transition, as well as the effects of democratic consolidation attempts by both 

countries post Arab spring. The focus of the research will be on examining the mechanism 

/methods and processes adopted by the elites in both nations as the blue print for transition 

and consolidation, and how these can account for the different outcomes in both nations on 

democratic consolidation. The decisions of the elites in the selection of methods for 

democratic transition and consolidation shall also be key focus area of this dissertation. The 

structural factors especially those considered integral in the methods adopted for transition 

and consolidation shall be examined to discern their effects. This dissertation shall seek to 

answer or unravel why the transitional methods chosen by Tunisia worked successfully, and 

why the methods adopted by Libya failed to register substantial gains. It shall also try to 

bring forth the effects of the efforts by Tunisia and Libya in trying to consolidate democracy.   

 

Through a comparative study of both, the research aims to offer explanations for the reasons 

behind the divergence of outcomes in both countries by examining the different methods of 

transition adopted, with the intention of enriching the comparative literature on Arab spring. 

The dissertation shall also either refute or support the famous assumption that democracy is 

incompatible to the middle east, mainly due to cultural and religious reasons. This belief is 

known as “Arab Exceptionalism” (Feldman, 2020). The hope that Tunisia’s success can have 

a contagious effect on other Arab countries achieving democratic consolidation. This thesis 

shall also challenge the assumption that transitions and attempts at consolidating democracy 

follow a linear process. The breakdown of a regime doesn’t always bring democracy unless a 

carefully designed transitional method/approach is adopted, which may vary from state to 

state. Transitions if not designed the right way may lead to a return to an even worst 

authoritarian rule. States that fail to consolidate democracy are at risk of experiencing a 

democratic breakdown or return to a dispensation of autocratic rule. The transition 
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experiences of all the world’s regions have offered different accounts of the causes, and ways 

forward. The outcome of democratic outcomes depends on a lot of factors including choices, 

decision actors in addition to a full commitment to achieve democratic consolidation. 

1.1 Research Questions 
  

The questions to be answered by this research are as follows: 

 What methods /transitional processes were adopted in Tunisia and Libya post Arab 

Spring? 

 

 What are the effects of democratic consolidation in Tunisia and Libya post Arab Spring? 

1.2 Research Goals 
 

Literature on the Arab spring since it unfolded in 2010 has mainly focused on the 

consequences and causes of the Arab spring. The literature has also heavily focused on 

the level of interaction between different elements, such as civil society organizations 

military in a transitioning state void of comparison. In other words, there is a gap in the 

literature on comparative studies on the democratic transition and consolidation processes 

of the countries that overthrew their tyrants. A gap exists in the literature on why 

democratic transition was achieved in countries like Tunisia and not Libya. This 

dissertation seeks to fill the gap in the literature by comparing two countries that migrated 

from authoritarian rule towards democracy, but diverged on their paths to democratic 

transition and consolidation focusing on the methods and processes adopted by the two 

countries. Therefore, the ultimate goal of this thesis is to identify a comparative analysis 

of the evolution of democratic transition and consolidation Libya and Tunisia in MENA. 

With a combination of historical and contemporary political data, the research will set a 

foundation for future research on the topic and contribute to the already vast existing 

literature on the MENA region 

 

1.3 Methodology 
The methodology that will be adopted in this study is a Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

(QCA), since one the aims of the study is to compare the outcomes of the Arab spring on 

democratic consolidation in relation to the processes and methods adopted by Libya and 

Tunisia during transition (Marx et al ,2014). It was developed by Charles Ragin, but gained 
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popularity as a social science research methodology in the previous two decades. The 

methodology allows for comparison in an orderly and systematic manner. It also incorporates 

the strength of case studies (Marx et al ,2014). 

  Case Study otherwise known as case research is defined as a “method of intensively 

studying a phenomenon over time within its natural setting in one or a few sites” 

(Bhattacharjee ,2012). Case study allows a researcher to study, understand and intensively 

analyze a particular phenomenon or context in depth. Due to the in-depth nature of the study, 

it allows the researcher to understand how and if a particular variable affects the outcomes of 

a research. It also guarantees a high level of internal validity. A comparative method on the 

other hand helps the researcher to uncover the empirical connection among variables. Satori 

(1991), argues that comparison is the greatest means of achieving deeper understating. A 

comparative study is imperative to understand the fundamental factors behind the difference 

in democratic outcomes of Tunisia and Libya as it studies the context and realities of the 

transitions in the two countries by analyzing a set of identified variables. 

 

The two countries to be examined as cases in this study have a lot of commonalities including 

similar geographic location, religion, political system, language and colonial history and 

similar economic and political realities before the Arab spring. The root causes which gave 

rise to the unrest were similar as both countries were governed by brutal dictators who used 

the security institutions to consolidate their stay in power and intimidate and repress both 

opposition groups as well as the general citizenry. Additionally, both countries experienced 

the protest in the same time period as protest broke out in Libya barely two months after the 

success of the Jasmine Revolution (Anderson ,2011). Both countries are equally exposed to 

similar security and environmental issues such as terrorism by virtue of their geographic 

location in the MENA. The political and economic realities which triggered the protest such 

as lack of political freedom and intimidation were equally similar in both countries. Both 

countries were also able to oust their leaders through the Arab spring uprising (Anderson 

,2011). The selection of these two countries that had similarities but diverged in their 

democratic outcomes therefore seems appropriate as it will minimize the number of 

intervening variables, whiles also allowing the researcher to measure variables that account 

for the possible difference in democratic transition and consolidation. 

 

Qualitative researchers often try to put forward interpretations which offer insight to socio 

historical context. It equally does not adopt a smooth and straight forward research path, and 
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mostly deals with cases and contexts (Neuman ,2007). There is a developing agreement that, 

to test a theory or draw derivations from contextual investigations, the most ideal way is to 

utilize a blend of inside case examination and cross-case correlations(George & Bennett 

,2005) while the former empowers a point by point inner assessment of single cases 

incredibly lessening the normal dangers related with utilizing near techniques alone, for 

example, case inferential mistakes, ignoring some mediating factors and case choice 

predisposition, the latter option assists with creating or testing clarifications to set up 

recommendations and sum up a theory to different occurrences of the equivalent 

phenomenon. With respect to the cross-case correlations, there is the possible danger of 

exploring a few components of a social issue dependent on couple of cases, and as a result, 

the exploration could arrive at too wide speculations. To keep away from this danger, inside 

case investigation assists with giving a top to bottom examination and survey a few factors 

and their connections to one another inside a particular case. 

 

Therefore, this paper does an inside case examination in Chapters 3 and 4 inspecting the 

verifiable triggers of the Arab spring uprising, the direction of the political transition and how 

the methods or transitional processes have affected outcomes. 

1.4 Collecting Data And Material 
 

This research has made use of secondary data. The main sources of data include news 

articles from globally renowned magazines, reports from News agencies, International Non-

Profit organizations working on freedom, democracy, human rights, transparency, and 

opinion polls assessing attitudes, the likes of (Transparency International, Human Rights 

Watch, Amnesty International and Freedom House). Other sources of data include numerous 

articles and books related to the topic. Published policy and academic papers by both nations 

Tunisia & Libya, and international think tank organizations. 

 

 

1.5 Outline Of The Study 
 

The study is divided into five chapters. Chapter one contains the introduction, research 

questions, study goals, methodology as well as the method of data collection. The second 

chapter contains a succinct literature review of the key study variables, which has helped 

identify the existing gap in the literature. This section reviews the opinions of scholars on 
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Democracy in the Middle East, the Arab Spring, its root causes, and the socio economic and 

political realities of the two countries prior to the Arab spring. 

 

Chapters three and four explore the transitional processes and methods of Tunisia and Libya 

respectively, using the same factors to measure the dependent variable of this study. The 

chapters highlight the transitional mechanism and processes adopted by each of these 

countries including electoral reforms, constitutional reviews, transitional governments as well 

as the socio economic and political effects of the Arab spring on democratic consolidation 

Tunisia and Libya respectively. The chapters also scrutinize the unique transitional processes 

and mechanism of each of these countries, alongside the prominent actors heavily involved in 

the transition. 

 

The fifth and final chapter draws a brief comparison between the two country cases. The 

chapter also explores why Tunisia was quickly able to achieve reform whiles Libya broke 

down. The chapter will also detail the findings of the research equally giving 

recommendations. It also summarizes the main arguments and presents an overall evaluation. 
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2. DEMOCRACY IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA 

(MENA) 

MENA stands for Middle East and North Africa. Geographically the region is located on two 

continents namely Southwest Asia and North Africa. Almost everything surrounding the 

middle east ranging from its politics, economy, religion, social livelihood, and the member 

states of the region are contentious (Kabasakal et al, 2012). For the United Nations and the 

World bank nations that are horizontally located between Iran in the east and Morocco in the 

west constitute the middle east, with a vast majority of countries in the Maghreb and Middle 

East forming a part of the region (Kabasakal et al ,2012). Former United States President 

Bush Junior regarded all the Majority Muslim nations including Pakistan, Turkey and Iran as 

the Greater Middle East”, and ever since the term has been used as a synonym to MENA and 

“The Arab World”. The MENA boundaries are mainly geographic rather than socio-religious. 

In 2011, the UN Human Rights Regional office for the Middle East and Northern Africa 

(ROMENA) opined that nineteen countries belong to the region which are as follows; 

Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. A lack of 

unanimity and consensus still exist on what countries constitute the MENA, as other 

countries with Muslim majorities like Iran, Turkey and Pakistan that share close geographical  

proximity with the MENA countries are occasionally included, although not in accordance 

with classification by the United Nations. In addition to the nineteen countries recognized as 

countries constituting the MENA, countries such as Turkey and Cyprus have been cited to be 

a part of the region (Kabasakal et al ,2012) 

 

 Arabic is the most widely spoken language making in the region, with exception of Israel 

and countries where Hebrew is widely spoken. The dominant religion in the region is Islam 

with the exception of Judaism in Israel. Economically, the region has a generally low GDP 

amounting to $3.3 billion an equivalent of 4.5% of the globes GDP. However, The GDP level 

of the individual states differ significantly in some cases. Qatar and Israel account for the 

highest GDP rates of $54,184.97 and $44,181.17 respectively, whiles Lebanon and Yemen 

account for the lowest with respective GDP rates of $2784.82 and $580.22 (O’Neill ,2021). 

Oil and Gas resources constitute a great part of the MENA economies as almost all the 

nations within the region are endowed except Turkey, Morocco and Israel. A good number of 

cultural and societal similarities exist between many Middle Eastern countries by virtue of 
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shared religion and geographical closeness. Notwithstanding, unique cultural, economic and 

political attributes exist within them. Islam prevails as the dominant religion, yet differences 

in sects, language and ethnicity exist within and amongst nations exist in the region.  

 

The MENA region is a highly controversial and turbulent region, which has attracted both 

scholarly and international attention. The economic wealth and political realities of the region 

have made many actors both local and international to embark on a mission of redefining the 

regions status quo visible through both geo and international politics. One of the most 

significant issues that has attracted substantial attention ever since the infant days of the 

region is the place of democracy in the region. Numerous interventions have occurred in 

many middle eastern states by western powers and international organization, most of which 

have been justified on liberal grounds of promoting democracy and human rights. This has 

prompted scholars, authors and even the citizens of this region to question if the tradeoffs of 

the region by colonial powers in the previous century is still an ongoing quest (Sadiki ,2020). 

An important example was the United States invasion of Iraq in 2003, under the pretext of 

waging a preemptive war, with an intention of promoting democracy in Iraq. US troops 

occupied many regions in Iraq, especially Baghdad since the end of the war, with withdrawal 

of its troops beginning in June 2009, and finally ending in 2011 under Obama’s 

Administration (Zenko, 2011). The legacy and status of democracy in the middle east is an 

interesting topic, which would make little sense on its own without briefly delving into a 

review of the concept of democracy. The goal behind this is to build a premise or foundation 

upon which the arguments regarding democracy in the Middle East shall follow.   

 

Democracy is one of the most contested concepts in both political science and international 

relations. The term has no globally accepted meaning and applicability as it is highly 

subjective. The use and definition of the term democracy has been a subject of debate ever 

since its emergence. The oldest understanding of democracy can be traced back to ancient 

Greece. “Demos” means people “Kratos” means power or rule derived from two Latin words, 

which put together means rule by the people. Another Classical definition of the term 

democracy was given by Abraham Lincoln. He stated that “Democracy is the rule of the 

people, for the people and by the people” (Heywood, 2013). The term has ever since been 

generally understood in this context, as many refer to a government or regime where power 

and decision making generally resides with the people as democratic, in addition to political 

equality amongst all citizens. However, the weaknesses identified in the classical definitions, 
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is defining who constitute the people. In ancient Greece, for example the people comprised of 

few adult males who participated in a direct form of democracy. 

 

 Huntington (1991) considers a political system to be democratic as long as the highest 

decision makers are elected through a fair competition in the form of periodic elections in 

which all adults in the population constitute the suffrage. His definition lays particular 

emphasis on both competition amongst eligible candidates and participation by the general 

masses. His definition also emphasizes the presence and respect for both individuals, group, 

political and civil rights in a democratic dispensation. Works on democracy usually feature 

Robert Dahl’s influential piece ‘polyarchy’, which means rule by many. He opined that 

democracy qualifies only as an ideal but not a regime or political system, as he believed there 

is more room for democratic improvement. Dahl’s polyarchal regime is a pluralistic and an 

all-inclusive form of governance which guarantees competition, and one where power resides 

with multiple actors such as interest groups and political parties. Dahl (2008) advanced eight 

minimal conditions which he argued are necessary for a system to be considered a polyarchy 

and plural, and these are as follows; The right of all sane adult citizens to partake in voting 

during elections, the equal right of every individual within the suffrage to compete for public 

office, the conduct of elections both freely and transparently, the ability of citizens to freely 

and openly criticize a regimes ideologies or policies without fear of intimidation , the 

availability of other sources of information free from government influence , the rights of 

individual to group association and organization such as the formation of political parties and 

civil society organizations, and finally a government with high respect for voters and the 

outcome of elections.  

 

Democracy thus means power of the people, or a system of governance where the wishes and 

desires of the people are channeled directly or indirectly through their representatives, which 

constitutes the basis of decision making. Democracy requires a pluralistic atmosphere which 

gives the people power and choices, there is no single polity that meets all the requirements 

of democracy, but countries that conduct periodic free, fair and transparent elections 

(electoral democracy) are generally perceived as democratic (Grugel ,2002). 

Democracy has grown to be the preferred form of government in almost all parts of the 

world, as citizens of many countries especially autocratic states struggle to install both 

democratic governance and institutions. Western countries like the United States, Great 

Britain, France, Germany Italy etc, are considered as both the pioneers and custodians of 
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liberal democracy. The triumph of liberal democracy over soviet communism as the ideology 

of the 21st century further strengthens this assertion. However, their practice of democracy 

can be considered quite controversial, as it continues to attract criticism from other nations 

and regions (Heywood ,2013).  

 

Boose, (2012) opines that prior to the Arab spring, the MENA region especially Arab 

countries, generally had very similar leadership styles and political environments. The region 

was mostly ruled by autocratic regimes. This warranted inquisitive middle eastern scholars 

and analyst to delph into an explanation seeking exercise to account for such resilience 

(Boose ,2012). The pre-Arab spring regimes were either one party authoritarian rule  as was 

the case in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia and Syria, or established monarchies in the gulf states of 

Saudi Arabia, Morocco and Jordan.  

 

Goldstone (2011) however adds a third brand of authoritarian regime which he terms 

“Sulatnistic regimes”. Such regimes are more susceptible to disintegrating in revolutionary 

periods than the other two types. Such regimes begin when the leader prioritizes growth of 

his personal powers and authority at the detriment of the masses. They put up a democratic 

façade by allowing the existence of democratic institutions and practices such as elections, 

political plurality, a constitution, but in practice maintain overriding authority and power over 

such institutions and processes (Goldstone ,2011). Typical of such regimes too is self-

aggrandizement from oil revenues, the remains of which they use to sway the public in their 

favor.  The leader also grabs utmost control of the security/ military institutions, which are 

usually divided into different contingents who are all answerable to the leader. This accords 

the leader the opportunity to manipulate such institutions for its continuous survival 

(Goldstone ,2011). Another typical feature of such regimes is that they tend to isolate the 

public from having political influence by hegemonizing elections and controlling political 

parties. Their citizens are induced through subsidies on basic needs such as electricity food 

and gas. However, the leaders also engage in intimidation by undermining and controlling the 

media, surveillance of the citizens to keep them fearful and disenfranchised. Such 

explanations were indeed evident in Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen, and to a large extent 

fueled the protests against such regimes.  

   

Okar (2003) argues that authoritarian rule is the dominant form of leadership that 

characterized the middle east especially Arab countries with the exception of Israel and 



14 

 

Turkey pre-Arab spring. Linz and Stepan (1996) regard authoritarian regimes as a political 

system that is limiting, non-accountable, lacks political pluralism, and where the leader 

possesses unchecked powers. Schelder (2013) electoral authoritarianism is a form of political 

façade where authoritarian regimes conduct elections for the sole purpose of legitimizing and 

justifying their mandate to rule the masses.  

 

Democratization waves swept through the western European world in the first two waves, 

and in its third wave swept through authoritarian European regimes such as Portugal and 

Spain in the 1970’s, Latin America and the Asia Pacific in the 1980’s, Eastern Europe 

following the fall of the Berlin Wall, and Sub-Saharan Africa in the 1990’s (King ,2007; 

Boose ,2012). Despite the democratization trend in the late 90’s the middle east was 

significantly left out in this process, authoritarianism continued to have a strong grip in the 

region. Many scholars were therefore strongly convinced that the MENA region is evasive 

and resistant to both democracy and democratization (Okar,2003; King ,2007; Alijah 

&Aghdam ,2017; Bellin ,2004; Boose ,2012). Instead, what occurred in the middle east 

during this period was little liberalization efforts by few authoritarian regimes such as Egypt, 

Tunisia, Syria and Algeria (King ,2007). Scholars have cited reasons for the resistance or 

absence of democracy in the middle east focusing on different factors in their explanations. 

Some scholars advanced similar reasons whiles others offered slightly different, but mostly 

reinforcing explanations (Boose ,2012). Regime types, cultural and economic reasons feature 

as the dominant explanations, despite their analysis the common objective shared is 

unearthing the resilience of authoritarianism in the MENA and its evasion of 

democratization.  

 

Bellin (2004) argued that the MENA region was completely able to evade the 

democratization waves that swept other regions during the late 20th century. She argued that 

whiles an improvement and growth in the number of democracies generally occurred in other 

regions, MENA on the contrary experienced an overall fall. She argued that the failure of the 

middle east to hop on the waves of democratization is due to an absence of the necessary pre 

conditions for a transition to democracy. The absence of a vibrant civil society, a privatized 

economy, high levels of illiteracy, poverty and inequality, isolation from democratic 

household centers and Islamic culture best elucidates the failure of the region to democratize 

(Bellin ,2004). She further highlighted the typical conditions in an autocratic dispensation 

which are in no way foreign to the literature on the resilience of authoritarianism in the 
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MENA. The suppression of political opposition groups and the undermining of political 

pluralism by utilizing state institutions and arrangements. Electoral systems that discourage 

political pluralism as incumbents impose a zero-sum form of competition in their favor 

especially for such states that transitioned from one party state system (Bellin ,2004). 

Autocrats also employ a successful strategy of creating sharp divisions amongst the 

opposition groups, with the goal of undermining the potential of the opposition forming a 

formidable force against the incumbent regime, giving them better chances to consolidate 

their stay in power. Using oil proceeds to gain favor and support especially from the upper 

echelons (Bellin ,2004). 

 

Okar (2003) considered the MENA as exceptionally resistant to democracy, especially 

following democracies third waves and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. MENA was 

the only region that didn’t witness the emergence of fully fledged liberal democratic states, as 

was seen in other regions outside western Europe during democracies third wave. The only 

exception according to Okar was Israel in 2001, which was the only liberal democracy in the 

region. MENA wasn’t the only region characterized by authoritarian rule, as other regions 

such as Africa and Eastern Europe had a plethora of military autocratic regimes. The 

difference however between the MENA and other regions where authoritarian regimes 

prevailed such as Africa and Eastern Europe, was that these regions joined democratizations 

third wave with many states transitioning into democracy, whiles none of the MENA states 

democratized during this period. Many rich MENA nations including Bahrain, UAE, Oman, 

Saudi Arabi, Libya, Syria and Iraq all shunned at liberalization. However, nations like 

Turkey, Tunisia, Jordan, Kuwait, Egypt, and Morocco all turned to liberalization declaring 

some major policy and institutional reforms (Okar, 2003). The uniqueness of MENA’s 

exceptionalism according to Okar lies on the fact that little success and changes were 

registered in countries that announced liberalization as opposed to their counterparts in Asia 

and Africa where significant increases in both political and civil liberties were registered. 

Therefore, the argument advanced by Okar is that the uniqueness of the region doesn’t lie in 

its anti-democratic nature, but on the failure of low success of liberalization by the states that 

adopted it as none of them was able to reach a desired and sustainable liberalization outcome, 

coupled with the continued resilience of autocratic elites and regimes(Okar,2003).In the same 

Article, Okar (2003) featured the existing explanations on the reasons behind the survival of 

authoritarian regimes in the region including economic conditions as argued by 

modernization theorist, the presence of weak civil societies and public opinion, the 
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relationship between Islamic culture and democracy the presence of oil a strategic 

international interest in the region, however criticizing them as not sufficiently good enough 

in explaining the regions exceptionalism(Okar, 2003 ).  

 

Writer Schlumberger (2006) posits explanations for the resilience of authoritarian regimes in 

the Arab world. She argues that the neo patrimonial nature of these regimes guarantees them 

long term survival. Such regimes create a distance between the ruling elites and the masses 

lessening the chances of citizens to be actively involved in state affairs, and holding their 

leaders accountable. Such regimes stay resilient because of substantial oil revenue which 

minimizes the risk of economic fall. Oil wealth consolidates such regimes as they utilize state 

resources to gather support from citizens through some form of welfarism, and equally satisfy 

elites. The chances of political change to democratization are practically impossible as 

citizens lack the ability and freedom to form a unified force that can internally challenge the 

regime (Schlumberger ,2006). This particular claim has however been refuted by the events 

of the Arab uprising, as citizens gathered in mass protests and successfully unseated some 

long serving authoritarian regimes in Tunisia, Yemen, Egypt and Libya. Noteworthy of 

mentioning is that the uprising took many international and local observers by surprise, as 

there was no prior prediction of it (Boose ,2012). A successful internationally led change has 

minimum chance of succeeding as actors lack the genuine interest to effect meaningful 

structural change in the region. Such actors have a vested interest in the region’s stability 

mainly due to its economic and political viability. The region holds abundant oil and gas 

deposits coupled with its salient importance for world security. The goals of such actors are 

not compatible with democratization, as instability and uncertainty accompany the political 

and structural change process that comes with democratization (Schlumberger ,2006). 

 

Another writer Kuru (2014) argues that the absence of democracy could be best explained by 

oil revenues generated in oil rich nations (rentier state, and regional diffusion). He advances 

his argument from a political economy perspective, that rentier states who at least have 40% 

of their economies relying on resources such as oil, gas and mineral, helps autocrats of such 

nations to consolidate and amass enormous powers. She argues that such regimes bribe 

citizens and elites by distributing oil revenues to them to make them less interested in 

challenging such regimes. Such resource-based incomes also empower the regime as neither 

the state nor the economies rely on tax generation from its citizens as the main source of 

income. In such situations, the bargaining power of the citizens are deliberately reduced, 
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creating an economic dependency, and political obedience to their states (Kuru ,2014). She 

equally advances the argument that rentiers are practiced by oil rich nations in their regions. 

The political system of the rentier state is advocated for by such nations who utilize their 

resource riches to influence other neighbors within the region to adopt similar political 

systems. This argument according to her sufficiently justifies the democratic nature of oil rich 

nations in Central Asia, and the widespread practice of authoritarian rule in MENA.  The oil 

rich autocratic regimes in the MENA region promote and encourage the spread of 

authoritarian rule in their resource scarce neighboring countries. Such strategies work best in 

situations where the resource rich nations exercise some economic and political control over 

the poorly endowed nations. Her analysis strongly rejects the justifications such as Islam and 

lack of secularism as the leading causes of authoritarian rule (Kuru ,2014). 

 

King (2007) also made a similar argument that the middle east evaded democratization, as 

authoritarianism was widespread and robust in the region during the era of democratization in 

the late twentieth century. King (2007) explained that the authoritarian regimes and elites 

were able to build and grow support at a time of critical political and economic transitions 

around most regions of the world. However, some  authoritarian regimes such as Algeria, 

Tunisia, Egypt and Syria were however compelled to initiate some form of liberalization 

during the third wave of democratization, as a result of growing pressure to adopt 

liberalization by the international community, serious economic downturn and greater 

participation .Authoritarian leaders in the four aforementioned countries were successfully 

able to resist democratization and slightly polish authoritarianism through the sound 

strategies utilized by such states especially in the  form of economic reforms which bought 

off the elites and bourgeoise in the urban centers making them disinterested in issues of 

democracy, transparency and accountability , whiles the  majority poor masses who were 

mostly disadvantaged by such reforms were left fighting and agitating with an inaudible 

bargaining voice (King ,2007). 

2.1 Arab Exceptionalism  
 

Arab exceptionalism features prominently in the democracy literature of the Arab world. It 

offers theoretical insights on why democracy lacks in the Arab world, whiles democracy 

continues to grow and exist in other parts of the world (Bellin ,2012; Huntington ,1991; Ross 

,2012). The term Arab exceptionalism has grown to be the mainstream explanation for what 

is considered democracies absence in the Arab world. It became significantly popular in the 
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literature around democracies third wave when most regions including developing nations, 

transitioned from some form of authoritarian rule to democratic governance. (Boose ,2012) 

This was mainly because a great number of analysts believed that representative democracy 

grew to be a globally accepted ideal which had a huge possibility of thriving in any region, 

despite its culture, religion or politics (Stark ,2011). This idea was obviously refuted by the 

failure of MENA states to enter or adopt serious democratization during what Huntington 

(1991) termed the “third wave of democratization”. 

 

Huntington (1991) offers a classical approach to Arab exceptionalism which is deeply rooted 

in orientalist thinking. His work compares and draws out the parallel between the second and 

third waves of democratization and the reasons that account for the isolation of MENA from 

the global democratization trends. He argues culture is the main factor that accounts for this 

difference between the MENA region and the rest of the world. According to him the Islamic 

culture lacks tolerance and compatibility with democracy and its principles. Islamic culture in 

other words limits the desire of its leaders to support democracy and inhibits its chances of 

surviving in the Islamic world (Huntington ,1991). The teachings, principles and laws of 

Islam according to Huntington are completely contradictory to the values and principles of 

democracy adding that the very form of government or regime advocated or enshrined in 

Quranic theology is totally autocratic derived from the early Muslim governments/caliphates 

(Huntington, 1991). 

