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Abstract: 

 

Which features of society can explain the large-scale protests in the Arab Spring? With a 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis encompassing the largest case-selection studying the Arab 

Spring to date and incorporating fourteen independent variables, results are striking. The 

following conjunction of four variables is presented to be necessarily and sufficiently linked to 

large-scale protests: oil production, high unemployment, absence of press freedom, and no 

recent and severe political violence. A case study of Egypt provides understanding of how 

these four variables could explain the occurrence of protests, and a case study of Oman shows 

how oil income made it the exception to this regularity. This advances the academic fields of 

‘contentious politics’ and ‘state stability’ by showing that the Arab Spring is an exception to 

much – but not all – of the dominant theory and by introducing freedom of the press as an 

essential variable to incorporate in future theorizing. 
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1. Introduction1 

On December 17
th

 2010, a Tunisian street vendor named Tarek al-Tayeb Mohamed Bouazizi 

set himself on fire. His self-immolation sparked a figurative fire in the entire Middle East and 

North Africa (MENA) region; people started protesting and rebelling against their political 

regimes, with severe political consequences. To date, rulers have been forced from power in 

Tunisia, Egypt (twice), Libya, Yemen, and the Maldives; large-scale civil uprisings have 

erupted in Bahrain and Syria; and protests have broken out in Algeria, Djibouti, Iran, Iraq, 

Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Uganda, and 

Western Sahara.
2
 The death tolls of these protests are minimally counted as 97 in Bahrain, 

338 in Tunisia and 841 in Egypt (counting only the 18 days from 25 January until 11 February 

2011); and are estimated to be at least 2,000 in Yemen, 25,000 in Libya, and 100,000 in 

Syria.
3
 The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre reports that an estimated 830,000 people 

were internally displaced in 2011 due to these events in Libya, Syria and Yemen alone 

(Norwegian Refugee Council, 2012), and an approximate total of $20 billion of Gross 

Domestic Product and $35 billion of public finances was lost in 2011-2012 in only the 

following states: Bahrain, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen (Ibish, 2012).  

The events in the Arab World have been treated scientifically in a number of ways. On a 

descriptive level, commentators have discussed, inter alia, the decisive influence of the 

military (Bellin, 2012; Zgurić, 2012), the effective use of the internet, notably Facebook and 

Twitter (Comunello & Anzera, 2012), the revival of nationalism in the wake of the Arab 

Spring (Ajami, 2012; Moaddel, 2012; Rutland, 2011), the cost of the contentious politics in 

terms of money (Ibish, 2012), in terms of  refugees (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2012), and 

in terms of religious freedom worldwide (PewResearch, 2013). They have further addressed 

                                                 
1
 To enhance the consistency, clarity, and readability of this thesis I will use the Latin alphabet for Arabic words. 

I will try to deviate as little as possible from the original spelling of these words, though there is one exception I 

make here: for country names I will adopt the English names and spellings. 
2
 For reasons of readability, I shall use the terms ‘large-scale,’ ‘destabilizing,’ and ‘revolutionary’ 

interchangeably when discussing protests. These three different terms will all denote protests that were so large 

in scope that they destabilized the regime and could have started a revolution.  
3
 Only countries with significant casualty counts or death toll estimates are presented here. For sources of the 

figures see, per country: Bahrain (Bahrain Justice and Development Movement, 2013); Tunisia (AFP, 2012a; 

International Center for Transitional Justice, 2012); Egypt (Arabic Network for Human Rights Information, 

2012); Yemen (al-Haj, 2012; Kasinof, 2012); Lybia (U. Khan, 2013; Mulholland & Deshmukh, 2011); Syria 

(Lederer, 2013; McDonnell, 2013): there are 92,091 reported killings so far in Syria (UN News Service, 2013).  
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whether American democratization policies have supported the protests (Barnes, 2013) and 

described the importance of “safety-valve elections” in autocratic regimes such as Morocco 

(Buehler, 2013). 

On a more theoretical level, scholars have related the Arab Spring to the following notions: 

previous protests in the region (Ottaway & Hamzawy, 2011); discourses of nationalism, 

socialism, and Islamism in the region (Dabashi, 2012; Zubaida, 2012);
4
 the question of 

whether the events represented the defeat of Arab Exceptionalism or not (Kienle, 2012 argued 

in favor of this defeat; Zubaida, 2012 argued against this defeat); and some general structural 

similarities in Egypt and Tunisia, two countries hugely affected by the Arab Spring (Kienle, 

2012). 

Notwithstanding all the above-mentioned academic work, recent research has yet to develop a 

systematic comparison of the wider Arab Spring region to investigate the general, structural 

causes for the widespread contentious politics witnessed in recent years. Even though the 

Arab Spring has been regarded as an Arab phenomenon from the outset, explanations that are 

given of the Arab Spring have been ad hoc and are not representative of the entire Arab 

World.
5
 In this thesis an explanation is given that is representative of the entire Arab World, 

because the entire region is the scope of the present scientific investigation. In the largest case 

selection for the study of the Arab Spring to date, countries that have witnessed protests are 

compared with countries that did not witness protests. This allows for exploring and 

identifying both general and structural causes of these protests, as well as for rejecting other 

explanations of why the Arab Spring came about.  

The question that guides the research in my thesis, then, is the following: 

Which features of society can explain the large-scale protests in the Arab Spring? 

To answer this question a comparative analysis is made of Arab countries during the Arab 

Spring and through this analysis a number of structural variables are discovered that 

corresponded with large-scale protests in the Arab Spring. This discovery then inspires 

qualitative research in two case studies, identifying how these features of society have 

                                                 
4
 Dabashi (2012, n. 16) argues that we are dealing here with anticolonial nationalism, Third World socialism, and 

militant Islamism. See Browers (2009) for an interesting study of the way in which these three ideologies 

interacted with each other and how liberalism was introduced in parts of the Arab World. 
5
 The term “ad hoc” is also used by Ottaway & Hamzawy (2011, p. 13): “The explanations being offered at 

present of why Tunisia exploded the way it did do not offer much guidance; they are ad hoc explanations based 

on a single example.” 
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actually caused the large-scale protests in Egypt, and why large-scale protests did not occur in 

Oman even though one would expect them based on the variables present. When these 

qualitative and comparative approaches are combined, this provides for a more 

comprehensive explanation of what happened in the Arab Spring than has been provided thus 

far. 

With this explanation, it can be shown that common assumptions about the Arab Spring 

cannot be sustained after scientific scrutiny – for instance that the Arab Spring came to be 

because of the large proportion of highly skilled and young people in the Arab World who 

protested against their corrupt and autocratic regimes (cf. Al Maeena, 2013; Barbin, 2011; 

Manfreda, n.d.; Partridge, 2011). Furthermore, it is pointed out that the Arab Spring is an 

exceptional case for some of the scientific assumptions regarding protests and contentious 

politics, as developed by Tarrow and Tilly (Tarrow & Tilly, 2006, 2007; Tarrow, 1994, 2011; 

Tilly, 1978, 2003, 2006). A contribution is also made to the upcoming and new field 

discussing regime stability as deemed necessary by Bates (2008), Goldstone (2001), 

Goldstone et al. (2010) and Way (2008, 2009) because it shows what features of society were 

destabilizing regimes in the Arab Spring. Also it is established that the absence of press 

freedom has been an essential feature of the countries witnessing large-scale protests in the 

Arab Spring. Moreover it is argued that this feature of society should be included more often 

in future studies of contentious politics and regime stability because it is not usually included 

in analyses of protests. Moreover, the successful introduction of a new way to use the Crisp 

Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) might prove fruitful for future researchers who 

are faced with a number of cases that is too low for statistical purposes but who are 

nonetheless willing to introduce a larger number of features of society than is normally 

possible with QCA.  

The design of the present thesis will be as follows. To address the research problem, in 

chapter two the dominant literature pertaining to protests is reviewed and from it features of 

society and hypotheses about their relation to protests are picked out from the literature. The 

way in which the theory is operationalized, cases are selected, and method is beneficial for my 

research question shall be treated in chapter three. Particular care has been given to the 

selection of cases to ensure that as many cases as possible are included in the comparison 

without jeopardizing the theoretical relevance of the comparison. Also, special attention has 

been given to selecting the variables from a large number of variables that are deemed to be 

related to protests. The analysis is then presented in chapter four, with the comparative study 
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first, and the case studies second. For the comparative study, all twelve independent variables 

that were picked and operationalized based on the literature – and almost every conjunction of 

these twelve variables – have systematically been combined in analyses to  obtain a vast 

number of results.
6
 Of these results, the strongest and most parsimonious of results is 

presented, based on the number of (conjunctions of) independent variables needed to explain 

the outcome, and the number of occurrences on the dependent variable that were explained by 

the (conjunctions of) independent variables. This most parsimonious and strong explanation – 

which is the combination of oil production, high unemployment and absence of press freedom 

– is based on structural features of society. This result can be improved upon when only one 

feature of society based on agency is included: the absence of recent and severe political 

violence. This turns the explanation of the happenings of the Arab Spring from a necessary 

explanation to a necessary and sufficient explanation and can therefore be regarded as a good 

signifier of protests in the Arab Spring.  

To explain precisely how these variables have caused the witnessed protests, a case study of 

Egypt is included. This country was picked because a relatively high number of case studies 

have been carried out already, from which I took my data. I took direct quotes of the people in 

Egypt and interpretations of people studying Egypt; from these quotes and interpretations I 

reconstructed how these four features of society have been of importance in peoples’ lives and 

their contentious behavior.
7
 This reconstruction of how four specific quantitative variables 

were of importance in the qualitative lives of people is new, and sheds light on how the 

variables that are shown to be important for protests in large-scale research actually have been 

important in the case of Egypt. After this case study, the contradictory case of Oman is solved 

through another case study where statements and demands of the people, actions of the sultan 

and historical socio-economic policies all point to the conclusion that the oil incomes of the 

country have made the country more stable rather than less stable. 

Following this analysis, conclusions as shortly sketched above are drawn by formally 

answering the research question in chapter five, after which recommendations are made for 

future research.  

                                                 
6
 I did not look at conjunctions of six or more variables, because that configuration would make the outcome of 

the analysis weak. From this choice, it follows that I took up almost all conjunctions in the analysis, and not all 

possible conjunctions. 
7
 These quotes and interpretations were duely cross-checked with other quotes and interpretations. When I could 

not verify data in this way, it was not used, unless it was from a person of utmost importance (i.e. a member of 

the Muslim Brotherhood that was interviewed by a scientist). 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In general terms, the people in the Arab Spring tried to oust the ruling elite and demanded 

political reforms – but differences between countries are large. Issues and triggers differed per 

country: common national issues and triggers were self-immolations, the detention of 

prisoners, policies that helped to increase food or fuel prices, or perceived corruption of the 

political elite. Every protest had its own rallying point(s), often the killing of a ‘martyr’ by 

security forces, the location where people gathered, and / or the Facebook page where 

abetting comments were made; every protest had its own combination of issues and triggers 

and its own national and regional actors; every government responded uniquely to the protests 

of their people. This combination of unique national characteristics led to different outcomes 

in different countries, ranging from no remarkable contentious politics in Comoros and Qatar 

to two regime overthrows in Egypt. Even though there are so many contingent features of 

these countries, the rapid spread of the protests in the region does point to similarities in the 

countries that must have promoted protests in these countries, which are not directly 

witnessed when one looks at the agency of protesters alone and on their own. I will therefore 

explore whether there are structural similarities between the Arab countries that promoted 

protests in all of these countries. For this exploration, I display here a broad understanding of 

revolutionary protests in general and will later test this in the case of the Arab Spring.  

2.1. What we witnessed: revolutionary protests and contentious politics 

The events we witnessed in the Arab Spring are a clear attempt of a revolution such as Pincus 

describes it. As a definition, he argues that revolutions: 

constitute a structural and ideological break from the previous regime. They entail changes to 
both the political and socioeconomic structures of a polity. They involve an often violent 
popular movement to overturn the previous regime. Revolutions change the political leadership 
and the policy orientations of the state. And, revolutionary regimes bring with them a new 
conception of time, a notion that they are beginning a new epoch in the history of the polity. 
(Pincus, 2007, p. 399)  

The citizens in the Arab Spring have indeed linked socio-economic demands and issues to 

political structures of their polity and rose en masse to oust their rulers and to change their 

society. This constituted an ideological break with the previous regime and with the previous 

epoch of authoritarianism, even though this break might not in all cases have been a 

successful and structural break in the political reality (see also: Kienle, 2012).  
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Revolutionary protests are clearly linked to state stability, a relatively new field of research 

that is deemed necessary by Bates (2008), Goldstone (2001), Goldstone et al. (2010) and Way 

(2008, 2009). In this field, the motivations of protests are not the most important feature of the 

protests, because all countries have people with (mis)perceived grievances and with it 

motivations for protests. Rather, what determines that people will or will not protest are 

structural features of society and the effectiveness of the regime, which make sure that the 

people can or cannot take part in protests and whether they are successful in bringing about 

change in society.  

With the present study I will follow this line of thought and contribute to this recent state 

stability approach regarding revolutionary protests. Therefore my primary focus is on 

structural political opportunities for protests rather than on psychological motives. This choice 

is guided by recent research that has shown that people might be motivated more by atypically 

high opportunities to act rather than atypically high grievances (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004). 

Also, this focus on structural opportunities rather than motives solves a methodological 

problem, for the motives of people in autocratic regimes are difficult to measure due to: a) 

preference falsification in autocratic regimes (Kuran, 1989), and b) shortage of available data 

in the Arab World.
8
 Furthermore, contemporary research on values, beliefs and cultural traits 

in the wider Arab World is embryonic and inconclusive and mostly focuses on a limited 

number of countries.
9
 Finally, in all the cases in the Arab Spring that I studied – with the 

notable exceptions of Comoros
10

 and Qatar
11

 – people at least tried to protest against their 

government, indicating that all the people of all the countries had motives for protest. Thus, 

any variation that is witnessed in protests is assumed to come from variation in structural 

possibilities of protest rather than variation in the motives for protest.  

                                                 
8
 A combined dataset of Afrobarometer, Arab barometer and World Values Survey would exclude Chad, 

Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Libya, Maldives, Mauritania, Oman, Qatar, Somalia, Syria, United Arab Emirates, 

and Western Sahara from my analysis. 
9
 See for some pioneering work on this topic: Browers (2009), Dabashi (2012), and Zubaida (2009). 

10
 Comoros has witnessed over twenty coup attempts since it became independent from France in 1975 and had 

democratic elections late December 2010, precisely at the time the Arab Spring was unfolding in Tunisia and 

other countries in the region (see, for more information, appendix C). 
11

 Notwithstanding the absence of protests, the political situation has been changed in Qatar at the time people 

protested in other countries in the Arab Spring. Following a constitutional reform of 2003, the emir declared 

during the Arab Spring that the first ever elections will be held in the second half of 2013 for the Shura council, 

the country’s highest political assembly which consults the emir on laws to pass (Merza, 2011). Furthermore, in 

a first such step ever, the emir has voluntarily ceded power to his son, telling the nation that "it is time for a new 

generation"(Maierbrugger, 2013). However, on the eve of the power transfer, the old emir extended the term of 

the shura advisory committee, which in effect postponed the elections that were scheduled for 2013 indefinitely 

(Doherty, 2013). As of yet, no elections have been held. 
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When the people want to protest, what structural features of society then facilitates these 

protests? For this question I turn to Tarrow and Tilly, who developed a well-established 

theoretical framework to study the variation and the causes of political struggle. They call this 

struggle contentious politics and have recently defined this as:  

episodic, public, collective interaction among makers of claims and their objects when (a) at 
least one government is a claimant, an object of claims, or a party to the claims and (b) the 
claims would, if realized, affect the interests of at least one of the claimants. 

Roughly translated, the definition refers to collective political struggle (Tarrow & Tilly, 2007, p. 
438). 

Clearly, the large-scale protests we witnessed in the Arab Spring are a form of contentious 

politics, and the causes generally ascribed to contentious politics are the same as the causes 

for large-scale protests. 

2.2. Opportunities of rational individuals, shaped by societal mobilization structures and 

national political opportunity structures 

The contentious politics approach adopts an atomistic worldview, in which the individual is 

the actor; she may be influenced by many factors, but she is the one that ultimately decides to 

act. She is assumed to be a rational actor, making calculations about costs and benefits of her 

protests. In an autocratic regime the costs of protesting can be severe – ranging from loss of 

salary to loss of life – and because of the costs of collective action the phenomenon is very 

rare – only 5% of the people participate in it (Lichbach, 1998) – and episodes of political 

instability are exceptionally rare – only 1,9% of all the country-years between 1955 and 2003 

were politically instable (Goldstone et al., 2010). This rarity of protests is seen as proof for the 

calculation people make (Lichbach, 1998). This rational worldview problematizes the way in 

which collective action takes shape from the calculations and motivations of individual actors 

(Hindmoor, 2006); the contentious politics approach argues that opportunities and structures 

from the society and the state offer ways for the people to overcome this collective action 

problem so that they can organize protests and partake in them.  

Individual action is structured through social, economic and political circumstances and hence 

society is vital for understanding collective action. Society here is understood in terms of 

mobilizing structures: civil society is structured across lines of class, gender, ethnicity, 

religion, and race, and these partially overlapping systems of stratification “link leaders with 

the organization of collective action—center with periphery—permitting movement 
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coordination and allowing movements to persist over time” (Tarrow, 1994, p. 136, quoted in: 

Lichbach, 1998, p. 407). Social stratification promotes group formation and social 

mobilization, which are beneficial for collective action and protest organization, but apart 

from these relatively static social cleavage connections there are also more dynamic processes 

in which wide-ranging ties are constituted among people. These processes include: 

(a) increases in the numbers and connections among potential political participants, for 
example through urbanization and grouping of workers in large organizations; (b) equalization 
of resources and connections among potential political participants, for example through broad 
public education and access to mass media; (c) insulation of public politics from existing social 
inequalities, for example through the formation of cross-class political coalitions and parties; (d) 
integration of interpersonal solidarities into public politics, for example through shared military 
service and veterans' benefits. (Tarrow & Tilly, 2007, p. 449) 

These are processes that break down segmentation, patron-client relations and localism and 

thereby promote wide-ranging group formation of people with the same interests (Tarrow & 

Tilly, 2007, p. 449). In thinking of how society structures the possibilities of social 

movements, one therefore needs to keep in mind elements of social stratification as well as 

processes of social unification and equalization. 