 

According to Ross (2001) exceptionalism can be explained away from the religious/ cultural 

points of view. According to his postulation the MENA nations enormous oil endowment can 

be considered exceptional to the region. The benefits enjoyed by oil income mostly in the 

form of aid low or no taxation lowers the desire of the citizens to challenge authoritarianism, 

whiles the government grows its guaranty of consolidating power. This according to him 

accounts for the robust resilience of autocracy and a low desire to challenge the autocratic 

status quo regime in the MENA region. Another explanation that can be used to justify the 

exceptionalism of the Arab world and its resistance to democracy, is the autocratic regimes 

manipulation and use of the security apparatus, precisely the military to entrench the regime. 

(Ross ,2001). Military’s loyalty to the regime offers the assurance of longer self-perpetuated 

rule. The government utilizes oil revenues to recruit and fortify the military in a bid of 

achieving significant military loyalty to the autocratic regime. However, this activity is not 
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unique to just oil rich nations, as countries such as Gambia which lacks oil have been able to 

sway the military’s loyalty to former President Jammeh’s twenty-two-year tyrannical regime.  

 

Stepan & Linz (2013) refute the claims made by scholars who argue that democracy is 

completely incompatible with Islam. He advanced the argument that numerous types of 

secularism are welcoming to democracy. Democracy and religion particularly Islam are 

compatible with each other further arguing that over 300 million Muslim majority countries 

in Albania, Indonesia and Senegal and Turkey have been living in democratic dispensations 

over the past few decades. In addition to this 178 million Muslims domiciling in India where 

Hinduism dominates, brings the figure to almost half a billion Muslims living under 

democracy. (Stepan & Linz ,2013) argue that an extreme practice of secularism is not what is 

needed for the mutual existence of both democracy and religion in a country, but what is 

rather needed is for both to triumph, is what they called twin tolerations. The term suggests a 

substantial level of separation between both religious and state institutions/ structures. In 

other words, a system which ensures that religious authorities do not have any authority over 

democratic officials, and where democratic officials do not have any influence over religious 

personnel unless when exercising constitutional authority (Stepan et al ,2013). 

 

On a similar note, Stefan & Robertson (2004) advanced the argument that Arab societies are 

resistant to democracy and not Islam as a religion. According to their postulations, countries 

with over half of its population as Muslims but not predominantly Arabs (Non-Arab Muslim 

Majority), are more electorally democratic as opposed to Arab Muslim majority countries. 

Electoral democracy according to them is a government that emerges from a competitive free 

and fair elections. The Arab majority countries lack electoral democracy which constitutes 

and integral and essential aspect of democracy although its existence itself does not really 

guaranty democracy. Their argument is further substantiated with the further argument that 

all Arab countries that form the Arab league do not practice or uphold electoral 

competitiveness (Stefan & Robertson ,2004). 

 

Harik (2006) argues quite in line with both (Stefan et al ,2004; Stepan& Linz ,2013). He 

argues that Muslim states are generally unique in terms of low democracy ranking, especially 

when compared with other civilizations around the world. A further argument however, is 

that whiles democracy is considered generally low in Muslim societies, a deficiency of 

democracy is in fact considered prevalent in Arab dominated Muslim countries as around the 
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world with only 4 out of 17 considered as democratic in 2002.He further postulated that none 

of the Arab countries have a strong democratic foundation but instead have an unchallenged 

legacy of authoritarianism with quite a  few number of Arab regimes that have a high global 

authoritarian rule ranking. 

 

Said (2003) challenged the western belief about democracy in the MENA. He argued that 

such postulation exaggerates a cultural difference between the middle east and the west, and 

strongly disagrees with the notion that the middle east is non progressive. He argues that the 

middle east has its unique cultural and religious attributes, but is not strangely exceptional. 

The middle east possesses certain religious, and cultural features just as the case is with many 

other civilisations, region or culture. 

 

From the scholarly arguments cited in this paper, it is evident that numerous scholars agree 

on the resilience of authoritarianism in MENA, and the regions failure to democratize during 

the waves of democratizations, particularly the “third wave” which saw many third world 

regions slide into democracy. There is also consensus on the presence of authoritarian 

regimes and repressive political culture in MENA since the post-independence era. Cultural, 

religious, political and economic factors such as the presence of oil in the region have been 

advanced by scholars as reasons. It is important to note that all the explanations offered by 

the scholars mentioned above held utmost importance and relevance until the outbreak of the 

Arab uprising in 2011, which challenged general assumptions about the region’s 

incompatibility with democracy. Such an uprising surprised scholars and analyst alike, and 

the very different democratic outcomes for the countries that witnessed the Arab spring 

puzzles democracies faith in the MENA region. Interrogations have risen amongst scholars 

and analyst with the goal of establishing whether the unprecedented Arab uprisings can bring 

about the long-awaited desire for democracy in the region, or whether democracy will only 

remain a dream in the MENA. Through the review done on democracy in MENA, a gap has 

been identified in determining where democratization and democracy stand in the MENA. 

With the Arab spring ushering in new democracies in Tunisia and Egypt, and maintaining 

dictators in countries like Syria and Bahrain, this thesis will contribute in filling the gap by 

using the selected country cases to determine where democracy stands in MENA.   

 



21 

 

2.2 Socio Economic And Political History Of Tunisia  
The Nation known as Tunisia is a Middle Eastern country located in North Africa. It fell 

under French colonial rule until its independence in 1956 led by former president Bourguiba, 

with an estimated population of 11.82million, with a GDP of $3319.82 in 2021. (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2021) political leadership ever since it gained independence from 

French rule has been characterized by dictatorial rule. The Socialist Destourian Party was 

formed as an anti-colonial party tasked with the responsibility of fighting against colonial 

rule and had been the forerunner in Tunisian politics ever since independence and 

significantly helped both Bourguiba and Ben Ali in consolidating their rules. The Tunisian 

states served the interest of the Neo Destour party, which in turn served the interest of the 

party leader Bourguiba (Perkins ,2014). Bourguiba’s leadership style was aimed at reforming 

rather than revolutionizing. He implemented numerous policies aimed at secularizing Tunisia, 

raising the living standards of Tunisians, and modernizing the country. His government was 

deeply interested in achieving a breakaway of the Tunisian economy from the colonial 

economic system which he believed only worked to serve the interest of the former French 

colonialist. He advocated for an economy under state control and made efforts to improve the 

literacy and educational system. School curriculums were revised to become more modern 

and education was widely expanded throughout Tunisia. The country was considered modern 

and secular, as it adopted these values from its French colonial master. Henry (2011) argued 

that when Ben Ali came to power in 1988, the party was renamed the Constitutional 

Democratic Rally (RCD). Ben Ali’s regime was theoretically a multi-party state, but the 

reality was quite different as his party rendered, the opposition parties dormant. The electoral 

democracy façade in Tunisia was nothing more than the regime’s way of legitimizing its 

authority to rule (Ottaway& Center ,2013). Nationalism was the bedrock of Bourguiba’s state 

policies, and all sectors of the administrative cadre embarked on a Tunisification process 

which employed Tunisians in place of workers from the French colonial government. 

Bourguiba’s government was quite unique in terms of the military’s noninvolvement in 

politics, as many other neighboring nations experienced a deep involvement of the military in 

politics. The military’s role in Tunisia was strictly under state and institutional control, and 

the top-ranking officials of the military didn’t enjoy any extra rights which their counterparts 

were enjoying elsewhere (Brooks ,2013). The party was operated on populist principles as he 

engaged with the masses and societies seeking for both their opinion and endorsement on 

almost all state policies he designed. He equally sought to implement the idea of political 

participation within single party state. The 1959 Tunisian constitution ushered in a 
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centralized presidential system, as the president’s powers were considered to be unlimited. 

Governance and politics in all its facets were strongly under the president’s control, and state 

institutions were designed and built to serve the interest of the president (Henry ,2011). The 

1959 constitution bestowed the President with unchecked powers to directly formulate 

policies, hire top serving civil servants and administrative staff including high court judges, 

and unrestrained power and authority over the cabinet (Henry ,2011). Despite authoritarian 

rule under Bourguiba, both Tunisia and its 1959 constitution were considered to be uniquely 

exceptional especially when compared with other neighboring Arab nations. Islam was 

recognized as the national religion, however Bourguiba’s government initiated numerous 

changes and policies which were considered to be undermining religious freedom. 

 

According to Murphy (2011) his anti-religious policies highly catered for women, as they 

were strictly prohibited from appearing with a veil in public spaces, introduced laws allowing 

women to request for divorce, inclusion of women in voting franchise, favoring gender 

equality, setting an age threshold for marriage and banning men from marrying more than 

one wife (polygamy). His government registered significant development in many areas, 

including education, health care, women’s rights. It was an exception in the Arab world as 

other Arab nations failed to adopt similar policies. His government was perceived as liberal 

due to its policies on gender equality, education secularism and general support of the 

western policies (Murphy ,2011). 

 

However, his regime was considered to be growingly autocratic as he faced opposition to his 

secular policies. Bourguiba increased his power and control massively, and equally used state 

institution to serve the interest of certain instrumental elites whom he considered supportive 

to his regime.  Key positions and responsibilities were assigned to such people, who also 

sought to maximize their own gains (Alexander ,1997). Opposition parties were starkly 

against his secular policies, and in 1974 his reaction followed by disallowing the operation of 

opposition groups, and announcing himself as the lifetime ruler of Tunisia (Stark ,2011). 

Economic and political crises began gripping Bourguiba’s regime. In the 1980’s his failure to 

continue the state funding which was launched in the 1970’s providing funding to workers, 

students through state subsidies, caused growing dissatisfaction amongst the citizens. Its 

failure to continue such policies was mainly because such policies were negatively affecting 

the economy. Labor unions that protested for a return of such funding and benefits were met 

with brutal suppression by the state. The Islamic movement (NAHDA) stepped up in 
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solidarity with the labor movements, but soon became a target of the regime (Henry ,2011). 

Economic and political degradation, high intolerance against opposition, Bourguiba’s failure 

to implement reforms, coupled with his old age and degrading health created the right 

atmosphere for General Zen Ben Ali to initiate a successful coup d’état in1989 (Henry 

,2011). 

 

Ben Ali’s accession to power ignited hope amongst Tunisians for democratic governance in 

the country. He initiated some democratic reforms including a review of press and electoral 

laws to accommodate political pluralism and press freedom. He introduced multipartyism 

which allowed political parties to operate and compete legally. Presidency for life which was 

earlier announced by his predecessor was nullified, but the support and advocate for the 

rights of women continued and remained instrumental for policy making under Ben Ali’s 

regime. Socio economic development was also thriving (Henry ,2011). In 1989, thousands of 

political prisoners including Islamist were granted amnesty, reversal of death sentence of top 

opposition officials to life imprisonment, and high support for the return of exiled Tunisians. 

Significant growth in the number of political parties and civil society organization was also 

registered due to the enabling and conducive environment that existed. As part of his efforts 

at promoting democracy, President Ben Ali’s Rassemblement Constitutionel Democratique 

(Constitutional Democratic Rally) replaced Bourguiba’s Socialist Destourien Party (Ottaway 

&Hamzawy, 2011). 

 

The government in 1988 signed a pact with major opposition parties, CSO’s and interest 

groups with the objective of full devotion to upholding fundamental human rights including, 

freedom of expression and association. The Islamic Transparency movement declined an 

invitation to engage in the deliberations and failed to pen their signature on the document 

which sought to introduce and guaranty more pluralism (Pratt ,2007). However, they agreed 

to abide by the new provisions so as to join the newly found political dispensation. Allani 

(2009) suggested that the movement also agreed to advice when consulted and struck a 

compromise at the regimes demand to eliminate the religious nuance the party’s name 

carried. The party’s name was eventually changed to Hibz al Nahda / Ennahda renaissance 

with the strong believe that Ben Ali’s regime would continue working on expanding political 

pluralism which would see them take an active role.  Despite the compromises made by the 

Ennahda party and the acceptance of plural democratic principles, Ben Ali refused to legally 

recognize the party. Brooks (2013), postulated that despite Ben Ali’s initial efforts at 
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implementing democratic change through political pluralism and competitive 

democratization, the political dispensation slightly became an unfavourable atmosphere for 

competition and compromise among equal players. Both the electoral system and elections in 

Tunisia were strongly controlled by the regime, refusing independent observers to oversee 

elections. By trying to prove legitimacy through electoral pluralism, the regime allowed the 

participation of a few numbers of opposition groups which were no match to him (Henry, 

2011). In the dawn of the 1990’s, the regime began to stifle the activities of the two main 

opposition groups Ennahda and Tunisian General Union of Labour (UGTT). The regime 

tortured, imprisoned, murdered and exiled many leading figures of the opposition and well-

wishers. The Tunisian state was is reality a one-party state, which had overt resistance 

movements (political opposition) (Henry ,2011)). Both corruption and political corruption 

became very rampant. The national wealth was in the hands of the ruling regime’s family and 

its die-hard enablers. The regime was highly centralized. Corruption was practiced by not 

only the ruling elites but by the police/ security personnel and civil servants. Freedom of 

speech and press were strongly condemned by the regime (Henry ,2011). All forms of media 

were under robust state control. The regime had zero tolerance for activist, individuals or 

institutions that criticized it. It banned the operation of certain websites and publications. 

Journalists who pointed out the political and economic corruption of the regime faced brutal 

punishment such as imprisonment, torture and death (Henry ,2011). The state amended the 

penal code in 2010 making it a criminal offense for any individual found wanting of sharing 

contact with foreign organizations that need vital information to destroy the nation and its 

economy. The said law allowed the state to brutally treat activist and other institutions that 

exposed the regimes true activities. The punishments for such people were either 25 years 

prison sentence or charged with treason for revealing the low human rights record of the 

regime.  The regimes authoritarian rule triggered protests against economic and political 

deterioration. People and activists who mostly protested against inflation and unemployment 

were often brutally and violently suppressed by the state through the military apparatus to 

contain such activities. In 2005, the state used excessive force to quell a protest against a 

policy limiting the freedom of expression. This event was followed by small scale political 

protests by activist and members of the opposition seeking to protect and uphold political and 

civil liberties (Ottaway & Hamzaway, 2011). Towards the end of Ben Ali’s rule his regime 

was bitterly seen as a selfish and repressive by both the public and opposition groups. The 

state came to be perceived more as one which served the interests of not Tunisians, but the 

ruling regime and its cronies who engaged in massive aggrandizement. The Tunisian 
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populace harnessed the advantages that came with new technology/ social media which 

awoken consciousness of their political reality with growing determination to end it 

(Anderson ,2011). 

 

2.2.1 Economic History  
The post-colonial Arab countries situated in the MENA region all adopted similar post-

colonial economic policies. The state took over the running of their various economies. 

Tunisia was also not an exception in this regard. The Tunisian economy post-independence 

was largely dependent on traditional economic activities such as agriculture, handicrafts, and 

livestock which 70% of the population depended on. (Ayadi & Wided ,2014; Sofi ,2018). Oil 

revenue which many neighbouring Arab nations enjoyed at the time, was absent in Tunisia. 

As a result, the government in the 1960’s and 1970’s decided to steer the economy, 

formulating economic policies and strategies which were unstable and generated only 

average benefits (Paciello ,2011). A central bank and the introduction of a local currency 

Tunisian dinar was initiated as part of the economic reforms (Sofi ,2018). Ambitious fiscal 

and economic policies were introduced under Bourguiba’s regime but were undermined by 

the low level of industrialisation in the country. An economic system called socialism was 

ushered in by the state in 1969. The government adopted a range of socialist policies 

including modernizing agriculture, building national manufacturing industries, and subsiding 

food. The government embarked on a reversal of the food subsidization policy, and in fact 

hiked the prices of basic commodities, due to the failure of its 1969 policy. The states 

inability to continue such policies which allowed citizens reliance on the state ignited protest. 

As such the disruption which followed in 1984 forced the state to resort to international 

bailout including liberalization of the economy and acquiring IMF loans (Owen ,2006). The 

regime’s main benefit from such decisions was to maintain its image, whiles the masses 

relatively gained nothing. These policies resulted to compounded economic issues, including 

government deficits, increasing levels of local and international depth ultimately leading to 

the Tunisian dinar’s depreciation of value and high rising cost of living. The conditions set 

forth by the IMF were duly implemented including a more liberalized market with less state 

interference, promoting private sector and ascending their economy to that of the global 

market. Privatizing the economy to multinational organizations caused further damage to the 

already derailed economy by hiking unemployment. The Structural Adjustment Program 

increased corruption as elites including the state, private entrepreneurs and business men 
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interfered in the market (Lapeyre ,2004). The neo liberal policies limited the government’s 

powers to extend employment opportunities to the mostly young rural population. Such 

unemployed people were frustrated and became easy targets for protests due to harsh 

economic conditions. Transfers of capital and excessive corruption became the order of the 

day in Tunisia. 

 

2.2.2 Social History  
Civil societies were dormant and inactive in the Tunisian state due to the repressive and 

brutal nature of the state. The state was able to command obedience and exercised control 

over all realms including the lives of the citizens. Both regimes were intolerant of opposition 

groups.  Tunisians felt disassociated from the state and the ruling elites. Hassan (2011) 

argued that the middle class comprising of trade unions, socialist leaders, secularist and the 

civil servants spearheaded the revolution. The civil service was built in a way conducive 

enough to consolidate the state and its cronies. The educated administrators and bureaucrats 

were essentially responsible for ensuring regime survival. However growing dissatisfaction 

against the regime coupled with stunted opportunities for the middle class, widespread human 

rights abuses, and corrupt elites accorded the citizens with enough reasons to rebel against the 

regime when the opportunity came about in 2011(Hassan ,2011). Exiled opposition members 

and civil societies were instrumental to the success of the revolution in 2011, as they were 

determined to restore their stolen rights and dignity by the state in the 1980’s. During that era 

civil society groups were practically rendered dormant by the regime. The irony worth noting 

is that an increase in the number of civil societies was registered in both Bourguiba and Ben 

Ali’s regime, forming part of their reform policies. Such organizations ranged from voluntary 

organizations as well as national organizations that deal with varying issues ranging from 

women and human rights, and cultural activities. However, they had no real powers or rights 

to challenge the regime. As NGO’s grew and expanded, Bourguiba’s regime devised means 

of undermining such groups whom he couldn’t keep at bay, whiles rapidly changing the ones 

which fell under his control (Rishmawi et al ,2007). He launched associations cutting across 

the many groups of professionals that constituted the middle class, which were directly under 

his control. Such associations include Union Générale Travailleura Tunisiens (UGTT) and 

more for women, students, doctors, lawyers, peasants, and journalists. The leaders of such 

institutions were hand-picked by the regime. A significant increase of such groups was 

recorded under Ben Ali, as the number grew to 9350 in 2009 compared to 1776 in 1987 
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(Hoopwood ,1992). Only a handful of them operated freely in areas critical to the government 

such as human and civil rights. Organization with legal mandates were mindful and censored 

especially on matters considered critical to the government. Laws passed in the 1990’s made 

it challenging and limiting for the activities of such organizations by compelling them to 

attain prior authorization to associate or gather (Anderson ,2011). Tunisian civil societies 

were no close to real civil societies when compared to European civil societies. Many 

governments organizations and non-governmental organisations were used by the state as a 

source of support and to also falsely claim pluralism. Genuine professional associations 

formed by lawyers, journalists, doctors and students were heavily undermined by the state. 

Their rights to freedom of association and speech were often brutally denied and curtailed by 

the regime (Anderson ,2011). Their activities were mostly under police surveillance. Just like 

the democratic facade that existed in Libya, civil society in Tunisia was generally inactive 

and dysfunctional, but the state claimed otherwise. Tunisia has a positive legacy of being 

amongst the top countries in MENA in terms of upholding women’s right, a legacy which can 

be attributed to Bourguiba (Hoopwood ,1992). The main challenge for the advancement of 

Tunisian Women was believed to be Islam. Bourguiba and his party recognised the 

importance women could play in socio economic development and implemented policies that 

would liberate women and allow them a more active involvement in the economy, politics 

and societal affairs. The regime therefore embarked on secular reforms which involved 

massively empowering women. A law named the code personal status was passed amending 

Islamic laws to become more favourable for women. Reforms included the abolishment of 

polygamy; divorces being presided over in courts to ensure the guaranty of women’s rights 

who were usually disadvantaged by previous Islamic laws. 

 

 Another fundamental change was the banning of hijab/veils which he thought was 

suppressing the rights of women. Involvement of women in politics was highly favoured and 

as a result 33. 6% of the parliamentary seats were occupied by women in 2010 elections 

(Hoopwood ,1992). Education was at the centre of Tunisia’s state building project under 

Bourguiba’s government. He designed policies which were aimed at modernising the 

educational system modelled after the French educational system. He realised the importance 

of modern education which could utilise the human capital to achieve modernisation and 

socio-economic development. Education prior to Bourguiba’s rule was only available to a 

few elites. He designed policies aimed at attaining primary education, as well as nationalised 

many universities such Zaytuna. The curriculums at all levels were revised and modernised 
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with French as the official language. Religion and its influence on the state diminished under 

Bourguiba’s administration due to his secularisation and modernisation policies. His 

successor also implemented reforms modelled after the French education system. There was a 

policy for minimum number of years in school. Students were obligated to complete both 

primary and middle school. A policy called Licence Master’s and Doctorate intended to 

improve Tunisia’s higher education system, and its students to be well capacitated for the 

labour market. Such reforms as argued by (Jules & Bouhila ,2018) contributed to the 

outbreak of the uprising as such policies were with miscalculations of the possible negative 

outcomes. Just like Gaddafi’s Libya, Bourguiba also reduced the influence of the Islamic 

elites (Ulamas) in almost all spheres of life. Such scholars were outrightly against 

Bourguiba’s regime and his policies. 

 

The socio economic and political troubles grew worst during Ben Ali’s last decade as leader, 

which brought about general insecurity and social tension leading to the revolt in 2010. 

Tunisia’s high level of human rights violations was considered second to none of the other 

countries that successfully ousted their regimes through the uprising (Ogbonnaya ,2013). 

Increasing levels of corruption, human rights abuse and political exclusion are believed to be 

the cause of the jasmine revolution that ended the 23-year rule of strong man Ben Ali. 

2.3 Socio Economic And Political History Of Libya  
Libya is a country located on the periphery of three worlds, Middle East, Africa and the 

Mediterranean. The country shares borders with Chad and Niger to the South, Egypt and 

Sudan to the East and South East, and Algeria and Tunisia to the west. The estimated 

population of the Libyan State according to Central Intelligence Agency (2021), stands at 7 

million with a GDP of $3699.23 in 2021. The region prior to independence was home to 

many foreign powers such as Greeks, Phoenicians, and romans who are credited as the 

architect of the major cities at the time. According to Oliveri (2013) the Libyan territory was 

demarcated into three regions, Cyrenaica, in the east, Tripolitania in the west and Fezzan in 

the south west region due to the natural sea and land barriers in addition to the huge deserts 

found in the southeast and southwestern part of the nation. The country’s fell under Ottoman 

rule in 1551 until 1912 when it switched to the custody of Italian colonialist. The country 

briefly fell under British control between 1943-1945 when it finally achieved independence 

with UN assistance (Central Intelligence Agency ,2021). The United Nations in its efforts to 

setup the new Libyan state, faced numerous challenges, mainly because Britain maintained 
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strong interest in Libya, which was both strategically and politically important due to its close 

proximity to the Mediterranean region. The first post independent leader of the country was 

King Idris al Sanusi (Oliveri ,2013). Libya was made a federal hereditary monarchical state, 

with a parliament made up of directly elected representatives, and senates appointed by the 

King.  

 

Independence ushered in a plethora of social and economic issues such as illiteracy and 

absence of welfarism. The Libyan economy needed certain skills and expertise to thrive, 

which the Libyan citizens lacked. Défense and foreign affairs ministers were selected by the 

parliament. The country was demarcated into three regions namely Tripolitania, Cyrenaica 

and Fezzan. Tripoli and Benghazi became the new capital cities (Myers, 2013). The new 

provinces were headed by the “walis” who were handpicked by the king but were answerable 

to the elected legislative councillors in the capital cities. Fundamental needs such as 

electricity, tap water, books and communication gadgets were equally absent.  The tax 

income was insufficient to foot government bills, and the monetary system faced the 

challenge of low value, due to the existence of three different currencies in each of the major 

cities (Myers ,2013). The monetary system was ultimately harmonised with a single Libyan 

currency.  King Idris I was convinced he needed foreign assistance to successfully drive the 

newly independent Libyan state, and as such the country began welcoming foreign presence. 

US military bases used in World War II were reopened (Oliveri ,2013). 

 

The destiny of the economically struggling state of Libya changed with the discovery of oil in 

the Libyan dessert just four years post-independence. The United Nations led a survey which 

revealed the presence of oil in the region. Oil companies were granted contracts to further 

explore oil in the Libyan nation. Experts were selected by the UN in 1955 to design Libya’s 

petroleum act. The act would allow Libya freedom over its oil market and independence from 

the leading oil companies referred to as the Seven Sisters (Oliveri ,2013). Such companies 

worked in cohesion rather than in competition, which accorded them mutual gains and 

resilience in the oil market. Libya was caught up between its high need of the seven sisters as 

a necessity to develop and grow its oil market, and the fear of its oil being eventually 

controlled by them (Hurewitz ,1970). Egypt’s Nationalisation of the Suez Canal bore Libya 

many problems, as both The US and Britain declared Egypt as an Enemy.  
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The Federal system began crumbling shortly after the discovery of oil. This was mainly 

because of the huge economic disparity between Cyrenaica where the oil was discovered and 

the economy of the less economic vibrant regions like Fezzan. (Myers ,2013; Oliveri ,2013). 

The federal system was replaced with a unitary system in 1963 replacing the United Kingdom 

of Libya with the Kingdom of Libya. The Libyan National oil company was also birthed the 

same year. Colonel Muammar Gadaffi came to power through a coup at a period when the 

economy was thriving due to oil wealth, whiles socio economic issues such as inequality, 

illiteracy were hugely surfacing. His rule spanned a 42-year period which began in 1969 and 

ended following his murder during the Libyan revolution (Oliveri ,2013).  He ascended to 

power in September 1969, at age 27 (Asser ,2011). He was a descendant of a nomadic Berber 

tribe named Qaddafa.  After a six months military training in the United Kingdom, Gaddafi 

returned to Libya and rolled out his plan of ousting King Idris into motion (Asser,2011). He 

began employing people to help him bring back social political and economic order, 

introduce Islamic life style, and rid Libya of western influence. Foreign powers did not 

hesitate to endorse Gaddafi as Libya’s new leader. The US endorsed Gaddafi’s presidency in 

September 1969 (Oliveri ,2013). The US support is believed to have emanated from 

Gaddafi’s objection to communism. The United Kingdom equally accepted Gaddafi as the 

new ruler. Gaddafi became Libya’s Prime Minister, commander in chief of the armed forces 

and the chairperson of the Revolutionary command Council. Simultaneously mounting all 

those key positions accorded Gaddafi full control over the government and nation (Oliveri 

,2013). After the successful coup he addressed the Libyans over the national radio stating that 

a new free nation with God’s protection called Libyan Arab republic had been birthed, urging 

Libyans to stand in union against the common enemy of the Arab nation, Islam and 

Humanity. Gaddafi’s ideology was mainly inspired by his role model Nasser of Egypt (Myers 

,2013) He was inspired by Nasser’s Pan Arabism, and his desire for Arab nationalism 

continued to grow as he eventually believed Arabs were superior to other civilizations (Myers 

,2013). 

 

According to BBC (2011) Gaddafi shared many commonalities with his role model Nasser as 

they both had military background, both were against their respective monarchies and were 

equally anti west. Gaddafi’s Green book published in 1975 was also inspired by Nasser’s 

piece the philosophy of Revolution published in 1954. Gaddafi’s book detailed his economic 

and political blueprint. Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez also inspired Gaddafi to 

Nationalize Libya’s oil and completely shut out the seven sisters/oil cartels (Oliveri ,2013). 
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His revolution continued with a determination of battling Zionism and European imperialism, 

which would later make him a pan Africanist (Oliveri ,2013). 

 

An important thing worth noting, is that no aspect of the Libyan history beginning around the 

Coup period, can be understood in isolation of the Revolutionary leader Gaddafi. His form of 

personal, despotic, and controversial rule during his 42-year tenure has greatly shaped the 

modern history of Libya (Myers ,2013). His ideologies anchored upon nationalism, Arabism, 

and anti-imperialism were mostly influenced by his personal beliefs, and that of his icon 

Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt (Myers ,2013). As will be seen in this section, Ghaddafi’s 

personal beliefs served as a major source of his policies and attitude toward Libyans. His 

controversial, yet contradictory policies have featured prominently in the historical literature 

of his nation (Myers, 2013). 

 

The political reforms initiated by Gaddafi helped strengthen his consolidation of absolute 

power in Libya. His political reform agenda featured in the first volume of his Green Book 

titled “Solution of the Problem of Democracy: The Authority of the People. “The political 

atmosphere in Libya under colonel Gaddafi was not unique. What was actually unique about 

his rule especially in the early years was his effective social and economic reforms which 

were appreciated by many Libyans (Oliveri ,2013). Politics in Libya throughout Gaddafi’s 

tenure was repressive. His regime gradually grew to become more authoritarian and despotic. 

Gaddafi like other dictators in the MENA region, crushed all forms of internal opposition to 

his regime. The parliamentary system was banned, and numerous committees which were 

brutal and possessed excessive powers were used to govern the Libyans. Such committees 

fell under Gaddafi’s direct control (Anderson ,2011). He banned the existence of multi 

parties, diminished and controlled the religious institutions. His pictures and statures were 

displayed on almost all billboards and offices in the country. Libya is a tribally heterogenous 

society with over 140 tribes, half of which are considered influential (Myers, 2013) Tribe is 

fundamentally influential in Libyan politics. Gaddafi played tribal politics to consolidate his 

power, by recruiting members of tribes mostly loyal, to him in key government and military 

position. The Sirte tribe which Gaddafi belonged to occupied prominent positions in the 

military and security institutions. Tribe leaders also significantly profited from oil revenues 

given to them by the regime (Myers ,2013). 
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Religion according to Gaddafi was a strong motivation for staging the revolutionary coup in 

1969, however his policies later on became more secular than religious. He restricted the 

preaching of the Imam’s to only religious affairs and prohibited them rom preaching on civil 

and political issues. His religious mentality began to switch as he reconsidered the sources of 

the Islamic religion, jurisprudence and jurist (Oliveri ,2013). He began undermining the 

divine role of the Ulema, Jurist, and stripped the ruling elites of their powers. The elites 

opposed the regimes actions against them and Islam arguing that his so called “Green Book” 

was not in line with Islamic teachings. He forcefully crushed and silenced such oppositions to 

his regime. Fear was instilled in the Libyans due to authoritarian and repressive nature of 

Gaddafi’s regime (Oliveri ,2013). 

 

As part of his reforms, Gaddafi introduced socialist policies, which he argued was different 

from western socialism, as his form of socialism was determined to register social equality 

and justice. This policy was properly captured in the second volume of his green book titled 

“The solution of the Economic Problem: Socialism” All his policies at least in theory 

reflected egalitarianism (Oliveri ,2013). Ghaddafi’s regime was utterly against both 

communism and capitalism with the belief that both are evil. He argued the state benefits 

more from communism, whiles private individuals benefit more under capitalism, leaving the 

citizens out of the benefit equation. He was a believer of economic equality as detailed in his 

Green Book. He designed policies which forbade private ownership, wages and profits 

arguing that employees should rightfully become partners (Asser ,2011). He believed in the 

inalienable rights of every Libyan to own a house, gain a stable income, and a car, which he 

strongly argued couldn’t be guaranteed by both communism and socialism. A plan was 

approved in the 1980’s to build over 80,000 houses (Oliveri ,2013). Every family or 

household was entitled to own a house, and tenants were made home owners by the state. 

Disagreement with capitalism didn’t prevent him from maintaining business ties with the 

west as, he sold Libya’s oil to the west, and used most of the income to purchase armaments 

from them (Asser ,2011). 

 

His regime extensively improved the educational system in Libya. An education ministry was 

setup in 1970, followed by a restructuring of both the school curriculum and the higher 

council of education and teaching. The minimum number of compulsory school years was 

increased from 6 to 9 benefiting mostly girls. Many girls attended the compulsory nine years 

and went further to university level. Similar to the reforms in the health sector, the 
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government decided to construct more schools and employ more educators (Oliveri ,2013). 

The regime made attempts to modernise the educational system in Libya. The reforms in the 

educational sector improved and increased the active participation of women in both politics 

and the economy. The number of educated women increased who eventually gained formal 

employment and became independent. Similar to Tunisia’s policy towards women, Gaddafi’s 

regime also increased minimum marriage age for women, making it at per with that of their 

male counterparts, and also drastically curtailed the practice of polygamy. Gaddafi’s regime 

also prioritized the health sector, as he believed every Libyan citizen has the right to free or 

affordable health care. As a result, he launched projects, built numerous hospitals health care 

centres, and increased the health work force (Oliveri ,2013). Around the early nineties, the 

number of health care centres had increased from 414 to 1038, with an exponential increase 

in life expectancy. The regime also embarked on multiple economic reforms (Myers ,2013). 

The regime implemented a redistribution of agricultural land which it felt was unevenly 

distributed during King Idris’s era. Gaddafi argued the unfair distribution benefited the 

privileged elites at the expense of the mass population. The regime also nullified all paper 

bills that surpassed one dinar. The economic policies came with their backlash. 

Unemployment increased due to the elimination of the private sector, the development of the 

real estate sector was seriously thwarted, and liquidity crisis ensued due to currency reforms, 

and a growing opposition against such reform. Notwithstanding, the regime still maintained 

support especially amongst the youths who had a comfortable life. A militant group called the 

Peoples Guard was created by the regime in 1990 to mainly thwart Islamic opposition and 

agitation (Oliveri ,2013).  

 

Gaddafi’s regime grew more brutal as the years went by the regime formed two committees 

named the cleansing committee and the Peoples leadership committee. The former’s role was 

to eradicate people that opposed the revolution, whiles the latter was meant to merge tribe 

leaders into the decision-making process so as to minimize the chances of such tribes from 

forming a unified opposition force against the regime (Asser ,2011; Anderson ,2011). The 

PSLC also had the responsibility of sharing out state subsidies and granting out legal 

documents. The PSLC eventually became a national organisation in 1996. Oliveri (2013) 

argues that the numerous committees formed by Gaddafi had the word people in its name so 

as to make the citizens believe that their interest was the regimes major priority. 
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In the regimes last decade, public corruption in Libya was outrageously high, likewise human 

rights violations and political exclusion. According to Transparency International (2021) 

Libya ranked almost at the bottom of the corruption index scoring 12/100 and ranking 173 

out of 180 globally in 2000, and ranking 146 in 2010. The country also registered a huge 

disparity between its human development score and sustainable economic opportunity 

(Ogbonnaya ,2013). Countries such as Japan, Switzerland and The United States openly 

expressed their concerns for the massive and diverse human rights abuses. Switzerland 

expressed deep concerns for arbitrary detention especially for individuals that already served 

their sentences and those pronounced non guilty by the courts. The United States was also 

particularly concerned with the overall freedom of Libyans to freely express their opinions 

and will, the torture and mistreatment of inmates, and the detention and arrest of individuals 

and groups based on political reasons. Japan also expressed similar concerns on the Libyan 

government’s execution of its citizens and arbitrary detention and arrest. France also noted 

the presence of human rights abuses by the Gaddafi administration including abuse of 

refugees, torture, arbitrary arrest, inhumane treatment of citizens and prisoners, forceful 

disappearances as well as death penalties. The French Government also highlighted the 

absence of non-governmental organizations and vibrant civil societies to hold Gaddafi’s 

government accountable. Gaddafi however, continued to unleash human rights violations. His 

government continued to control and intimidate civil society activities. Citizens that criticized 

Gaddafi and his regime got arrested. Gaddafi’s regime was also well known for arresting 

citizens involved in peaceful political activities. Jamal al -Haji and Farag Hmeid were 

arrested alongside twelve other people, for engaging in a peaceful march to remember a 

brutal government crackdown of the government on peaceful protestors. The two above 

mentioned individuals were released the following year, although many others were reported 

as disappeared (Human Rights Watch ,2010). Penal codes were introduced by the 

government to restrict and criminalize any criticism critical of the government (World Report 

,2010). Article 178 of the penal code declares imprisonment on people found guilty of 

opposing and criticizing the regime. Private newspapers such as Oea and Quryna criticized 

the government but in a very moderate way. Law 71 in Libya prohibits any form of 

associations against the regime with a death sentence for anybody found wanting. 

Professionals such as lawyers and journalist had no real freedom to practice (Human Rights 

Watch, 2010) Journalist were often faced with brutal and harsh punishments for publishing 

against the regime. Such disparities increased the unemployment level creating a fertile 

ground for revolt against the state. What can be considered as the leading factors that 
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triggered the Libyan revolt are the unsatisfactory level of corruption, low respect for human 

rights, high political exclusion which resorted to the revolt and the ultimate end of Gaddafi’s 

dictatorship (Boose ,2012). 

2.4 Arab Spring, Causes And Contending Theories 
Different explanations of the what the Arab spring is comprised of exist in the literature. 

However, most scholars consider it as the wave of uprising and protest which spread 

throughout the Arab world between 2010 to 2013, with demands for political and economic 

reforms (Brownlee et al ,2015). The Arab Spring according to (Souza and Lipetz ,2011) 

refers to the movements and protest by the citizens at the end of 2010 in Tunisia which had 

far reaching influence throughout the region. The revolt spread across not just the Maghreb 

but the Middle East reaching countries like Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria, Bahrain, Morocco 

and some other state within the gulf. Friedman (2011) viewed the Arab Spring as a political 

revolt by the masses demanding for the institution of liberal democratic ideas as the west was 

deeply in support of the uprising. This is sadly not the case as the goals of the protests were 

far beyond just achieving liberal democratic reforms, neither did the west intervene in any 

country unless those where it had some form of interest.  

 

Ramadan (2012) had a different perception of the Arab spring. For him the revolution was 

never political but intellectual in nature. He argued that the citizens gained knowledge and 

enlightenment that they could end the rule of authoritarian regimes. It was a realization by the 

Arab citizens of their gloomy and unfavorable political circumstance. He therefore argued 

that the protest was inspired by the recognition of citizens of their own powers as opposed to 

the idea of a political revolution. The activities that characterized the Arab spring restored 

hope to many Arab citizens that change to a more favorable economic and political 

dispensation was indeed in the realm of possibility, however the unexpected outcomes 

shattered the hopes and dreams of many Arab citizens and nations within the MENA region. 

Both Friedman (2011), and Dodge (2012) argued that the real objectives of the protestors was 

to generally achieve positive political change/environment across the MENA region, and to 

install a good and democratic style of governance in their respective countries. According to 

Guansky and Heller (2012) Tunisia’s jasmine revolution made other authoritarian regimes in 

the MENA feel threatened, especially when the uprising began to travel to other Arabian 

nations overthrowing long serving dictators such as Mubarak, Salih and Gaddafi. 
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The Arab spring redefined the politics of MENA as long serving authoritarian regimes were 

toppled (Moghadam ,2013).  What was unexpected and unprecedented was that the death of 

Bouazizi would fuel not just a nationwide protest, but protest that would transcend beyond 

Tunisia to other Arab nations, shaking the entire MENA region (Kienle ,2012). Bouazizi’s act 

of protest was not the first of its kind, neither was the protest itself new in Tunisia as people 

had previously engaged in protest against poor economic situations.  Perhaps, the 

remarkability of Bouazizi’s protest was its rapid spread through new technology and social 

media platforms such as twitter and Facebook, reaching many young and frustrated people 

who easily resonated with Bouazizi’s frustrations. Desperate protestors exploited the far-

reaching benefits of technology to sow the seeds of hatred and dissatisfaction towards the 

incumbent despotic regimes. 

 

Through the power of social media Bouazizi’s martyrdom didn’t get ignored or domesticized 

as many other similar acts prior, but spread outside Tunisia and the Middle East making the 

headlines for many domestic and international news outlets and social media platforms most 

importantly Facebook. Universal support grew both within and outside Tunisia through 

campaigns on social media platforms. Activist utilized social media to discuss their issues 

and organized protest in the streets. The role played by social media on the success and 

effectiveness of the Arab spring especially in Tunisia was indeed very instrumental. 

The uprising was birthed from a myriad of issues or defuncts, which made people dissatisfied 

and unhappy as they dealt with soaring unemployment, poverty inflation, and other degrading 

economic condition which constitute many of the slogans of the Arab uprising (Owen ,2012). 

 

A culmination of the events that saw Arab citizens challenge their respective autocratic 

regimes between 2011-2013 were termed the “Arab uprising,” “Arab revolutions” or the 

“Arab awakening”. The Arab awakening implies that Arab citizens were generally in a 

slumber state which ended with the wake of the Arab spring that saw them regain 

consciousness of their rights and powers. However, the most accepted term for the uprising 

has ever since been the “Arab spring”. 

 

What made the Arab spring significantly remarkable was the unprecedented mass protest, and 

the direct challenge to authoritarian rule which had characterized almost the entire region. 

The spontaneous chain of events came as a huge surprise to not just authoritarian regimes, 

and Arab intellectuals, but to the world at large as the socio economic and political conditions 
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such as surging employment, inflation, and violation of fundamental human rights 

characterized the middle eastern region for decades prior to the uprising. Sumer (2013) 

argued that the Arab world was witnessing its wave of democratization as those that occurred 

in other regions like Southern and Eastern Europe, Latin America, East Asia and Africa 

during the first three waves of democratization. The demands advanced by all Arab citizens 

that participated in protest were similar (Sumer ,2013; Lee ,2012). Lack of employment 

especially for the youths, high living cost, lack of political freedom, repressive authoritarian 

regimes, and corrupt political elites which they sought to change, in addition to a restoration 

of their fundamental human rights (Sumer ,2013). 

 

According to Jones (2012) the Arab nations in the MENA region that protested between 

2011-2013 all had a common objective of ending dictatorship and instituting democratic 

governance. According to Arab Barometer (2013) the response of most Arab citizens when 

asked about the triggers of Arab spring across the region say, liberation from oppressive 

regimes, the attainment of political and civil rights and liberties, and economic improvement 

in their countries and the lives of citizens. 

 

The wave of mass protests during the period regarded as the Arab spring had very different 

outcomes as countries such as Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen ousted their despotic 

leaders, whiles countries like Syria Libya, and Yemen resulted into full blown devastating 

civil conflicts between different opposing factions rendering havoc not just to the affected 

countries, but the stability of the MENA region at large (Yildirim et al ,2019). 

The consequences or outcomes of the Arab spring are still surfacing, but the aspirations of the 

Arab citizens for socio economic justice and democracy largely remain a dream for many 

(Yildirim et al ,2019). A survey measuring public opinion on Arab spring uprising was 

conducted featuring 10 Arab nations including Algeria, Morocco, Libya, Tunisia, Egypt, 

Sudan, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine. The findings of this survey found that an 

overwhelming number of respondents were off the opinion that the Arab uprising didn’t bring 

about any significant change which the protestors aspired for. Notwithstanding a variation 

was deciphered on peoples view of the Arab spring. Respondents suggest that only few 

nations achieved true change and democratic gains, whiles many nations continue to face 

injustice and poor socio-economic conditions (Yildirim et al ,2019). 
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Anderson (2011) opines that the core importance of the Arab spring lies on the staggering 

similarity of the motives and ways of protest in the different Arab nations. However, she 

further argued that the patterns and demographics of the protest were different especially for 

Tunisia Egypt and Libya. Tunisia’s Jasmine revolution began from the rural areas gradually 

advancing towards the capital where it was welcomed by a robust yet restrained labor union. 

The protest in Egypt on the other hand was spearheaded by urban youths from the main 

cities, whiles the protest in Libya was kick started by armed rebel groups from the eastern 

region of the country, reigniting the tribal and sectarian divisions which had in the past 

caused trouble for the Libyan nation (Anderson ,2011). Despite the common goal of attaining 

their political and civic rights, and an inclusive and responsive government, the protest and 

demands across the three nations disclosed different levels of uniqueness in terms of 

economic dissatisfaction and dynamics in their society owing to their relations with Europe 

and the long-entrenched status quo of authoritarian regimes in the region. 

 

The chain of events commonly termed the Arab spring has sparked debates and differing 

opinions amongst scholars and analyst around the world. The core factors that account for the 

different opinions and theories are the units of analysis namely the reasons, outcomes, 

attributes .and whether or not the Arab spring qualifies as a revolution. Some of the leading 

theories on the subject matter are discussed below.  

Many scholars who theorized explanations for the Arab spring centered their arguments on 

whether the events that made up the Arab spring can be qualified as a revolution or just 

protests and uprisings. 

 

The uprisings and protest termed the Arab spring is considered by Goldstone (2011) as a 

revolution against Sultanistic regimes in the Middle East. He argued that the revolution that 

spanned throughout the Arab world meant an end to Sultanistic rule in the MENA region. A 

plethora of striking similarities can be drawn between the Arab uprisings and previous 

revolutions including poor socio-economic conditions, a frustrated populace willing to protest 

with international support and endorsement. His theoretical construct was adopted by 

Gunning & Baron (2014) to explain the revolution in Egypt. According to them, the 

allegiance and loyalty of the citizens and elite groups shifted and lowered as the states 

growing inefficiency, coupled with unpleasant economic policies such as neoliberalism and 

capitalism led to a general feeling of an incompetent government amongst the populace 

(Gunning & Baron,2014). 
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Zizek (2013) classifies the Arab spring as a revolution which forms part of a greater network 

of global revolutions seeking to counter capitalism. His emphasis was however more on the 

Egyptian. The uniqueness of the protest helped end repressive and authoritarian regimes and 

ushered in a new free and democratic dispensation. Despite the inability of the Egyptian 

revolution in meeting desirable success, Zizek maintains that Egypt’s uprising can be 

categorized as a revolution. 

 

Hard and Negri (2012) hold a similar view about the Arab uprisings. They view the Arab 

uprising as a revolutionary movement that does not just seek domestic and regional change, 

but international change. They argue that visible similarities exist between other revolutions 

which preceded the Arab spring. Some of the similarities they pointed out include, occupying 

streets or public places, a struggle with a common purpose, and the involvement or position 

of international organizations. The revolutionary activities of the Arab citizens compelled 

Hard & Negri (2012) to term the Arabs as the modern creators of democracy. They also 

argued that the protestors and revolutionaries demanded democracy that would not only 

reform constitutions, but a pragmatic form of democracy that would allow true expressions 

and overall freedom and liberty. 

 

Goldstone’s theoretical construct termed the fourth-generation revolution was utilized by 

Syed (2014) to analyze the level of influence both domestic and international elements in the 

outbreak of the Arab spring. Her study puts the fourth generation of revolutionary theories to 

test, as she believed the previous revolutionary theories are deficient in their explanatory 

capacity. According to the theory utilized by Syed (2014), the international community has a 

significant influence over the outcomes of a revolution, more so when domestic conditions 

such as the level of unity amongst elites, poor performance of the state, resources available 

for revolutionaries are favorable. She made the conclusion that the Arab spring constitutes a 

new generation of revolution which was triggered by not just one factor, but an array of 

factors cutting across the economy, politics and societal malfunctions. 

 

Bayat (2017) on the other hand holds a very contrary opinion to that of the previous scholars 

cited above. He argues that the protests do not qualify as revolutions, but rather what he 

termed “refolutions” which according to him refers to a hybrid of revolutionary movements 

and reform tendencies constituted on post socialist and neoliberal policies. His analysis 
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highlights some of the differences between the Arab spring and other real revolutions. 

According to him, the Arab spring lacks intellectual input in terms of its demands and 

leaders, arguing that successful and magnanimous revolutions always require a philosophy to 

become a successful revolution. He cited previous revolutions in the MENA region were 

guided by either Marxist Leninist literature, Islamist thinking or by revolutionary thinkers, 

which in his opinion the Arab spring was deficient of. Similarly, he also remarked that the 

Arab uprising was void of economic and political extremism/ radicalism. Anti-imperialism, 

anti-capitalism and a desire for social justice guided the demands of the revolutionaries 

during the 1970’s protest, whereas the demands made by the Arab spring protest were mostly 

guided by neo liberal thinking. A significant reason why the Arab spring cannot be 

considered as a revolution, is that it failed to disintegrate the status quo and replace it with a 

new system. With the exception of Tunisia, the socio -economic, institutions and structures 

mainly remained intact (Bayat ,2017). He mainly criticized the failure of the protests in 

destroying the old order and replacing it with a new robust structure. He therefore 

characterized the movements as revolutions that lacked ideas and are also deficient when 

compared to previous revolutions. 

 

2.5 Causes Of The Arab Spring Or Uprising  
Scholars have critically analyzed and advanced reasons for the outbreak of popular protest in 

the middle east and north Africa. What can be deciphered in the literature concerning the 

triggers of the popular uprising can be generally classified into political, economic and social 

causes. It is important to note that the uprisings in each of these countries had its domestic 

peculiarities, but for the purpose of this thesis, the conditions prevalent in all the Arab spring 

countries shall be highlighted.  The views of scholars on the general reasons that triggered the 

protests shall be unearthed below. Economic causes under different forms have been 

repeatedly cited by scholars as a leading cause of the Arab spring. 

2.5.1 Economic Triggers  
Clark (2013) opined that the Arab spring was triggered by both internal and external factors. 

The internal causes of the Arab spring are obviously due to lack of economic progress, 

political freedom, low standards of living, and an overall absence of satisfactory services by 

the state. The author further argued that the causes are not only limited to domestic issues, as 

international economic forces, particularly the economic recession worsened the already 

existing domestic economic and political issues in the Arab states, there by leading to revolts 
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against such regimes. Onis (2012) argued that the Arab spring was inspired by protests that 

occurred earlier in other parts of the world including Europe, China and Russia. 

 

Aissa (2012) made an almost similar argument, by arguing that the wave of Pro-democracy 

protest that swept through the Arab world between 2011-2013 can be attributed to domestic 

failures by the state. She further argued that the regimes in the Arab spring countries were too 

brutal and repressive, designed economic policies that failed to yield positive outcomes, and 

compounded social issues which significantly affected the youths. Such unfavorable 

circumstances were the leading catalyst that led people, especially the youthful population to 

demand the end of such autocratic and ineffective regimes. (Aissa ,2012) opines that the 

economic condition was further weakened by the adjustment policies introduced in the 

1980’s. International regimes such as the World Bank and the IMF had access to interfere 

with the economic policies of developing countries and MENA economies. Scholars argue 

that the economic policies and conditionalities imposed, wrecked their economies. Such 

policies greatly benefited both the international regimes and the elites at the expense of the 

citizens.  Poor economic performance, low infrastructural development and a globally 

integrated political system further put the countries that were affected by the Arab spring in 

economic crises. They suffered further economic damage due to the financial crisis in 2008 

(Aissa ,2012). 

 

Dodge (2012) argues that both Mubarak and Ben Ali registered progressive economic 

liberalization as their economies experienced increased economic growth, opened up their 

markets to foreign and international investors, but such successes didn’t trickle down to the 

masses, and reinforced the already existing economic inequalities between the elites and the 

unprivileged masses. Economically, Mnawar (2015) argues that soaring levels of inflation 

and unemployment led to the uprising as many struggled to meet their daily needs. The 

situation was also compounded by growing levels of economic inequality between the rich 

and the poor masses. The suffering masses were compelled by such situations to request for 

better economic situations. The western style economic system which advocates for 

privatization of the economy was believed to be the best system that could guarantee 

economic growth. However, privatization led to a substantial increase in unemployment at a 

rate of 20% regionally, and 30% in Libya. Other than economic setbacks including increased 

poverty and inequality, corruption, inflation and personal aggrandizement by the elites also 

creeped in (Friedman, 2012). 
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Jason (2013) argues that unemployment can be a dangerous potential for ending any regime, 

as unemployment increases people’s level of socio-economic insecurity. Therefore, a failure 

to address unemployment under a malfunctioning economic system with inflation by the state 

poses a great threat to its survival as the case was in other revolutions.  

The liberalization of the economies in the Middle east during the 1990’s was not matched 

with political liberalization. Commitment to real democratization with more respect for rule 

of law, and good governance, were completely side lined by the regimes during the 

liberalization period. The benefits that came with liberalization were mostly enjoyed by the 

privileged political and military elites, and further reinforcing nepotism and corruption 

(Plakoudas, 2017). He also stated that, the Arab countries witnessed an alarming increase in 

economic and social inequality, as many educated young people were left redundant due to 

lack of employment opportunities. This was also worsened by the fact that many of the 

MENA dictators only extended economic and social opportunities to people who were either 

loyal to them, or were members of their tribe. National wealth was unfairly distributed 

between the elites and the masses, but in many cases too between the ruling tribe and other 

tribes within the state. Therefore, this warranted the frustrated youths who suffered under 

such unfair realities to rise up against the perpetrators (Plakoudas ,2017). According to 2010 

world report, the Arab spring countries were reported amongst the most corrupt nations. With 

a high score of 9, corruption levels were as follows Tunisia 4.3, Egypt, 3.1, Syria,2.5, Yemen, 

2.2 and Libya2.2 Such levels of public sector corruption warranted for the protests which 

unseated the highly corrupt authoritarian regimes. 

 

Lack of political freedom, high levels of social inequality and low economic progress are the 

fundamental reasons that led to the Arab spring (Jamoul ,2012). He argued that revolutions 

are generally triggered by economic and political reasons, although lack of employment and 

rise in the cost of goods are catalyst for protest in the Middle East, which can threaten the 

existence of regimes. The MENA region according to the author suffers from an array of 

issues including bad governance, corruption, suppression of Human rights and lack of 

competitive and pluralistic political system.  