Apart from societal constellations, the regime of the state is an important constraining and 

facilitating factor for protests as well. As Tarrow & Tilly (2007, p. 440) define it, “regimes 

consist of regular relations among governments, established political actors, challengers, and 

outside political actors, including other governments”. These connections between contention, 

politics and institutions are active in both democratic and autocratic regimes and in both 

turbulent and relatively tranquil periods. To point out features of regimes and institutions the 

same authors developed the political opportunity structure, which is defined as follows:  

1) the multiplicity of independent centers of power within the regime; 2) its relative closure or 
openness to new actors; 3) the instability or stability of current political alignments; 4) the 
availability of influential allies or supporters; 5) the extent to which the regime represses or 
facilitates collective claim making; and 6) decisive changes in these properties (Tarrow & Tilly, 
2006, Chapter 3, 2007, p. 440; Tilly, 2006, p. 43 ff.).  

This definition shows the difficulty social movements have in autocracies as opposed to social 

movements in more open societies (see also: Kienle, 2012).
12

  

                                                 
12

 To discuss individuals, society and the state begs the question of the international system which is also seen as 

an influence on possibilities for revolutions. For instance, international military and economic competition can 

cause problems for national finances or popular support of the nation (see: Goldstone, 2001, pp. 145–146; 

Skocpol, 1979) and conflicting neighbors are associated with revolutions in one’s own country (Goldstone et al., 

2010) – which would influence possibilities of protest. I put these approaches aside for a number of reasons 

which need to be addressed here: it is difficult to determine what influence countries outside the Arab World 
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Individual action, then, is structured through societal mobilization structures and national 

political opportunity structures, which influence the cost-benefit analysis of individuals in 

such a way to make collective action probable rather than impossible. Society is associated 

with interaction of people with each other, and with it the opportunity to organize collectively; 

the state is seen as a structure that can facilitate these new movements or can quell these 

grass-root forms of cooperation. Generally speaking, the more possibilities the people have to 

protest, the more they will do so. These possibilities are created when the political sphere is 

open for the voice of the people, when a regime is ineffective in repressing the people’s 

protests, and when the people can interact more with each other. 

2.3. Application and hypotheses 

The theory described above is very broad and general, explaining all forms of contentious 

politics; here I develop twelve specific and structural features of states that relate to the 

collective action of large-scale protests in a country. This selection of twelve structural 

features is based on state-of-the-art research on contentious politics that shows that these 

variables are the strongest predictors of protests in other cases than the Arab Spring,
13

  and 

some of these are already explicitly linked to the Arab Spring by interpreters of the Spring.
14

 

The variables were selected from a wider selection of variables that are associated with 

protests – Appendix A lists 67 other variables that are associated with protests and Appendix 

B provides, for each separate variable, the reason(s) why it was not taken up in the analysis. 

The twelve variables that are taken up in the analysis are used to explore what caused the 

Arab Spring and whether or not the Arab Spring is a corroborating case for theory or a 

                                                                                                                                                         
have on countries of Arab World; political ideologies that have been seen as stimulating the protests 

(nationalism, socialism and Islamism) developed primarily as anti-western ideologies – most notably anti-

colonialism, anti-Israel, and against the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq (Browers, 2009; Dabashi, 2012; Zubaida, 

2012). A number of these international influences on protests are evident,   but they are ad hoc influences rather 

than structural ones and hence I discard them from my initial analysis. Also, it can be argued that the 

international food crisis, high fuel prices and the international economic and financial crises influenced the 

protests (see: Goldstone, 1991, quoted in: Pincus, 2007, p. 401 ff.; Lagi, Bertrand, & Bar-Yam, 2011 link the 

Arab Spring with the international food crisis). However, because these are global crises, variation between 

countries cannot be explained with these international influences and national features must be introduced for 

this explanation.  Hence, my main focus will be on the nation state and its society and population rather than 

international factors. 
13

 To be sure, the collection of twelve features that is presented here is not an exhaustive selection – see 

Appendix A for 67 other factors that are associated with revolution and Appendix B for why these variables 

were not included. The selection presented here consists of the strongest predictors of protests. 
14

 The Arab Spring has for instance been related to: education levels, urbanization, young population, corruption, 

authoritarianism, and unemployment (Al Maeena, 2013; Barbin, 2011; Manfreda, n.d.; Partridge, 2011). Others 

have seen economic growth as cause of the protests in Egypt and Tunisia (Kienle, 2012; Zgurić, 2012). 
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potentially falsifying case. With this in mind, hypotheses are developed from theory that will 

be tested for in my thesis.
15

 The variables are ordered alphabetically. 

2.3.1. Concentration of where the people live: urbanization and population density 

People living together increase connections among potential political participants and hence 

improve the societal mobilization structure: the closer people live together, the more 

opportunities they have to organize themselves with likeminded people (Tarrow & Tilly, 

2007). These authors mention urbanization levels as a factor measuring this type of 

connections. This relation is established by Epstein et al. (2006). However, where Tarrow and 

Tilly argue that urbanization is the factor determining collective action, Epstein et al. (2006) 

show that urbanization destabilizes democracies, whereas population density is destabilizing 

autocracies. To study the relation comprehensively, I take both into account in my analysis. 

H1: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature higher urbanization rates or 

population density and are not expected in countries that feature lower urbanization rates or 

population density. 

2.3.2. Corruption 

In terms of political opportunity structures, corruption in a country makes the state less stable 

because it indicates that the state is not effective in pursuing its policies. Corruption drains 

funds away from otherwise useful projects and makes it harder to participate in the 

international trade from which money can be derived which makes it more difficult to 

effectively pursue policies that are set out (Goldstone, 2001). This is important for the study 

of protests, because an ineffective regime might have constitutional regulations to limit the 

opportunity structure of the country but is ultimately powerless to do so, or it might promise 

to meet the demands of the people but fails to deliver on these promises.
16

 Corruption, then, 

opens up the political opportunity structure for the people to protest, which leads to the 

following hypothesis: 

                                                 
15

 For the sake of simplicity, these hypotheses are formulated in terms of uniform causation rather than 

conjunctional causation. That is, features of society are hypothesized as if they would cause protests independent 

of (conjunctions with) other features of society. I am duly aware that this is contrary to the idea of conjunctional 

causation inherent in QCA – where independent variables are hypothesized to influence the dependent variable 

in different ways, depending on conjunctions with other independent variables – but I do this because in my 

research more than a few variables are tested for (twelve, instead of three or four variables) and the conjunctional 

complexity would be too great to hypothesize consistently and comprehensively in conjunctional fashion. The 

analysis does take conjunctions into account, even though they are not incorporated in the hypotheses. 
16

 Also, corruption is widely seen as a motivation for the people to protest in the Arab Spring (Al Maeena, 2013; 

Manfreda, n.d.; Partridge, 2011), which makes corruption a necessary variable for the comparison. 
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H2: Large-scale protests are expected in countries featuring high levels of corruption and not 

expected in countries featuring lower levels of corruption 

2.3.3. Economic development 

The wealth of a nation is important for protests but it is unclear which causal function it has. 

The more resources people have, the more opportunities they have to organize themselves and 

to make collective claims (Bueno de Mesquita & Downs, 2005); the fewer resources people 

have, the more reasons they have to make these claims (Goldstone, 2001). Something similar 

holds true for the government, because the more resources the state has, the more it can quell 

potential protests (Fearon & Laitin, 2003), but the people also expect the government to do 

more for them so they could be more easily dissatisfied with the government (Fish, 2002). As 

is schematically summarized in the table below, scholars argue that economic development is 

promoting both regime stability and instability, and others argue that economic 

underdevelopment would promote both regime stability and instability. For instance, in an 

impoverished country the people would have less resources to organize themselves, which 

would be good for the stability of the country (Bueno de Mesquita & Downs, 2005). On the 

other hand, however, hiring people to fight would be relatively cheap (Fearon & Laitin, 

2003), and the dissatisfaction of the people would be relatively great in impoverished 

countries (Goldstone, 2001), which would be detrimental for the stability of the country. 

These and other relations are presented in Table 1.  

Table 1: Influence of Affluence and Poverty on State Stability 

 

Although there clearly is a theoretical contradiction on the causal mechanism, wealth is 

assumed to have importance for protests and stability. Hence, I take wealth into the analysis 

and intend to explore the causal mechanism it has had in the Arab Spring. 

H3a: large-scale protests are expected in affluent countries and not expected in impoverished 

countries; 

 Stabilizing Destabilizing 

Affluence 

Effectiveness gvt (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004) 

Military spending gvt raised (Fearon & Laitin, 2003) 

Cost of rebellion ppl raised (Fearon & Laitin, 2003) 

Expectations ppl raised (in: Fish, 2002) 

Costs of repression gvt raised (in: Fish, 2002) 

Gains of rebellion ppl raised (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004) 

Poverty 

Promise of better eco performance (in: Fish, 2002) 

Coordination goods ppl lower (Bueno de Mesquita & 

Downs, 2005) 

Dissatisfaction ppl (Goldstone, 2001) 

Rebellion ppl is relatively cheap (Fearon & Laitin, 2003) 

Powerful social groups alienated (in: Fish, 2002) 
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H3b: large-scale protests are expected in impoverished countries and not expected in affluent 

countries. 

2.3.4. Economic growth 

The growing of the economy increases the resources of the people and with it, as described 

above, the opportunities to organize themselves. Also, as Kienle (2012) and Zgurić (2012) 

note, the stability of a partially autocratic, or autocratic regime comes under threat when there 

is economic growth. For this, they follow remarks made by De Tocqueville, which are quoted 

here at length: 

Nations that have endured patiently and almost unconsciously the most overwhelming 
oppression, often burst into rebellion against the yoke the moment it begins to grow lighter. 
The regime which is destroyed by a revolution is almost always an improvement on its 
immediate predecessor, and experience teaches that the most critical moment for bad 
governments is the one which witnesses their first steps toward reform. A sovereign who seeks 
to relieve his subjects after a long period of oppression is lost, unless he be a man of great 
genius. Evils which are patiently endured when they seem inevitable, become intolerable when 
once the idea of escape from them is suggested. The very redress of grievances throws new 
light on those which are left untouched, and adds fresh poignancy to their smart: if the pain be 
less, the patient’s sensibility is greater. (Tocqueville, 1856, p. 214; Quoted in: Kienle, 2012, p. 
551; Zgurić, 2012, p. 423)17 

Economic growth, then, is destabilizing autocratic and partially autocratic regimes because it 

opens up new political opportunities for the people to escape their regime. The people have 

been under the yoke of authoritarianism for so long that they are supposed to disagree with 

the regime and with the new opportunities they get with economic growth they will try and 

fight the regime, which leads to revolutionary protests. Epstein et al. (2006) show empirically 

that economic growth destabilizes autocratic regimes and not partially autocratic (or 

democratic) regimes, so the conjunction of economic growth with regime type will be 

interesting as well. Taking this variable on its own, the following hypothesis can be derived: 

H4. Large-scale protests are expected in countries featuring economic growth and not 

expected in countries that do not feature economic growth.  

                                                 
17

 This quote in The Old Regime and the Revolution is in apparent contradiction to a different remark de 

Toqueville made in Democracy in America: “only those who have nothing to lose ever revolt” (Quoted in: 

Lipset, 1960, p. 66). The contradiction is, however, superfluous, for de Toqueville was writing about democratic 

societies (or “civilized nations”) in the quote in Democracy in America, where people make their own laws, and 

where the people are themselves supposed to be benefiting from those laws (Tocqueville, 1966, vol. 1, ch. 28). 

The difference with The Old Regime and the Revolution (Tocqueville, 1856) is evident: in a democracy the 

people are supposed to benefit from the government and only revolt against it when they have nothing to lose; in 

an oppressive regime the people are supposed to not benefit, or even to suffer, from the government and they are 

to revolt against the regime only when the idea of escape from the regime is suggested to them. 
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2.3.5. Education 

Modern mass education is related to cultivation, standardization, industrialization, uniformity, 

literacy, bureaucracy, language and the media and as such a vital part of an infrastructure of 

social communications that is essential for community-building in the modern state (Smith, 

1998). From the perspective of resource mobilization, education can be seen as a coordination 

good – people can organize better if they are better educated (Bueno de Mesquita & Downs, 

2005) – and the connections formed in the schools are part of the societal mobilization 

structure (Tarrow & Tilly, 2007). Empirically, it has been established that educated people are 

somewhat more likely to vote in their respective regions (Booth & Seligson, 2008; Bratton, 

2008) and democratic values – such as tolerance and the demand for democracy, against 

autocracy, particularly contra military and one-person rule – are shown to be driven by 

education (Bratton, 2008). Debate has taken place on whether an autocratic regime would 

impose an education system that would teach the people to value their autocratic ruler (Smith, 

1998) – but even in autocratic regimes it has been proven that primary education promotes 

citizen endorsement of democracy and rejection of non-democratic alternatives (Evans & 

Rose, 2007). This leads to the following hypothesis: 

H5. large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature higher education levels and not 

expected in countries that feature lower education levels. 

2.3.6. Ethnic Fractionalization 

For societal mobilization structures one needs to keep in mind elements of social stratification 

as well as processes of social unification and equalization. Social stratification is here 

associated with ethnic diversity. Ethnicity is defined generally as a term designating “a sense 

of collective belonging, which could be based on common descent, language, history, culture, 

race, or religion (or some combination of these)” (Varshney, 2007, p. 277). Following the 

work of Horowitz (1985) a wide literature on ethnicity and ethnic conflict has been 

established: a greater ethnic division in any given society is associated with more conflict 

(Varshney, 2007). This conflict ranges from policy preferences on the distribution of public 

goods (Alesina, Baqir, & Easterly, 1999) to the onslaught of civil war (Elbadawi & Sambanis, 

2002) and would make compromise and inclusion on the level of the state more difficult 

(Fish, 2002; Horowitz, 1993). In this way, ethnic fractionalization offers a societal 

mobilization structure and facilitates protests, which leads to the following hypothesis: 
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H6. large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature high ethnic fractionalization and 

not expected in countries that feature low ethnic fractionalization. 

2.3.7. Infant Mortality 

In their seminal paper discussing the causes of revolutionary protests and civil war, Goldstone 

et al. (2010) find a significant relation between infant mortality and revolutionary protests. 

Infant mortality is high in countries where there are many cases of diarrhea. Diarrhea is a 

disease that is relatively easy to treat, so in countries where there is a high infant mortality this 

reflects an ineffective health system, which is an indicator of an ineffective regime that is not 

in touch with its own population. This is assumed to prohibit the regime from successfully 

repressing collective claim making, because the regime is ineffective and out of touch with its 

own population. When a political regime is ineffective in this way, this opens up the political 

opportunity structure by allowing independent centers of power to spring up and destabilize 

dominant political alignments. Therefore I take it into my analysis. This leads to the following 

hypothesis: 

H7: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature high infant mortality rates and 

not expected in countries that feature low infant mortality rates. 

2.3.8. Oil production 

In researching the Color Revolutions in Eurasia, Way argues that autocratic stability is helped 

by state discretionary control over the economy, through either de jure state control or the 

capture of major mineral wealth, such as oil and gas (Way, 2008, p. 213). Evidently, oil 

incomes are crucial for the Arab World and could provide the regime with stability by 

appeasing the people of a country with the allocation of part of the income to its population – 

the extreme form of this is the rentier model, where “citizenship becomes a source of 

economic benefit” (Bedawi, 1990, p. 89) because the government, who receives the rent, 

redistributes it to its people and the ruler is therefore seen as the provider of public favors 

instead of the collector of taxes (Bedawi, 1990).  

Fearon and Laitin (2003), however, argue that oil incomes could make these countries less 

stable, because the rulers would have less need for an elaborate bureaucratic system to raise 

revenues – a political Dutch Disease – and because it would raise the value of the ‘prize’ of 

protests. This lack of a bureaucratic system would lead to the ineffectiveness of the regime, 

and a fundamental separation between the people and the elite, which makes these countries 

prone for protests. Hence, instead of strengthening state capacity to quell protests, oil exports 
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would weaken it, whilst at the same time giving protesters and extra incentive to keep 

protesting. From this, I can derive the following contradictory hypotheses: 

H8a: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature oil exports and not expected in 

countries that do not feature oil exports; 

H8b: large-scale protests are expected in countries that do not feature oil exports and not 

expected in countries that do feature oil exports. 

2.3.9. Press freedom 

For individuals in society, access to free media is supposed to be beneficial to the 

organization of collective protests because it directly facilitates collective claim making and it 

distributes the vital resource of information equally to all individuals in society, which helps 

people to coordinate themselves (Bueno de Mesquita & Downs, 2005; Tarrow & Tilly, 2007). 

In previous protests, absence of press freedom has also been linked to the popularity of the 

autocrat and seen as a reason to refrain from protesting (Dimitrov, 2009). On the level of the 

state, a free press is an indicator of an open political opportunity structure of the state, which 

is conducive for collective action in the form of contentious politics. From this follows the 

following hypothesis: 

H9: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature a free press and not expected in 

countries that feature a muzzled press. 

2.3.10. Regime type 

The regime of a country has an impact on the possibilities of the people in that country: the 

freer the regime of a country is, the more people are allowed to take collective action against 

their government. This has an impact on state stability, for in democratic regimes collective 

action is institutionalized and in autocratic regimes this is prohibited and both strategies make 

the countries stable. Or, as Tilly formulates it:  

[t]he greater a regime’s capacity and democracy, the more difficult it is for revolutionary 
contenders to form, for substantial segments of the citizenry to commit themselves on behalf of 
those contenders, and for those who do organize and commit themselves to escape suppression 
(Tilly, 2006, p. 161). 