 

QadirMushtaq &Afzal (2017) equally opined that one of the of the leading triggers of the 

Arab spring was unemployment. Regimes and governments become susceptible to protests 

when they fail to recognise and properly manage high levels of unemployment, especially 
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amongst youths as they are compelled to demand their rights to employment as was 

manifested in the Arab spring, where many young people who had similar faith with Bouazizi 

took to the streets to protest. The population increase worsened the unemployment issue in 

the Middle East. A world bank data report suggests that cumulative unemployment rate in 

Tunisia in 2010 stood at 13.5%, with youth unemployment rate of 31.02%whiles that of 

Libya cumulative unemployment rate stood at 19.03% with a youth unemployment rate 

48.82%. 

 

According to Al Jazeera (2020), the uprising against the Arab regimes was mainly fuelled by 

the high level of corruption poverty, unemployment and ridiculous inflation motivated 

Tunisians to protest against their regimes, but the same motives also inspired protests in the 

other Arab spring countries. (Al Jazeera ,2020). The GDP growth reported for Tunisia and 

the inequality decline of Egypt from 36.1in 2002 to30.7 in 2009 were contrary to the reality. 

The reported figures were proven to be down played by almost 20% (Al Jazeera ,2020). The 

neo liberal policies adopted by the Arab states during the structural adjustment program 

destroyed the long-term efficiency of the Arab economies and increased the level of 

unemployment amongst the young educated population that mostly participated in protests to 

end the precarious economic situations (Acikalin & Bolucek, 2014). The youth 

unemployment rate in MENA stood at 25% in 2008 surpassing the world average which 

stood at 15%.  

2.5.2 Political Triggers  
The protestors in all the affected countries of the Arab Spring possessed a shared goal and 

determination of attaining a more democratic and politically free dispensation, social and 

economic justice as well as dignity for all the citizens of such countries. The common slogan 

of the protest in Egypt “bread, freedom and justice’ exhibited the frustrating desire of the 

people to end the autocratic and repressive rule which the middle east was uniquely known 

for. Their desires also strongly entailed ending corrupt, nepotic and patrimonial rule, which 

made the citizens loses out in their social contract with their states. The post-colonial legacy 

of the region was strictly autocratic rule, with almost all nations in the region being ruled by 

autocrats and dictators who mostly assumed power following military coups (Anderson 

,2011). Such regimes instilled enormous fear in their people, and crushed opposition of all 

forms, limiting the political freedom of both individuals and organizations, and using the 

security apparatus especially the military to secure and consolidate their mostly detested rule. 
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Arab protestors  therefore collectively sought the end of the political status quo (oppressive 

rule), protesting against their regimes with demands such as plural competitive and fair 

elections, banning the use of security apparatus for intimidation and oppression, ending 

human rights violations, acknowledgment and respect for peoples civil & political freedoms, 

respect for minority rights, combatting corruption and favoritism at government level and 

setting up an impartial judicial system(Ottaway & Hamzawy ,2011; Goldstone et al ,2010). 

 

The nature of the political regimes in MENA is an important contributing factor to the 

outbreak of the protest. As mentioned in the first section of this chapter, Arab countries were 

mostly ruled by some form of authoritarian rulers since independence. Stepan and Linz 

(2013) identified five types of regimes in the Middle East and North Africa namely; 

authoritarian, sultanic, hybrid, post authoritarian and totalitarian. Their assessment of the 

Arab countries pre-Arab spring revealed that Tunisia, Libya, Syria and Egypt, though Libya 

being the most Sultanic. Such regimes exercise utmost control and practice corruption at an 

unimaginable level. They also tend to use the military to control their citizens, as well as 

grow the militaries support and loyalty to the regime. Signs of establishing a monarchy, with 

patrilineal inheritance, are also visible in such political systems. Assad’s complete control of 

the army, extravagant spending by Mubarak’s family, and high corruption and cronyism in 

Egypt are proofs to such claims. 

 

The political atmosphere in the Middle East was nothing short of oppression. The state 

controlled virtually all aspects of society. Security apparatus such as the police and the army 

were frequently used to abuse and unleash human rights violations such as torture, killings 

throughout the MENA. People’s lives were under constant state surveillance as the state 

sought to hunt down oppositions and threat to their regimes. Such states were authoritarian 

and centralised, with the president amassing absolute power, which was why protesters called 

for the resignation of the leader (president) and neglecting real revolutionary change. 

 

The activities of the press and its overall freedom was seriously curtailed by the regimes. 

Both print and online media were under the states watch. Dimitrov (2009) argues that lack of 

press freedom is typical of authoritarian political dispensation. The state feels less threatened 

when the media is controlled. According to freedom house index on press freedom (2010) the 

MENA region maintained a low-ranking on-Press freedom, with 79% of its countries 

considered not free. This implies that the press lacks the freedom to carry out its functions 
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independent of state intimidation. The institution reports many of the Arab spring countries 

such as Libya, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Yemen as the lowest ranking. The report also puts 

Tunisia as the least two as at 2010, which continued to decline in terms of press freedom 

prior to the uprising (Dimitrov ,2009). The Arab regimes used the press to put up a façade of 

respect for diverse opinions, which was never the reality. The press has never enjoyed real 

freedom in the Arab world. The internet became a threat to the authoritarian regimes, and 

they manipulated laws to legally restrict its use. Severe punishments were unleashed on 

media workers that published critical pieces against the government, and such punishments 

were in accordance with arbitrary laws created by the autocrats (Freedom House, 2010). The 

government censored all information coming from traditional information outlets, but 

intensified it during the 2011 uprising. The internet connection in Egypt was cut off by 

Mubarak and numerous bloggers were imprisoned for their publications against the state 

which was also the faith of many journalists and media personnel critical of the government. 

The Middle east as highlighted in figure 1, ranked the lowest globally in terms of press 

freedom with a score of 75% lack of press freedom. 

 

Figure 1: Press Freedom status by population  

Source: (Freedom House, 2010) 
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Similar to economic inequality, many MENA countries lacked social inequality which also 

triggered people to demand a change of government. The educated unemployed youths 

constituted the largest group of protestors demanding social equilibrium for all citizens. 

Education plays an important role in the attainment of socio-economic development and 

plays an even bigger role in democratization processes. High level of education amongst 

citizens accords them awareness of their rights and also allows them to meaningfully 

participate in economic and political activities (QadirMushtaq & Afzal ,2017). A 

fundamental cause of the Arab spring was the situation of many educated, youngsters who 

lacked the opportunity to secure decent jobs for sustenance. This was typically the case of the 

revolution’s martyr Bouazizi, who at 26 had a degree which landed him nothing but a job as a 

vegetable vendor. Such was the case in the other Arab countries, frustrating them into joining 

a protest for better opportunities. A population dominated by young people, is usually at risk 

of witnessing revolts especially if inequality prevails (Terrill ,2011) The young people were 

at the fore of the protests, and effectively utilised social media to win the fight against the 

brutal, corrupt and authoritarian regimes. Youngsters in the Middle East mostly dealt with 

unbearable situations such as unemployment, low salaries, inflation which cumulatively 

pushed them to the streets in protests against their regimes  

 

2.6 New Technology And Social Media 
Social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and YouTube were beyond instrumental in 

the outbreak and massive spread of the protests. Social media’s role in the protests was 

indeed instrumental. This was aided by globalization which gave citizens easy access to 

social media. The youth protestors harnessed the power of such social media and its power of 

virtually connecting individuals worldwide, to communicate and export their predicament to 

the world, whiles the government continued to control major sources of information and 

communication with distorted narratives (Beaumont ,2011). Governments made attempts to 

restrict citizens access to the internet and social media. 3G Internet cables were disconnected 

by many governments. Platforms such as Twitter, YouTube and Facebook were prohibited by 

the governments, but people maneuvered to get access to such platforms. (Wolfsfled et al 

,2013). Such platforms accorded the protestors the opportunity to virtually meet, strategize 

and organize their protests movements. Moreover, such platforms allowed the protestors to 

record footages of the government’s brutal crackdown on their citizens and expose them to 

the outside world. Social media also helped the young Arab citizens to learn about how 
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freedom and liberty looked like outside MENA, particularly the west. Such knowledge also 

empowered the youths to challenge the autocratic rule status quo that prevailed in their 

region, as their hatred for their regimes grew stronger. Egyptians were the widest users of 

social media to protest against Mubarak. Twitter was an essential medium of exchange for 

the protestors accounting for the rapid spread to the extent that the Arab spring was dubbed 

the “Twitter revolution”. Protests hashtags were common with numerous retweets from both 

Arab citizens and others. 

 

According to Perthes (2011) The demographic evolution of the Middle East is considered to 

be a contributing factor to the Arab spring. The Middle East witnessed a rapid population 

increase between 1970-2010 from 128 million to 359 million, with a significant youth 

population between 20-35 years. The population growth was not accompanied by economic 

prosperity in terms of GDP growth. Youths were left to deal with either migration for greener 

pasture, poverty or unemployment. The unemployment and poverty rate amongst the youth 

population remained consistently high just two years prior to the Arab spring with a 

percentage of 25 and 41% respectively. Such frustrating realities amongst the youths coupled 

with corruption and clientelism compelled the youths to revolt against their regimes. 

 

The chapter has been able to highlight many findings. It has been able to highlight the legacy 

of democracy in the MENA. Since the attainment of independence, many Arab countries in 

the MENA region including Tunisia, Egypt, Libya Syria etc have consistently been under 

authoritarian rule. Some countries including Tunisia adopted some form of liberalization 

policies during democracies third wave. The regions legacy of non-democracy has been 

justified by scholars based on different grounds including religion, economic wealth and 

political legacy. The Arab spring was critical to this legacy due to its unexpected nature and 

what it meant for democracy in the region. The immediate post-colonial socio economic and 

political history of the two country cases, have been highlighted to understand the conditions 

that prevailed in these countries before the outbreak of the Arab spring. Theories explaining 

the Arab spring have also been highlighted, with some qualifying it as a revolution whiles 

others arguing that it doesn’t qualify as a revolution. The chapter has also been significantly 

able to establish the causes of the Arab Spring including, economic, political and social 

reasons and new social media. 
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3. CASE STUDY OF TUNISIA TRANSITIONAL MECHANISM 

/PROCESSES 

3.1 Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution 
Tunisia and precisely a small city of Sidi Bouazizi, is the fountain of what is commonly 

known as the “Arab Spring”. Beginning on the 18th December 2010, protestors gathered in 

huge numbers, making demands for the end of the rule of long serving dictator President Zen 

Ben Ali, who had successfully held power for over two decades. Protest was inspired by the 

self-immolation of a twenty six year old vegetable & fruit vendor , who had faced public 

humiliation in the hands of municipal authorities , for his refusal to pay bribe and allow the 

confiscation of his cart(Lageman, 2016; Anderson ,2011) .His death as a result of the severe 

injuries he sustained , motivated and inspired people to protest against the Tunisian 

government, which they perceived as not only corrupt and brutal, but also incapable of 

meeting the basic needs and rights of its citizens. Protest began in the small city of Sidi 

Bouazizi, but spread to other cities and areas in Tunisia (Abouaoun ,2019; Lageman, 2016). 

Protestors from different works of life including, teachers, activists, lawyers, journalists, 

students, all gathered making demands to end the inept regime of Ben Ali, whose position 

accorded his family members and close associates an extravagant lifestyle, whiles the masses 

battled with harsh economic situations (National Democratic Institute, 2011). Many of the 

protestors made their way to the prime minister’s office, destroying wire barricades. The 

protests in Tunisia were not particularly organized nor anchored on an ideology, but was 

spontaneous in nature with ordinary people who suffered the same realities cried and 

demanded for political, social and economic change (Bayat 2017; Bernard -Maugiron ,2016). 

Of course, the government reacted to the civil unrest and protest by condemning it, and 

arguing that it would have devastating effects on the country’s economy. He also threatened 

using the law to suppress civil disobedience coming from the citizens (Bernard-Maugiron 

,2016). The Tunisian General Labor Union UGTT and other labor unions were quite 

instrumental to the success of the protests, as they held nationwide rallies, meetings, and 

actively participated in the protests. Worth mentioning, is their collaboration with activists to 

expose the revolution to the wider world, and gain support through social media platforms 

such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.  

 

The spontaneous and unprecedented nature of the uprising in Tunisia made the Tunisian case 

a remarkable one. The protests in Tunisia successfully dethroned Tunisia’s “Strong Man” 

Ben Ali who fled to Saudi Arabia on political exile twenty-eight days after the protest began 
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(Turan ,2018). The Tunisian revolution, dubbed the “jasmine revolution” attracted a lot of 

scholarly and world attention for a number of reasons. Firstly, a consolidated autocratic rule 

such as Ben Ali’s was dethroned through mass protests by ordinary Tunisians, which was 

practically unthought of in a region where authoritarianism had been resilient for many 

decades (Mansouri & Armillei, 2016). Secondly the relatively peaceful protests in Tunisia 

revived hope for democratic governance and dignity in Tunisia, which inspired other Arab 

countries to struggle for the same. The revolution which began in Tunisia was able inspire 

protest that brought an end to the rule of renowned dictators such as Mubarak of Egypt, and 

Gaddafi of Libya. The Tunisian revolt was against many abnormalities that existed in the 

Tunisian state under Ben Ali, and prevented many Tunisians from enjoying certain economic 

and political rights (Anderson, 2011: Ganen, 2016). Such rights included employment, 

freedom of expression and association, and an overall enjoyment of fundamental human 

rights. Anderson (2011) highlights that a good number of Tunisians were dissatisfied with 

their governments and held long standing grievances against them. Alarming rates of 

corruption, unemployment, oppression, inflation and poverty were widespread in Tunisia, 

which mostly affected the youths like the revolution’s martyr Mouhammed Bouazizi.  

 

The youthful nature of the Tunisian population played a big role in the success of the 

protests. According to a 2010 United Nations graphic report, the percentage of the working 

age group in Tunisia stood at 43%, which is a little less than half of the overall population. 

Similarly, 29% of the overall population were between the ages of 15-29, which the report 

considers as the young population in Tunisia (United Nations, 2010). As highlighted in many 

studies, youths are more likely to resort to demonstrations and protests against their political 

leadership, when faced with frustrations and dissatisfaction than any other demographic 

group. Most of the incapability of Ben Ali’s regime affected the youths, who were left to deal 

with frustrating lives and situations. 

 

The Jasmine revolution was successful at ending the twenty-three-year rule of Ben Ali’s 

brutal and corrupt government on January 14th, 2011.The end of his regime ushered in 

attempts at democratizing the Tunisian state, through a democratic transition (Anderson, 

2011; Sofi, 2018). The outcomes of the revolution in Tunisia in the early years have led many 

to conclude that Tunisia is the only success story of the Arab uprisings that swept through the 

Middle East. Others have also advanced that Tunisia’s revolution can only be considered 

better than that of other Arab nations, but not an entirely successful and unflawed democratic 
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nation. Such arguments shall, be tested later in this thesis. The transition mechanisms adopted 

by Tunisia as well as the key actors involved in the transition shall be featured in this chapter. 

Through that, the thesis would be able to make an argument as to whether Tunisia’s success 

in terms of post-revolutionary democratic outcomes, is a myth or reality. Realities in Tunisia 

which will either support or refute such claims shall be highlighted in order to present a 

befitting answer to such arguments. 

 

3.2 The Transitional Interim Government Post Revolution 
 

Immediate Post Ben Ali Tunisia began transition talks with the intention of setting up a 

democratic state, and democratic transition processes began to roll out. An interim 

government typical of post authoritarian countries in transition, was formed in Tunisia to lead 

the country’s transition to democracy. The Interim government in Tunisia was a civilian 

based government tasked with the primary responsibilities of making fundamental reforms 

including electoral reforms and draft a new progressive and inclusive constitution. 

Transitions can be accompanied by controversies, and contention between different actors 

and their different interest. This was also typical of Tunisia’s transition, as moments of 

contention between the secularist and the Islamist groups at different stages of the transition 

rose. Mouhammed Ghannouchi leader of the Ennahda party, announced he would lead the 

interim government alongside some few RCD ministers banking on Article 56 of Tunisia’s 

National Constitution. They made a pledge of electing a new president in sixty days which 

was not supported by many Tunisians. Civil society organizations, youths and other 

concerned Tunisian citizens rejected that option, as they argued allowing RCD officials to 

lead the transition could facilitate the return of Ben Ali (Alexander ,2016). Protestors were 

determined to ensure that individuals that were part of the Ben Ali Regime, do not become 

members of the transition government. People therefore continued the protests and 

demonstrations and sit ins in front of the prime minister’s office to ensure their wishes be 

granted. They protested for the transition to be guided by Article 57 instead, which would 

eliminate all chances of Ben Ali and his close associates from returning to the realm of 

power. The UGTT and other trade unions took part in ensuring that Ghannouchi’s leadership 

be short lived.  The Article 57 would also require the head of the parliament to assume the 

leadership of the country. His government incorporated members of civil societies, 

opposition groups and UGTT members that were paramount to the ousting of Ben Ali’s 

regime. Commissions were setup by Ghannouchi to fulfill the demonstration request of the 
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people, as well as prevent the escalation of the demonstrations and revolts. The three 

commissions announced were as follows, the commission on law reforms, commission of 

Inquiry on Corruption, and the Independent Commission of Inquire (Alexander,2016). 

 

A lot of changes were adopted by the interim government as part of their efforts in addressing 

some of the grievances held by the Tunisian citizens. Political prisoners were granted 

amnesty, exiled Tunisians were allowed to fly back to Tunisia, allowing the legal operation of 

many political parties, confiscating and seizing the properties of members of the Democratic 

Constitutional Rally (RCD). This however attracted little support from organizations 

considered as safe guarders of the revolution. His government was compelled to reshuffle 

after five ministers resigned due to the fact that the government incorporated members of the 

RCD into the regime which the people were still protesting against (Alexander, 2016). On 

27th January 2011, he formed a completely new cabinet which had no RCD member, and had 

members of civil society organizations. The changes and efforts he made did not really 

change the perception of Tunisians towards him. Tunisians believed he was not an effective 

leader due to the fact that he left individuals that served Ben Ali’s regime unprosecuted, and 

was also slow in effecting social and political change (Alexander ,2016). A major protest 

second to only the jasmine revolution ensued in February demanding for the resignation of 

Mohammed Ghannouchi. The protest was a bit violent as casualties were recorded. He was 

succeeded by a former stateman Beji Caid Essebsi who served as a minister during 

Bourguiba’s tenure (Byrne, 2011). 

 

Concerns were raised by unionist, activist and civil societies regrading Article 57 of the 1959 

Tunisian constitution. The constitution stipulates the election of a new president, followed by 

the legislature, before any constitutional reforms could be implemented. Controversies 

ensued regarding the timing of both constitutional reform and elections. Activist were against 

the idea of electing a new president with an unreformed constitution. They justified their 

inclination to it, by arguing that politicians can rely on such constitutions to reinvent 

authoritarianism in Tunisia. Leader of the Ennahda Rachid Ghannouchi, favored a 

constitutional reform preceding the election of a new leader, as the 1959 constitution accords 

utmost power to the president (Alexander, 2016). 

Committee for the National Congress was set up on February 2011, by civil societies in 

collaboration with twenty-eight political parties who agreed that ensuring full realization of 

the revolutions demands was more of priority than obeying an undemocratic constitution. The 
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remedy for the situation was to dissolve the constitution and establish a national constituent 

assembly which would be elected on 24th July 2011, with the responsibility of designing a 

new constitution (Gluck,2011). An integration of the Committee to Safeguard the Revolution 

and the High Commission for Political Reform was done and renamed the High Commission 

for the Realization of the Objectives of the Revolution of Political Reform and Democratic 

Transition, also referred to as the Ben Achour Commission (Stepan, 2012). It was led by Ben 

Achour and made up of different groups including lawyers, business men, intellectuals, civil 

society organizations and political parties. The commission had its first meeting on 17th 

March, and with its diverse political membership, designed the roadmap for the transition 

adopting a mechanism that would allow the formulation of a democratic transition based on 

popular or public consent (Stepan, 2012). Some of the resolutions reached by the commission 

included the suspension of the 1959 constitution which was perceived as undemocratic, 

impartial and non-plural. Agreements were also reached on conducting constituent assembly 

which would draft a new constitution and make electoral reforms/new electoral laws that 

would favor pluralism in government to aid the transition. The commission also established 

an independent electoral commission and encouraged external observes to observe the 

electoral process. The commission had a gender dimension as it catered for the equal 

participation of women in the formulation of the new constitution. The formation of the 

commission and the important decisions taken, including the involvement of the citizens was 

indeed instrumental in moving the transition towards the right direction. Essebsi’s regime 

agreed to consult the Tunisia General Labor Union as well as the reform commission on 

important policy matters (Alexander, 2016). 

3.3 Electoral Reforms 
New electoral laws were drafted by the high commissioner under the leadership of Yahd Ben 

Achour. Progressive and positive changes were made in terms of electoral laws and the 

conduct of the elections which followed the revolution. The electoral law recognized the 

significant roles played by youths in the revolution, and therefore demanded each party to put 

a young candidate below 30 years in the party list. The electoral rules also embedded a 

gender dimension, as it equally required the adoption of an alternate system between male 

and female candidates, in their party lists. This accorded women one fourth of the seats. 

Former RCD members and individuals who served in Ben Ali’s regime, were prohibited from 

running in the elections. The new electoral system adopted a proportional representative 

closed list system intended to promote a plural and inclusive government (National 
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Democratic Institute ,2011; Carey ,2013). Three important aspects of the electoral law were 

very paramount to the outcome of the NCA elections. The electoral law reforms prohibited 

the nomination of individuals considered to be remanence of Ben Ali’s government. The 

Proportional Representation system was chosen over the First Past the Post System (FPTP), 

as it was instrumental in the allocation of seats in the NCA. There was also an absence of 

electoral threshold which led to political division amongst leftist creating an atmosphere of 

multiparty politics. The PR system ensured a diversity in membership, as well as allow for 

the incorporation of smaller parties, reducing the risk of dominance by any one party. Even 

the big parties were forced to negotiate with other parties to write the new constitution, as the 

big sizes of their parties did not guaranty them the lion share, nor the upper hand in the 

constitution drafting process. Tunisians voted in an election on the 23rd October 2011, to elect 

members of the NCA in over thirty-three districts across the country (Carey ,2013). The NCA 

was a body made up of 217 members, directly elected by the citizens, and charged with the 

responsibility of leading the transition by appointing a transitional government, drafting a 

new constitution, and prepare the country for elections (National Democratic Institution 

,2011; Carey ,2013). In the NCA elections 89 parties presented candidates with at least 27 

parties securing a seat. Ennahda dominated the elections as it won 89 of the seats 

accumulating to 37% of the total votes casted, but occupied 41% of the seats thanks to the 

electoral system. The system was essential and fundamental in ensuring that actors entrusted 

with the drafting of a new constitution embrace dialogue, negotiations and compromise as 

part of the drafting process (Alexander ,2016). 

 

The outcome may have been different if other systems which automatically converts votes to 

seats were adopted, as it would have left the Ennahda party with an utmost edge with 69% of 

the votes, in deciding the content of the Tunisian constitution. The turnout of the election was 

a little over 50% of registered voters. Other Parties such as Ettakatol, Congress for the 

Republic (CPR), Popular Petition, Progressive Democratic Party also acquired significant 

seats. The PR electoral system compelled Ennahda to form a joint government with the two 

largest parties after it namely Ettakatol and CPR respectively. The trio parties formed a 

coalition government known as “Troika”. The government however was dominated by a deep 

divide and polarization between the Islamist and the secularist. In terms of power allocation 

and appointments to key positions, the troika government negotiated and reached a consensus 

(Alexander ,2016). The Ennahda politician Hamad Jebali was assigned Prime Minister, 

Mustafa Ben Jafar from Ettakatol was assigned president of the NCA, whiles Moncef 
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Marzouiki was assigned as the president of the interim government. The success and 

consistency of the negotiations between these parties is believed to have emanated from the 

days of Ben Ali, as these party leaders such as Ghannouchi and Marzouki met several times 

during Ben Ali’s regime to strategize and plan on how a government would be formed in case 

of an abrupt end in Ben Ali’s rule (Stepan & Linz ,2003).  

 

3.4 Constitutional Reforms 
 

Despite the bumpy nature of Tunisia’s transition, a number of successes have been registered 

including the adoption of an inclusive and progressive constitution adopted in January 2014. 

Major political actors in Tunisia including Ennahda and civil societies played important roles 

in the drafting of the constitution. Numerous actors supported the transition and constitutional 

drafting process in Tunisia. The NCA faced a huge challenge in its role of drafting a new 

constitution. The constitution is a product of two years of heated arguments series of 

negotiations and compromise between the two main groups secularist and Islamist (The 

Guardian ,2014; Al Jazeera ,2014). A subcommittee within the NCA was charged with the 

responsibility of reviewing every single article of the constitution prior to forwarding it to the 

main NCA committee for debate and vote by its members.  The process was structured to 

pass through different stages. When an agreement is not reached by the committee, the heads 

of the different blocks would usually meet with the overall head of the assembly to reach a 

compromise. The issue is escalated to the quartet and the party leaders to make a decision if a 

decision is not reached in the two previous stages. A new constitution was finally adopted by 

the NCA in 2014 with an overwhelming 200 votes in favor of the new constitution. Twelve 

votes were registered against the new constitution, whiles four were abstentions. 

 

 The adoption of the new constitution required two thirds of the votes to be adopted, which it 

gained overwhelmingly preventing it from being voted for or against in a referendum. Certain 

articles related to issues of the state and religion in the new constitution attracted 

controversies due to its sensitive nature (Al Jazeera, 2014). The most heated debates between 

secularist and Islamist were around the relationship between the Islamic religion and the 

state, the rights and position of women, and freedom of speech and association. 

The NCA in its assignment was charged with the responsibility of establishing the 

relationship between Islam and the state/politics in the new constitution. Ennahda party 

which is inclined to Islam under the leadership of Ghannouchi had no intention of marrying 
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religious laws to the new constitution (Al Jazeera ,2014). A more radical group of MP’s 

under Ennahda party proclaimed their intentions to incorporate Islamic sources of law in the 

new constitution following their elections victory. Salafist engaged in a protest alongside 

their parliamentary leader Sahbi Atig for Islam and sharia to be an important source of 

legislation (Pickard ,2014). The speaker of the NCA proclaimed he would tender his 

resignation and kick Ettakatol out of the ruling group if sharia as a source of legislation 

appears in the new constitution. (Pickard,2014).  

 

Ennahda faced level mounting pressure from secular parties to explicitly declare its position 

regarding the matter. Ennahda finally announced its disagreement for Sharia to be a source of 

legislation in the new constitution, but however declared its fierce commitment to 

maintaining article 1 of the 1959 constitution, which states that “Islam is the religion of the 

Tunisian state, and that Arabic is the state language, and a republic government.” The new 

constitution maintains Islam as the state religion, but ruled it out as a source of state 

legislation. This was due to the Ennahda party’s compromise during the drafting stage. Some 

of the articles favored Islamic demands whiles others favored secularist making the 2014 

Tunisian constitution not entirely secular. According to article 6 of the constitution, the state 

had the right to obstruct any religious activities and customs which undermine the freedom of 

religious practice. The constitution also prohibits the nomination and election of non-

Muslims as presidential candidates according to Article 7(Schafer ,2015). Tunisia has been a 

role model in the Arab world in terms of its respect and maintenance of women’s rights ever 

since Bourguiba’s regime. The Ennahda Islamist party promised to continue the legacy by 

ensuring gender equality, giving women equal rights in issues of divorce, personal matters 

etc. One of the female party’s MP Souad Abderrahim was utterly against the constitution 

protecting women who have children outside marriage, and that such children shouldn’t be 

accorded equal rights as it goes against Islamic laws.The subcommittee tasked to work on 

matters of rights and liberties adopted the draft which declared that the state shall protect and 

preserve the rights of women and their achievements under the complimentary principle with 

men within the family and as partners of men in development of the homeland. Equality in 

the 1959 constitution made way for complimentary in the 2012 draft constitution (Marks 

,2012; Mersch ,2016). This new change was strongly attacked by NGO’s UGTT, Tunisia’s 

league of human rights, and Tunisia’s Association of Democratic Women, by explicitly 

stating that it subordinates women to their male counterparts. This also ignited protests on 

National Women’s Day which changed Ennahda’s position on the matter. The draft was 
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redesigned to equalize men and women in terms of rights and duties and ratified as article 20 

of the new constitution (Pickard ,2014). Women’s rights were also catered for in the new 

constitution, due to its embodiment and recognition of gender equality, and equality in terms 

of responsibility between men and women in Tunisia. Women’s rights are strongly supported 

by article 45 of the 2014 Tunisian constitution, which also guaranty’s equal opportunities for 

women, supports their successes and encourages their active participation and involvement in 

politics especially at grassroot levels (Mersch ,2016). This significant progress for women is 

credited to the female drafters in the NCA. The constitution spells out a 30% quota for 

women both at regional and parliamentary level. 

 

Another major point of contention between Ennahda and the secularist parties, was 

concerning how power would be shared, and the type of system to be 

adopted(presidential/parliamentary). Ennahda was greatly advocating for a parliamentary 

system with the argument that a stronger parliament with executive power shared amongst 

ministers would work better in preventing an autocratic leader. Secularist were more in 

favour of a presidential /semi-presidential system, where an elected leader would have 

authority over the parliament (Alexander ,2016). Another reason by the secularist, is to check 

the power of Ennahda who exert dominance in the Parliament. The Ennahda party declared 

that it was open to compromise regarding the matter. Following negotiations and 

compromise, a semi presidential system was adopted in the constitution which gives the 

President authority to preside over foreign and defence matters, whiles sharing power and 

authority with the prime minister who emanates from the dominant party in parliament 

(Alexander ,2016). The new constitution supposedly guaranteed a balance of power in 

government and prevents the President from dominating and accumulating overriding and 

absolute power. Executive power is shared between the president and the prime minister, and 

both the parliament and the prime minister’s roles are dominant over that of the presidents. 

The presidents meant to deal with foreign and defense matters. The separation of power 

adopted in the executive arm would lessen the chances of authoritarian and dictatorial rule. 

 

An intense debate over initiating an anti-blasphemy law ensued following a riot after an art 

exhibition considered ridiculing to Islam by conservative Islamist. The riot caused the death 

of an individual and a good number of casualties leading the government to announce a three-

day curfew. Soon after, a group within the Ennahda party made a demand of legally 

criminalizing offenses against religion by passing a law in the new constitution (Feuer ,2012; 
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Marks ,2012). This was unwelcomed by secularist and civil societies who argued that such a 

law would undermine freedom of expression. A comprise was subsequently reached between 

Ennahda and other coalition parties to exclude the blasphemy clause, and agreed on 

criminalizing speeches that incite violence/hatred, and those that cause public disorder. The 

2014 constitution also featured progressive articles pertaining to civic engagement and 

association (Marks ,2012). It widened the space for pressure groups such as civil societies 

and unions. Certain articles of the new constitution promote pluralism and association. 

Articles 36 and 37 guaranty the rights of individuals to legally form and join unions and to 

also take part in demonstrations that are peaceful. Article 35, also guarantees the right for 

individuals to legally form or join political parties. The new constitution made Tunisia more 

decentralized and transparent, with effective and clear separation of powers, making the 

constitution an exemplary one in the region. Tunisia’s success in drafting a progressive and 

inclusive constitution can be strongly attributed to the negotiations, compromises and 

concessions made by the key actors, despite their different and most times opposing 

ideologies and views, as opposed to how the post Gaddafi transition was ushered in Libya 

(Grewal ,2015). Its constitutional drafting although turbulent has become an example which 

proves that differences in ideology or opinions is not a ticket for rift amongst actors with 

divergent interest. 

3.5 Key Actors And Their Role In Tunisia’s Transition 
 

The transition in Tunisia was led and guided by many groups of actors whose inputs were 

very instrumental in the adoption of a new constitution, as well the realization of success in 

the transition, which is still unfolding. Such actors include the likes of the Islamist Ennahda 

party, and several civil society originations in Tunisia some of which at some point led 

mediations and negotiations amongst the opposing political parties. Tunisia adopted a 

participatory model and sought public opinions through organized community meetings and 

sessions in its constitutional drafting process. The roles played by the most significant actors 

shall be discussed below. 

3.5.1 The Ennahda Party During The Transition And Constitutional 

Drafting Process 
Ennahda’s political reappearance to the political scene after decades of exclusion, was indeed 

important to Tunisia’s transition as well as the drafting of the 2014 Tunisian constitution. 

Ennahda has been in Tunisia’ scene pre-Ben Ali, but in this chapter, their comeback into the 

political scene, as well as their role in the transition, shall be the main focus. Islamist parties 
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weren’t at the fore of the revolution during its initial stage, but joined during the latter days of 

the revolution. The Islamist party was committed to forming a modern civil state, with greater 

commitment to democracy and its values. This made Tunisia’s democratic transition to be 

viewed as exceptional in the Arab world. Their fore position in the transition benefited the 

transition to democracy in numerous ways. The party exhibited and reiterated a strong 

commitment to the formation of a civil democratic state. The party leaders including 

Ghannouchi avoided statements and attitudes that could exacerbate the existing division, and 

avoided polarization between Islamist and secularist, which characterized the Tunisian 

society at the time (Aljazeera ,2014). The Ennahda party was also highly committed to 

cooperating and engaging in dialogues with other actors in the transition. They engaged in 

series of compromise and reached consensus on many burning issues during the transition 

and constitutional drafting. This can be credited to the meetings and agreements called A Call 

from Tunis (Appel de Tunis) signed in 2003 by Ennahda, CPR, Ettakatol and the PDP in 

France (Stepan & Linz ,2003). The agreement featured important issues such as respect for 

people and the state as an important source of legitimacy, respect for the values beliefs and 

freedom of people. (Stepan & Linz ,2003). A coalition was also formed on the 18th October to 

2005 by divergent actors including leftist, Islamist and CSO’s with the aim of ensuring a 

prevalence of rule of law, and upholding human rights and liberties. These agreements and 

many more attest to the fact that the Ennahda party and other political parties had plans for 

ensuring that Tunisia slides into a democratic nation once Ben Ali’s regime ends. The party 

was also very outstanding in its support and promotion of multi-party politics in Tunisia. 

Ennahda greatly supported the adoption of the proportional representation system which 

guarantees the inclusion of more political parties, as well as the formation of a collaborative 

government. The party strongly fought in favor of the zero threshold Proportional 

Representative system through a system known as Hare Quota Largest Remainder (HQLR), 

despite knowing that it would affect the overall seats they would acquire in the elections. The 

party would have dominated by significantly winning majority of the seats in NCA, if they 

had preferred the First Past the Post System, which would have not required them forming a 

coalition government (Stepan & Linz ,2003). Even with other PR systems, the party would 

have been guaranteed an outright majority of the votes, but due to its commitment, and 

perhaps a lesson learned from the brutal ousting of the Islamist party in Algeria, the party was 

committed to sharing the government and the transition process with other parties especially 

the secularist (Marks ,2015). Leader of the Ennahda party Ghannouchi had also repeatedly 

emphasized the party’s lack of intention to unilaterally govern Tunisia even before the NCA 
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elections. The party showed no intentions of acquiring and consolidating absolute power, as 

he believed the political culture in Tunisia at the time wasn’t fit enough to allow one party 

unilaterally lead the transition (Hearst ,2016). He therefore believed and demonstrated that a 

country in transition cannot be headed by a single party, but rather the cooperation of all 

relevant actors in the process.   

 

Winning the majority of the seats in the elections, rested the bulk of the responsibility of 

drafting of a new constitution, on the shoulders of the Ennahda party. The party was 

challenged with an in-house division between the moderates and the hardliners within the 

party. The first challenge faced by the party in the drafting process was the presentation of 

the draft entailing sharia as a source of legislation by Ennahda commissioners. This was 

unwelcomed by the public which engaged in protest, eventually leading the party to declare 

that Sharia shall not constitute a source of legislation in the new constitution, but support for 

maintaining the first article of the Tunisian constitution (Alexander ,2013). A lot of 

negotiations and compromise were made by the party on very controversial issues which 

have been cited earlier in this chapter. The Islamist party was able to cooperate well with the 

secularist, and made concessions on quite a number of articles. According to what Stepan 

(2000) referred to as the twin tolerations, a very inclusive constitution accommodating and 

allowing the coexistence of both political and religious rights was achieved in 2014.This 

prompted Ennahda to switch its political identity from political Islam to Muslim democrats as 

they believed political Islamist had no place under the new constitution (Feuer,2016; 

Gannouchi,2016). 

 

Ghannouchi and other influential party leaders changed their initial position of not allowing 

RCD remnants from contesting the 2014 elections. The Government led by Ennahda could 

have easily done so by passing a law which could have easily eliminated rival parties such as 

Nida Tounes from the political arena (Zakaria ,2015). The party refused to eliminate 

important political actors from the RCD from the political space. Ghannouchi argued that 

such parties might have lost elections, but still held influence in national politics. Ghannouchi 

assured Tunisians through this act, that the party’s intention is not the absolute 

monopolization of power to force a religious governance style on Tunisians, but rather one in 

the mist of many others to lead and guide the transition. Nida Tounes leader Essebsi also 

stressed that even when it wins with an overwhelming majority, it would form a coalition 

government with other parties. This was indeed manifested after Nida Tounes, Ennahda and 
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other political parties reconciled and formed a coalition government which was a remarkable 

achievement in the democratic transition in Tunisia. This can be credited to the fact that 

Ennahda was able to build people’s confidence in them, due to their commitment to power 

sharing as well as the fact that they didn’t impose any religious ruling as initially perceived 

by many Tunisians and secularists. The overall benefits and democratization of the country 

was more of a priority to Ennahda than holding power. During many critical junctures of the 

transition, the Ennahda party manifested its full commitment to democracy by ensuring 

separation of powers, participation in elections, engaging in dialogue and striking consensus 

for the greater good of Tunisians. 

3.5.2 Civil Society Organizations 
 

Although the popular revolution was not birthed by civil society organizations, they were 

however very instrumental to the spread and magnanimity of the revolution in Tunisia. 

Young people out of employment, and online activist were the main catalyst of the 

revolution, but CSO’s and unions drew in the participation of their members and ensured the 

growth and resilience of the revolution. Such groups included the Tunisia’s General Union 

(UGTT), the Tunisian Human Rights League (LTDH), Tunisian Association of Democratic 

Women (ATFD), the Tunisian National Order of Lawyers (ONAT) and The National 

Syndicate of Tunisian Journalist. The country wide mobilization efforts of the civil societies, 

brought the middle class into the revolution, including lawyers, teachers, health workers and 

public intellectuals (Honwana ,2013). The initial position of one of the biggest civil societies 

UGTT changed after its regional members made demands for the union to join the protest, 

rather than taking up a mediating role in the uprising. Labor unions organized a nationwide 

strike on the 14th of January, which led to the ousting of Ben Ali on the same day. Some 

authors credit the unions for their influential role in changing the demand of the revolution 

from demands for social and economic justice, to demands of ending the Ben Ali regime 

(Baker ,2015; Honwana ,20lih15). 

Activist and unionist were immediately involved in the transition of Tunisia. They engaged in 

protests and sit ins through concerted efforts to ensure that the remnants from the Ben Ali 

regime along their intentions of maintaining the institutional status quo weren’t met. Their 

active involvement and protest ensured Ghannouchi’s exclusion of former statesmen under 

Ben Ali, and the setting up of a roadmap for a new constitutional drafting by the NCA (Deane 

,2013). Their protest also contributed to the destruction of the institutional arrangements and 

structures built by Ben Ali. Association of Democratic Women highlighted the significant 
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role played by women in the uprising. Women were actively involved in the uprising by 

organizing strikes, marches, protest, and sit ins making demands in the revolution. Women 

associations were also very instrumental in social mobilizations which was very pivotal to the 

revolution (Baker ,2015). 

 

The input of lawyers in the revolution was anchored on demands for human rights and civil 

liberties which was long denied by the Ben Ali’s Regime. Lawyers gathered in numbers in 

front of court houses to express their utmost grievance against the regimes human rights and 

civil liberties violations, making demands for socio political change. An association of 

lawyers known as The National Order of Lawyers organized a country wide demonstration 

on the 31st December 2010 making demands for respect for civil and human rights (Baker 

,2015). Civil societies yet again were very instrumental to the most important process of the 

transition, the drafting of the 2014 constitution. The Tunisian protestors from the unset set a 

solid demand of being involved in the transitional process of their country. A focused group 

research revealed that Tunisians expect the NCA to consider people’s opinions, passing 

threats that they have the power to end their mandate as they did with Ben Ali. Tunisians held 

the believe that the input of the people in the constitutional drafting process, is very 

fundamental to its outcome (Baker ,2015; Honwana ,2015). The release of the first draft 

constitution by the NCA led to controversial debates amongst the public over the role of 

religion in the state, and gender equality (Deane ,2013; Baker ,2015). Debates and 

negotiations ensued amongst political actors in the different sub committees during the 

second phase. Civil society organizations were able to influence the policy making process, 

and ensure the original demands of the revolution in the constitution, through two main 

approaches.  

Civil society representatives worked in collaboration with law makers in determining the 

wording of the constitution, and led negotiations between political actors when they failed to 

reach agreements. Civil societies also encouraged the public to take action in influencing and 

shaping debates on articles that contradict the aim of the revolution. The Civil society 

organization’s role was active in including the public through public engagements and 

informal meetings following an outreach organized by the NCA after an issue in the second 

draft. The constitutional drafting was quite turbulent long and complex due to the different 

interest of actors, which gave the CSO’s an important role in the process. Through an 

Assembly Bureau formed in February 2012, the NCA officially involved CSO’s to the 

drafting process. The head Badreeddine Abdelkefi who was an NCA member, was appointed 
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and tasked with the responsibility of managing the relations between the two (Baker ,2015). 

The leader introduced initiatives such as workshops and public meetings, which allowed 

representatives of civil societies to discuss the draft, and also took part in subcommittee 

legislations where they give feedbacks. National dialogues on constitutional matters were 

also organized in each region as well as Tunisians in the Diaspora to ensure the constitution 

becomes an outcome of inclusivity (Baker ,2015). Civil societies were therefore very 

instrumental in the overall legitimacy of the 2014 constitution as well as the transition, as 

they ensured the participation and involvement of citizens in the process. Civil societies 

throughout the transitional phase, served as the mouth piece of the people, and also checked 

and balanced the power of the political actors. The Media, NGOs, and informal associations 

all made demands for rule of law elements such as accountability, transparency and 

compromise. 

3.6 Democracy In Tunisia, Consolidated Or Not. 
 

To assess the status of democracy and whether the demands of Tunisians back in 2010 have 

been fully met or not. The triggers of the Arab Spring as highlighted in chapter two include 

political and economic issues. Therefore, the current economic and political situation shall be 

compared to pre-Arab spring.  

 

3.6.1 Post Arab Spring Political Situation  
Tunisia is considered by many scholars and analyst as a country that changed remarkably 

after the Arab spring. (Tielens ,2020). Tunisia has achieved a lot of significant outcomes post 

Arab spring. Its ranking changed from partly free to free according to the freedom house 

ranking, making it the only free nation in the Arab world at the time (Freedom House, 2015). 

In terms of its respect for the political rights of individuals, its rating improved from three to 

one. The country in the aftermath of the Arab spring, has conducted over six free and fair 

elections including parliamentary, municipal and presidential elections all of which, were 

observed and credited by international observers. Tunisia has been able to attain successful 

transfer of power from incumbents to duly elected candidates. The adoption of a progressive 

and inclusive national constitution through a democratic process of negotiation, compromise 

and consensus between opposing or politically rivaled groups, is not least commendable. 

Even following the acquisition of power by the Nida Tounes a secular coalition party in 2014, 

a coalition-based government including the Ennahda party was formed. Tunisia made 
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substantial efforts and moves towards consolidating and strengthening its democracy, in the 

form of both institutional and security reforms, and the establishment of democratic state 

institutions. Since the Arab spring the government has been able to strongly put internal and 

military institution under control. This is strange to Arab politics considering how regimes 

use the military and security apparatus to consolidate their rule. Despite the significant 

achievements especially in the realm of political rights, civil liberties, democratic institutions, 

and electoral politics, economic and other political and administrative issues challenge the 

country’s democratic consolidation efforts. Such issues including corruption, unemployment, 

insecurity, gender and other transition related issues continue to plaque the young 

democracy’s consolidation. 

 

Tunisia has been an exception in terms of women’s rights ever since the 1956 CSP code 

passed by Bourguiba. Tunisian laws have accorded women substantial rights especially on 

family and other personal realms (Robinson & Roylance, n.d). The 2014 constitution adopted 

a gender parity law in articles 34 and 46 through the alternating party list to ensure a fair 

representation of women in politics and national decision making. The 2011- and 2014-party 

list were mainly dominated by men, with women accounting for only 7% in 2011 and 11% in 

2014. The parity significantly improved the candidacy of women as well as their 

representation. About 27, 000 women contested in the municipal elections held in 2018.The 

women led list also improved significantly the same year as it constituted 30% compared to 

the two previous elections. According to Zolman (2020), women won an overall 47% of the 

seats contested for. Despite an increase in representation, women faced issues such as 

discrimination once they assumed office. In the last parliamentary election held in 2019 

women won a total number of 53 seats compared to 79 in the 2014 elections (Saleh, 2021). 

Economically women have stayed consistently far more unemployed than their male 

counterparts standing at almost 25% in 2020, whiles male unemployment stood at 14.4% 

(Statista, 2021). Women struggle with economic and political discrimination, which 

undermines Tunisia’s democracy.  

 

Corruption is at a higher level in Tunisia today than it was in the past, according to a survey 

conducted by International Republican Institute (IRI) in 2017. The survey suggests that 89% 

of Tunisians believe so, and that corruption alongside degrading economic conditions have 

increased the lack of satisfaction that Tunisian’s have in their government, leading to a 

lowering of interest amongst the citizens in taking part in electoral activities (IRI ,2017). 
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Table 1. Tunisia Corruption Perception Index 

DATE  CORRUPTION RANKING  CORRUPTION INDEX  

2021 70 44 

2020 69 44 

2019 74 43 

2018 73 43 

2017 74 42 

2016 75 41 

2015 76 38 

2014 79 40 

2013 77 41 

2012 75 41 

2011 73 38 

2010 59 43 

  Table 1: Corruption Perception Index  

  Source: Country economy.com.  

 

Table 1 shows how corruption remains widespread and has significantly grown years 

following the uprising, despite pledges made by post Ben Ali leaders to tackle and lower 

corruption. The fight against corruption is considered a national objective as enshrined in the 

2014 Tunisian constitution. Governments have endeavored to fight against it by designing 

policies and means of tackling corruption in Tunisia. According to the German Federal 

Foreign Office (2017), the 2011 interim government setup an anti-corruption body called 

Instance Nationale de Lutte Contre la Corruption (INLUCC). The agency is quite functional, 

but lacks strong personnel and financial resources, as well as independence. The Tunisian 

government legislated some laws in order to help control corruption. A law on reporting 

corruption cases and whistleblowers was passed with the objective of eliminating corruption 

and achieving good governance. An anti-corruption campaign was spearheaded by the prime 

minister investigating and arresting politicians, businessmen, civil servants, police and 

custom officers guilty of corruption (Amara ,2018). Frozen and seized assets was the 

punishment of such individuals. Parliament also passed a law banning self-aggrandizement 

by demanding a declaration of assets and properties from all public officials, with the aim of 

promoting good governance accountability and transparency, and to also prevent people from 

engaging in corrupt practices (Amara ,2018). Despite numerous efforts in fighting corruption, 

the government failed to prosecute individuals and officials guilty of corruption during Ben 
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Ali’s rule. It passed a law granting immunity to such people, as long as they return such 

properties and pay fines. His justification for such a law was for the promotion of national 

reconciliation. This was however unwelcomed by many Tunisian and civil societies who 

called for accountability from such individuals. The law was then reviewed, exempting only 

civil servants from being prosecuted. 

 

Terrorism and security challenges in Tunisia has risen since the uprising with repeated deadly 

attacks mainly targeting tourist. This has risen concerns as to why radicalism plagues a 

country on a democratization journey. Anti-terrorism laws have been in existence in Tunisia 

since 2003, but has been mostly used by strong man Ben Ali to repress Tunisians and 

consolidate his rule. Tunisia faces terrorist and security issues which pose serious threats to 

the flourishing of democracy. Unemployment has frustrated many youths to turn to 

extremism and radicalism with many joining a deadly extremist group called ISIS operating 

in the region. Krueger (2007) opines in a study that terrorism is more likely to emerge in 

repressive and non-democratic countries, than democratic ones. Freedom house’s Puddington 

& Roylance (2015), also made a similar remark by arguing that terrorism is more probable to 

emerge and thrive in countries rated not free and partly free. Quite striking when considering 

these postulations, is that approximately 7000 Tunisian, became ISIS recruits in Libya Syria 

and Iraq in 2015, the same year Tunisia’s freedom house rating first changed from partly free 

to free (Bremmer ,2017; Gall ,2017). Democracy shares a strong correlation with the security 

and stability of a country. Studies have highlighted some of the reasons that push and attract 

people to join radical groups including social and economic marginalization, bad governance, 

corrupt polities, political or social subjugation, and repressive regimes. When people’s 

grievances are ignored or left unaddressed, they are mostly forced to join the radicalized 

groups. In a democratic dispensation, people’s grievances and voices are usually heard and 

mostly addressed due to the accountability and responsiveness of leaders in a democratic 

setting. The economic aspect is also very crucial as real democracies ensure some degree of 

economic equality, thereby limiting the chances of radicalization, as people are quite satisfied 

with their economic status (Macdonald ,2018).  

 

Building on this, the Tunisian case was one of disappointment which radical groups exploited 

for their own vested interest. The expected or desired economic outcomes of the 2011 

revolution were far from the reality that surrounds the country ever since the Arab spring. 

The country was plagued by three major terrorist attacks putting the political and security 
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condition at a fragile juncture. The attacks were staged by the Islamic state targeting tourist 

areas such as Bardo National Museum attack, The killing of a number of tourists by a gun 

man in Sousse, and the explosions targeted towards the presidential guards in a bus. The 

tourism industry suffered a great deal due to the frequency of violent attacks, further 

damaging the already weak economy. The return of the Tunisian ISIS recruits back to Tunisia 

due to the defeat ISIS further weighed on the country’s security. Politicians fiercely argued 

on the nature of contingency plans in case of a return of ISIS, and former president Essebsi’s 

proposal to grant immunity to the former members was unwelcomed. Lacking a proper 

approach of reintegrating such returnees is likely to perpetuate extremism as former militants 

and their family members face punishments like imprisonment etc. The 2015 terrorism act 

accorded the security apparatus extensive powers which raised concerns and worries amongst 

human rights groups. The law empowered the security personnel to use coercive approaches 

in dealing with terrorism and its related acts. The law also restricts the freedom of movement, 

arrest without detention or proper trial, increased surveillance, house arrest without the 

approval of the judiciary, and a broad an unclear definition of terrorism, putting the rights of 

citizens at stake (Amnesty International ,2017).  

 

In 2015, Human rights watch was quick to argue that such laws are repressive and infringing 

on human rights, further citing how Ben Ali’s police state made use of counter terrorism laws 

to repress and oppress the Tunisians (Aliriza, 2015). Even post Ben Ali Tunisia, has banked 

on anti-terrorism as an excuse to limit rights such as freedom of expression, assembly and 

association enshrined in the progressive 2014 constitution which guarantees such rights. The 

degrading economic conditions cited earlier in this chapter including corruption, inflation and 

increasing distrust in political parties including Ennahda, motivated law professor Kais Saied 

to contest in the 2019 elections with a decisive victory. President Saied enjoyed popularity 

which was however limited by the power sharing semi presidential system. He was obligated 

to share power with prime minister who was directly answerable to the parliament. Prime 

Minister Hichem Mechichi and speaker of the parliament Rachid Ghannouchi constant 

arguments over their powers and authority in recent years, led to a failure to reach unified and 

comprehensible solutions in dealing with the Corona virus pandemic, therefore worsening the 

already fragile political and economic atmosphere. The recent political situation in Tunisia 

following president Saied’s suspension of parliament and his decision to rule by decree has 

seriously raised question of whether the country celebrated as being the sole democracy in the 

Arab world, is losing its status. Questions are being raised about how the act of Saied 
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proclamation on 25th July 2021 undermines the democracy of Tunisia, as he unprecedently 

confiscated both executive and legislative and judicial power (Aljazeera 2021; BBC, 2022). 

His action was followed by a proclamation that he would govern by decree, and suspend the 

constitution in order to stabilize the gloomy political atmosphere in Tunisia exacerbated by 

economic crises and political division (Aljazeera, 2021). The prime minister was fired and 

replaced by a new female prime minister, being the only one in the Arab world. He followed 

this up on October 11th, with the appointment of new cabinet ministers that he approved of 

(Human Rights Watch ,2021). He justified his moves by arguing that he was forced to act 

following the economic and social problems, and by banking on article 80 of the 2014 

constitution, which gives the president the right to cease extra ordinary powers for 30 days in 

the case of growing threat to the state’s survival(Ounes ,2021).However, the same article also 

calls for prior consultation with both the prime minister and the speaker of the parliament, in 

addition to the functioning of parliament sessions even during such periods. The 

constitutional court whose creation was mandated by the 2014 constitution never materialized 

due to disagreements between parties over the membership (Goldstein, 2021).  The proposed 

constitutional court would have had the authority to determine and interpret the 

constitutionality and implementation of the said article by Saied.  His action was of course 

strongly unwelcomed by both Tunisian and opposition parties including the islamist Ennahda, 

with the latter describing the power grab as a coup d’état.  