States that have partially autocratic regimes – where political participation of the people 

might be possible or there might be elections for politicians, but where the government is not 
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open for the opinions of the people – are unstable states (Goldstone et al., 2010).
18

 In the 

scope of my thesis there is no room for democratic regimes (see: case selection) so I focus on 

autocratic and partially autocratic regimes. From this, I can formulate the following 

hypothesis:  

H10: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature partially autocratic regimes 

and highly unlikely in countries that feature fully autocratic regimes. 

2.3.11. Unemployment 

The Arab World is widely known for its high unemployment rates (Kadri, 2011; United 

Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia, 2004) but unemployment is a 

difficult concept in resource mobilization theory. If unemployed people form a social group at 

all,
19

 this group is economically weak and politically isolated and is generally assumed to 

have a very low propensity for collective action (see: della Porta, 2010). From the perspective 

of resource mobilization, then, people who are unemployed should have great difficulty 

protesting. However, as history has shown, unemployed people do protest in large numbers 

and a variety of solutions to this theoretical puzzle have been suggested, of which three 

solutions – pertaining to individuals, society, and the state – are of special interest here. First, 

unemployment heightens the possible relative profits of the state control that is possible after 

protests. This would greatly entice individuals to protest against the government (Fearon & 

Laitin, 2003). Second, rather than looking at unemployed people themselves for the 

organization of protests, focus can be shifted to other protest-organizing parties in society, 

such as NGOs, labor unions, political parties and other social movement organizations. These 

organizations have been shown to facilitate protests of unemployed people, which would 

explain how it is possible that they protest (della Porta, 2010). Third, fewer state capabilities 

are associated with unemployment, because when a population of a country is largely 

unemployed this points to mismanagement of the government and could lead to less resources 

for the government to organize themselves. A bureaucratically and financially weak state 

opens up opportunities to protest, because the state would be less able to quell potential 

rebellions (Fearon & Laitin, 2003). In these ways, unemployment, which is one of the key 

                                                 
18

 Traditionally, scholars had a binary perception of regimes – they looked at democracies and autocracies. It is 

only recently that the existence and the influence of regimes in between democracies and autocracies is put 

forward by scholars (Carothers, 2002; Epstein, Bates, Goldstone, Kristensen, & O’Halloran, 2006; Goldstone et 

al., 2010). Results from my thesis could unfortunately not add corroborating evidence to this recent theoretical 

distinction. 
19

 It is notoriously difficult for unemployed people to form a collective identity and hence it is relatively hard to 

form a social group (see: della Porta, 2010). 
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features of the Arab World, can be seen as a structural facilitator for protest. This leads to the 

following hypothesis: 

H11. large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature high levels of unemployment 

and not expected in countries that feature low levels of unemployment. 

2.3.12. Young population 

The Arab World is widely known for its young population,
20

 which poses a number of 

opportunities and challenges for the people that are unique for the region (Roudi, 2011). On 

the level of the individual, young people – single, young males in particular – are associated 

with violence, conflict, risk-taking and rebellion, because their physique or their counterparts 

simply make them prone to this course of action (Courtwright, 1996; Huntington, 1996; see 

also: Fearon & Laitin, 2003). On the level of society, young people face different challenges 

in different countries in the Arab world, because the levels of literacy, urbanization, and job 

opportunities between countries differ from each other (Roudi, 2011) – which is in implicit 

agreement with resource mobilization theory as described above.
21

 The interaction of a young 

population with these features in society will be taken into account in the QCA, but the main 

notion remains that the younger the population is, the more protests one would expect. This 

leads to the following hypothesis: 

H12: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature a young overall population and 

not expected in countries that feature an older overall population. 

2.4. Summary 

These twelve structural features with their hypothesized influence(s) on state stability are 

summarized with the schema presented in Figure 1 on the next page. The lay-out of the figure 

captures the notion that all variables are equally important for my exploratory research; for 

exploring which features of society can explain the Arab Spring, no premature judgments are 

made about which variables should be more important than others. 

 

  

                                                 
20

 30 percent of the entire population and 47 percent of the working-age population is born between 1980 and 

1995 (Dhillon & Yousef, 2009). 
21

 In an insightful work on the youth in the Arab World, Dhillon and Yousef (2009) add to these challenges of 

the young people the way in which families are formatted in the Arab world and they urge policymakers to 

recognize the interconnectedness of education, employment, housing, and family formation. In my thesis I do not 

include family formation because data is scarce (see also: Olmsted, 2011). 
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A ‘+’ means: if this feature is high in the country, it is expected to have a positive effect on 

the outcome;  

a ‘-’ means that if the feature is high it will have a negative influence;  

a‘+-‘ indicates that when the feature is high the influence is expected to be either positive or 

negative. 

Figure 1: Theoretical Model 
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter, the operationalization of the theories as described above is presented, as well 

as how I selected the cases and which method I used. To measure the twelve features selected 

from theory, I took the same operationalization as the authors described above.
22

  This makes 

the measures that I did reliable because they are shown to be consistent in predicting large-

scale protests in state-of-the-art large-N research on the topic. When I find that the used 

variables do not correspond with their hypotheses, then, this is not a reflection of a fault in the 

used variables, but rather of the theory not being applicable to the case of the Arab Spring. 

The results from this comparison are also corroborated with two case studies, one of Egypt 

and one of Oman, to give a more detailed explanation of why the protests happened in Egypt 

and why they did not happen in Oman. To exclude any selection bias or exclusion bias, I 

selected my cases based on a scope condition and possibility principle to make sure that the 

cases that are studied are actually relevant for my research without introducing bias. The 

method used is highly case sensitive and a corroborating case study is an integral part of it, 

which warrants that omitted-variable bias is not a problem. The combination of the unbiased 

case selection with the case-sensitive comparative method increases the validity of my 

research because the ‘real world’ is objectively delineated and approached from two 

perspectives.  

The generalizability of my investigation is restricted because of the limited number of cases 

that were studied. The importance of my research lies in the exploration of causes for the 

protests that were witnessed in the Arab Spring and in showing how these complex causal 

paths worked in the real world. Because every case is accounted for in the QCA method, the 

results are not shown in probabilistic terms and this makes the generalization of the research 

restricted. I can show that the Arab Spring is or is not corroborating evidence for the theory 

and if variables behave completely contradictory to the hypothesis I can suggest a modest 

rethinking of this variable and more research on the topic, but on the basis of twenty-nine 

cases I cannot conclude that theory is falsified or that the discovered relation in the Arab 

Spring counts for most countries most of the time. Because of this, not much is made of 

hypothesized relations that are shown to be ‘falsified’ with events in the Arab Spring, but 

                                                 
22

 For the measurements of Corruption, Oil production, and Press Freedom, I was forced to use other 

measurements, because authors did not specify their measurements themselves. The reliability of these 

measurements shall be treated individually. 
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further, large-N research will be proposed on relations that are discovered and presented in the 

present thesis. 

3.1. Operationalization 

3.1.1. Dependent variable: state instability 

As an in-depth historical analysis of the Arab Spring illuminates, there were Arab Spring 

related protests in twenty out of the twenty-nine countries that were studied for my thesis (see: 

Appendix C, Appendix D). Many of these protests were not significant enough to threaten the 

stability of the regime and to be seen as revolutionary protests and therefore a selection needs 

to be made of protests that threatened regime stability and protests which did not.  

Evidently, in the countries where regimes were toppled by protests related to the Arab Spring, the 

regime stability was threatened by the popular uprising. This means that protests in Egypt, Libya, 

Tunisia and Yemen are included as causing regime instability. To assess the rest of the countries 

where the rulers were not ousted but where the protests did pose a real threat to the regime, I 

looked at the countries that did witness the fall of their regime and took up numbers of protesters, 

numbers of civilian casualties and durations of the protests to inform me of the severity of the 

protests. All of these factors need to be significant to create regime instability, and looking at  
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Appendix D: A schematic summary of the in-depth study of the Arab Spring 

Appendix D and the countries where regimes did fall, I set the thresholds for this selection at:  

- the number of protesters needs to be 100,000 or more;  

- the number of civilian casualties should be 100 or more;  

- and the duration of the protests should at least have taken a year in countries where the 

regime was not toppled; 

for the protests to be destabilizing, revolutionary, or ‘large-scale’.  

This means that Syria is included, because its protests led to a civil war that has cost the lives 

of over 100,000 civilians and lasted longer than a year. Also, Bahrain is included: the number 

of protesters in Bahrain topped 150,000, the reported casualties are around 100 (97), and the 

civil unrest is ongoing since they started in February 2011 (see: Appendix C, Appendix D).  

Sudan is a borderline case because the civilian casualties have been high in the country (210) 

and the unrest has been ongoing since they started in January 2011. The number of reported 

protesters, however, is very low (8,000). Of course, reported numbers of protesters need not 

be a true representation of the number of people on the streets, but 8,000 is such a long way 

off from 100,000 people that I simply cannot make the claim that Sudan witnessed Arab 

Spring related protests that were destabilizing the regime. What is more likely is that the 

limited number of protesters was met with an overwhelming security force that killed a very 

high percentage of protesters, which portrays a perverse but effective form of regime stability 

rather than regime instability (see: Appendix C, Appendix D). Appendix D presents the 

information for the dichotomization and the final coding of the countries.
23

  

The operationalization of the independent variables is ordered alphabetically as it is in the 

theoretical framework. Table 2 at the end of this section summarizes the operationalization. 

3.1.2. Concentration of where the people live: urbanization and population density 

To measure the connectedness of people, based on where they live, both urbanization and 

population density data are suggested by scholars (Epstein et al., 2006; Tarrow & Tilly, 

2007). I took both into account to measure the concentration of where people live.  

                                                 
23

 I also undertook an exploratory study to search for causes of contentious politics in general in the Arab Spring 

(and not at large-scale protests that are presented in my thesis) I coded all countries where any Arab Spring 

related protests happened as ‘1’and the rest as ‘0’. With this, twenty out of twenty-nine countries were coded 

positive. Because the results were less strong than for large-scale protests this alternative study was not presented 

here. 
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Data on urbanization is taken from the World Factbook; data on population density is 

gathered from the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. For both, the threshold was set at the 

world average – 50,3 per cent for urbanization level; 52 points for population density. 

Following Hypothesis H1, countries higher than these thresholds are expected to witness 

protests and were coded ‘1’. For data summary and dichotomization, see: Appendix G. 

3.1.3. Corruption 

The measurement of corruption is notoriously difficult, but the Corruption Perception Index 

from Transparency International is a valid measurement of corruption (Wilhelm, 2002). The 

perceptions of country analysts, business people or the general public form the basis of their 

corruption indices and they rank the countries in the world accordingly (Transparency 

International, n.d.).  

Countries with high corruption are expected to witness protests and the threshold for the present thesis 

between high and low corruption is set at the top 100 of the world. Whenever a country scored 100
th

 or 

lower than 100
th

 on the global ranking, the country is assumed to have a level of corruption that is so high 

that it makes the rulers ineffective and therefore protests can be expected. So, if a country ranked on or 

below 100, the variable was coded ‘1’. For data summary and dichotomization, see:  

 

Appendix H. 

3.1.4. Economic development 

For the economic development of a country, the gross domestic product based on purchasing-

power-parity per capita (GDP/capita), which is expressed in current international dollars, was 

used for the year 2010, the year prior to the outbreak of the Arab Spring,. Most of the data 

came from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), but some of the data was gathered from 

other international organizations because it was not available at the IMF. The sources are 

displayed in the table showing the values of the countries.  

For dichotomization, inspiration was found in the Democratization and Modernization 

literature in which it has been established empirically that autocratic breakdown is correlated 

with the wealth of nations.
24

 Political scientists have determined that this relationship is 

formed as an N-curve, where:  

                                                 
24

 The democratization and modernization body of literature starts from the same theoretical base as resource 

mobilization theory, that economic features of society have an influence on regime type and on the preferences 

of the people regarding the regime types of their country. From this base, a vast body of empirical research has 

been conducted within democratization literature which has resulted in some thresholds that are convenient for 

operationalization purposes and have not (yet) been established in resource mobilization theory and the 

contentious politics approach. Therefore, I found inspiration in this body of literature for operationalization.  
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the probability of a dictatorial breakdown and a democratic transition declines with per capita 
income in two cases: when countries move from the $2,000–$3,000 range to the $3,000–$4,000 
(from 0.026 to 0.015) and, more abruptly, at income levels above $7,000 (from a peak of 0.06 to 
0.029). (Boix & Stokes, 2003, p. 522) 

Inferences from the peak of $7,000 should be made with caution, for the number of cases that 

exhibit both autocratic regimes and high economic development is low (Boix & Stokes, 2003, 

pp. 522–523).
25

 This implies three possible dichotomization thresholds: one low threshold, at 

$3,000; one high one at $4,000; and a delineated one, coding countries between $3,000-

$4,000 as ‘0’ and the rest as ‘1’. To take into account the well-researched theory that richer 

countries tend to be less autocratic, I chose the high and unlimited threshold of $4,000 to 

dichotomize my data. With economic development higher than a GDP/capita of $4,000, 

countries are expected to witness anti-autocratic protests and were coded ‘1’. For data 

summary and dichotomization, see: Appendix I. 

3.1.5. Economic growth 

To measure economic growth, I took the World Development Indicator of ‘GDP per capita 

growth (annual %)’ from the World Bank and added the growth in years 2010 and 2011 for 

each country. These two years were chosen because they are the two years directly before the 

Arab Spring broke out and if growth had an impact it certainly must have had the impact in 

these years. If the cumulative of the growth numbers of these two years in these countries was 

positive, the country experienced growth and protests could be expected. Therefore I coded 

economic growth in those instances ‘1’. For data summary and dichotomization, see: 

Appendix J. 

3.1.6. Education 

For measuring education, there is controversy over whether one should focus on literacy 

(Krishna & Booth, 2008), primary schooling (Barro, 1999), or on higher education (Bueno de 

Mesquita & Downs, 2005). I chose to take both literacy (for the total population, both males 

and females) and School Life Expectancy (primary to tertiary education) (SLE) into account 

and with the latter I capture both primary schooling and higher education.
26

 As the CIA 

                                                 
25

 With this last remark they argue against Diamond (1992, p. 467), Przeworski and Limongi (1997), and against 

a more recent author, Zakaria (2007, pp. 69–70) who argue that above a threshold at 6,000 dollars of GDP/capita 

countries become democratic. Diamond, Przeworski & Limongi, and Zakaria are helped by the fact that no 

democracy ever fell in a country with per capita income more than that of Argentina in 1975, $6,055. However, 

because I am interested in autocratic regime stability rather than democratic regime stability I adopt the numbers 

that explain dictatorial breakdown. 
26

 “School life expectancy (SLE) is the total number of years of schooling (primary to tertiary) that a child can 

expect to receive, assuming that the probability of his or her being enrolled in school at any particular future age 

is equal to the current enrollment ratio at that age. Caution must be maintained when utilizing this indicator in 
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warns, the years of education do not determine the level of education (see footnote 26), so I 

also checked for literacy rates in the country. Data for both variables are taken from the World 

Factbook, thresholds are set at world average (for literacy: 84,1%; SLE: 12 years) and 

countries with values higher than these thresholds are expected to witness protests and coded 

‘1’. For data summary and dichotomization, see: Appendix K. 

For Western Sahara, data is missing but the region is reported to be literate even though the 

education system is not highly institutionalized (Van Brunt Smith, 2004). Therefore I coded 

the country ‘1’ with literacy and ‘0’ with SLE. 

3.1.7. Ethnic Fractionalization 

In their seminal paper, Alesina, Devleeschauwer, Easterly, Kurlat, & Wacziarg (2003) 

introduced the standard measure of ethnic fractionalization as: “1 minus the Herfindahl 

concentration index of ethnolinguistic group shares, which reproduces the probability that two 

randomly drawn individuals from the population belong to different groups. The theoretical 

maximum of EF at 1 means that each person belongs to a different group” (“Ethnic 

Fractionalization,” 2008). Data for my thesis comes from Alesina, Devleeschauwer, Easterly, 

Kurlat, & Wacziarg (2003). The threshold is set at the world average (0,388; own 

calculation), countries with values higher than this threshold are expected to witness protests 

and hence the ethnic fractionalization is coded ‘1’ when higher than 0,388. For data summary 

and dichotomization, see: Appendix L. 

3.1.8. Infant Mortality 

For infant mortality I used data from the CIA World Factbook, which gives the number of 

deaths of infants under one year old in a given year per 1,000 live births in the same year. I 

took the total death rate, and did not specify between sexes. The dichotomization threshold is 

set at the world average of 37,61 – which happens to be a natural gap in the data as well. The 

higher the child mortality, the less effective the government is and the more protests one 

would expect and hence the data is coded as ‘1’ above this threshold. For data summary and 

dichotomization, see: Appendix M. 

                                                                                                                                                         
international comparisons. For example, a year or grade completed in one country is not necessarily the same in 

terms of educational content or quality as a year or grade completed in another country. SLE represents the 

expected number of years of schooling that will be completed, including years spent repeating one or more 

grades.” (The World Factbook, 2013) 
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3.1.9. Oil production 

Measuring oil production can be done in several ways. A commonly found measure of oil 

exports is to code countries where oil exports count for over 1/3 of their GDP as an ‘oil 

exporting country’. Indeed, when linking oil exports to the Arab Spring, some commentators 

argue that Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen were countries where large-scale protests 

happened while they had a relatively low amount of oil exportation (Williamson & Abadeer, 

2014). However, when I see how much oil is being exported by these countries,
27

 this high 

amount of oil income must influence the domestic situation in these countries. Even in the 

relatively low oil exporting countries, I expect the government could use the oil incomes to 

their benefits, which would strengthen state stability, or I expect situations of a political Dutch 

Disease where the oil incomes were detrimental to regime effectiveness. I chose to code all 

countries that exported any amount of oil as ‘1’. For data summary and dichotomization, see: 

Appendix N. 

3.1.10. Press freedom 

For measuring press freedom, four measures – by Freedom House, Reporters without Borders, 

International Research & Exchanges Board, and the Committee to Protect Journalists – are the 

most widely used. From these four, the first three are considerably consistent in their 

measuring and largely come to the same conclusions about the media (Becker, Vlad, & 

Nusser, 2007).
28

 Freedom House attempts to assess the political, legal and economic 

environments of each country and to evaluate whether the countries promote and do not 

restrict the free flow of information; Reporters without Borders looks at the extent to which 

legal and political environments, circumstances and institutions permit and promote media 

freedom and at the ability of journalists to collect and disseminate information unimpeded by 

physical, psychological or legal attacks and harassment; and the International Research & 

Exchanges Board looks at higher education, independent media, Internet development and 

civil society in the US and internationally (Becker et al., 2007, pp. 9–11). Because I already 

look at education level I do not take up the IREX measure, and because the Freedom House 

index seems to be less comprehensive than Reporters without Borders – and because I intend 

to use the Freedom House index for the purpose of case selection – I do not take up that one 

                                                 
27

 The lowest amount of oil exported by Egypt, Syria, Tunisia or Yemen is 97.270 barrels of oil per day in 

Tunisia, which would amount to $3.621.362.100 a year with the current oil prices of $102,00 per barrel. 
28

 Becker, Vlad, & Nusser (2007) specify that the measure of Freedom House would be better because it has 

existed for longer and it would therefore be better assessed by academics. This is however not seen in the actual 

measurement of press freedom, because these three measures hold similar conclusions.  
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either. This leaves me with the Reporters without Borders index, which will be crosschecked 

with a measure of Freedom House to be sure the measure is representative.  

I used the World Press Freedom Index developed by Reporters without Borders for the year 

2010. The year 2011 could not be selected because during and after the Arab Spring press 

freedom has been severely limited in the region which was already taken into account in the 

index (see: Reporters Without Borders, 2012). Following the hypothesized causal relation, 

whenever countries were in the top 100 of press freedom, they were coded ‘1’, when lower 

they were coded ‘0’. For data summary and dichotomization, see: Appendix O. 

Questions about the validity of the measurement of Reporters Without Borders have been 

raised (George, 2009; Tran, Mahmood, Du, & Khrapavitski, 2011) so I crosschecked my 

operationalization with the Freedom of the Press index provided by Freedom House (year 

2010). All countries that I have coded ‘0’ from Reporters Without Borders are coded as ‘Not 

Free’ by Freedom House and all but one countries that I have coded ‘1’ from Reporters 

Without Borders are coded as ‘Partly Free’ by Freedom House. Because these two different 

ways of measuring press freedom produced only one contradiction in 28 cases,
 29

  I can say 

that the measurement of Reporters Without Borders is valid. If necessary, the contradictory 

case – United Arab Emirates – will be looked at in more detail. 

3.1.11. Regime type 

Measuring regimes is notoriously difficult (see: Boix, Miller, & Rosato, 2012 for one of the 

latest overviews of how different scholars measure democracy) and for my thesis I adopt the 

measurement and operationalization of Goldstone et al. (2010), who provide for an 

operationalization that is globally significant for revolutionary and civil wars in 80 percent of 

the cases in approximately 7500 country-years.
30

 These authors base their operationalization 

on the Polity IV dataset but do not take over the regime classifications as put forward by the 

dataset.
31

 Regimes are classified based on two concepts in the Polity IV data set that 

                                                 
29

 Data on press freedom in Western Sahara is missing. 
30

 Goldstone et al. (2010) constructed a cross-national time-series data set covering the period 1955 through 2003 

for all countries with a population over 500,000, which led to some 7500 country-years. 
31

 The Polity IV dataset is the most widely used measure of democracy (Boix, Miller, & Rosato, 2012) and is one 

of the few measures that regards regimes as multi-dimensional instead of uni-dimensional (uni-dimensional 

meaning: ‘democratic’ or ‘not democratic’). Of these multi-dimensional measures of regimes, the Polity IV 

index is amongst the best, with the main drawback being that the way in which different attributes are weighed 

and combined is complicated and not explicitely justified (Munck & Verkuilen, 2002). The measure, however, 

“redeems” itself by allowing scholars to theoretically combine and weigh their own attributes so that this issue 

can be resolved (Marshall, Gurr, Davenport, & Jaggers, 2002; Munck & Verkuilen, 2002). In my thesis, I use 

this rightfully popular Polity IV dataset and elude this main drawback of the dataset by adopting from it my own 

attributes and weights, inspired by Goldstone et al. (2010).  
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correspond to Dahl’s two dimensions of public contestation and Inclusiveness: 

Competitiveness of Political Participation (PARCOMP) and Executive Recruitment 

(EXREC). Public contestation is measured with PARCOMP, a variable that measures “the 

extent to which alternative preferences for policy and leadership can be pursued in the 

political arena” (Marshall & Jaggers, 2007, p. 25). Inclusiveness is measured with the 

relatively new concept variable of EXREC, that combines three variables that relate to how 

institutionalized, competitive and open the mechanisms for selecting a political leader are 

(XRREG, XRCOMP, and XROPEN) (Marshall & Jaggers, 2007, Appendium A). When 

competitiveness of political participation is repressed or suppressed, and when the executive 

recruitment does not entail any form of elections, the regime is seen as fully autocratic; in any 

other cases, the regime is seen as partially autocratic (or democratic, but democracies fall 

beyond the scope of the present thesis as will be made clear in the next section).  

Appendix P shows the two-dimensional space produced by the intersection of these two 

variables and illustrates how this space is divided into categories for purposes of regime 

identification, with my case selection (see: next section) included in the table. The partially 

autocratic regimes are expected to be relatively unstable and coded as ‘1’.  

3.1.12. Unemployment 

Data for unemployment numbers was used from a variety of sources to get a comprehensive 

data set covering all the countries in my analysis. The respective sources can be seen in the 

table with the overview of the data. For coding unemployment, there is no theoretical 

guideline so I started with the world average of 9 percent which yielded excellent results. 

From a theoretical perspective, however, this seemed like a low threshold, which made me 

make the threshold as high as possible without jeopardizing the results that were received 

when using the 9 percent threshold. Rounding this threshold off, the coding for the final 

model was set at 12 percent, which means that a significant portion of the population is 

without work and could go out on the streets to protest. Countries with values higher than this 

threshold of 12 percent are expected to witness protests and coded ‘1’. For data summary and 

dichotomization, see: Appendix Q. 

3.1.13. Young population 

The age of the population is measured with the median age of the population (both sexes). 

The Median Age is the age that divides the population in two parts of equal size, that is, there 

are as many persons with ages above the median as there are with ages below the median. If a 

young age is causing people to rebel, than to make a country instable a large proportion of the 
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entire population should be young. Therefore I chose this operationalization over others. The 

Median Age is expressed in years and received from the United Nations (United Nations, 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2013). The cut-off point at 

which the median age is dichotomized is at the world median age (28,5 years). The younger a 

population is, the more protests are expected and hence I coded countries below this threshold 

as ‘1’. For data summary and dichotomization, see: Appendix R. 

3.1.14. Summary of operationalizations 

The above remarks on operationalization are presented in Table 2 below: 
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Table 2: Summary of operationalization 

Feature of Society Operationalization Dichotomization 

threshold 

Dichotomization  

base  

State instability  

 

- dependent variable - 

the number of 

protesters needs to be 

100,000 or more;  

the number of civilian 

casualties should be 

100 or more;  

and the duration of the 

protests should at least 

have taken a year in 

countries where the 

regime was not toppled 

If all three  1 Numbers in the 

countries where 

regimes did fall 

during the Arab 

Spring 

Concentration of 

people 

Urbanization; 

Population Density 

≥ 50,3 %  1 

≥ 52  1  

World average 

World average 

Corruption Corruption Perception 

Index 

≥ 100
th

 in ranking  

1 

Lows are 

significantly low 

on a global level 

Economic 

Development 

GDP/Capita ≥ 4,000  1 (Boix & Stokes, 

2003) 

Economic Growth GDP per capita growth 

(annual %) of 2010 + 

2011 

≥ 1  1 If positive, there 

is growth 

Education Literacy (both sexes); 

Standard life of 

Education 

≥ 84,1%  1 

≥ 12 years  1 

World average 

World average 

Ethnic 

Fractionalization 

Ethnic Fractionalization 

(Alesina et al. 2003) 

≥ 0,388  1 World average 

Infant Mortality Infant Mortality of 

infants below one / 

1,000 live births 

≥ 37,61  1 World average 

Oil Production Barrels of oil exported 

per day 

≥ 1  1 If positive, there 

is oil exportation 
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Press Freedom World Press Freedom 

Index 

≤ 100
th

 in ranking  

1 

Lows are 

significantly low 

on a global level 

Regime Type Polity IV: PARCOMP 

and EXREG  

PARCOMP ≥ 2  

and/or  

EXREG ≥ 6  1 

(Goldstone et al., 

2010) 

Unemployment Unemployment number ≥ 12 %  1 As high above 

the (low) world 

average as 

possible 

Young population Median Age of the 

Population 

≤ 28,5  1 World average 

 

3.2. Case Selection 

I am interested in the structural features of countries that would facilitate the rise of large-

scale protests; hence my level of analysis shall be the state. There is, however, no stable and 

universally acceptable way to divide countries into regional, cultural and continental groups 

(Vanhanen, 1997, p. 65). Especially with a region as diverse as the MENA region problems 

bound to arise when one is delineating the region. Therefore, I adopt a scope condition and 

the Possibility Principle. 

3.2.1. Case Selection: problems of the usual scope conditions 

The boundaries of the Arab World are difficult to determine and we can see tendencies to 

make the region as small and as big as possible. The smaller version of the Arab world 

consists of the MENA region, where twenty-one countries are included for their geographic 

location and the predominant presence of: 1) a Muslim religion, 2) an Arab ethnicity, and 3) a 

young population in these countries (see, for instance: Zgurić, 2012). The larger version of the 

Arab world consists of the MENA region combined with countries of Central Asia which are 

included on the basis of: 1) their regional proximity, and 2) the predominance of the Muslim 

religion (see, for instance: Vanhanen, 1997, or the “Greater Middle East” proposed by US 

President George W. Bush in 2004). 
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These factors are important to the region but they are problematic when used to define the 

region. The Muslim religion, for instance, exceeds the traditional MENA region,
32

 and within 

the MENA region, Israel is a remarkable exception with only 16.9 percent of its population 

adhering to the Muslim faith. The Arab ethnicity exceeds the MENA region as well,
33

 and 

within the traditional MENA region there are five countries where Arabs form the minority.
34

 

When we look at the predominately young population, we see that actually Sub-Sahara Africa 

has the youngest population in the world (Roudi, 2011) and that within the selection of the 

MENA region seven countries have a population around or above the average, world median 

age.
35

 From this, we can see that the Muslim religion, Arab ethnicity, and a young population 

are problematic when defining the Arab World (see Appendix E for the unaccounted data of 

this paragraph). 

The larger region of “North Africa, Middle East and Central Asia” adds Central Asia to the 

traditional MENA region. This sub-region is “rarely grouped together” with the regions of 

North Africa and Middle East (Vanhanen, 1997, p. 66) but it might be interesting to include 

these countries in comparative analysis. The people there are Muslim, the people are young, 

the economy is lacking and the regimes are dictatorships, so commentators assumed that a 

‘Central Asian Spring’ was bound to happen (See, for some commentators: Ferreri, 2013; 

Kaplan & Goodrich, 2013; Radnitz, 2012; Zhuangzhi, 2013). 

This case selection, however, is problematic as well. The Arab World – in itself a highly 

diverse region – would culturally be even less homogenous when Central Asia is included 

with the region. In the words of Robert Satloff: “by its definition, the greater Middle East 

includes Pakistan, Iran, Turkey, Afghanistan, and Israel, making it a region in which Arabs 

are a distinct minority. […] Where is the recognition of the region’s ethnic, cultural, religious, 

                                                 
32

 Outside the MENA region, the following countries are Muslim-majority countries: Afghanistan, Albania, 

Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Chad, Comoros, Eritrea, the Gambia, Guinea, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Pakistan, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Tajikistan, 

Turkey, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan (Stepan & Robertson, 2003, the data is from 2000). Outside the larger 

MENACA region of Vanhanen lie: Albania, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Chad, Comoros, Eritrea, the Gambia, 

Guinea, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Pakistan, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Somalia (cf. 

Vanhanen, 1997, p. 120). 
33

 Significant Arab populations are living in Western Sahara, Mauritania, Chad, Mali and Niger. 
34

 Countries with Arab minority are: Iran, Djibouti, Israel, Oman, and Qatar. Also, within the traditional MENA 

region, we see ethnic diversity, with ethnic groups such as, inter alia, Armenians, Assyrians, Berbers, 

Circassians, Copts, Egyptians, Jews, Kurds, Mandaeans, Maronites, Mhallami, Nubians, Roma, Shabaks, 

Somalis, Turkmen, Turks, and Yezidi (“Demographics of the Arab League,” 2013). See also Bannerman (2012) 

on the change of the primary identifying factor in the Middle East (from Arab to Muslim in some cases and from 

Arab to nationalist in others) and its possible consequences.  
35

 Countries with older than average populations are: Qatar, Israel, Bahrain, Tunisia, Lebanon, Kuwait, and 

United Arab Emirates. 
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and linguistic mosaic?” (Satloff, 2004).
36

 Indeed, there is no ethnic Arab population present or 

Arabic language spoken in these countries (The World Factbook, 2013) so I find it difficult to 

include these countries in the Arab World.  

Furthermore, in terms of unit homogeneity it is difficult to include the Central Asian states, 

because they have a rich and enduring Soviet heritage in terms of, amongst others, language, 

education and economy.
37

 More specifically, the Russian influence makes contentious politics 

in the Caucasus and Central Asia difficult, because of “depressing memories of previous 

harshly suppressed revolution attempts in the region and unreliability of external aid into 

possible revolution attempts due to consolidated Russian patronage in the region” (Kocaman, 

2012). This makes unit homogeneity difficult to determine and that is why the countries of the 

Central Asian countries are not included in the analysis. 

For these reasons I adopt a different scope condition devised by myself that is theoretically 

sustainable and correlating with what one normally would associate as the Arab world. 

3.2.2. Scope Condition defined: Significant presence of the Arabic language 

In my selection of countries for the Arab region I am guided by the scope condition of the 

significant presence of the Arabic language in the country. Two reasons underlie this choice 

of scope condition. First, the presence of the Arabic language is highly influenced by Arab 

ethnicity, Muslim faith, and regional proximity of other Arab nations without being defined 

by or delimited to these features. It therefore correlates strongly with what one would 

normally see as the Arab world – Australia being an interesting outlier. Second, giving the 

speed and the contagious nature of the uprisings from country to country (with help of social 

media, as many commentators have noticed) I theorize that this was facilitated with one 

shared language, to speed up diffusion effects between a broader Arab polity.
38

 

As Suby Raman noted, the widespread slogan Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam was spoken in 

Modern Standard Arabic, the most commonly understood variety of Arabic due to its usage in 

                                                 
36

 Satloff wrote this in response to the introduction of a new definition of “The Greater Middle East” by 

President Bush at the G8 summit of 2004.  
37

 Kendzior (2012) argues: “[m]uch as the mainstream Western press often fails to distinguish between 

individual Arab countries, it also fails to distinguish between the Arab world and Central Asia, emphasizing 

broad, sweeping similarities - religion, resources, repression - while playing down the sharp differences in 

politics, social life and history that determine the likelihood of political change.” 
38

 Arabic slogans became iconic, such as: “Irhal!,” – Leave! “Aish, Horreya, Karama Insannayia” – Bread, 

Freedom, Human Dignity! Ash-shab yurid isqat an-nizam! - The people want to bring down the regime! And the 

comic Egyptian version: The people want a President who doesn’t dye his hair! (Arabglot, 2013; Nsasra, 2011; 

Özhan, 2011; Raman, 2012). 
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media outlets, newspapers and in mosques. Hence, “the utterance of the chant itself is 

significant in that in its language it speaks to a broader Arab polity, and not local demands” 

(Raman, 2012). The speaking of Arabic, then, is of vital importance to the contentious politics 

we witnessed and to the region and the constitution of this broader Arab polity. Consequently 

I choose the speaking of Arabic as the scope condition for selecting the countries for my 

research.  

I use the CIA’s World Factbook (The World Factbook, 2013) to determine which countries 

officially speak Arabic; those that are mentioned as having the Arabic language spoken in the 

country are potentially taken into the analysis. 

3.2.3. Possibility Principle 

For my research I include states where significant contentious politics is witnessed (positive 

cases), as well as states where this was not witnessed (negative cases). Selecting the positive 

cases for my research is relatively unproblematic; selecting the negative cases can be more 

challenging.
39

 Therefore I follow the Possibility Principle set up by Mahoney and Goertz. 

They try to solve the problem of negative case selection, which “involves the difficulties of 

distinguishing nonpositive cases that are relevant (i.e., negative cases) from nonpositive cases 

that are irrelevant (i.e., irrelevant cases)” (Mahoney & Goertz, 2004, p. 654). For this they 

develop two rules, the Rule of Inclusion and the Rule of Exclusion, which combined make up 

the Possibility Principle. The Rule of Inclusion states: “Cases are relevant if their value on at 

least one independent variable is positively related to the outcome of interest” (Mahoney & 

Goertz, 2004, p. 657, emphasis added), making the outcome at least possible with the 

(nonpositive or positive) cases that are selected. The Rule of Exclusion states: “Cases are 

irrelevant if their value on any eliminatory independent variable predicts the nonoccurrence 

of the outcome of interest. This rule takes precedent over the Rule of Inclusion” (Mahoney & 

Goertz, 2004, p. 658, emphasis added).
40

  

The Rule of Inclusion, then, draws on theory that is to be examined, while the Rule of 

Exclusion bases its conclusions on established knowledge, using theory that already has been 

                                                 
39

 Problems in selecting negative cases range from selecting too many negative cases (which could artificially 

inflate the number of cases confirming the theory, and which could increase generated error in comparative 

research) to selecting not enough negative cases (which would bias the results of research) (Mahoney & Goertz, 

2004). 
40

 The rule of exclusion makes sure that, for instance, Canada is not chosen for a research on the (non)occurrence 

of genocide. Canada has a high level of ethnic division, which makes genocide at least possible in the country 

and hence includable in a research on genocide when we follow the rule of inclusion. However, Canada is an 

irrelevant case because its value on the political upheaval variable eliminates it from the analysis so we need to 

exclude it from the analysis following the rule of exclusion (Mahoney & Goertz, 2004, p. 658). 
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tested and which has shown that variables are robust eliminatory variables (Mahoney & 

Goertz, 2004). This makes the Possibility Principle theoretically laden. 