 

However, a number of Tunisians also supported his moves arguing that Saied made a right 

move (France 24, 2022). They further argued that his actions are the first step towards 

permanently divorcing Tunisia from the troubled transition. A lack of constraints imposed by 

the semi presidential system enshrined in the 2014 constitution, might be the solution to 

revive the sinking economy, and combat wide spread corruption amongst politicians. About 

four political parties in Tunisia including Ennahda, Korama coalition, democratic current and 

Qalb tounes argued that the president’s legitimacy has been lost, following what they 

describe as an unconstitutional and unprecedented power grab which highly undermines 

democratic consolidation efforts in Tunisia. Ennahda is one of the main actors throughout 

Tunisia’s transition and is also one of the biggest political parties and a great opposer to 

Said’s government. The parliament dismissed by President Saied, had many Ennahda 

members. The party leaders in 2021 called for a dialogue as a way of resolving the 

compounded economic and political crises (Wannas, 2021). The military alongside other 

security institutions who have remained apolitical in much of Tunisia’s political history, have 
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supported the move made by the president by obeying and acting on his orders to block 

Ghannouchi, his deputy and other parliamentarians’ access to the parliament premises for 

sittings and sessions. The dismissal of the defense minister coupled with their support for the 

regime’s actions raised beliefs that the army’s loyalty lies with the regime. The 2015 Nobel 

peace prize recipient UGTT was also surprisingly in support of Saied’s decision, although 

arguing that as long as he sticks to the date spelt out in article 80 of the constitution. 

However, their position changed following the extension. Some observes both within and 

outside Tunisia, and even ordinary Tunisian fear the country is sliding back to autocracy 

following president Saied’s surprising political move (Wannas, 2021). His further extension 

of the power grab in August raised even more concerns about democracy’s faith in Tunisia 

just a decade after the revolution. He proclaimed to rewrite the Tunisian constitution, but has 

no plans of including other political parties and civil societies into the process. More recently, 

he has extended the power grab to the judicial arm of government, by dissolving the judiciary 

on allegations that the judiciary is corrupt and guilty of slowing down investigations related 

to terrorism including the assassinations of the two secular party figures back in 2013, and 

generally not fit for purpose (Al Jazeera ,2022). Judges have been stopped and banned entry 

to the judicial premises by security forces. 

 

However, they also are refusing to stay silent about what they perceive as utterly 

unconstitutional. The move towards the judiciary was strongly welcomed by many Tunisians, 

who have similar views of the judiciary as Saied. Opposition groups such as Ennahda argue 

that the dissolution of the judiciary and the constant dismantling are part of his final moves to 

consolidate his unconstitutional rule by decree (Aljazeera, 2022). 

3.6.2 Economic Situation In Post Arab Spring Tunisia  
Despite the efforts to fight deteriorating economic status of Tunisia by the different post Ben 

Ali leaders, the country continues to battle economic crises which remains widespread in 

Tunisia. Problems related to the economy including corruption, unemployment, inflation, a 

declining GDP continue to plaque the country. Successive governments since the Arab spring 

have pledged to free Tunisia from economic issues, but official data indicates an increase in 

many of the economic issues which Tunisia has been dealing with prior to the Arab spring. 

According to Al Jazeera (2022) many Tunisia’s struggle with lack of employment and 

enough food supplies. A massive protest emerged in 2018 which eventually escalated to 

violence between protestors and security forces.  The protest was triggered by a financial act 
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passed by the government and approved by the parliament with the goal of combatting 

inflation and high public debts. The main feature of the law was a surge in the prices of 

commodities such as fuel, and a tremendous VAT increase on commodities and services such 

as phone call rates, internet cost, vehicles and accommodation. Tunisians protested for the 

withdrawal of such a law which heavily disadvantaged them, leaving the government with a 

tough task and responsibility to manage the country’s financial and economic downslide 

(DW, 2017).  

 

An IRI survey conducted in 2017, revealed that about 83% of Tunisians believed that the 

Tunisia is on the wrong path, mainly due to its economic downturn, whiles only 13 % believe 

the country is headed towards the right path. The survey also highlighted a significant 

finding, revealing that between 2015 to 2017, most Tunisians believe in the importance of 

economic progress over a democratic government. Tunisians therefore began to view 

economic progress under repressive rule to be more preferable over democratic system/rule 

that lacks economic progress. 

 

 

              Table 2: Unemployment rate in Tunisia  

Characteristic Unemployment rate  

2020 16.69% 

2019 15.13% 

2018 15.46% 

2017 15.38% 

2016 15.51% 

2015 15.16% 

2014 15.06% 

2013 15.93% 

2012 17.63% 

2011 18.33% 

2010 13.05% 

2009 13.29% 

2008 12.44% 
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Source:( O’ Neill, 2020) 

 

 Table 3: Inflation rate in Tunisia  

Characteristic  Inflation rates  

2022 6.53% 

2021 5.73% 

2020 5.64% 

2019 6.72% 

2018 7.31% 

2017 5.31% 

2016 3.63% 

2015 4.44% 

2014 4.63% 

Source: (O’Neill, 2021).  

  

 

 

                          Table 4: Annual GDP Tunisia  

DATE  ANNUAL GDP GDP GROWTH  

2020 $42,502M -8.6% 

2019 $41, 772M 1.0% 

2018 $42, 687M 2.7% 

2017 $42, 167M 1.9% 

2016 $44, 360M 1.2% 

2015 $45,779M 1.2% 

2014 $50, 273M 2.9% 

2013 $48, 681M 2.8% 

2012 $47,311M 4.1% 

2011 $48,122M -1.9% 

2010 $46,210M  3.5% 

Source: (Country economy, 2020) 
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The data cited in tables 2,3 and 4 reveal the downtrend in Tunisia in terms of unemployment, 

inflation and GDP. It can be argued that the economic situation in Tunisia didn’t change 

significantly post Arab spring and arguably even worsened. The country continues to suffer 

economically especially with soaring levels of unemployment, inflation, inequality and public 

indebtedness. According to data from Statista, the overall Tunisian economy declined by 

8.8% in 2020, with an 84% increase in national debt in 2021. The unemployment rate grew 

from 15.6% in 2014 to almost 17% in 2020. Poverty was also increasing, with the 

government being unable to finance their debts without acquiring more loans from the IMF 

(Abouoaun, 2019). The overall GDP of the country fell from 3.5% in 2010 to negative 8.6% 

in 2020(Country economy, n. d). The inflation rate in Tunisia also skyrocketed from 3.34% 

during the wake of the Arab spring to a current figure of 6.53%. The post Ben Ali regimes 

have not been successful in addressing the social and economic issues in Tunisia, coupled 

with a significant decline in the living standards of Tunisians (Abouoaun, 2019). According 

to Aliriza 2021, the round six Arab Barometer survey, reveals and supports the view that 

Tunisians view democracy more from an economic perspective. In other words, Tunisians 

believe there is a strong correlation between economic progress and democracy, with 

democracy being a dependent variable. The survey revealed that over half of the population 

believe that the greatest setback that Tunisia faces is economic issues, with 18% pointing out 

corruption, and with majority arguing the lack of serious efforts by the governments towards 

combatting corruption. In addition to this, the survey questioned Tunisians on the correlation 

between the provision of essential needs such as food shelter, and clothing by the state is to 

democracy. About 46% of the respondents believe it’s very essential to democracy, whiles 

28% stated its fairly essential. Democracy in Tunisia in terms of electoral democracy has 

fallen short of achieving economic progress (Aliriza, 2021) 

 

According to World Bank (2021), Tunisia is experiencing an alarming plunge in economic 

growth, in comparison with its regional neighbors. This is more worrying owing to the 

Bank’s long-term support. Despite the many reforms adopted by different post Ben Ali 

regimes, including devaluation, cutting down on subsidies, more liberal and enabling 

markets, Tunisians continue to face economic issues such as inflation, trade deficits, increase 

in public debts, decline in overall standards of living. The Afro barometer survey conducted 

between July 2020- April 2021 revealed that many Tunisians believe they are in a situation of 

economic deprivation, with their low incomes being insufficient to cover their needs. Many 

unemployed have lost the zeal to seek employment due to the staggering unemployment rate. 
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The findings of the survey also suggest that the economic downturn has worsened. Only 6% 

of the respondents held a positive view of the economy by rating it “good” or “very good” in 

the 2021 arch survey, which initially stood at 7% in 2018, and 14% in 2016, Arab 

Barometer). 

 

As mentioned earlier, Tunisia holds a unique position in terms of democracy in the Arab 

world. The revolution significantly changed its democratic status, making it the only 

democracy in the Arab world (Freedom House, 2015). However, this is not the believe of 

everyone, especially those who bank on the country’s economic reality to measure its 

democracy. The economic situation in Tunisia based on official data cited in this Chapter 

supports the claim of political and economic analyst who argue that Tunisia is experiencing 

deep economic and political crises.  
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4. LIBYAS TURBULENT ARAB SPRING 

Libya was not spared from the mass uprisings that occurred in the Middle East in 2011. 

Inspired by the success of Tunisia and Egypt in ousting their respective dictators, Libyans 

who for so long had been victims of oppression, took to the streets demanding the end of 

Mummar al Gadhafi’s brutal and aging regime (Elkatawneh ,2013). Gaddafi had been in 

power for 42 years after successfully ousting his predecessor in a military coup d’état in 1969 

(Oliveri 2013; Van Genugten ,2011). His regime, just like Mubarak and Ben Ali was very 

brutal and committed atrocious violations against the people he ruled for decades. Libya’s 

uprising began on the 15th February 2011, and lasted for eight months making it more violent 

than Tunisia and Egypt’s revolutions (Elkatawneh, 2013). Since the Outbreak of the Arab 

spring in Libya, the country gradually descended into chaos (Oliver, 2013; Van Genugten 

,2011; El Gamaty ,2016).  

 

The protest in Libya was mainly an anti Gaddafi protest, which had the intention of ending 

the rule of Gaddafi. Gaddafi sensed the contagious effects of the uprisings in Tunisia and 

Egypt could have on other Arab countries, and therefore supported the dictators in those 

countries. Gaddafi expressed his support for both Ben Ali and Mubarak openly. In the peak 

of the uprising, Gaddafi addressed the Tunisians by stating that Tunisians had registered a 

huge loss, as Ben Ali is the only man befitting to govern Tunisians. This was followed by a 

call to the former Egyptian leader Mubarak rendering his support to him on the 28th January 

2011.The protest began in the Cyrenaica region, more precisely the city of Benghazi, and 

spread to other parts of Libya. Demonstrations and protest broke out, but the security forces 

fired at the people, which triggered a response from the people led by different rebel factions. 

Gaddafi was defiant and swore to eliminate all protestors against his regime (El -Gamaty 

,2016). He pledged to protect his regime, even if it cost him his life, rather than give into the 

demands of the demonstrators. The fight and violence between the groups grew bigger and 

quickly spread to other regions, to the point where the UN had to officially condemn the 

human rights violation just ten days after the violence broke out. The rebel factions which 

opposed the Gaddafi regime, were very successful in gaining control of many cities, 

becoming the first blow to the Gaddafi administration. This prompted Mustafa Abdul Jalil 

former justice minister under Gaddafi, to lead the National Transitional Council (NTC) to 

administer the regions captured by rebel forces. The establishment of the council was also 

seen as a concerted union /opposition to Gaddafi’s rule (Elkatawneh ,2013). Reports 
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suggested that Gaddafi was recruiting mercenary fighters from African countries, and was 

highly willing to use his air forces to suppress the uprising. His willingness to kill civilians as 

an option to safeguard his regime was also another suggestion made by such reports. This 

invited condemnation of the use of force against civilians, by international bodies such as the 

Arab league, African union and the Human Rights Council. Over 300 civilian deaths, were 

reported in just two weeks of protest. The United Nations was compelled to issue resolution 

1973, declaring Libya a no-fly zone due to the sharp rise in civilian casualties (Terry ,2015). 

Unlike the revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia, foreign powers were directly involved in the 

ousting of the Gaddafi regime (Pothier, 2022). The resolution equally sought to protect the 

lives of the Libyan citizens at any cost. As such air strikes were launched, with about sixty 

civilians reported dead, and about 55 suffered casualties. Rebel groups were successful in 

capturing many key areas, but were forced to repudiate after encounters with Gaddafi forces. 

United Nations backed NATO to carry out military strikes to protect the Libyan people 

(Terry ,2015). 

 

 Following months of fighting between rebels and Gaddafi forces, a NATO led intervention, 

launched a bombing campaign leading to the murder of Gaddafi by rebel forces in his home 

town Sirte (McKernan ,2020). France, UK and the United States carried out land, air and sea 

attacks against Gaddafi forces (Davidson ,2013). The United Kingdom and France jointly 

carried out attacks against twenty cohesive air defences set up by Gaddafi forces. France was 

also heavily involved in attacks against Gaddafi forces and was the first government to 

recognise the NTC government (Bassiouni ,2013). Ever since the death of Ghaddafi, the 

country has plunged into interminable civil war. The power vacuum which emerged 

following the death of Gaddafi has led to violent conflicts between opposing rebel groups and 

militias, who are all fighting to gain control over Libya (Oliveri 2013; Becerra ,2020). Unlike 

Tunisia, Libya has mostly registered very disastrous outcomes and has failed to adopt a new 

constitution and conduct free elections. The warring parties involved in the post Gaddafi 

conflict have failed to reach reasonable agreements that will end the deep political power 

struggle between the opposing governments and other militia and rebel groups in Libya, 

based on region, sect, tribe etc. Two opposing governments exist, with each making claims 

and controlling a certain area in Libya. Rebel leader Halifa Haftar took control over the 

eastern region, and has launched offensives in trying to capture the capital Tripoli (Murray, 

2015; Becerra ,2020). The United Nations recognised Government based in Tripoli exercises 

control in Tripoli. Different actors including the United Nations have led negotiations and 
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peace talks to reach a truce and end the violent armed confrontation and unite and reconcile 

the divided Libyan nation.   

 

4.1  Libya’s Interim Government  
 

Transitions to democracy can be very tedious uncertain and rocky in most cases, and Libya’s 

attracted the attention of the world due to the path and trajectories of the post Gaddafi Libya. 

The fall of the Gaddafi regime, put the Libyan soil on the pedals of democratic transition. 

Libyans united and formed the National Transition Council on t the 27th February 2011.The 

NTC was the first government setup in the beginning of the anti-Ghaddafi protests. Many 

term it as a self-proclaimed government, but had international recognition from countries like 

France, Spain and Italy, with the former recognising it barely one week after the NTC 

announced its authority as the voice and representative of the Libyans protesting and fighting 

to end Gaddafi’s rule. The United Kingdom and the United States were however slow to 

openly declare their support for the NTC, but eventually did. (Elkatawneh ,2013; National 

Transitional Council Libya ,2014; Becerra ,2020,). The formation of the NTC by ex-Military 

officers, businessmen, and academics, was part of the earliest moves to form a government 

that would succeed Gaddafi’s regime.  Despite its formation and presence in Benghazi, the 

council was making claims over Tripoli. The council served as a representation of the Libyan 

populace, and made pledges to lead the uprisings against Ghaddafi and ensure a smooth 

transition following Gaddafi’s fall (Hennerberg ,2021; National Transitional Council Libya 

,2014; Yurtsever & Abdulkarim ,2018). Some of its other goals included ensuring the 

security of the Libyan territory. In the early days, the identity of most of the members were 

concealed, but the group consisted of exiled Libyans. The Council was very instrumental in 

the military activities that ousted Gaddafi. The NTC soon became the main opposition and 

challenger of Gaddafi’s regime, as many Libyans registered their support for the council to 

spearhead the fall of Gaddafi, and to restore freedom, justice and liberty to the Libyans 

(Johnson ,2017). The council quickly began forming alliances with some western and Arab 

powers, securing international support and recognition. The NTC made a request to the 

United Nations seeking recognition as the legal representative of the Libyan people and being 

the Libyan seat holder in the United Nations.  The council failed to establish an interim 

government during the latter period of the uprising against Gaddafi. The council was under 

the leadership of Mustafa Abdul Jalil former justice minister under Gaddafi. The de facto 

head of government for the council was Mahmoud Jibril, who served in that capacity from 5th 
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March 2011 till the fall of Gaddafi, but however initially declared he would step aside once 

Libya breaks away from Gaddafi’s rule (Johnson ,2017).  

 

Following Gaddafi’s fall, Jibril set plans in motion for the formation of a caretaker 

government to be elected within a month, followed by the election of members of the 

constitutional assembly within eight months, and presidential and parliamentary elections a 

year after that (National Transitional Council, 2014). Ali Tarhouni succeeded Jibril after he 

stepped down the same day, he made those announcements. The newly appointed cabinet 

under the Tarhouni’s stewardship manged the affairs of the country until July 2012 when a 

new caretaker government was elected. The NTC encountered numerous challenges during 

its period as Libya’s Interim government, the council faced numerous challenges including 

divisions and fragmentations within, despite its genuine moves to facilitate an all-embracing 

transition (Johnson ,2017). It also heavily suffered from its desire to satisfy the different sub 

national groups, and subsequently got accused of having a different agenda (Cherif ,2021, 

Barakat ,2018). The NTC was successful in remaking Tripoli the capital after Benghazi had 

been the epicentre of the uprisings and revolution. The NTC, made significant efforts through 

the use of local governments to ensure the restoration of normal day to day life activities in 

Benghazi. The local governments were usually made of about fifteen members including 

lawyers, judges who carried out community service activities such as traffic control and 

refuse collection. 

 

 Ensuring unity during the transition was another major challenge encountered by the council. 

The council made a significant move by drafting a Transitional Constitutional Declaration a 

document in lieu of Libya’s constitution, until the drafting and adoption a new constitution, 

which was meant to serve as the country’s transitional roadmap to democracy and elections, 

but was however considered flawed (National Transitional Council, 2014). Different 

stakeholders such as Islamist, federalist and other groups all mounted pressure to include 

their demands in the amended articles. This caused dissatisfaction amongst the different 

groups over the final outcome of the document as the different groups suspected each other of 

capitalizing on the pressure mounted on the NTC to advance their own interest. The NTC 

made changes to the final declaration and the electoral law passed due to its inability to deal 

with reverberating pressure.  
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Despite the magnanimous support registered by the Libyansbfor the council, it however faced 

opposition and protest by many Libyans, who weren’t necessarily pro Gaddafi, but were 

utterly disappointed with the NTC and as such protested against it in January 2012. The 

National Transition council was dissolved right after the new leader of the General National 

Congress Mohammed Ali Salim assumed his new position. Some of the dissatisfactions 

echoed by the protestors were, the absorption of individuals who worked with the Ghaddafi 

administration into the government. A general lack of accountability and transparency on the 

government’s spending, and the adoption of the Islamic Sharia law in any future constitution. 

The GNC took over from the NTC. The GNC was primarily tasked with the responsibility of 

electing a constitutional drafting assembly likewise a new parliament. Reports often credit the 

transition from the NTC to GNU as the only successful and smooth transfer of power the 

country has witnessed ever since the end of King Idris’s rule (Cherif ,2021). 

 

Barely two years into its mandate, the GNC organised parliamentary elections for the Libyan 

House of Representatives. The voter turnout was strikingly low mainly due to the country’s 

insecurity, and the people’s disappointment with the GNC members. The GNC however did 

not facilitate a smooth transition, as they refused to step down and handover to the HOR.  

Their action was triggered by dissatisfaction over the electoral process by some GNC 

members, and the perceived shaky legitimacy of the HOR.  The failure of the GNC to 

stepdown and handover to HOR, forced the HOR to base and operate in Tobruk (Cherif, 

2021; Barakat ,2018). This triggered the outbreak of the violent 2014 civil war, as armed 

allies divided with each supporting one of the two authorities (Henneberg ,2021). The 

country following Ghaddafi’s ousting in October 2011, has failed to achieve a unified and 

stable government. The west under the control of the United Nations recognised authority 

Government based in Tripoli, and warlord Khalifa Haftar having control of the east (Barakat 

,2018).  

 

4.2 Electoral Reforms And Electoral Activities In Libya Since The 

Revolution  
Since the revolution, Libya has descended into a series of chaotic and unending violence. One 

responsibility common to all interim governments that have emerged in Libya, is to guide the 

transition to a constitutional democracy, writing and adopting a new constitution, lead the 

country to a free and fair election, put an end to the political divide, unite the country and 

restore peace. This section shall detail the attempts made at holding elections, successful 
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elections that have been held in Libya so far, electoral reforms made to ensure smooth 

elections, and why holding a free fair and transparent elections especially presidential 

elections till date, has proven difficult. The first post Gaddafi elections organised by the 

NTC, was quite significantly remarkable to Libyans, as it was the first nationwide elections to 

be held in over three decades. (Barakat ,2018; Salem & Kadlec ,2012; The Carter Centre 

,2012). It was successful in organizing the maiden election conducted in Libya following 

Ghaddafi’s fall. The Higher National Electoral commission supported the NTC’s move by 

overseeing a successful election of GNC members. A number of political parties representing 

people from diverse groups including CSO’s contested in the elections. The GNC succeeded 

the NTC in their role as the representatives of the Libyans, following their successful election 

into office (Pack & Cook ,2015). Many Libyans precisely about 61.58% participated in the 

elections, and this ignited hope that the country was finally on a path to democracy, as they 

believed other free and fair elections would follow the GNC elections.  

 

As part of its mandate to conduct elections, draft electoral laws were released, and an 

elections body known as the Higher National Elections Commission was setup in February 

2012, and elections preparations such as registration of voters, qualification of candidates and 

laws surrounding political parties, were all in progress. With the aid of the United Nations 

Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL), and elections experts, the NTC passed a draft law for 

public debate in January. Some of the propositions included in the draft were the adoption of 

a first past the post system to fill up the 200 seats, and a ten percent quota for women. Both of 

these constituted the most controversial propositions in the new draft as both civil societies 

and women’s groups proposed a PR system and an increase in women’s quota (Salem & 

Kadlec, 2012). The banning of citizens with dual nationality from contesting in elections, was 

also a controversial article, as many exiled Libyans argued they were forced into exile 

because of the brutal nature of Gaddafi’s regime, and played pivotal roles in the revolution. 

The 1972 law banning the operation of a multi-party system in Libya was repealed by the 

NTC, with critics arguing that the electoral system adopted FPTP system would promote 

tribalism amongst the voters. Like Tunisia in its initial transition phase, the electoral law 

banned former Gaddafi officials and close allies from contesting in national elections (The 

Carter Centre ,2012). The draft electoral law also prohibited individuals who failed to support 

the revolution or hindered its success from contesting. These controversies compelled a 

revision of the draft. The revised draft then proposed FPTP system for 120 candidates, with a 

PR and alternating system to be used for the remaining 80 seats, which would allow for the 



79 

 

accommodation of smaller parties as opposed to a completely majoritarian system, likewise 

increase the women’s quota to 20%.  This had very positive effects for women as 15.5% 

translating to 32 GNC women representatives (The Carter Centre ,2012). Matters concerning 

electoral districts, voting rules counting and sorting were not handled by the council, as they 

left that responsibility to the electoral commission to work out based on demographic factors.  

The election of GNC members into office, was guided by the Article 30 of the Constitutional 

declaration adopted in August 2011 by the NTC, an acted as the supreme laws of Libya till 

date in the absence of a new constitution. The fundamental purpose of the GNC elections was 

the election of 200 members who would assume a new role as an interim body to lead the 

country’s transition to democracy, and takeover from the self-appointed NTC. An 

amendment was made on the 5th July 2012 to the constitutional declaration by the NTC, 

shifting the responsibility of appointing the National Constituent with 60 members, from 

members of the GNC, to the public through elections. In February 2014, the HNEC 

conducted the election of the Constitutional Assembly Council (National Transitional 

Council, 2014).  

 

 In 2014, elections were held to elect the new parliament following the official end of the 

GNC ‘s mandate. A new set of representatives called the HOR, were duly elected. The GNC 

however, refused to step down and relinquish power to the HOR, forcing them to move over 

to the eastern city of Tobruk. Each of these two legislative groups operated in different cities, 

whiles making claims to legitimacy, fuelling the outbreak of a civil war (Barakat, 2018; 

Murray, 2015). Since then, the country has failed to conduct both parliamentary and 

presidential elections, despite the desire of both local and international actors like the UN to 

hold general elections and put an end to the political gridlock in Libya. Libya has been unable 

to elect a president ever since the ouster of dictator Muhammar Ghaddafi in 2011. The plans 

for national presidential and parliamentary elections have been suffering from repeated 

postponements, which has made many to feel sceptical about the smooth conduct of elections 

in Libya. General Halifa Haftar’s surprise offensive attack to capture Tripoli in 2019 was the 

first major blow to the planed elections in both 2018 and 2019 (Cherif ,2021; Cherkaoui, 

2020). Several electoral law amendments and articles have been made to achieve a successful 

election and put an end to the conflict that continues to plague Libya. After the failure to 

conduct the national elections, the UN as part of its roadmap to attaining peace in Libya 

scheduled Libya’s elections for December 2021, which failed to hold due to unprecedented 

setbacks. The Libyan electoral commission announced yet another postponement just few 
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days prior to the 24th December elections on the grounds that the political situation and 

security in Libya could lead to an outbreak or escalation of violence, especially following the 

mobilization of armed factions in Libya. Another reason advanced by the HNEC was that 

they had to unravel certain legal issues prior to finalising the list of candidates to be 

considered qualified and eligible to contest in the elections, despite months of repeated 

negotiation between internal and international parties (Cherif ,2021). The involvement of the 

UN in conducting elections in Libya, is mainly to ensure the democratic election of a 

legitimate government, achieving stability and a unified government in Libya. Controversies 

pose a threat to the successful election of a new leader in Libya including the qualifications of 

candidates, and the issues surrounding security, wars amongst militias, and the laws 

surrounding the electoral processes. 

 

 Media interviews conducted by reputable media outlets such as Al Jazeera, revealed many 

Libyans want the adoption of a new constitution to precede presidential elections. They argue 

that the importance of this is to ensure that the constitution lays out the powers and 

authorities of elected leaders especially the president.  Leader of Libya’s High State council 

(HSC), made a remark that conducting elections without a constitution in place, could lead to 

a coup in Libya. Candidates such as Shaif al Islam son of former president Gaddafi wanted 

by the ICC for war crimes, and General Haftar leader of the eastern based Libyan National 

Army. The Commission banned both candidates from contesting in the elections, but their 

decision was challenged by a local court allowing both candidates to contest the elections. 

The HNEC, the judiciary, and the parliamentary have been overriding electoral rules over the 

candidates, and a host of other issues. The local courts have been unable to unanimously 

reach a consensus regarding the candidacy of figures like Haftar. A local Zawiya court in 

Libya rejected the appeal for Haftar’s candidacy, whiles another local court overruled the 

decision.  