3.2.4. Possibility Principle specified: Free States are excluded 

Following the Rule of Exclusion – which takes precedent over the Rule of Inclusion – cases 

are defined as irrelevant based on one eliminatory independent variable: a Free Regime in the 

state. In free countries, motivations for protests cannot be seen as unproblematic, for the 

people in these countries are shown to have fewer motives for starting and sustaining 

revolutionary protests than in non-free countries (Tilly, 2006, p. 161). The people there might 

have the structural possibilities to protest but could refrain from protests because they lack the 

necessary motives. The freedom of the regime could thus predict the non-occurrence of 

protests and therefore any Arabic speaking country that is already “Free” on the Freedom 

House index of 2011 (i.e. Australia and Israel) is viewed as an irrelevant case and not taken 

into the comparison (see also Appendix F for a two-dimensional overview of the Arabic 

Speaking countries and their Freedom Level). 

Following the Rule of Inclusion I checked whether all Arabic speaking countries that are Not 

Free score ‘1’ on at least one of the independent variables developed in my theoretical 

framework and operationalization. Following this rule I can include all countries into my 

analysis. 

One exception here must be made for the case of the West Bank. Because its status as a nation 

is so arbitrary and fragile, many international organizations do not recognize this as an 

independent community and therefore have no data on the country. The lack of data is so 

severe that I was forced to omit the West Bank from my analysis.
41

 

3.2.5. Countries in the analysis 

Following the Scope Condition and the Possibility Principle developed above I include the 

following 29 relevant positive and negative cases for my research (ordered alphabetically in 

Table 3 and geographically in Figure 2 on the next page):  

  

                                                 
41

 Data is missing on: GDP/capita; Literacy rate; ethnic fractionalization; Press Freedom; and polity IV scores on 

regime. 



The Arab Spring: A parsimonious explanation of recent contentious politics 

35 

 

Table 3: Countries in the Analysis 

1 Algeria 7 Eritrea 13 Lebanon 19 Qatar 25 Tunisia 

2 Bahrain 8 Ethiopia 14 Libya 20 Saudi Arabia 26 Uganda 

3 Chad 9 Iran 15 the Maldives 21 Somalia 27 United Arab Emirates 

4 Comoros 10 Iraq 16 Mauritania 22 Sudan 28 Western Sahara 

5 Djibouti 11 Jordan 17 Morocco 23 Syria 29 Yemen 

6 Egypt 12 Kuwait 18 Oman 24 Tanzania 
  

Figure 2: Map of Countries in the Analysis (including outcome on dependent variable) 
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3.3. Method: Crisp Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

The method I adopt in my research is Crisp Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) 

originally developed by Charles Ragin in 1987. This method is chosen over the more 

generally used statistical and qualitative approaches for two interrelated reasons. First, QCA 

can meaningfully handle the amount of countries I want to study, whereas for statistical aims 

the number of countries would be too low and for qualitative goals it would be too high. 

Second, because focus is on this delimited amount of countries, complexity and a meaningful 

connection to political and social issues can be maintained whilst at the same time 

comparisons between countries and generalizations can be made. The merits of this focus on 

complexity and generalization are described below.  

3.3.1. More than a few and less than many countries 

More than a few countries can be synthetically compared whilst doing qualitative research. 

The qualitative approach is a strong scientific approach because of its sensitivity to 

complexity and historical specificity – and with it a meaningful connection to political and 

social issues. A major problem of the qualitative approach is that results can be seen as 

particularistic or singular, which would make inference impossible, which is problematic 

because as King, Keohane and Verba (1994, p. 34) state it: “[i]nference, whether descriptive 

or causal, quantitative or qualitative, is the ultimate goal of all good social science."
42

 The 

solution would be to increase the number of cases studied qualitatively but then the sustained 

attention to complexity cannot be guaranteed. Ragin is sensitive to the critique given to 

comparisons with a small number of cases and argues that the QCA method should be able to 

compare more countries to overcome this critique (Ragin, 1987, p. 82), which it does. It 

should however still be possible to comprehensively study real world complexity in this way, 

which shall be extended upon in section 3.3.3. 

This is important for my research, because the Arab World is a large and complex region with 

many differences and many state-dependent paths and I want to be sensitive to these paths 

whilst at the same time being able to make general claims on the entire region. Because there 

are 29 countries in my case selection, QCA is the natural choice of methods, because it is 

expressively designed to meaningfully compare this amount of countries (Ragin, 1987; 

Rihoux, Ragin, De Meur, & Berg-Schlosser, 2009, pp. 3–4, 5).  

                                                 
42

 Some limitations to this bold statement have been posited (Bartels, 2004; Rogowski, 2004) but the idea that  

inference should be a significant element of (social) science is agreed upon by these authors, and is generally 

uncontested since Immanuel Kant (1985) and Karl Popper (2002) – as far as I am aware. 
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3.3.2. Strict comparative logic to eliminate possible causes 

The strict comparative logic of the experimental design – the ‘Method of Agreement’ and the 

‘Method of Difference’ defined and introduced by John Stuart Mill (1843)
43

 – should be 

incorporated as much as possible in research being done (Ragin, 1987, p. 82). These methods 

are “concerned with the systemic matching and contrasting of cases in order to establish 

common causal relationships by eliminating all other possibilities” (Rihoux et al., 2009, p. 2). 

Mill developed this logic to identify mechanical causal relations which are deterministic but 

such deterministic relations are difficult to establish in any field of science, even in the ‘hard’ 

sciences. In the ‘soft’ social sciences, where the determination of these variables is 

exceptionally difficult, one of the options that is available is the elimination of causal factors 

instead of the exploration of them (Ragin, 1987, pp. 36–42). Rihoux et al. argue that Mills 

methods thus constitute a “valuable step toward eliminating irrelevant factors and 

approximating causal conditions in the “real” world. In this sense they correspond to Popper’s 

famous principle of “falsification”” (2009, p. 3). QCA incorporates the comparative logic of 

the experimental design – in the form of Mills logical Methods – which expressively 

identifies and narrows down causal conditions in the real world in order to falsify theory 

(Ragin, 1987; Rihoux et al., 2009).  

This is important for my thesis, because the four conditions identified to be necessary for 

major protests in the Arab Spring might just as well prove to be a singular correlation with 

protests rather than a deterministic causation of protests. Therefore it is relevant to be able to 

make solid claims about the exceptional nature of the Arab Spring to be able to show that it 

contradicts some mainstream theories. The eliminative feature of QCA, using strict 

comparative logic, makes this possible and thereby makes my findings relevant for the larger 

academic community. 

3.3.3. Real world complexity 

Real world complexity is studied synthetically through multiple conjunctural causation. 

According to both common sense and the metatheory of Mill’s logic, “social causes often 

modify the effect of other social causes, sometimes mutating and transforming their impact” 

                                                 
43

 Method of Agreement: If two or more instances of the phenomenon under investigation have only one 

circumstance in common, the circumstance in which alone all the instances agree, is the cause (or effect) of the 

given phenomenon. 

Method of Difference: If an instance in which the phenomenon under investigation occurs, and an instance in 

which it does not occur, have every circumstance save one in common, that one occurring only in the former; the 

circumstance in which alone the two instances differ, is the effect, or cause, or an necessary part of the cause, of 

the phenomenon. 



The Arab Spring: A parsimonious explanation of recent contentious politics 

38 

 

(Ragin, 1987, p. 83). Causation is understood conjunctionally, or in terms of intersections of 

conditions, and can harbor complexity and offer important insights into the diversity and 

complexity of social life (Ragin, 1987, 1999, 2004). For instance even though unemployment 

is hypothesized to motivate people to protest, an unemployed person in an impoverished 

country could find solitude in promises of socio-economic reform of her leader; in this setting 

unemployment could lead to more stability of the regime instead of instability (cf. Fish, 

2002). This shows that it is important to see how variables influence each other for it is only 

then that relations between variables can be comprehensively explored. 

3.3.4. Parsimonious explanations 

Causal complexity is taken into account but the ultimate goal of the QCA method is to gain 

parsimonious explanations of hitherto unexplained natural events. These are obtained by 

employing Boolean algebra and Boolean minimization (see: Rihoux et al., 2009, for a 

description). Through this, the method incorporates the Parsimony Principle, which is 

Ockham’s razor translated in Einstein’s famous dictum that one should  express things “as 

simply as possible, but no simpler” (quoted in: Rihoux et al., 2009, p. 10).  

For my research, Boolean minimization will lead to the reduction to four necessary (but not 

sufficient) variables that explain large-scale protests in the Arab Spring; also, the non-

occurrence of protests is explained by adopting Boolean minimization. 

3.3.5. Complete comparison of all the important cases 

The comparative logic of the experimental design dictates using all available and pertinent 

cases, which entails making a complete comparison. Because every case is accounted for in 

such a complete comparison, statistical criteria are less important and explanations are not 

conceived in probabilistic terms as in statistical methods (Ragin, 1987, p. 15). Rather, the 

outcomes are conceived in truth tables and in Boolean algebra. The fact that probabilistic 

terms are not used should not be confused with saying that QCA gives deterministic 

explanations, for there is always room for alternative explanations. These explanations are 

tested and at the same time used to provide further understanding of the subject at hand 

(Ragin, 1987, p. 84).  

Often, national differences in the Arab World are ignored – even though they are large, as 

specified in the section discussing case selection – which could lead to ill-informed statements 

about the region. Rather than extrapolating information from a limited amount of countries 

and assuming this information to be the case for the entire region, I study all the countries in 
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the region, which means I can make veritable statements about what could and could not have 

caused the Arab Spring. 

3.3.6. New usage of the method 

The QCA method is used traditionally to identify which variables are associated with the 

Arab Spring and – inspired by the strict comparative logic inherent in the method – it is also 

employed innovatory to determine which variables normally connected with revolutionary 

protests were not causing protests in the Arab Spring. More variables than shown in the 

analysis were taken up in other analyses and from these analyses conclusions could be drawn 

regarding their relative strength in explaining protests. When they, or conjunctions with these 

variables, had conflicting outcomes the coding of these variables and the dependent variable 

was looked at. When after this check these variables were still conflicting, they were nu taken 

up in the final analysis. This makes what is not shown in the analysis as important as what is 

shown in the analysis, because it indicates that nine out of a chosen twelve variables that were 

expected to explain protests could not explain protests in the Arab Spring. This new approach 

makes it possible to extend the eliminative function of the QCA method (as discussed in 

section 3.3.2.) to more variables than the limited number of variables that are shown in the 

Venn diagram (Table 4) and with this a severe limitation of the QCA method can be solved: 

more independent variables can be taken up than the three or four that one normally sees in 

QCA analysis. As far as I am aware of it, the innovatory way in which I employ QCA has not 

yet been adopted in other studies using QCA.  
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4. Analysis 

For my analysis I tested whether twelve structural, independent features of society that are 

generally seen as negative influences on autocratic state stability (that I measured with 

fourteen different independent variables) were present in the countries where protests were 

witnessed during the Arab Spring. This test enabled me to see whether these variables could 

actually have been negative influences on state stability, and whether these variables could, 

consequently, explain the witnessed protests, which is in line with my research problem. 

Results from this analysis are summarized below.  

4.1. Three necessary conditions for the occurrence of protests 

‘Table 4: QCA Analysis: Venn Diagram’ and ‘Table 5: QCA Analysis: Truth Table’ present 

the strongest and most parsimonious explanation of the Arab Spring to date. This explanation 

includes three variables and is controlled for by nine other variables. When any one of these 

three explanatory variables was excluded, the result became less robust; when any one or any 

combination of the nine other variables was included, the result became less solid as well. 

Excluding any variable added nonpositive cases to the conjunction of variables that captures 

positive cases, which lowers the percentage of positive cases that is associated with this 

conjunctive term, making the result less strong. Including more variables, or any combination 

of variables, diminished the theoretical clarity, expressiveness and parsimoniousness of the 

results shown below and hence made the explanation less robust as well. This makes the 

model presented the strongest and most parsimonious explanation of the Arab Spring to date, 

but it will be refined even further. 
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Table 4: QCA Analysis: Venn Diagram  

 

Table 5: QCA Analysis: Truth Table 

Oil Unemploy-
ment 

Press 
Freedom 

Outcome Countries % 

1 0 0 0 Alg, Qat, Sau 100% 

1 1 0 C Bah, Cha, Egy, IrN, IrQ, Lib, Oma, Sud, Syr, 
Tun, Yem 

55% 

0 1 1 0 Com, Wsa(IF PRESS:1) 100% 

0 1 0 0 Dji, Eri, Eth, Jor, Som, Wsa(IF PRESS:0) 100% 

1 0 1 0 Kuw, UAE 100% 

0 0 1 0 Leb, Mal, Tan, Uga 100% 

1 1 1 0 Mau 100% 

0 0 0 0 Mor 100% 

 

The combination of oil production, high unemployment and absence of press freedom is 

necessary for large-scale protests in the Arab Spring, because it is present in all instances of 

the outcome. This combination of independent variables is not sufficient for the outcome, 

because the outcome does not follow the combination invariably, for it only follows this 

combination in 55 percent of the cases (as zoomed in on in Table 6). This means that even 

though these three variables need to be present in a country to witness protests, they do not 
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explain fully why protests happened; ‘something else’ made the difference in the countries 

featuring these conditions.  

Table 6: Distribution of Cases Featuring Necessary Conditions for Positive Outcome, by Outcomes 

Outcome Countries % 

Large-Scale Protests {1} Bahrain, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen 55% 

No Large-Scale Protests {0} Chad, Iran, Iraq, Oman, and Sudan 45% 

 

4.2. A fourth condition for the occurrence of protests 

The pertinent question following from the results presented above is: what made the 

difference in these countries, given that all of these eleven countries featured necessary 

conditions for protests?  

An answer to this question based on structure is difficult to give. In my thesis I have selected 

the strongest structural variables that are theoretically associated with protests and I controlled 

for all of these. To be sure, some of the countries that witnessed protests can be singled out by 

including more variables, but the contradiction remains and it creates new contradictions, so it 

does not answer the question satisfactorily. Also, a combination of three extra added variables 

(literacy, ethnicity and regime type) ultimately resolves the conflict but at the unnecessary 

cost of parsimoniousness, clarity and expressiveness which makes this answer highly 

problematic.
44

  

An answer to this question based on agency proves to be more fruitful than a search for 

structural explanations. The micro-level foundations of the theory pertaining to protests are 

the cost-benefit analyses that are associated with the acts of individuals. National and societal 

structures provide for an elementary cost-benefit analysis, but agency of people must have an 

impact on the objective and perceived costs and benefits of action as well, transcending the 

influence of structure. In my case selection I was sensitive of acts of recent and severe 

political violence and I excluded countries from the Caucasus and Eastern Europe from my 

analysis because of this sensitivity. In these countries the people had “depressing memories of 

previously harshly suppressed revolution attempts” (Kocaman, 2012) which made unit 

                                                 
44

 Of all the possible combinations of the above six variables, the conjunction of absence of press freedom, oil 

exports and unemployment is the most comprehensive and parsimonious explanatory conjunction. 
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homogeneity difficult to sustain: recent acts of severe political violence normalized violence 

in these countries, causing depressing memories and influencing the behavior of the people in 

the Caucasus in such a way that I could not include these cases in my analysis. Normalization 

of violence can be seen as a mechanism to construct punishable categories of people, which 

manipulates cultural understandings and perceptions through performed displays of threat 

(Margold, 1999).
45

 Because of the performed displays of threat and the normalization of 

violence in the country, acts of recent violence raise the perceived costs for the people to 

protest – raising it with the expectation of (more) violence – and they lower the actual costs 

for the government to violently suppress potential protests. This makes protests in countries 

that recently witnessed severe political violence highly unlikely. 

In the countries of the Arab Spring that featured the structural conditions for protests but did 

not witness protests (as presented in Table 6 above), recent and severe acts of political 

violence must have influenced the cost-benefit analyses of individuals to such an extent that 

they did not protest massively – even though they would be expected to do so. The other side 

of this coin allows us to expect that large-scale protests would occur in countries where recent 

and severe political violence was not witnessed while featuring the necessary conditions for 

protests. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

H13: large-scale protests are expected in countries that featured the necessary 

structural prerequisites for protests, AND where the people did not witness acts of 

recent and severe political violence; these are not expected in countries where recent 

and severe political violence was witnessed, even though these countries featured 

necessary structural prerequisites for protests. 

To test this, I checked for all the countries that featured structural conditions necessary for 

protests whether they had experienced severe and recent acts of political violence. In a similar 

systems design, where all these countries featured the same structural conditions necessary for 

protests, the only condition that varied was the presence of recent violence. With this design I 

tried to capture and account for variation of the dependent variable, protests, with the 

independent variable of recent and severe political violence. As summarized in Table 7, top 

half, all of the countries that did experience large-scale protests in the Arab spring did not 

witness recent and severe political violence. As presented in Table 7, lower half, all but one of 
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 Margold argues against the approach that structure guides agency, and proposes that agency influences cultural 

understandings and perceptions: normalized violence is not the expression of a ‘culture of terror’ or a ‘culture of 

fear’ but rather the cause of such a culture (Margold, 1999). 
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the countries that did not experience large-scale protests in the Arab spring did witness recent 

and severe political violence – clearly linking the dependent variable to the independent 

variable. 