 

The background of these controversies could be attributed to the repeal of the 2013 political 

isolation law passed by the GNC prohibiting all former Gaddafi officials from contesting in 

elections for public office for at least a decade (Johnson, 2017; Cherif, 2021). The revocation 

of the law by the opposing eastern based community in 2015 allowing such individuals to 

contests in elections, made it even more difficult to determine the legal faith of such 

individuals regarding elections even till date. Human rights organisations and institutions 

such as Human Rights watch, were heavily against the revocation in fear of Gaddafi loyalist 
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being reinstated within the corridors of power. The declaration of candidacy by prime 

minister Hamid Dbeibah was also unwelcomed by many especially the Easterners arguing 

that his position as leader of an interim president prohibits him from contesting in the 

presidential elections. His intentions have been judged by many as deceptive and therefore 

dwindling their trust in his candidacy. The elections were rescheduled for January by Libya’s 

HNEC, which also failed to materialise and currently rescheduled for June of 2022(Al 

Jazeera ,2021) 

 

4.3 Constitutional Drafting And Reforms Since The Revolution 
 

Reforming a constitution following the fall of an authoritarian regime, is an important step in 

transitioning to democracy. Drafting and adopting a new constitution became a trend in all 

the Arab spring countries that succeeded in toppling their dictators. The political realities 

which existed during the period of constitutional drafting, however differed. Libya’s 

environment during the beginning of its constitutional drafting is considered more chaotic 

and turbulent when compared to Tunisia.  The adoption of a progressive and inclusive 

constitution by the beginners of the Arab spring Tunisia is one of the many reasons that 

earned it its legacy as the only success story of the Arab spring. Libya following its 

revolution and before the outbreak of the civil war, had its shots at trying to rewrite its 

constitution, but has till date failed to adopt a fresh constitution (Johnson ,2017: Cherif, 

2021). According to the International Commission of Jurist (2015), the first attempts geared 

towards this, was the Constitutional Declaration adopted by the NTC on August 3rd 2011. 

This document serves in lieu of a constitution in Libya. Through a public referendum, a 

constitutional drafting assembly was elected in February 2014 to draft a new constitution in 

Libya. The aim of writing a new constitution is to put an end to the anti-democratic political 

system setup by Gaddafi during his tenure, put an end to the political division that has 

continuously plagued Libya, as well as establish a new democratic legal framework that 

would guide a new political transition. The election of the CDA was perceived by 

international observers as free and fair, however issues such as the duration of the drafting 

process, and minority groups and women representation in the drafting process emerged prior 

to the election. (International Commission of Jurist ,2015; Johnson, 2017). 

 

 The task of writing a new constitution officially began in April 2014, and subcommittees 

were formed within the CDA each looking at specific issues or subjects. In December 2014, a 
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proposal for a draft constitution entailing the different inputs by the sub committees was 

published. The draft proposal was released in December 2014. A committee was then formed 

in 2015 to draft a new constitution and by October that year a draft was written by the 

internal drafting committee. A revised draft was issued in February 2016, and a final draft 

was adopted just two months later.  The adoption of a new constitution drafted by the 

assembly, required the endorsement of the Libyans through a referendum (Cherif ,2021). 

Like any other constitutional drafting process, the CDA experienced challenges both 

internally and externally during its period of constitutional drafting. Internally the drafters 

lacked the political and constitutional experience to draft a constitution. The 60 seats for the 

CDA were allocated based on the three regions the eastern Cyrenaica, and the southern 

Fezzan the western Tripolitania and the which have been in existence since independence. 

Although not categorically indicated in the 2013 electoral law, the understanding of many 

was that the commission sought to refrain from electing its members through parties and 

rather preferred the election of independent individuals in order for both their focus and 

loyalty to be directed towards the process rather than their parties (Cherif, 2021).   

 

The apolitical commission also operated in an unfavourable and steamy political environment 

which was exacerbated by the tensions between the GNC and the eastern based government. 

The rift and tensions between the GNC and its opponent government derailed the overall 

transition on so many fronts, especially with detailing the legal framework that would guide 

the election of the CDA.  The contentious law banning officials and family members of the 

Ghaddafi regime, greatly affected the make-up of both the GNC and the CDA, but further 

exacerbated the civil conflict. Perhaps the greatest challenge faced by the CDA even before it 

began operation, was the challenge of reconciling and harmonising the different interest and 

ideologies of often opposing political and social groups. The boycotting of CDA seats 

allocated to minority groups such as the Amazigh, Touareg and Tebu was also another major 

challenge especially to the legitimacy and representativeness of the CDA (Cherif ,2021). 

These minority groups were convinced that they will be underrepresented in the drafting 

process and sought to acquire a veto power on matters concerning minorities. The 2013 

electoral law catered for a reservation of two seats for each of the three aforementioned 

ethnic groups, however all three boycotted the elections and their allocated seats due to 

dissatisfaction with their underrepresentation as well as lack of consensus. The Touaregs and 

the Tebus later took up their seats in the CDA. The political atmosphere was not just 

outstandingly polarised, but lacked a unified and legitimate legal framework to guide 
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conduct. This is not to say that the Tunisia’s National Constituent Assembly did not face such 

a challenge, but was able to put out a progressive constitution mainly due to the fact that 

Islamist and secularist were able to strike an admirable level of compromise in order to 

produce an inclusive constitution and strengthen their path to democracy. Libya on the other 

hand could not achieve that due to the high animosity and tension between the different 

stakeholders. Aside from the internal and external challenges faced in the drafting process, 

the committee also dealt with challenges and opposition on certain controversial articles 

especially those concerned with human & citizens’ rights, religion, equality and women’s 

rights (Saad ,2017).  

 

 Other key issues that generated controversies in the process amongst the drafters included 

the country’s national anthem and flag, the allocation of natural resources, location of the 

country’s capital city, rights of women and minority groups etc. Certain articles were 

perceived as ambiguous and lacked explicitly, whiles a number of controversial articles were 

deferred and left unaddressed for the next drafters. The role of Islamic Sharia law, held centre 

stage in both the political setting, as well as during the revolution. External parties such as the 

UN had to join the drafting processing Libya. The United Nations support mission in Libya 

(UNSMIL), intervened in the process, putting the drafters on their toes to reconcile their 

differences and complete the process in the stipulated duration. Some local actors frowned at 

the involvement, arguing it’s unlawful and encroaches their sovereign rights as a nation. The 

International Commission of Jurist in a 2015 report, remarks that many of the provisions of 

the draft constitution, are not in line with international laws and standards. The process of 

writing and adopting a new constitution should entail inclusivity and widespread 

participation, likewise command overwhelming support to be considered democratic as well 

as international law compliant.  In the beginning of the process, the CDA engaging and 

consulting Libyans through townhall meetings and engagements with civil society 

organisations. However, interviews conducted by the ICJ suggests that civil society 

organisations felt there was little level of engagement between them and the CDA. Following 

the fall of Gaddafi in 2011, the head of the interim government proclaimed that any law that 

opposes the sharia law shall not be entertained. Its role generated controversies during the 

constitutional drafting process. The drafters held different dispositions regarding the crucial 

issue, whiles also having to consider the divergent view of the Libyans as well as that of 

religious groups. According to Cherif (2021) the main bone of contention regarding religion 

was about the role and extent that sharia should play in the new constitution. 
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Despite the general belief that the newly drafted constitution eliminates and minimizes all 

forms of discrimination, certain articles in the new draft reinforced discrimination especially 

gender and religious discrimination. In other words, the draft constitution did not ensure 

equality between all the Libyan Citizens. Articles 69, 76 and 99 respectively discriminates 

non-Muslim Libyans from becoming a House of Representative member, Member of the 

upper house of representatives, and becoming a president. In order to be eligible for any of 

the aforementioned positions according to the draft constitution, such individuals have to 

come from Muslim parents (Saad ,2017). 

 

Any serious democracy or transitioning democracy must ensure that the national constitution 

upholds fundamental human rights. Such rights include political, economic and civic rights. 

The 2017 draft Libyan constitution features upholding and respecting the rights of Libyan’s 

to freely express themselves, which is however undermined by ambiguity due to the wording 

on the constitution “incitement of hatred”. The interpretation and understanding of the said 

provision are considered to be vague and unclear. The ambiguity arises from un unclear 

understanding of what can be considered freedom of expression or hate speech. This could 

lead to abuse of people’s right to freely express their thoughts and undermine people’s rights 

to criticise government and its institutions.   

 

The issue of holding dual citizenship also featured as a fundamental argument in the 

constitutional drafting process. Libyan citizens who hold dual nationality were banned from 

holding public offices and senior positions in public institutions. Even in recent times this 

issue still raises controversies in Libya’s political landscape especially when considering the 

candidacy of political candidates such as General Halifa Haftar in the upcoming Libyan 

elections. Supporters and sympathisers of Haftar were the main opposition to such a draft and 

made demands to exclude the draft, as they believed it’s an attempt to cut him out from 

contesting in the Libyan elections. A good number of CDA members remained staunch in 

their position of maintaining the clause, only agreeing to make a compromise on reducing the 

period of renouncing their second citizenship from five to one year. Opponents of the said 

provision also remained adamant in their demands to exclude the said clause, undermining 

the chances of reaching an agreement. The CDA was able to allow for Libyans to acquire or 

earn a second nationality without jeopardizing their Libyan citizenship (Saad ,2017). Many 

other issues including the national flag and anthem were also sensitive topics which ignited 
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heated debates amongst CDA members as well as Libyan citizens generally. Such issues were 

left unaddressed, handing over the responsibility of addressing them to the next legitimately 

elected legislative body (Cherif 2021). 

 

Following three years of a series of tedious and heated debates between drafters, and 

members of the general public, forty three out of the sixty parliamentarians voted in favour of 

adopting a new constitution. However, the draft constitution is yet to be adopted till date and 

has triggered renewed concerns considering the unending political tensions in the country. 

The process of drafting and adopting a new constitution has proven to be a tiring and 

complex task. Libya’s failure to adopt a new constitution can be mainly attributed to an array 

of multiple irregularities including the civil war and the chaotic political environment that 

exist in Libya, as well as a society that is divided on different fronts. Dealing with anyone of 

these complexities could pose a great challenge in a constitutional drafting process, more so 

dealing with a combination of multiple challenges.  As argued by Johnson (2017) adopting 

participatory and inclusive constitutions are usually achieved in transitioning or post conflict 

states where different factions agree to compromise and reach wide consensus on very 

crucial, yet significant issues. He further argued that such confers legitimacy to the 

constitution as it reflects the views of all since the process allows for public participation.  

 

4.4 Key Actors And Their Role In Libya’s Transition  
The transition following Gaddafi’s fall involves an array of actors. Even during the initial 

phase of the uprising and revolts in Benghazi, several actors including external factors such 

as the United Nations EU and NATO, were heavily involved in Libya’s domestic affairs. 

Libya is one of the countries that continues to experience a daunting and challenging 

transitional process with many changing actors. The number of actors both domestic and 

international, are quite enormous and cannot all be featured in this thesis. Instead, what this 

thesis seeks to do, is to highlight what role both domestic and international actors play in 

Libya’s troubled and decaying transition. In addition to this, it would also try to highlight 

whether the actors and their interventions in the transition, are responsible for a negative 

transition in Libya. Both middle eastern neighbouring countries such as Turkey, Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia as well as global powers such as Russia, France and the USA have been involved in 

the transition and civil war each siding with one of the two opposing governments (Al 

Jazeera ,2019).  However, the actors which are most significant to the transition such as civil 
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societies, the competing governments and the United Nations shall be highlighted to show 

what roles they play in ensuring the goal of achieving a smooth transition is achieved. 

Analysing the roles of key actors in Tunisia and Libya’s transition may tend to be a little 

different as the political and security setting of the two countries are quite different. 

Moreover, the level of foreign interference in the transition processes of Libya cannot be 

compared to that of Tunisia during its transition to democracy.  

 

Civil society organisations were very instrumental in Tunisia’s transition. They played a 

number of very significant roles especially during the constitutional drafting process and 

reconciling stark differences between the different opposing actors (Perroux ,2015). Libya on 

the other hand was home to just a few number of civil society organisations with many being 

under the direct leadership of Gaddafi and his close allies. Civil society organisation under 

the rule of Gaddafi, weren’t really active and influential (Oliveri, 2013). During Gaddafi’s 

brutal military response against protesting Libyans, activists and CSO’s played an array of 

functions such extending humanitarian assistance, mobilizing protestors to increase the 

magnanimity of the protests, spreading advocacy and raising awareness regarding the purpose 

of the revolution. Following his brutal death during the 2011 uprising, the number of newly 

registered NGO’s and CSO’s proliferated significantly, with about three thousand groups 

seeking to play a part in the country’s transition to democracy (Geha ,2016). Such groups 

received major support and endorsement both within and outside of Libya. The GNC 

proclaimed its support and extended its blessings to CSO’s who were working to mend back 

the Libyan society. The international community was also very welcoming to CSO’s. The 

head of the United Nations special mission in 2013, expressed his desire for civil societies to 

take up an even more active role in the countries especially at a period where civil war was 

beginning to have a strong footing in the Libyan society. Geha, (2016) argued in her research 

that many Libyan citizens were in full support of seeing members of CSO’s and activists take 

up key political positions by contesting in elections, due to their significant contributions in 

both the uprising and political transition. 

 

 Politically, CSO’s were very important in the process of building consensus and initiating 

much needed political dialogues. A number of individual CSO’s most notably the Forum for 

Democratic Libya, was heavily involved in supporting both the electoral and constitutional 

reform processes, by actively communicating and engaging Libyans, and sending feedback to 

the stakeholders responsible for decision making. They equally sought to ensure that both 
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possess the needed legitimacy in terms of its officials by demanding for majority of Libyans 

to take part in the process. The main ways through which their functions were carried out, 

were through holding public workshops, engaging in dialogues, and through writing. One of 

the most prominent and leading civil society organisations in Libya is the Forum for 

Democratic Libya, which was birthed in 2011 by Libyans from the Diaspora, activist, and 

intellectuals. It gained UNDP funding due to its significant activities although the group in its 

founding years relied on funding from its members. The groups primary objectives and goals 

were to ensure a participatory, citizen involved and inclusive constitutional drafting process, 

by initiating constitutional dialogues. One of its most notable achievements during the early 

days of the transition, was its engagement of people on the grassroot, surrounding what they 

hoped to see in a new constitution. In just half a year, the group was able to successfully 

engage over 1400 Libyan citizens in over fifteen locations regarding what they wished to be 

featured in the country’s fresh constitution (Geha, 2016). The group was very intentional 

about its categorical demands for dialogue and deliberation as the main procedure to guide 

the transition and constitutional reforms. 

 

Aside from civil societies, the two rival governments in Libya are very important actors in 

Libya’s transition as well as the ongoing security lapses in the country.  

Since the outbreak of the civil war in 2011 which ousted Gaddafi, the country has been 

severely experiencing a power vacuum, with different factions both state and non-state actors 

that fought to end Gaddafi’s regime, fighting against one another.  The country began 

experiencing a rapid rise of armed groups including the Islamic State, which managed to grab 

stronghold in Sirte following Gaddafi’s fall. They equally made moves to capture important 

oil sites such as Sitra and Ras Lanuf. Some of such groups had affiliations with political 

actors who used them for political bargaining in their favour. The Libyan Dawn is widely 

believed to have been affiliated with GNC, and acts as its army. They were able to capture 

key areas such as Misrata, Gharyan, Nalut and almost all coastal cities at the time and whose 

primary aim, was to capture Tripoli. Many other prominent groups including Ansar Al 

Sharia, Benghazi Revolutionaries Shura Council all gained strong control across Libya, 

fighting against one another, disrupting the overall transition and general security of the 

country (Feuer ,2021).  So many of these militias operating in the country consider their 

actions as heroic and legit as they believe the onus of maintaining domestic security and 

stability lies with them. In controlling such militias, efforts were made to absorb such groups 

in Libya’s national security forces, however, it proved counterproductive as such individuals 
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were reaping financial gains through government salaries only to further their own ambitions. 

Of course, the violent activities of such armed groups have seriously hindered the transition, 

as the country continues to plaque into insecurity and instability. The situation in Libya has 

made it difficult for the objectives of both local decision makers, and international players 

like the United Nations, to achieve a unified Libya under one central government. A secure 

,and politically stable environment, is indeed essential not just for a successful transition, but 

for the attainment of peace in Libya (Feuer ,2021).  

 

The role played by the United Nations and other key regional and international actors, cannot 

be ignored in discussions surrounding the transition in Libya. Libya is one of the countries 

that is experiencing a troubled and defunct transition, with many external players involved in 

the process. The United Nations has been involved in Libya ever since the early stages of the 

uprising (Feuer ,2021). The UN has been carrying out numerous functions through its organs 

such as the security, Human Rights Council, General Assembly. They have been mainly 

involved in addressing human rights violations and protecting civilians, helping in ensuring a 

de-escalation and end of violence, and trying to promote reconciliation amongst the warring 

parties in Libya (Feuer,2021). During the initial phase of the transition, the UN passed 

resolutions including the 1973 resolution aimed at protecting Libyan civilians from the brutal 

crackdown of the Gaddafi forces. Following an escalation of the security situation in Libya, 

with many actors supplying arms and weapons to different local stakeholders in Libya, the 

United Nations made a declaration prohibiting the sending of arms and weaponry to the 

Libyan territory. However, the UN is still struggling to ensure such an embargo is fully 

upheld by actors who continue to fuel and maintain the conflict in Libya through their 

continuous supply of arms (Al Jazeera ,2018). 

 In the context of constitutional making in Libya, the UNDP launched a unique project, which 

carried out civic education as well as dialogues and workshops featuring different local actors 

including civilians, military councils, heads of tribes, activist both social and political as well 

as GNC members. They were able to produce five of the most important things that really 

mattered to the Libyan citizens in regards to the process of drafting a new constitution, which 

was made available to the public. During the period of conflict escalation which broke out 

between the rival governments based in the east and Tripoli in 2014, the UN devised 

numerous means of deescalating and ending the civil war and put the country back on the 

transition path. The first of such was the peace talk held in Skhirat Morocco in 2015(Feuer 

,2021). The initiative under the leadership of the UN was meant to broker peace between the 
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Eastern HOR and the GNC and form a Government of National Accord with a presidential 

council and a higher state council (parliamentary advisory GNC members. An extension of 

the HOR mandate was also another agreement which was reached. General Haftar was 

completely against this and sabotaged its effective implementation due to the fact that the 

parliamentary advisory had the authority to dispose him. Locally especially within the 

parliament, he worked closely with the then speaker Aquila to eliminate any chances of 

ratification, however he was unsuccessful in preventing the GNA from the international 

recognition and legitimacy it enjoyed until its replacement by the GNU. 

 

Election was first scheduled for the spring of 2018 following agreements to reach a ceasefire 

and also implement the Skhirat agreement by Haftar and former prime minister Fayez al Saraj 

in a meeting held by French president in France. When the elections failed to be conducted 

the French government held a conference in Paris with the main local stakeholders including 

Al Saraj, Haftar, Khalid Mishri and Aquila Saleh alongside twenty other countries including 

Turkey, Qatar UAE, Saudi Arabia, Egypt etc. They agreed on a new elections date which was 

scheduled for 10th Dec 2018, to be preceded by the formation of electoral laws which would 

guide the process by September 2018 (Nasir, 2015; Barakat ,2020Al Jazeera ,2019). 

However, MP’s loyal to General Haftar were successful in ensuring a failure of the proposed 

agreement through their unrealistic conditions, sabotaging the transition efforts. In the 

Palermo Conference held in Italy and attended by over thirty-eight countries including 

Turkey, The US, Russia, Egypt (Asseburg et al ,2018; Barakat, 2020). The resolution reached 

at was simply setting a new election period to the spring of 2019.In 2019 a major conference 

known as the Ghadames conference was spearheaded by the UN which the initiators strongly 

believed would end Libya’s conflict by adjusting the Skhirat agreement as well as organising 

a conference to be participated by only Libyans. Work was in progress at this stage. The 

constitutional declaration was amended and laws regarding elections were being discussed. 

The Electoral commission was working on its list of eligible candidates (Al Jazeera ,2021). 

UN secretary general paid a visit to Libya to support the conference, but Haftar once again 

sabotaged the entire process when he launched a surprise offensive to take over Tripoli. The 

Moscow meeting and the Berlin conference were two important conferences held in 2020 

following Haftar’s blatant breach of the ceasefire agreement.  The former was led by the 

Turkish and Russian president, separately meeting Haftar and Saleh in one meeting and Al-

Saraj and Mashri in another meeting with the purpose of reaching a new permanent ceasefire 

agreement, which failed to materialise as Haftar walked out on it. The latter was held in 



90 

 

Berlin under a German and UN led initiative including the UNSC five permanent members as 

well as countries like Turkey, Egypt and even the European Union. Both Haftar and Saraj 

were in attendance but didn’t meet. The agreement included reaching a ceasefire, but General 

Haftar refused to sign the final document (Barakat ,2020).  

 

General Haftar has become a very key figure in Libya’s political scene and actor in the 

conflict and overall transition. His re-entry into Libya’s politics is hinged on ambitious 

military policies. His ambitions in the beginning of the conflict has been to wipe out militia 

groups and take over Libya from the hands of what he terms a pro Islamists group 

government. His campaigns have been greatly successful in defeating militia groups, and 

gaining vast control in the wealthy east. Haftar’s political ambitions once ambiguous, is now 

quite evident following his announcement to run as a candidate in what would be the first 

presidential elections since the fall of Gaddafi.  Economically, he uses his control of oil fields 

and oil blockades, to impose oil income redistribution demands, as well as economically 

polarising the western government. Just a month after that another conference known as the 

5+5 Military talks, was held in Geneva Switzerland spearheaded by the UN. The conference 

brought together five military officers from both the internationally recognised government 

and Haftar’s forces to discuss issues on military economy and politics (Barakat ,2020). 

However, this initiative was cut short as the legitimate government partly withdrew, after 

Haftar once again violated a ceasefire agreement when he bombed a port in Tripoli. 

Following his series of rejections and sabotage of peace processes, the legitimate government 

declared its refusal to consider Haftar in any agreements that concerns Libya’s road to peace 

(Barakat ,2020).  

In 2021 just prior to the planned elections, the UN through a peace process approved a new 

government led by Dbeibah with the intention of the government leading the country to 

elections. The elections could not be held as the electoral body announced some technical and 

legal issues that cannot allow for the conduct of elections as planned (Al Jazeera ,2021). 

Recently, in addition to all their peace brokering efforts, the UN has been keenly interested in 

ensuring that elections are held in Libya. It has the strong belief that elections would be the 

ultimate solution of reconciling Libyans and unifying the country (Al Jazeera ,2021). UN 

special adviser on Libya remarked that Unified Libya will come only via ballot box ‘not the 

gun’ (Al Jazeera ,2021). Her statement to the UNSC supports the claim that the UN has a 

deep conviction that elections would be the superhero to save Libya from its deteriorating 
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security condition and end the deep polarization. In addition, she is also pushing for the 

proposed elections to be held in June of 2022(Al Jazeera, 2021). 

 

4.5 The Current Political Situation In Libya  
Libya by all indications is one of the Arab spring nations that has had a devasting after math 

when compared to other countries like Tunisia and Egypt. Since the ousting of Ghaddafi, the 

country for many years has experienced a back sliding in almost all the state realms. During 

the initial phase of the post Gaddafi era, the period between 2011 and July 2012, the country 

registered some democratic gains, especially when the NTC oversaw the conduct of elections 

deemed by international community free and fair.  The elections ended the mandate of the 

NTC, and saw the interim body handover the responsibility of leading the interim 

government to the General National Congress in mid 2012. Such democratic gains have 

however been undermined by an array of issues including, deteriorating security conditions, 

legitimacy battle, economic instability and a general atmosphere of instability and uncertainty 

in Libya. The abduction, murder of key figures, government officials, security personnel 

mostly in Benghazi is a trend that has been in place ever since the outbreak of the civil war 

(Omagu & Odigbo ,2017). Criminal and armed groups for example were allegedly believed 

to be responsible for the kidnapping of the Jordanian ambassador to Libya likewise a 

Tunisian diplomat (Omagu & Odigbo ,2017).  

 

Since the popular uprising till date, Libya’s Freedom house rating of ‘Not Free’ has remained 

the same (Freedom House,2022). The justification of such a rating is due to the fact that the 

country is fragmented, and all efforts aimed at uniting the country so far have been rendered 

futile. The increase in armed, criminal and militia and extremist groups have all posed a great 

challenge and have obstructed the overall stability of the country (Freedom House ,2022). 

The devastating wars and armed conflicts in Libya have worsened human rights conditions in 

many different facets. In assessing whether the country is on the track to democracy or not, it 

will be pertinent to examine the current situation and dynamics to the Libyan conflict.  

 

The Libyan country is currently fragmented between the west and east, with two rival 

governments constantly vying for legitimacy. The rivalry between the Tripoli based 

government and the Eastern based Tobruk HOR’s which broke out due the GNC’S’s refusal 

to handover after the expiration of their mandate in 2014. This fuelled a bloody civil war 
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opened up a huge bloody civil war, as Haftar launched his offensive after the failure of the 

GNC to hand over power, and as a fight against Islamist who were vying to gain extended 

and effective control in Libyan cities. To an extent, an argument can be made that this armed 

conflict affected electoral democracy especially the election of the HOR that year, because 

the general fear due to the security situation at the time led to a low voter turnout, as many 

Libyans were in fear of casting their votes. Since the beginning of the popular uprising there 

were talks about adopting a new constitution, and a Constitutional Drafting Assembly was 

elected to facilitate the writing of a new constitution (Freedom House ,2022). With many 

challenges suffered by the body both internally and externally, the country has failed to adopt 

a new constitution which is a very paramount feature of any country transitioning from 

authoritarianism to the democracy. 

 

With some few twitches, the National Constitutional Declaration serves the purpose of a 

national constitution. The lack of a new constitution in Libya, has intensified the legitimacy 

problem which greatly contributes to the legitimacy crises and fragmentation that has 

engulfed the country and derailed the whole transition process. This complex political issue 

has its origins from the controversial 2014 parliamentary elections. The results of the 2014 

general elections had a very low turnout of 15% due to mainly security issues. Islamists who 

were also heavily defeated in the elections disputed it as they saw it as a threat to their very 

own survival (Freedom House, 2021). The UN recognised the new HOR, but the incumbent 

GNC failed to legally recognise them (Cherkaoui ,2020).  A legal battle regarding the 

constitutionality of the elections of the HOR soon began. The divide and the rivalry over the 

who the legitimate authority is intensified and grew rapidly. The court settled the matter by 

giving a verdict nullifying the elections citing a violation of the Libya’s interim constitution. 

The HOR outrightly rejected the verdict of the court, by arguing that they were intimated by 

armed groups in favour of the GNC to make that ruling. This led to the launching of 

operation dignity by Haftar who is backed by the eastern based parliament (Cherkaoui ,2020). 