Following the QCA logic, I have dichotomized these events of violence (‘0’ for recent 

violence; ‘1’ for no recent violence) in the column ‘DI’ of Table 7. Next to the ‘DI’ column, 

the outcomes (‘OC’) in terms of protests are presented in dichotomous fashion, including the 

one C for the conflicting case of Oman. 

Table 7: Recent and severe acts of political violence in cases featuring necessary conditions for 

positive outcome 

Country Recent and severe acts of political violence DI OC 

 

For countries that experienced large-scale protests: 

Bahrain No recent and severe acts of political violence 1 1 

Egypt No recent and severe acts of political violence 1 1 

Libya No recent and severe acts of political violence 1 1 

Syria No recent and severe acts of political violence  

(latest: Hama Massacre (1982)) 

1 1 

Tunisia No recent and severe acts of political violence 1 1 

Yemen No recent and severe acts of political violence  

(latest: Civil War (South Yemen, 1986)) 

1 1 

 

For countries that did not experience large-scale protests: 

Chad Intrastate and interstate conflict (2005 – 2010); warnings of genocide 0 0 

Iran Harshly suppressed election protests (2009 – 2010) 0 0 

Iraq Interstate conflict and widespread insurgency (20 March 2003, 

ongoing)  

0 0 

Oman No recent and severe acts of political violence 1 C 

Sudan Intrastate conflict (1983 – 2005); conflict in Darfur (2003 – 2010), 

interstate conflict (2011); widespread insurgency 

0 0 

Sources: Uppsala Conflict Data Program (“Conflict Database,” n.d.), BBC News: 

Country profiles (“BBC - Homepage,” n.d.). 
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Results presented in Table 7 answer the question: what made the difference in these countries, 

given that all of these eleven countries featured necessary conditions for protests? The 

included variable of recent and severe political violence explains the variation of 10 out of 11 

cases (91%), clearly linking protests in the countries that featured the necessary structural 

conditions for protests to the recent political violence in those countries.  

4.3. Necessary and sufficient variables for protests in the Arab Spring 

Combining my analysis (as presented in section 4.1.) with the answer to the question what 

made the difference in the eleven countries that had necessary conditions for large-scale 

protests, as given in the section above, I can conclude the following: 

When a country featured the structural conditions of Oil Production, High Unemployment and 

Absence of Press Freedom, AND when it featured the agency-based condition of no recent 

and severe acts of political violence, then large-scale protests occurred in that country 

(summarized in Figure 3). 

This conclusion explains protests in the Arab Spring with only four variables and holds true 

for 28 out of 29 countries – 97% of the cases.
46

 This conjunction of variables is necessary and 

sufficient, because: a) it is present in all instances of the outcome, and b) it is almost 

invariably followed by the outcome. Therefore, it explains the occurrence of protests in the 

Arab Spring comprehensively and – with only four variables – parsimoniously. 

Below, the interaction of these variables is studied in detail in an illustrative case study on 

Egypt, but first a remark is in order about State Stability, which will be of particular interest 

when discussing the exceptional case of Oman. 
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 The one exceptional case which represents 3% of the cases, Oman, will be dealt with below. 

 

Oil Production AND High Unemployment AND Absence of Press Freedom  

AND  

No recent and severe Political Violence 

 

 

 

Protests 

Figure 3: Explaining Protests in the Arab Spring 
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4.4. State Stability 

I thus far have focused on protests and state instability. My research, however, also sheds 

some light on the causes of state stability, countries where there were no large-scale protests 

witnessed. For state stability, the most strong model was the same as the one presented in 

‘Table 4: QCA Analysis: Venn Diagram’ and ‘Table 5: QCA Analysis: Truth Table’. This 

means that the minimization of the features causing regime stability is the logical counterpart 

of the one described above: 

Low level of unemployment, OR no oil production, OR free press, OR recent and 

severe political violence  regime stability.  

4.5. An illustration: the case of Egypt 

On the 25
th

 of January 2011 tens of thousands of people went to the streets in Egypt publicly 

demanding the ousting of President Hosni Mubarak (in power since 1981) in a so-called ‘Day 

of Rage’. On February the 1
st
, the number of protesters on Tahrir Square amounted to a 

million and within the temporal space of three weeks from the start of the protests, president 

Mubarak announced that he was stepping down (for more information on the course of the 

protests, see: Appendix C). How did the four discerned conditions – the absence of political 

violence, absence of press freedom, unemployment, and oil exports – cause these happenings 

in Egypt? 

The absence of recent and severe political violence in Egypt had given the people the 

connections to organize protests and the confidence to do it. After a relative calm decade in 

the 1990s, protests revitalized after the second Palestinian Intifada in 2000. For eleven years 

people protested for international issues such as: the Intifada, the war in Iraq, Israel’s war in 

Lebanon, or the Gaza blockade; but also national issues: the emergence of Kifaya, workers’ 

strikes, the presidential candidate Mohamed El-Baradei, or the murder of Khaled Said. The 

number of strikes, labor sit-ins, and demonstrations in the country grew from 222 in 2006 to 

approximately 1,000 in 2009 (Ottaway & Hamzawy, 2011) and the number of people 

involved in strikes reached over 1,8 million at one time or another (Kienle, 2012; Warkotsch, 

2012). In these eleven years protests were not successfully discouraged by the government, 

which had the consequence that organizations and connections could be set up that were of 

paramount importance for the Revolution in 2011: the 6 April movement, the Coalition to 

Support El-Baradei, the youth wing of the Democratic Front party, and the Justice and 



The Arab Spring: A parsimonious explanation of recent contentious politics 

47 

 

Freedom movement (Warkotsch, 2012). These movements were set up by young, educated 

and mostly middle class citizens and during these years of protesting they became well-

connected with each other, other protesters and politicians, which proved vital for the 

organization of the protests in 2011 and beyond. The lack of successful repression not only 

had an effect on highly educated organizers of protests, but also on the masses: the people lost 

fear of retaliations for protesting and gained the confidence to do it. This may be illustrated 

with one particular form of protests in Egypt, strikes: 

since 2006, more than 1.8 million of people were involved in strikes and that’s not including 
their families and friends who thereby heard about it. The breaking of fear like that cannot be 
called insignificant, if you have 1.8 million who have somehow contended with authority in 
some way. (Talk on a joint panel discussion by: Rabab Al-Mahdi, 2011, quoted in: Warkotsch, 
2012, p. 41) 

I agree with Rabab Al-Mahdi, but extend the argument to the entire decade of protests in 

Egypt. Throughout the 2000’s the Egyptian people protested and the government changed its 

policies from direct repression to cautious concessions to demands made by the people 

(Ottaway & Hamzawy, 2011). This lack of recent and severe political violence stimulated 

people for further protests, for it was possible for the people to be heard and to get what they 

wanted, and the way to do it – protesting – was not as dangerous as the people might have 

expected from Mubarak. The lack of recent and severe political violence thus enabled the 

educated people to organize protests and form a societal mobilization structure and at the 

same time it facilitated the masses to show up on the protests because fear of repression was 

reduced.
47

 

The high unemployment levels in Egypt effectively increased the number of people that could 

protest and added an invaluable component of violence to the protests, which made the 

protests successful by increasing the costs of the protests for the government. The protests 

were organized by a limited number of activists but the critical mass came from the 

unemployed people who could come because they had not much to do and not much to lose 

(Ryzova, 2011; Warkotsch, 2012). Also the unemployed people had a different way of 

protesting and complemented the tactics of activists with violence. As one organizer of the 

protests is reported saying: 
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 The Muslim Brotherhood is an illustrative contrasting case, for they did not participate in protests in the 

beginning of the Arab Spring because they were afraid of the ramifications it would have for their organization. 

They allowed their youth organization to participate, but stayed formally out of the protests in the initial phase. 

Only after the initial protests – and after due debate within the organization – they threw their political weight 

behind the protests (for interviews with Muslim Brotherhood members, see: Warkotsch, 2012, pp. 37–38). 
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 “on the 25th it was mainly middle class people mobilized through the internet. But on the 28th it 
was different. And people from the lower classes were essential for fighting against the police. I 
for example never even thought about attacking soldiers or police. Activists would just run away 
and collect themselves somewhere else and try the same again. The people who came with the 
idea of attacking back were not activists. The experience people had in encountering police in 
their daily lives is very different. [...] Political activists were not on those fronts defending Tahrir 
simply because they lack the skills. People from the middle class are not normally in contact 
with the police in their daily lives, and political activists encounter them but in a different way 
than lower class people” (Interview with activist, Cairo, 03.05.2011, by: Warkotsch, 2012, p. 43). 

The way in which the people were treated by security forces before made them angry and 

aggressive; the people wanted to “settle accounts” (Ryzova, 2011) (see also: fn. 49). This 

violence, combined with the mass of the people, made the protests successful; without it, the 

government could have suppressed and ignored the protests easily. At the same time, the 

unemployed needed the educated and well-connected people to organize protests and to 

ascribe their actions to a discourse of a greater cause – without this, the government would 

have been able to describe the protesters as thugs and ignore their actions as well (Ryzova, 

2011). The society thus offered the mobilization structure for the protests; the unemployed 

people provided the critical mass and critical intensity of the protests.  

The oil incomes in Egypt made the government unresponsive to the demands of the people. 

Egypt is the largest oil producing country of Africa; in 2011 the petroleum industry accounted 

for 10 percent of government revenues and 38 percent of exports (Revenue Watch, n.d.). 

Three main companies, all government-owned, are involved in hydrocarbon extraction.
48

 The 

Performance on the Resource Governance Index charts what political implications are directly 

associated with the income of oil: Egypt has incomplete disclosure requirements despite a 

detailed legal framework governing the petroleum sector; government data on most aspects of 

the petroleum sector is incomplete; there is a lack of effective government monitoring and 

insufficient auditing requirements; Egypt performs especially poorly on rankings of 

democracy and government accountability; and the petroleum industry was associated with 

high levels of corruption under the Mubarak era (Revenue Watch, n.d.). This means, in more 

general terms, that the government of Egypt has not been very effective in governing the 

incomes of the petrol industry and keeps other interested parties, most notably the citizens of 

Egypt, at a clear distance. This ineffectiveness and undemocratic demeanor is a sign of the 

political Dutch disease: the administrative system in Egypt is weak and in no need to change, 

because it is not income-dependent on the people of Egypt (or any other party) that may want 
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 The largest of these companies is the Egypt General Petroleum Company (EGPS), followed by the Egypt 

Natural Gas Holding Company (EGAS) and the Ganoub el-Wadi Petroleum Holding Company (GANOPE). 
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change and because the status quo is beneficial for the people involved in the capitalization of 

natural resources. This ineffectiveness and undemocratic demeanor is also witnessed in the 

actions that President Mubarak took in answer to the protests. Mubarak sacked the 

government, vowed to stay in office himself, made no other commitments to the people of 

Egypt and deployed the army against them. This reaction makes sense only after one realizes 

that Mubarak, and with him the political sphere of Egypt, never was dependent on the people 

and therefore never in need to be efficient or democratically interested in what the people 

might have to say. Without oil incomes, however, this approach would not be possible in 

Egypt, because the political sphere would then be economically dependent on the people and 

the government would be forced to set up a more efficient and democratic bureaucratic 

system.  

The absence of press freedom in Egypt is an indicator of the complete alienation of the 

common people with the political sphere in Egypt and it gave the people little other 

possibilities to be heard and to give political meaning to their lives than through protests. In 

Egypt, politics is seen as an affair of the elites and not the common man, a vision which is 

actively pursued by the leaders. The people are limited in expressing themselves in 

mainstream media and the leaders in the political sphere express themselves in a language and 

a discourse that is not understood by the common man: terms like democracy may be uttered 

by an Egyptian politician, but they do not resonate with the people in the way the politician 

meant it. This means that in a country where almost every citizen has a satellite television, the 

possession of a television does not foster political understanding or a sense of belonging by 

the people (Warkotsch, 2012). The people are continuously shown through the media that 

they are different from the political sphere and that the politicians are out of touch with their 

situation – and initiatives to give a voice to the masses or to translate this political discourse 

for the masses are obstructed. Because of this, the people feel unvalued and unheard by the 

politicians and this makes protests beneficial in three interrelated ways. First, protests give 

people a sense of belonging and dignity to the people: fellow protesters were reported by 

protesters to be “the only Egyptians who make them feel they are important” (S. S. Nelson, 

2012) and in fighting the authorities and making abuses heard the people sought a sense of 

personal dignity, or Karama, which they could not pursue in any different way (Ryzova, 

2011).
49

 Second, protesting forced the leaders to listen to the people and make the people feel 
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 Ryzova defines karama and the way in which it influenced the protesters vividly: “For them, this is a battle 

that is not articulated as being “for something,” but as a visceral fight to settle accounts with the security forces. 

For them, it is a battle of karama (literally “dignity”), but not of karama as universal human honor. It is rather a 
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heard, something that the leaders showed they had no interest in through the muzzling of the 

media. Third, the absence of press freedom offered little opportunities to ventilate frustration 

and to make the people feel heard; this guided the choice for extraordinary protests, because 

there were little other possibilities to voice the concerns of the people. This all means that 

absence of press freedom is associated with protests as an indicator and cause of the alienation 

of the people with the political sphere and of the limited political opportunity structure in the 

nation. Absence of press freedom indicates that protesting is one of the few ways for the 

people to express themselves and to feel valued and important. This makes the act of 

protesting itself, and not even the possible outcomes of the protests, more beneficial and 

valued than non-action – which motivated the people for protests.
50

  

One of the most interesting results from the comparison of all the twenty-nine countries in the 

Arab Spring is the outcome that the conjunction of these four variables is necessary for the 

outcome, and in Egypt this is witnessed as well. Without the lack of recent political violence 

there would be no mobilization structure for the protests in 2011; without this, there would be 

nowhere to go for the unemployed masses; these unemployed masses would not have gone 

out in such large numbers if the press was more free and had given them different 

opportunities to express their discontent; and the press would have been more free if the 

political sphere would be dependent on the people for their income. The political sphere is 

however getting its money from oil incomes, which reinforces the alienation of the people 

with the political sphere and makes the politicians immune for minor strikes and 

demonstrations, which explains why the regime did not suppress these protests more 

vigorously in the 2000’s and why they did not try harder to solve the problem of 

unemployment in the country.  

This dynamic is captured in Figure 4 on the next page, together with the influence of the 

independent variables themselves in Egypt (to be sure, all the features combined in this figure 

caused the large-scale protests in Egypt): 

                                                                                                                                                         
historically and socially constituted honor that has a lot to do with how honor and masculinity are constructed 

locally. They were not fighting for any high-minded outcome such as democracy; in fact, most possibly they do 

not think anything “good” will come out of this fight. But the fight gives them back their dignity, even if 

temporarily. Karama for them means their bodies not being subject to torture and mistreatement[sic.] at 

checkpoints and police stations. It means not having the small cash in their pockets extracted by each officer they 

pass. It meant not getting thrown in detention overnight until they can produce more cash.” 
50

 To be sure, press freedom has increased since 2004, with the introduction of the privately owned newspaper Al 

Masry Al Youm and several more after it (Warkotsch, 2012). These proved to be instrumental in providing an 

outlet for opposition arguments and in delivering independent news. In effect these press outlets increased the 

dissatisfaction of the people without providing a valve to express this frustration by the people, reinforcing the 

causal mechanism as described above. 
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Figure 4: Conjunction of causal features in the Egyptian case 
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In the case study above, summarized in Figure 4, it is shown how the four conditions that are 

found to be necessary and sufficient conditions for protests in the Arab Spring – the absence 

of political violence, absence of press freedom, unemployment, and oil exports – caused the 

revolution in Egypt. The case of Egypt serves here as an illustration for how these four 

conditions could have caused the protests in other countries in the Arab Spring and indeed 

could have caused the entire Arab Spring, for it is probable that similar countries took similar 

paths with the same combination of conditions. 

One of these similar countries stands out as being the exception to the rule and it is to this 

exception that I now turn. 

4.6. The exception: the case of Oman 

Oman featured all the structural and agency-based conditions for widespread protests but did 

not witness protests on the same scale as the six countries that witnessed large-scale protests 

in the Arab Spring. To be sure, Oman did witness protests, most notably in the nation’s capital 

Muscat and the cities of Salalah and Sohar. Protests started on January 17
th

 in Muscat, three 

days after Zine ben Ali had fled Tunisia and on the same day Egypt started its protests. This 

initial protest was followed by a series of Green marches and sit-ins, and the Globe 

Roundabout gained fame for being the site where people gathered. At its peak, 10,000 people 

were reported by officials to protest in Salalah and 5,000 in Sur (Oman Information Center, 

2011; Worrall, 2012). This, combined with the featured conditions for major protests, leads to 

the question: why did these initial protests not lead to large-scale revolutionary protests as we 

witnessed in other countries? 