Ever since the war and rift between the two intensified exponentially.  With many centres of 

power, all making claims to legitimacy, and having control over certain territories, and 

fragmented institutions including the army and two parallel central banks, it is very 

challenging to unite Libya’s state institutions, and form a central government that would 

exercise overall control over state institutions.   
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A crisis of effective governance is troubling Libya. The two main centres of power have been 

the eastern based parliamentary and the internationally recognized government of National 

Unity which succeeded the GNA. Conducting elections has been perceived by many external 

& internal actors and a host of Libyan citizens, as the main solution to end the legitimacy 

problem by conferring legitimacy and the right to rule to any candidate who ends up winning 

the first presidential elections ever since the ousting of Gaddafi in 2011(Al Jazeera, 2021). 

Despite this, the latest planned elections which was scheduled for 24th December 2021 failed 

to materialise, as the HNEC cancelled it just few days to the elections citing technical and 

legal issues surrounding the eligibility of candidates including current GNU prime minister 

Dbeibeh Haftar and Saif al Islam, son of Late Gaddafi (TRT, 2021). The complexity of 

Libya’s transition definitely moves in a circular motion, with a strong relationship with the 

issues that derails the country’s successful transition. For example, the lack of legitimacy 

significantly undermines democracy, and this has intensified the war between the two 

opposing governments, causing an increase in the countries decaying security crises. 

Democracy has a strong relationship with legitimacy, because for any government to be 

deemed democratic, it has to derive its legitimacy and right to rule, from at least one of the 

sources identified by Weber (Heywood ,2013). The three sources identified by weber are 

traditional, charismatic or legal rational, and as far as Libya is concerned, the current power 

battlers in Libya do not possess legal legitimacy. The UN in its active ten years in the Libyan 

crises has made several efforts to end the war by facilitating several truces, but it has been 

and is still very much determined to conduct elections in Libya, with the hope that it will 

bring a close to the chaotic Libyan transition. Some scholars view the very nature of the UN 

approaches as flawed, arguing that focus has never been on ending and uprooting militias and 

rebel groups from Libya. 

  

Aside from the legitimacy issues, Libya’s transition to democracy has been significantly 

undermined by the absence of rule of law in the country. This obviously stems from the issue 

of legitimacy, as well as the fact that political actors continue to be at odds with one another, 

and in many cases blatantly failed to honour both domestic and international agreements 

aimed at ending the troubled transition. Political actors to an extent have failed to reach an 

admirable level of agreement and compromise which was seen in Tunisia. Each of the parties 

continues to hold on to their ideologies and agendas. Parallel institutions are still in existence 

in Libya as the Eastern government recently swore in its new prime minister Fathi Bashagha 

to lead a new national unity government. The legitimacy battle coupled with lack of effective 
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control on all Libyan authorities has made many characterise it as a failed state. This is also 

compounded by the fact that no authority has the monopoly of the use of force as militias and 

a divided army still exist in Libya (Engel, 2014).  

 

Foreign Powers since 2011 have been heavily involved in the Libyan conflict, making many 

analysts term Libya’s conflict as a proxy war. Both the LNA and Tripoli based governments 

have the backing of different regional and international powers. The UN recognised 

government in Tripoli is backed by countries like Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar, whiles 

Egypt, UAE, Russia and France support Haftar and his LNA (Asseburg et al ,2018; Allahoum 

,2020; Hill, 2020). The growing involvement and interference of foreign powers is a big 

challenge to the transition and has intensified the conflict in a number of ways (Allahoum 

,2020;). Of course, the foreign involvement has intensified and has kept the conflict burning, 

and significantly disrupting the chances of attaining peace and unity in the Libyan soil. The 

support for both governments have been in the form of military, weaponry diplomatic support 

and financial assistance (Engel,2014; Hill,2020). Turkey aided the suppression of Haftar’s 

2019 military offensive aimed at taking over Tripoli. The belief is that Turkey’s support for 

the UN recognised government is mainly for ideological reasons, economically its interest in 

Libya’s oil, and its geostrategic interest in the Mediterranean (Al Jazeera, 2019). Ankara has 

also sent fighters to help the UN backed government to quell Haftar’s offensive. Egypt is 

Haftar’s main regional supporter, alongside UAE, Russia and France (Al Jazeera,2020). 

 

His supporters including the western governments of France and Moscow see him as key 

symbol in what they term as the fight against terrorism. According to Al Jazeera Egypt by 

virtue of its close proximity to Libya, has been offering Haftar’s LNA both logistical and 

military aid, and has made threats to military intervention in Libya. The current Egyptian 

autocrat alluded that Cairo has legal rights to intervene in Libya, and support Haftar against 

the UN backed pro Islamist government (Arab weekly, 2020). These foreign actors to a larger 

extent have been fuelling the conflict and divide through the various assistance they offer to 

the rival authorities especially Haftar’s LNA, and thus can be partly blamed for the survival 

of the conflict so far (Hill, 2020). In the mist of foreign presence in Libya, Libyans have 

suffered the most as the political elites prioritise the interest of foreign powers over that of its 

citizens.  
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According to Human Rights watch 2022, Libya is engulfed with a number of human rights 

issues such as missing individuals, unlawful imprisonment, lack of access to basic needs such 

as education and health due to destruction of such facilities, and a recent shocking discovery 

of mass unidentified graves believed to have been done by members of Haftar’s LNA forces.  

Human rights abuses continue to be unleashed on migrants, refugees and people seeking 

asylum experience unlawful detention, sexual harassment, general ill treatment, forced labour 

by people believed to be affiliated to the GNU, its interior ministry, armed groups etc. The 

judicial system, which constitute an important state institution, has been ineffective in 

carrying out its functions, mainly due to an absence of a constitution to determine its explicit 

roles. Military courts over the years have performed the duty of trying civilians which is in 

many democracies unconstitutional (Human Rights Watch ,2022). In addition to that, the 

judicial officials face growing threats of harassment and intimidation by armed groups. 

Moreover, courts no longer enjoy the mandate to fully preside over election matters such as 

registration processes and results (Human Rights Watch ,2021). The conflict has caused an 

incline in the number of civilian deaths and casualties. About 270,000 Libyans remained 

displaced as at 2020. Over 900,000 people in Libya are in dire need of humanitarian 

assistance, with women and girls making up half that number (Al Jazeera, 2020) 

 

Women’s inferiority and vulnerability continues to thrive in Libya. Domestic violence is yet 

to be criminalised in Libya, and the family laws puts women at a disadvantaged position in 

terms of marriage, divorce and inheritance. Sexual abusers and even men who kill women 

believed to have intimate relationships outside marriage are protected by the law. Women 

going through physical battering as well as online violence continue to be unprotected. 

Freedom of speech and association to a large extent is curtailed by very stringent laws, which 

severely punishes individuals who defy such laws. Offences such as defamation of public 

officials, the country and its flag, and attacking religion are all criminal offences in Libya. A 

death penalty is the punishment for any individual found wanting of encouraging principles 

that disrupt the socio economic and political order. Independent journalist and reporters lack 

the freedom to operate, as they continue to be victims of intimidation and assassination by 

armed groups and political actors in Libya. The Libyan citizens have little say and 

involvement in the politics of their country, which mainly lies in the hands of actors such as 

armed militias, external forces etc. Political actors and civilians continue to be the target of 

armed groups. The armed conflicts in Libya seriously undermine the ability of people in 

Libya to exercise and enjoy their rights, especially political rights. Fair representation for 
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minority groups generally lacked in one of the most important agreements LPDF. Both 

Amazighs and Tuaregs rejected the agreement based on those grounds. The violent conflict in 

Libya has also negatively affected the effective operation of Non-Governmental 

Organisations. 

 

  The violent atmosphere led to a sharp decrease in the number of NGO’s effectively 

operating in the country, and an exit of international donors (Freedom House, 2022). Faced 

with threats and attacks from militias and armed groups operating in Libya, many halted their 

operations, whiles others were forced to flee the country. In addition to this, their ability to 

collectively bargain has been seriously curtailed due to the security environment, 

compounded by a lack of a constitution to protect such rights (Freedom House ,2022). The 

points presented above are highlights of how Libya’s transition to democracy is considered 

seriously flawed, although events are still unfolding and dynamics and actors equally 

changing. 

 

4.6 Current Economic Situation In Libya  
 

Libya ever since the discovery of oil, has heavily depended on it as the main pillar of its 

economy, thus leading to a low diversified economy (Central Intelligence Agency, 2021)). 

The Hydrocarbon sector makes up 60% of Libya’s GDP, and about 82% of export earnings). 

With its position as holder of Africa’s largest oil reserves and 9th globally, Libyans enjoyed a 

decent living standard through the oil revenue (rentier state) under Gaddafi (Engel,2014). 

Libyans under Gaddafi did not lavishly enjoy oil income, however they mainly benefited 

from the oil revenue through welfare packages, and subsidized cost on basic essential 

commodities such as food supplies, electricity and health care. This great position once 

enjoyed by Libya has been significantly affected by the civil war, conflict and the general 

insecurity in Libya. The outbreak of the civil war halted most economic activities causing an 

overall decline in the Libyan economy. Through his ambitious socio-economic policies, 

Gaddafi registered Libya as the regional leader in the 2011 Human Development Index, 

which generally measures living standards. It’s oil resources also accorded Libya an 

admirable level of economic and infrastructural development, as well as made it a key player 

in the international system, particularly the international economic system especially its 

membership in the OPEC. 
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                       Table 5: Libya’s Annual Crude Oil Production 

 

Source: (country economy, n.d) 

 

                             Table 6: Production volume of crude oil in Libya 

 

Source: (Statista, 2021)  

2020 408 

2019 1,169 

2018 1,027 

 2017 879 

2016 445 

2015 464 

2014 530 

2013 978 

2012 1,432 

2011 485 

2010 1,710  

Characteristics  Production volume in 

thousands of barrels per day   

2020 347.2 

2019 1,035.7 

2018 998.5 

 2017 792.1 

2016 350.1 

2015 288.4 

2014 329.4 

2013 836.1 

2012 1,239.5 

2011 299.5 

2010 1,265.2 

https://countryeconomy.com/energy-and-environment/crude-oil/production/libya
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Tables 5 and 6 above detail the oil production trend and exports since the outbreak of the 

civil war and how conflict and the series of wars that have engulfed Libya ever since the 

ousting of Gaddafi, have tremendous effects on the countries oil production and income 

especially during the escalation periods of 2014 and 2020 with fluctuating figures. The battle 

for oil rich territories between the different local powers in Libya following Gaddafi’s 

ousting significantly affected the oil production and output of Libya, and caused major 

shocks and setbacks to the once thriving economy as highlighted in the oil output table above. 

The low oil production beginning mostly in 2014 and reaching its worst in 2020 alongside 

other sectors including agriculture and commerce have severely impacted the country’s GDP 

in the past decade. (World Bank, 2021). As indicated in the table below, Libya’s oil 

production in 2010 just prior to the civil war, stood at 1.6 million barrels per day, which 

significantly declined in 2011. The slowdown in oil production the following year was 

mainly due to the outbreak of the civil war in 2011.  Throughout the period of the civil war 

the oil production of Libya significantly dropped. Oil production began picking up 

significantly in 2017 to over a billion barrels a day, but seized due to the oil blockade 

imposed by warlord Haftar. The leader of the LNA controls a vast majority of the eastern 

Libyan oil ports, but does not directly control the oil sales which is under the National Oil 

Cooperation. The oil resource has played a big role in sustaining the competition and civil 

conflict that has retarded Libya’s democratic transition, as the different warring factions 

especially the LNA battles to take control of key oil ports and areas. 

 

 The control of oil ports by Haftar made him a significant actor in The Libyan conflict, and 

has given him leverage over the rival western based government. Most of the lucrative oil 

fields remain under the control of warlord Halifa Haftar who has a tight grip on the oil rich 

eastern region as well as the southern region of the country. However, the oil income is 

mainly managed by the legitimate National Oil Cooperation based in Tripoli (World Bank 

,2021).  The blockade imposed on oil production in January 2020 dropped the crude oil 

production to less than one sixth of 2019 figures making it the lowest production level ever, 

and lowered the country’s GDP significantly to $19.21 billion dropping from $39.5 billion, 

forcing the government to heavily cutdown on their spending (O’Neill,2021). Demands were 

put forward by Haftar during the nine months blockade period imposed in January 2020, to 

seek for a revised distribution of oil wealth. The blockade was also meant to put financial 

pressure on the western based Government as part of Haftar’s efforts to gain full control of 

Libya. The blockade according to the Libyan Central Bank cost Libya $11 billion in lost 
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revenue in 2020 contributing to the low GDP. The Libyan economy began recovering 

following the reopening of the oil ports in the last quarter of 2020 (World Bank,2021). The 

decline in the energy sector has adversely affected Libyans through power outages, due to 

scarcity of fuel. The living conditions of Libyans also deteriorated as they struggle to access 

clean drinking water, safe housing and medical services.  Government also embarked on a 

serious expenditure cut down which affected ordinary Libyans as well as civil servants 

(World Bank, 2021).  

 

Foreign oil companies have been actively present in Libya ever since the early discovery of 

oil. The seven sisters at the time had a degree of influence until Gaddafi’s accession to power 

and his nationalisation campaign. Major multinational oil companies such as Britain’s British 

Petroleum (BP) & Royal Dutch Shell, and France’s Total Energies have been fully involved 

in Libya’s energy sector. These European oil firms share the oil and gas sector with Libyan 

National Oil Cooperation, through their exploration and production rights in the sector. 

Companies such as Shell and BP opted out of Libya since the outbreak of the 2011 civil war. 

Italian oil company Eni is considered as the main foreign oil company operating in Libya 

since 1959, the company is still a giant in Libyan oil and gas market with many ongoing and 

future projects aimed at making access to energy easy and new oil projects including the 

installation of new offshore platforms in 2023 whiles production is scheduled to begin in 

2026.According to the company’s official website, ENI’s annual oil production stands at 

21mm bbl. The company holds about 11 mining licences four exploration permits and seven 

production permits.  

 

BP is a major partner in Libya’s sector, its entry into the Libyan energy sector dates back to 

the mid 20th century following the discovery of oil in Libya.  The company withdrew from 

Libya for over three decades due to Gaddafi’s oil Nationalisation policy (Al Jazeera, 2007). 

The company announced its return to Libya in 2006 according to Guardian (2007). The 

company has ever since exploited lucrative business opportunities in Libya’s energy sector. 

Halting its activities during the conflict, BP announce another entry into the Libyan Energy 

sector following a 2018 agreement. The company proclaimed it intends to grow and develop 

the oil and gas sector, as well as broaden the country’s gas market. The company has recently 

resumed exploration and operation in Libya’s oil market (Energy Capital & Power, 2021). 
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The French Oil company Total Energies is also another major player in the Libyan oil sector 

which has been in the Libyan market for over six decades according to the official website of 

the company. The company has major stakes and shares in Libya’s oil industry with 755 

interests in three Al Jurf’s offshore zones 15,16 and 32. The company equally holds 16.33% 

in the Waha concession. The company also has significant interests in El Sharara onshore 

blocks 129/130 (30%) and 130/131 (24%) in the Muzruk Basin. the company’s exploration 

and production activities were suspended in Mabrouk due to the security crises.  

 

The outbreak of the civil war has kept inflation unemployment, corruption and poverty afloat 

due to devastating effects of the war on the economy and precisely the oil sector (World Bank 

2021). This is mainly attributed to the shutdown of oil production in the biggest eastern oil 

ports of Zuwetina, Brega, Ras Lanuf, Sidr and Haruj , as well as the shutdown of oil fields of 

el-Feel and el Sharara (Energy Capital & Power, 2021). The existence of parallel financial 

institutions such as the National Oil Cooperation, and a separate central bank responsible for 

printing of bills by the eastern based government from Russia, also contributed to the 

inflation rise in Libya. Both the western and eastern based authorities run on different 

budgets. The reunification of such institutions has not aided the country’s GDP nor inflation. 

The oil assets in both the west and the east are controlled by the Facilities Guard operating 

differently in each region.  

 

As indicated in the corruption perception table, corruption still remains widespread in Libya. 

Observes argue that corruption in contemporary Libya occurs in different forms including 

overstaffing in government institutions, duplicating and falsifying salaries in the public 

sector, embezzlement and syphoning of public funds and squandering. Libya still holds a low 

ranking moving from 160 in 2012, to 172 out of 180 in 2020 according to Transparency 

International. Inflation is likewise on the increase in Libya. The country reached its highest 

record of inflation in 2017 since the ousting of Gaddafi, and has since skyrocketed the prices 

of goods. The main drivers of inflation are the devaluation of the Libyan currency, as well as 

the scarcity of major commodity supply chains. The resulting effect has been poor service 

delivery, and increased economic and social marginalisation, and poverty. Libya has been 

deprived of foreign direct investment since the escalation of the conflict in 2014, with 

negative figures of -24 in 2018 and 0.002 in millions of dollars (World Bank ,2021).  
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Foreign powers are heavily involved in the Libyan civil war as well as the oil politics going 

on in Libya. Each of the rival governments has backing from foreign powers, who arguably 

have a vested interest in Libya’s conflict or oil. Many analysts strongly belief that both 

regional and foreign powers are using Libya as a proxy war ground to advance their own 

interest. General Halifa Haftar and the eastern based government have the backing of Egypt, 

UAE, Russia and France, whiles the UN recognised government based in Tripoli has the 

backing of Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Italy (Al Jazeera, 2019). The Libyan economy still 

continues to depend on oil and gas as its main driver. According to the World Bank 2021 

Libya’s non-oil sector will remain stagnant and redundant due to conflict and poor delivery of 

basic services such as power. Therefore, a lasting solution to the prolonged conflict and battle 

for legitimacy is crucial for positive and significant economic growth.  

 

Generally, the post Arab sprig Libya still grapples with economic, political and social issues. 

Many benefits once enjoyed by Libyans, are the same they struggle to meet today, with a 

general decline in living standards. According to interviews by Al Jazeera many Libyans feel 

dissatisfied with the aftermath of the Arab spring. The economic and political situation has 

affected Libyans in an array of ways. Libyans enjoyed their economic rights under Gaddafi’s 

rule, however the depleting economic condition over the years has affected the provision of 

basic services such as affordable and accessible health care, coupled with the deliberate 

destruction of hospital infrastructure especially by Haftar’s forces (Hill, 2020). The over 

decade plus old conflict has also destroyed key infrastructures including airports, road and 

electricity networks according to the Arab weekly. Libyans in their day-to-day life struggle 

with fuel shortages, cash restrictions, long power outages and poverty. Despite the current 

relative stability in the country, Libya is still caught up in a lost transition with high 

insecurity and chaos which continues to undermine the chances of citizens to enjoy their full 

democratic rights. 
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5. ANALYSIS & CONCLUSIONS 

The Arab spring is one of the most momentous events in recent Arab history. Despite its 

spontaneous nature, it served as a beacon of hope that seemed to have challenged the long-

standing assumptions and belief about democracy in the MENA region, and the Arab world 

specifically. Although inspired by similar set of issues, mainly political and economic, the 

outcomes over a decade later, manifest very different aftermaths for the individual Arab 

spring countries. The two countries studied in this thesis shared some very striking 

resemblances in terms of the political and economic atmosphere pre–Arab spring. The 

repressive and brutal regimes silenced and infringed the human rights of their citizens for 

many years. The fall of long serving dictators and the plan of transitioning to democracy in 

the so-called Arab spring countries has been evolving and manifesting unique, yet surprising 

outcomes in Libya, Tunisia and Egypt. One of the most remarkable legacies of the Arab 

spring was that it birthed hope in many, that the region and the Arab countries would finally 

democratize and join their democratic counterparts. The demands for more democratic rule, 

dignity, freedom and justice, which ousted the leaders was a moment of democratic triumph. 

The aspirations of the Arab protestors who took to the streets ten years ago were short lived, 

as governments have failed to uphold democratic values and rule of law in many of the Arab 

spring countries including Libya and Egypt. 

 

 Tunisia, where the Arab spring first emerged is credited by many scholars as the only single 

success story of the Arab spring, due to its attainment of desirable democratic outcomes 

following the uprising. The level of political compromise reached by the key actors, and the 

outcomes including the adoption of a new constitution, the conduct of free and transparent 

elections etc. Politically, the country’s respect for human rights and other attributes of 

democracy such as rule of law improved, prior to the recent political events. The economic 

situation of the country since the outbreak of the Arab spring, experienced an overall decline 

with a drastic surge in unemployment, inflation, and corruption. The lack of improvement 

especially in the economic situation has caused general dissatisfaction and feelings of 

disappointments amongst Tunisians. Tunisians have also engaged in repeated protests against 

such situations. However, its unique legacy has recently attracted questions about whether it 

still maintains that legacy, considering recent political and economic developments in 
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Tunisia. In Libya, the situation remains highly contentious in that democratic values and rule 

of law remain unattainable. For instance, attaining a responsive, legitimate and central 

government in Libya has been an impossible mission in Libya till date, despite efforts made 

by the United Nations and the international community. The rivalry between the two 

opposing governments has intensified over the years, with only brief periods of relative 

peace. The human rights abuses including torture, arbitrary arrest, assassinations, highlighted 

by institutions such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, demonstrates 

atrocious human rights abuses, derailing the democratization efforts.  

 

From an economic perspective, Libya’s economic decline seriously jeopardizes democracy in 

Libya. The economic decline due to the tremendous drop in oil production and export has till 

date negatively affected the living standards, and general well-being of many average 

Libyans. Therefore, judging by these very fundamental democratic ideals, Libya is no were 

close to becoming a proper democratic state. It’s been over a decade, since Libya experienced 

its Arab spring, however series of protracted civil wars and conflicts have ravaged the 

country hindering the country’s attainment of democratic rule and governance. The hopes and 

expectations of Libyan protestors who demanded an end to Gaddafi’s rule, and a new 

democratic dispensation that would guaranty their political and economic rights, still remain 

a dream. The thesis of scholars such as Lust and King who believed that the region and Islam 

are not compatible with democracy were proven wrong in the immediate outbreak of the 

spontaneous and contagious Arab spring. However, their claims were not totally debunked by 

the event, as the aftermath in many posts Arab spring nations gives validity to such 

postulations. In addition to this, the fact that dictators in other countries such as Syria and 

Bahrain remained in power, despite popular uprisings against them, to an extent supports the 

claims of such scholars.  

 

The first real attempt or wave of democratization that visited the Arab world failed to achieve 

outcomes that were achieved in other democratization waves that occurred elsewhere in the 

world.  With its contagious effects, the main triggers of the Arab spring are generally 

believed to have emanated from very similar set of economic political and social issues in all 

the Arab countries that experienced the uprising. However certain triggers are unique to each 

of these countries. Considering the economic situation in Tunisia and Libya just years before 

the Arab spring, Libya was economically better off than Tunisia in terms of both GDP and 
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economic welfarism. Generally, the pre–Arab spring autocrats were deficient in their 

economic management and development.  

  

As highlighted earlier in this thesis, the GDP of Tunisia and Libya in 2009-2010 was 43.45 

billion and 63.03 billion respectively. In addition to this, the oil revenue generated in Libya 

had a trickledown effect on the Libyan citizens, who enjoyed economic and social welfare 

packages through his brand of socialism. Problems of unemployment, inequality corruption 

was also prevalent in both countries, but Libyans felt it less due to the benefits they were 

receiving from Gaddafi’s socialist economic policies. The problem of unemployment and 

other economic issues were greatly unaddressed by Ben Ali and his cronies who made 

inequality palpable through their extravagant and lavish lifestyle. In terms of political 

situation, many of the Arab spring nations and Arab countries generally had the same 

leadership style as highlighted in the Arab/Islamic Exceptionalism theory. Such governments 

were generally undemocratic by all standards, and seized peoples civic and political rights. 

Facades were put up by these leaders portraying democratic rule, when in fact the rights of 

their citizens were being seriously infringed. Opposition groups including political parties 

and civil societies were usually government targets, especially those critical to their regimes. 

Their active participation in political and economic realm of society were usually controlled 

by the dictators, setting up mechanisms such as gaining government permission prior to 

holding gatherings like protest. The rights of women and minorities, in many Arab spring 

countries including Tunisia and Libya were overlooked and ignored.  

 

The ability of the press to conduct independent coverages and reporting, was also another 

thing which the government had under its control. Arbitrary killing, torture and arrest were 

the order of the day in many of these countries. These frustrating and infringing conditions 

alongside economic and social grievances, fueled the uprisings. Its rapid spread in the region 

only meant that the same conditions were the same in all these countries. The Arab people 

took to the streets demanding the end of such political and economic abuses, and most 

importantly made strong demands to put in place a democratic governance framework with 

institutions and positive political values. The transition phase of all the countries that 

witnessed the Arab spring especially those who successfully ousted their leaders had very 

different and unique outcomes following the end of authoritarian rule. Their efforts at 

democratizing have proven difficult and contemporarily unachievable for countries like 

Libya. Libya’s troubled transition since the fall of democracy and that of Tunisia’s transition 
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are considered to be very different even in terms of the processes adopted in their transition 

phases and efforts at consolidating democracy where it was achieved. 

 

The conclusion and belief is that, the Arab spring failed to usher in a consolidated 

democracy. Democracy, dignity and overall wellbeing which characterized the slogan of the 

protests are yet to be achieved in countries like Libya. Tunisia has been credited for many 

years as the only exception due to its democratic gains. In its initial stage, Tunisia was able to 

achieve some remarkable gains, such as adopting a new constitution considered as positive, 

progressive and inclusive. The country was also able to organize free and fair elections, even 

during the most fragile stage of the transition. During this stage, opposing actors and fierce 

competitors were able to negotiate and compromise their positions, ideologies and interest for 

the general good. The admirable level of compromise reached by secularist and islamist in all 

aspects and processes kept the transition in track and ensured that the attainment of 

democracy was kept an important priority.  

 

In the context of the thesis topic, the conclusion that this thesis drives at, is that the revolution 

in both Tunisia and Libya, have failed to achieve long standing democratic outcomes for the 

Arab countries including Tunisia. Tunisia despite its initial positive gains, has failed to fully 

consolidate its democracy. The coup as many Tunisians especially opposition groups term it, 

has reversed the legacy of democracy in Tunisia. It is difficult to reach a concrete conclusion, 

since democratic transitions are still evolving and unfolding in the Arab countries, however 

what can be derived based on the findings of the research is that democracy still remains 

elusive in the region with no exception. Whiles Tunisia registered some significant gains, the 

country a decade later possess a fragile democracy with many flaws both politically and 

economically. Despite the current political wave, which reverses its democratic gains, Tunisia 

remains better than Libya in terms of positive democratic outcomes. Libya has had one of the 

most devastating aftermaths, which has warranted many analysts, observers and scholars to 

term the country as a failed state. The country since the 2012 elections, has not enjoyed any 

moments of overall stability, peace and democracy. Libya got worst following the fall of 

Gaddafi, the socioeconomic, and political situation in the country has been experiencing an 

overall decline. 
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