As shown in section 4.4., the necessary conjunction of the four variables entails that if one of 

these variables has a different effect on the country, the outcome should be different. Indeed, 

in Oman oil incomes were not a weakness, but strength for the Omani ruler, sultan Qaboos 

bin Said Al Said (in power since July 23
rd

, 1970). In contrast with other countries, oil incomes 

in Oman have made the government beneficial for, and attentive to, its population, made it 

possible to meet most of the demands that the people made and it ensured that the Omani 

people are loyal to its ruler.
51
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 This is in line with the argument put forward by Way (2008) that autocratic stability is helped by state 

discretionary control over the economy through oil incomes and, indeed, with broader theoretical unclarity about 

the causal function of oil income in state stability (see also: sect. 2.3.).  
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The loyalty of the people to its ruler is made apparent from statements of the people, like: 

"We are not Tunisia, we are not Libya. Our leader is loved, he is not corrupt and I would be 

willing to lay out my life on the line for him" (quoted in: Nicoll, 2011), "His Majesty – gift of 

God to residents of Oman," and: "We salute His Majesty's wise leadership" (quoted in: 

Whitaker, 2011). Apart from these statements, which may or may not be a true representation 

of the feelings of the people,
52

 the demands made by the people betrayed a sense of 

entitlement of the people and a faith that the government can really solve every problem the 

people have. Table 8, which presents a list of demands the people had for the Omani 

government, illustrates the point (“Salalah protests enter sixth week - Oman,” 2011).  
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 Even though the sultan is reported to be a popular sultan and is an ally of the United States, the regime is 

despotic. Laws in the country prohibit criticism of the sultan in any form or medium and do not provide citizens 

with the right to change their government; police do not need search warrants in order to enter people's homes, 

and libel laws and concerns for national security have been used to suppress criticism of government figures and 

politically objectionable views (U.S. Department of State, 2010; Whitaker, 2011). This despotic nature of the 

sultans rule might influence what we hear from the people, because people may falsify their preferences to 

protect themselves under autocratic rule (Kuran, 1989). We therefore need to find other means than their spoken 

words to judge their loyalty to the ruler. 
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Indeed, looking at this list of demands, Worrall (2012) argues that it may have been the 

effectiveness and popularity of the ruler of Oman that was the root of the protests, because of 

the portrayed belief that the government can solve any problem (one only needs to look at 

demands 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, and 12 to understand this point). Citizens also stated publicly that 

they regretted the violence and apologized for sabotage to the sultan on March 1
st
, 2011, after 

which they stated: "We have confidence in the Sultan that he will respond to our demands" 

(Vaidya, 2011). This too indicates that the people in Oman held their ruler in high regard and 

had faith in his effectiveness to solve their problems. 

The loyalty to the sultan comes from the unique ‘social contract’ that has been made in the 

oil-rich country and which has been beneficial for the people. The state design is based on the 

1) The establishment of an administratively and legally independent authority from among the Majlis A’Shura 

members to combat administrative and financial corruption. 

2) Ousting the government by sacking incompetent ministers and bringing them to justice through the above-

mentioned authority. 

3) Empowering Majlis A’Shura committees by allowing them to revise the policies of the ministries and 

voting them up or down, particularly policies related to education and the economy; 

4) Compelling the state officials to give account of their earning before and after appointment to government 

portfolios. 

5) Setting up of large government factories and companies in all heavy industries to accommodate thousands 

of job-seekers. 

6) Establishing a fund worth billions of rials for the support of youth, who serve the economy, by offering 

interest-free loans. 

7) Giving permission for the establishment of Islamic banks and Islamic investment and insurance companies. 

8) Unifying the premiums of companies operating in the insurance sector and ensuring that the prices are 

affordable to the common citizen. 

9) Raising the pay of Social Security Scheme families, low-income groups, divorced women, widows and 

retired personnel to a minimum of RO500. 

10) Raising the minimum salaries of employees at government and private sectors to RO700, in addition to 

allowances. 

11) Providing job-seekers with monthly assistance of RO200. 

12) Writing off bank debts of citizens. 

Sources: “Salalah protests enter sixth week – Oman,” 2011. 

Table 8: List of demands presented to the Omani government in Salalah 
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rentier model, with extensive social-welfare benefits for its citizens and without any income 

taxes in the country: oil incomes provide. This set-up is strengthened with linkages between 

the sultanic system and the Ibadhi religious majority, the careful inclusion of tribal and 

regional elements, and with the importance of an-nahda, the Omani Renaissance, which is led 

by sultan Qaboos himself and reinforced by a complex system of invented traditions and 

symbols. This arrangement interweaves the sultan strongly into the fabric of society, which, 

combined with the state design based on the rentier model and a strong internal and external 

security policy for the past 40 years, has led to the high popularity of sultan Qaboos (Worrall, 

2012).  

Apart from being generally popular, the political actions of the sultan following the protests 

portrayed that he listened to the protesters and was effective and beneficial in bringing about 

change in the country. Following an emergency meeting of the Shura Council in February, the 

cabinet was reshuffled and the sultan instigated many reforms throughout March, 2011, as 

summarized in Table 9 (from: Worrall, 2012). All these changes in society make clear that the 

sultan had a proactive engagement with the protests and his people and tried to change society 

according to the demands that were made. Sending out representatives to try and have active 

shura (counseling) with the people in the street stands out especially as one of these proactive 

measures (see: Table 9, last measure).  
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Not only did the sultan have a proactive engagement with the demands of the protesters, he 

also had a suppressive strategy to confront the protesters with violence. The protests started 

on January 17
th

 and the people became more violent and started occupying parts of the 

country after the resignation of Mubarak on February 11
th

. On February 27
th

, six people were 

killed during protests and on March 1
st
, the army moved into Sohar to clear an important port 

Above a general 43 percent rise in the private-sector minimum wage (to 200 rials per 

month), which was announced in mid-February, the sultan of Oman announced the 

following changes in response to the protests: 

 

 to create 50,000 new jobs  

 to create unemployment benefits of 150 rials ($390) a month;  

 to increase the monthly pay for students;  

 to create a Public Authority for Consumer Protection (to monitor prices, profiteering 

and quality);  

 to take prosecuting powers away from the Royal Oman Police, by making the Public 

Prosecution Department autonomous;  

 to instigate an enquiry into the granting of legislative powers to the majlis;  

 to completely abolish the Ministry of National Economy (seen by protesters as a 

hotbed of corruption);  

 to establish a National Audit Committee to tackle corruption;  

 to create a second public university;  

 to initiate official investigations to look into the establishment of cooperatives 

(significant in a country where associations are closely monitored and where 

political parties are banned);  

 to give legislative and regulatory powers to the majlis (after the enquiry);  

 to give additional allowances to all military and security staff;  

 to increase the Social Insurance Pension by 100 percent;  

 to increase pensions by 50 percent;  

 to retire the inspector-general of police and customs, Lieutenant General Malik bin 

Suleiman Al Maamary (significant because Al Maamary had a reputation for 

competence and was the sultan’s personal troubleshooter); 

 to reshuffle further the cabinet members; 

 to include in the cabinet some of the elected majlis; 

 to try and instigate direct shura (counseling) with the protesters of Oman, by sending 

representatives of his rule to discuss the demands of the people on the streets. 

 

Sources: Worrall (2012). 

 

Table 9: Measures taken by Sultan Qaboos in response to the protests 
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that was occupied by the people. It was only after the sultan had proposed most of the 

measures described above, at the end of March, that the government deployed a more 

deliberately forceful tactic against its people. On March 28
th

, the army went to the Globe 

Roundabout and cleared it of its twenty protesters and the next day reports emerged that the 

Public Prosecutor’s Office had ordered the arrest of ‘suspects’ in Sohar. On April 1
st
, 

protesters stoned the police who responded with force, killing one person and injuring six 

more. The army was deployed again and kept in the streets of Sohar until April 9
th

. On May 

14
th

, the army was ordered to end a protest in Salalah, which led to violent clashes. The army 

used overwhelming force with helicopters and armored personnel carriers, accompanied by a 

brief blackout of Internet and mobile phone services throughout the south of the country. On 

the same day, a long-running sit-in in front of the Majlis building in Seeb was peacefully 

broken up by the military as well. These actions effectively put an end to the protests in Oman 

– leaving aside some incidental and insignificant protests later (Worrall, 2012).  

The loyalty of the people to its leader, the way in which the protesters’ demands were met, 

and the decisive violence from the government kept Oman from revolutionary protests as 

witnessed in other countries in the Arab Spring. Two of these three conditions are related with 

the oil incomes of the country. Most of the grievances of the people were met beneficially by 

the sultan, and they could be met by him because the people did not demand his resignation 

and because oil income provided enough resources. In this way, the sultan of Oman has 

turned the weakness of oil income into strength: the beneficial state design which is based on 

the rentier model has made him popular, and the oil incomes provided the necessary resources 

for the solutions to the crisis. The sultan gave these benefits to the people in response to the 

protests, but he also raised the costs of protests by instigating violence. This carrot-and-stick 

approach of sultan Qaboos was successful and made Oman the only exception in the Arab 

Spring.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Importance of oil income in explaining why protests did not occur in Oman 

Oil income Loyalty of people with sultan 

No major protests Meeting demands of people 

State violence in response to protests 
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4.7. General interpretation of the explanatory model 

The combination of the analysis presented above and the theory described in chapter two 

allows me to make general claims about the region.  

On the level of the state and opportunity structures, oil incomes created a political Dutch 

disease, where the countries had less need for an elaborate bureaucratic system to raise 

revenues, which made these governments less effective and less responsive to the needs of the 

people which opened up opportunities for protests. High unemployment made the government 

perceived to be ineffective in supplying jobs and it made them receive less money from taxes, 

which strengthens the country’s dependency on oil income and the bureaucratic incompetence 

of the government. Absence of press freedom guided the political opportunity structure of a 

country so that the people cannot express their resentment in other ways than through protests. 

Also, when the government is ineffective it has an incentive to keep the press muzzled, so 

absence of press freedom is also an indicator of ineffectiveness of the government. Lack of 

recent political violence literally made the state less threatening, which opened up political 

opportunities. Acts of severe and recent political violence either indicates an extreme 

effectiveness of the government to act violently itself against its population (Chad, Iran, 

Sudan), or an extreme ineffectiveness to stop violence by third parties against its population 

(Iraq). Either of both options discourages political action in the country because in both 

options action is under threat. 

On the level of society and mobilization structures, oil incomes created a large difference in 

society between people who benefited from the oil incomes – the political elite – and the rest, 

which was a motivation for sustained protests, and the lack of freedom of the press is an 

indicator of this difference in society between elite and the rest and structured the societal 

mobilization structure. The high unemployment created a potential mass of people in society 

that was ready to be mobilized and willing to do so violently and lack of recent and severe 

political violence opened up the opportunities to form a societal mobilization structure to 

mobilize these masses.   

On the level of the individual, high unemployment of the people raised the objective and 

relative prize of protests for individuals, because a success could mean an improvement on 

employment. The lack of recent and severe political violence lowered the expected costs of 

protests, because a violent repression of the protests was not to be expected. Oil incomes 

made the states less effective, which opened up opportunities and motives for protests and 
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lowers the expected violence. Absence of press freedom, finally, showed on a daily basis to 

the public how out of touch the politicians were with their daily situation which made protests 

themselves beneficial – and not the outcome of protests – because the people finally were 

being heard and valued. 

4.8. Summary of analysis 

In this chapter I have explained the occurrence of protests in the Arab Spring. In section 4.1., I 

separated cases where no protests occurred with the cases where they did occur and I did this 

with three structural variables pertaining to countries in the Arab Spring – unemployment, 

press freedom, and oil production. Because the cases that were thus separated from the 

negative cases did not all witness protests I made another selection in section 4.2., with the 

agency-based variable of recent and severe political violence. In section 4.3., I showed that 

97% of the protests in the Arab Spring were fathomed with the inclusion of this fourth 

variable. I then proceeded, in section 4.4., to account for state stability in the Arab Spring and 

in section 4.5., to present how these four variables have caused the large-scale protests that 

were witnessed and how they related to each other intricately on the ground level in the case 

study of Egypt. This case study also enriched the explanation with features of society that are 

difficult to measure comparatively.
53

 The contradictory case of Oman was accounted for in 

section 4.6., by showing how one of these four variables enforced state stability rather than 

decreasing it. I did not have to search for any other variables than the four discovered ones to 

account for Oman, and the difference in causality of oil incomes lies in line with theoretical 

discussions on the subject, which lends strength to the discovered causal model. In the last 

section, 4.7., I made general observations about the region. 
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 The all-encompassing separation of the political sphere with the people is for instance difficult to measure in 

the same way in all the countries so as to get a comparable dataset for all the countries – but is at the same time 

necessary to understand the interaction between the four variables. Other of these features are, inter alia: the 

propensity for violence by the unemployed people, the effects of absence of press freedom on the population of a 

country, and the evidence of a build-up of societal mobilization structure in the decade before the revolution.  
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5. Conclusion 

5.1. Answering the research problem 

The academic route that has been described above allows me to answer the question that was 

posed in the beginning:  

Which features of society can explain the large-scale protests in the Arab Spring? 

The large-scale protests witnessed in the Arab Spring were caused by the interaction of four 

variables: absence of press freedom, high unemployment, and exportation of oil and a lack of 

recent and severe political violence. This combination of features influenced the political 

sphere, society and the people of society in such a way that they necessitated protests in these 

countries. Oil incomes made the government ineffective, created large differences in society 

and motivated individuals to protest. High unemployment made the government (perceived to 

be) ineffective, created a mass of people in society that was able to protest and to do this 

violently and motivated individuals in this mass to do so. Absence of press freedom indicated 

ineffectiveness of the government, structured the political opportunities for the people in such 

a way that they had little alternatives to voice their concerns than through protests, and it 

made protests themselves beneficial for the people because the people were now being 

listened to. Lack of recent and severe political violence made the state less threatening and 

opened political opportunities for the people to protest, it allowed a societal mobilization 

structure to form, that facilitated the Arab Spring, and it lowered the perceived and expected 

costs of protests for individuals because violent repression was not to be expected (see also: 

section 4.7). 

The combination or conjunction of these four variables is a necessary prerequisite and Figure 

4 shows how these four variables interacted with each other in the Egyptian case. In more 

general terms, the unemployed masses were motivated to voice concerns by their situation 

and by the idea that their government was ineffective and out of touch with their situation, 

which stems from oil incomes and is indicated through absence of press freedom. The way in 

which they pursued this was structured by the absence of press freedom and the lack of recent 

and severe political violence. All in all, the combination of these four variables is a necessary 

and sufficient cause for the protests in the Arab Spring (see also: section 4.5).  



The Arab Spring: A parsimonious explanation of recent contentious politics 

62 

 

5.2. Implications for theory 

As identified in chapter 3, the generalizability of this research is limited because it spans 

twenty-nine countries and a probabilistic conclusion about the world in general is not feasible 

with this number of countries. I can, however, say that the Arab Spring is an exception to a 

number of the hypotheses that were derived from theory and point to a number of research 

topics that could be improved upon. Table 10 shows which hypotheses were sustained and 

which were not sustained with the empirical research, which guides further recommendations.  

Table 10: Sustainability of hypotheses in the test-case of the Arab Spring 

Hypotheses 
Conclusion 

Contradictory 

cases 

H1: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature 

higher urbanization rates or population density and are not 

expected in countries that feature lower urbanization rates or 

population density. 

Not sustained 
(Egypt), (Libya), 

Yemen 

H2: Large-scale protests are expected in countries featuring 

high levels of corruption and not expected in countries 

featuring lower levels of corruption 

Not sustained Bahrain, Tunisia 

H3a: large-scale protests are expected in affluent countries 

and not expected in impoverished countries; 

H3b: large-scale protests are expected in impoverished 

countries and not expected in affluent countries. 

Not sustained 

 

Not sustained 

Yemen 

Bahrain, Egypt, 

Libya, Syria, 

Tunisia 

H4. Large-scale protests are expected in countries featuring 

economic growth and not expected in countries that do not 

feature economic growth.  

Not sustained 
Bahrain, Libya, 

Tunisia, Yemen 

H5. large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature 

higher education levels and not expected in countries that 

feature lower education levels. 

Not sustained 
(Egypt), Syria, 

(Tunisia), Yemen 

H6. large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature 

high ethnic fractionalization and not expected in countries 

that feature low ethnic fractionalization 

Not sustained 
Egypt, Tunisia, 

Yemen 

H7: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature 

high infant mortality rates and not expected in countries that 

feature low infant mortality rates. 

Not sustained 

Bahrain, Egypt, 

Libya, Syria, 

Tunisia 

H8a: large-scale protests are expected in countries that 

feature oil exports and not expected in countries that do not 

feature oil exports; 

H8b: large-scale protests are expected in countries that do not 

Sustained 

 

Not sustained 

Does not apply 
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feature oil exports and not expected in countries that do 

feature oil exports. 

H9: large-scale protests are expected in countries that feature 

a free press and not expected in countries that feature a 

muzzled press. 

Hypothesis revolved 

completely 
Does not apply 

H10: large-scale protests are expected in countries that 

feature partially autocratic regimes and highly unlikely in 

countries that feature fully autocratic regimes. 

Not sustained 
Egypt, Libya, 

Syria 

H11. large-scale protests are expected in countries that 

feature high levels of unemployment and not expected in 

countries that feature low levels of unemployment. 

Sustained Does not apply 

H12: large-scale protests are expected in countries that 

feature a young overall population and not expected in 

countries that feature an older overall population. 

Not sustained Bahrain, Tunisia 

H13: large-scale protests are expected in countries that 

featured the necessary structural prerequisites for protests, 

AND where the people did not witness acts of recent and 

severe political violence; these are not expected in countries 

where recent and severe political violence was witnessed, even 

though these countries featured necessary structural 

prerequisites for protests. 

Sustained Does not apply 

NB. for features of society that were measured with two variables and where the case was a contradiction with 

only one of the two variables, the case is presented in brackets. 

 

Theory cannot be falsified on the basis of twenty-nine cases alone, and in ‘soft’ social 

sciences it is inherently difficult to falsify theory. The aim of this list, then, is not to falsify 

theory, but rather to point to the exceptional case of the Arab Spring for many of these 

theories and to point at a new direction for future research. Implications for theories where the 

Arab Spring did not sustain these eleven hypotheses based on theory should therefore be to 

either find new ways of interpreting the Arab Spring in the context of the theory, or to 

acknowledge that the theory does not explain the Arab Spring.  

The way in which commentators tried to explain the Arab Spring previously can be falsified. 

Many argued that it were the highly skilled and young people in the Arab World who 

protested against their corrupt and autocratic regimes (cf. Al Maeena, 2013; Barbin, 2011; 

Manfreda, n.d.; Partridge, 2011). As one can see from the table presented above, hypotheses 

that correspond with these lines of reasoning (H2, H5, H10, and H12) cannot be sustained 

when the wider Arab Spring region is taken into account. These features of society could not 
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have caused the protests in the Arab Spring, because they are not correlated with all the 

witnessed protests. To be sure, I cross-checked all the conjunctions of all these variables with 

the witnessed protests and did not find a relation (for proof, see: Appendix T). The conclusion 

follows that the general view on how the Arab Spring came about is flawed and needs to be 

amended. My research suggests that this falsified theory should be replaced with the four 

variables that I have shown to be correlated with the protest and that can explain the large-

scale protests in Arab Spring: absence of press freedom, high unemployment, exportation of 

oil, and a lack of recent and severe political violence. 

Absence of press freedom is of particular interest in my thesis, because it has not been 

associated yet with protests in the theoretical field of resource mobilization theory and the 

contentious politics approach. It also has not been associated yet in analyses of the Arab 

Spring. My research shows that absence of press freedom can be associated with protests in 

the Arab Spring and the case study of Egypt suggests that this variable can also fit well in the 

theoretical framework of resource mobilization and the contentious politics approach. My 

research therefore suggests that absence of press freedom should become an integral part of 

the resource mobilization and contentious politics model. 

Also, by focusing on structural features of society and by showing which features were 

detrimental for state stability in the Arab Spring and which were not, a case study has been 

provided for the upcoming field of research dedicated to state stability (Bates, 2008; 

Goldstone, 2001; Goldstone et al., 2010; Way, 2008, 2009). As Goldstone et al. conclude their 

paper: “we may need to think more about the factors that underlie regime survival (Gates et 

al. 2006) and provide resilience in a troubled world, rather than about the diverse and often 

idiosyncratic causes of varied types of conflicts.” (2010, p. 205). States in the Arab Spring 

have been stable and survived when the conjunction of oil production, high unemployment, 

absence of press freedom, and no recent and severe political violence was not present in the 

country, and nine other factors that are normally associated with regime instability did not 

cause protests in all the countries in which they were present – which means that it is possible 

that they could actually be linked to regime stability rather than instability. This provides a 

fertile base for future research exploring this dynamic in a broader scope. 

5.3. Discussion 

Alternative explanations to the ones mentioned above can always be thought of, and these 

results might simply be an outcome of correlation rather than causation because of the limited 
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number of cases. The results presented above, then, are important but need statistical analysis 

on a larger scale to be seen as proved causes of large-scale protests in general. This does not 

mean that the results are redundant; on the contrary, as an illustrative study they provide a 

well-founded explanation of the Arab Spring, as an exploratory analysis these results guide 

future research, and as an eliminatory analysis these results challenge future scholars to either 

amend their theories or to find a new and exciting new way to reinterpret the Arab Spring in 

terms of their theories. That there is an unlimited amount of different explanations for the 

Arab Spring is not a problem at all; this, on the contrary, is inherent in academic research in 

general and as such a major motivation for research to begin with. On top of that, I have 

presented one of many possible explanations for the Arab Spring, which shows that unlimited 

possibilities do not need to paralyze a researcher. 

Standard critique can be given about operationalization. Most of the variables used have been 

proven to cause large-scale protests in large-N research. They are from open sources and are 

general variables used often in large-scale research. The fact that they are available for all 

countries and comparable with each other is their strength, but at the same time also a 

weakness, for it makes the variables not very specific. Future researchers might, therefore, be 

able to find better variables and to establish relationships between theory and the Arab Spring 

that in my research are debunked. If that would happen, however, future researchers are 

obliged to come up with an explanation of why the variables that are generally used are not 

associated with protests in the Arab Spring (in line with: Lakatos & Musgrave, 1974). 

Furthermore, the discovered relation between oil production, press freedom, unemployment 

and lack of political violence with large-scale protests will still stand – even with a different 

operationalization. 

The setting of the threshold of any dichotomization in academic research is debatable and, 

obviously, with other thresholds the results would have been less strong. Even though I 

selected the thresholds based on theory, I checked with the data whether there could be more 

‘opportunistic’ dichotomizations that would offer stronger results and I could find no stronger 

results. For the dichotomization of Unemployment, I had no theoretical guidelines to make the 

cut-off point. A cut-off point of 9 percent yielded good results, but as specified in section 

3.1.12., theoretically this seems a very low cut-off point. Therefore I put the cut-off point as 

high as possible without jeopardizing the good results acquired with the threshold at the world 

average.  
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Another commonly heard critique is that of case selection. The reasons for my case selection I 

endeavored to make clear in section 3.2., but it might have been interesting to include the 

countries of the Caucasus, or countries in Eastern Europe or Latin America at the time of their 

waves of protests – if, and only if, unit homogeneity could be sustained with this inclusion in 

a different research design. 

I also made the rather stark assumption that people in general just wanted to protest. 

Unfortunately, data on motivations is scarce and difficult to get to, but it would definitely be 

worthwhile to collect psychological data and to try and link these to protests – and maybe 

even to the structural causes I have explored in my thesis (an approach which would be in line 

with the CARP-SPOT consortium advanced by Lichbach (1998)). Also, values, belief and 

culture were not part of my research because of data shortage. I am convinced that the 

international community – both scientific and non-scientific – would benefit greatly if more 

academic efforts were made possible in this field of research. 

Two points of discussion regarding the Arab World can be addressed as well. First, the events 

of the Arab Spring might be interpreted by some scholars to be indicative of Arab 

Exceptionalism, a theoretical approach that argues that rules that apply for the entire world do 

not apply as such to Arab societies.
54

 Arab Exceptionalism argues that there is no unit 

homogeneity between the Arab World and the rest of the world – and from this, it follows that 

we cannot infer any theoretical implications from the events witnessed in the Arab Spring. 

After careful analysis of the literature, I disagree with this worldview, but I do not have the 

space here to treat the multiple problems that are inherent to this exceptionalism. It must 

suffice to say that future researchers arguing that the Arab Spring is indicative of Arab 

Exceptionalism will have to include – at bare minimum – a refutation of the counterarguments 

against Arab Exceptionalism made by Said (1980), Al-Azm (1981), Zubaida (2009), Ibrahim 

(2006), Filali-Ansary (2001), Sen (2001, 2009), Zakaria (2007), and Diamond (2008). 

Another discussion point regarding the Arab World entails a discussion about the influence of 

youth, unemployment and youth unemployment on protests. The median age in Bahrain and 

in Tunisia is very high, which contradicts the general claim that youth has been the driving 

force of the entire Arab Spring. An important discussion point here is whether youth 

unemployment – which is rampant in these two countries at 28,3 and 30,7 per cent, 

                                                 
54

 The argument that the Arab World (or the Arab / Muslim civilization) is an exception to the rules common to 

the rest of the world was put forward by, amongst others, the following scientists: Huntington (1993, 1996), Fish 

(2002), Inglehart & Norris (Inglehart & Norris, 2003a, 2003b), Rizzo, Abdel-Latif, & Meyer (2007), Karatnycky 

(2002) and Lewis (1996, 1998). 
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respectively – might trump the fact that this median age is relatively high. I find this difficult 

to say, because data on youth unemployment throughout the region is limited.
55

 Confronted 

with this limited data availability, all I could do was to show that unemployment is related 

with large-scale protests in the Arab Spring and that a young population is not necessarily 

correlated with these protests, and additionally to show that the conjunction of these two 

variables is not sufficiently correlated with large-scale protests in the Arab Spring either. 

However, the conjunction of a large young population and high unemployment does not 

necessarily entail high youth unemployment – so when future research makes more data 

available on youth unemployment, this will be very interesting to take into account in the 

Arab Spring.  

5.4. Suggestions for future research 

From these discussion points it follows that future research could set itself to one of the 

following tasks:  

a) to test statistically whether the variables that are correlated with large-scale protests in 

the Arab Spring cause protests in a larger – possibly even global – setting – of 

particular interest here is the variable of Press Freedom;  

b) to include in research Central Asia, Eastern Europe, South America and other 

comparable places where similar waves of protests have occurred for comparative and 

possibly even statistical research on causal factors for protests in different cultural 

settings; 

c) to extensively study psychology, values, belief and culture in the Arab World, possibly 

(and among many other ways) through making new data available in datasets such as 

Afrobarometer, Arab barometer and World Values Surveys, or through the pursuit of 

qualitative questioning of people in the region, or through examining discourse 

through Critical Frame Analysis;
 56

 

d) to provide additional data for youth unemployment for the countries of: Chad, 

Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Iraq, Libya, Mauritania, Oman, Somalia, Sudan, Tanzania, 

                                                 
55

 Data on youth unemployment is missing in the following thirteen regions: Chad, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, 

Iraq, Libya, Mauritania, Oman, Somalia, Sudan, Tanzania, Western Sahara, and Yemen. 
56

 Again, a combined dataset of Afrobarometer, Arab barometer and World Values Survey would exclude Chad, 

Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Libya, Maldives, Mauritania, Oman, Qatar, Somalia, Syria, United Arab Emirates, 

and Western Sahara from future analyses. 
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Western Sahara, and Yemen. With the identification of this last task I do not want to 

imply that all other data is easily available, but youth unemployment seems to have 

been a very important structural variable in the Arab Spring and sufficient data is 

lacking.  
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Appendixes 

Appendix A: Sixty-seven other factors associated with regime (in)stability 

Goldstone et al. (2010) have reviewed the literature on regime instability and listed the 

following factors that might influence it: 

Social Variables: Ethno-linguistic Fractionalization; Ratio of largest to 2nd largest ethnic 

groups; Total Population (relative to world mean, logged); Percent of Population in Urban 

Areas; Growth rate of Urban Population; Number of Refugees; Life Expectancy at Birth; 

Female Life Expectancy; Total Fertility Rate; Youth Bulge (Age 15-24/Age >15); Youth 

Bulge (Age 15-24/Age >25); % postsecondary school completed by pop age > 15; % 

secondary school completed by pop age > 15; % of population w/access to safe drinking 

water; Population Density;  

Economic Variables: Real GDP/capita (normalized, logged) PPP adjusted; GDP Growth 

(annual rate and five-year prior moving average); GDP/capita Growth Rate previous year; 

Fuel Exports as % of merchandise exports; Crude Petroleum Exports as % of all commodities; 

Ores and Metal Exports as % of merchandise exports; Diversity of Trading Partners 

(Herfindahl); Trade Openness (Imports+Exports)/GDP; Employment in Agriculture as % of 

total labor force; Rate of Price Increase, prior five years (inflation); GINI coefficient; Damage 

due to drought; Balance of Payments; Direct Foreign Investment per capita; Foreign 

Assistance per capita;  

Political Variables: Regime Duration; Leaders' Years in Office; Ethnic War in previous 15 

years; Corruption (Political Risk Services index); Adverse Regime Change in prior 10 years; 

Presidential System; % of population in the military; Mountains, % of total land area 

(logged). 

In their model they find that regime type, child mortality, conflict-ridden neighborhood and 

discrimination of the state as the best predictive model for political instability. 

In reading Goldstone (2001, p. 172) I can add to this list:  

International military pressures, Elite conflicts over taxation, Economic downturns, Cultures 

of rebellion, Dependent development, Population pressures, Colonial or personalistic regime 
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structures, Cross-class coalitions, Loss of nationalist credentials, Military defection, The 

spread of revolutionary ideology and exemplars, Effective leadership. 

Conditions conducive to mobilization include: Traditional village and workplace 

communities, Informal urban networks, Repressive and/or concessionary responses of states 

to opposition actions, Guerrilla organizations, Revolutionary parties, and Effective ideological 

framing and organization by visionary and pragmatic leadership. 

Commentators on the Color Revolutions (Beissinger, 2009; Bunce & Wolchik, 2006; 

Dimitrov, 2009; Levitsky & Way, 2005; McFaul, 2005; Way, 2008) add to this list: 

 ‘Connection to the West’, ‘Anti-western rhetoric’, Fraudulent elections, Fraudulent elections 

monitory boards, Strong opposition parties, Significant diffusion, Well-targeted socialist 

spending. 

Tarrow and Tilly (2007, p. 449) add to this list:  

Grouping of workers in large organizations, Access to mass media, Formation of cross-class 

political coalitions and parties, Shared military service and veterans' benefits. 
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Appendix B: Reasons for not choosing 67 other independent variables, per variable 
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Tested for with: 

1 
Ethno-linguistic 

Fractionalization 
X      

2 
Ratio of largest to 2nd 

largest ethnic groups 
X      

3 
Total Population (relative to 

world mean, logged) 
X      

4 
Percent of Population in 

Urban Areas 
X      

5 
Growth rate of Urban 

Population 
X      

6 Number of Refugees X      

7 Life Expectancy at Birth X      

8 Female Life Expectancy X      

9 Total Fertility Rate X      

10 
Youth Bulge (Age 15-

24/Age >15) 
X      
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Tested for with: 

11 
Youth Bulge (Age 15-

24/Age >25) 
X      

12 
% postsecondary school 

completed by pop age > 15 
X      

13 
% secondary school 

completed by pop age > 15 
X      

14 
% of population w/access to 

safe drinking water 
X      

15 Population Density X      

16 

Real GDP/capita 

(normalized, logged) PPP 

adjusted 

X      

17 

GDP Growth (annual rate 

and five-year prior moving 

average) 

X      

18 
GDP/capita Growth Rate 

previous year 
X      

19 
Fuel Exports as % of 

merchandise exports 
X      



The Arab Spring: A parsimonious explanation of recent contentious politics 

73 

 

# 

Feature of society supposed 

to cause protests P
ro

v
en

 t
o
 b

e 
re

la
ti

v
el

y
 

u
n
im

p
o
rt

an
t 

b
y
: 

G
o
ld

st
o
n
e 

et
 a

l.
 (

2
0
1
0
) 

N
o
 i

m
m

in
en

t 
v
ar

ia
ti

o
n
 

in
 A

ra
b
 S

p
ri

n
g
 c

as
e 

P
sy

ch
o
lo

g
ic

al
, 

ra
th

er
 

th
an

 s
tr

u
ct

u
ra

l 
v
ar

ia
b
le

 

A
ct

io
n
, 

ra
th

er
 

th
an

 

st
ru

ct
u
re

 
an

d
 

ef
fe

ct
 

ra
th

er
 t

h
an

 c
au

se
 

N
o
 c

o
m

p
ar

ab
le

 d
at

a 

Tested for with: 

20 
Crude Petroleum Exports as 

% of all commodities 
X      

21 
Ores and Metal Exports as % 

of merchandise exports 
X      

22 Diversity of Trading Partners X      

23 
Trade Openness 

(Imports+Exports)/GDP 
X      

24 
Employment in Agriculture 

as % of total labor force 
X      

25 
Rate of Price Increase, prior 

five years (inflation) 
X      

26 GINI coefficient X      

27 Damage due to drought X      

28 Balance of Payments X      

29 
Direct Foreign Investment 

per capita 
X      
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Tested for with: 

30 
Foreign Assistance per 

capita 
X      

31 Regime Duration X      

32 Leaders' Years in Office X      

33 
Ethnic War in previous 15 

years 
X      

34 
Corruption (Political Risk 

Services index) 
X      

35 
Adverse Regime Change in 

prior 10 years 
X      

36 Presidential System X      

37 
% of population in the 

military 
X      

38 
Mountains, % of total land 

area (logged) 
X      

39 
International military 

pressures 
 X     
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Tested for with: 

40 Elite conflicts over taxation     X  

41 Economic downturns   X    

42 Cultures of rebellion   X    

43 Dependent development     X  

44 Population pressures      Urbanization, Population Density 

45 
Colonial or personalistic 

regime structures 
     Regime Type 

46 Cross-class coalitions     X  

47 
Loss of nationalist 

credentials 
  X    

48 Military defection    X   

49 
The spread of revolutionary 

ideology and exemplars 
  X    
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Tested for with: 

50 Effective leadership   X    

51 
Traditional village and 

workplace communities 
    X Urbanization, Population Density 

52 Informal urban networks     X 

Urbanization, Population Density, 

Education, Fractionalization, 

Unemployment and Young population 

53 

Repressive and/or 

concessionary responses of 

states to opposition actions 

   X   

54 Guerrilla organizations    X   

55 Revolutionary parties    X   

56 

Effective ideological framing 

and organization by 

visionary and pragmatic 

leadership 

  X    

57 Connection to the West   X  X  

58 Anti-western rhetoric   X  X  
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Tested for with: 

59 Fraudulent elections  X     

60 
Fraudulent elections 

monitory boards 
 X     

61 Strong opposition parties   X    

62 Significant diffusion    X X  

63 
Well-targeted socialist 

spending 
  X  X  

64 
Grouping of workers in large 

organizations 
    X  

65 Access to mass media      Press Freedom 

66 

Formation of cross-class 

political coalitions and 

parties 

   X X  

67 
Shared military service and 

veterans' benefits 
    X  
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Appendix C: A study of what happened in the 29 countries associated with the Arab Spring 

Below is shown a short overview what happened in 29 Arab countries during the Arab Spring. 

The order in which they are discussed is as follows: first the six countries where the Arab 

Spring was most severe, in order of significant events (Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, 

Libya, and Syria); then I will shortly discuss the rest of the countries that I have included in 

my analysis and they are ordered alphabetically. A summary can be found in the table 

presented in Appendix D. Numbers that are mentioned here or in the summarizing table serve 

as a rough indicator of how severe the protests were. All of these numbers were reported by 

well-respected news agencies, most of these numbers, however, are not verified by 

independent committees examining the protests and/or governmental force. 

C.1. Republic of Tunisia 

On December 17
th

 Mohammad Bouazizi set himself on fire after a lifelong mistreatment by 

the police, a fine of 400 dinars ($ 280, or two months’ pay) and the forced confiscation of his 

produce and his scale – reportedly being slapped in the face by a female police officer to add 

insult to injury. On the same day he set himself on fire.
57

 At the time, no-one knew about his 

act but the same day protests started locally, in Sidi Bouzid, and then spread throughout 

Tunisia. These protests grew so rapidly that they forced President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali (in 

office since 1987) to issue a warning on December 28
th

 that demonstration would be severely 

punished. This marked the first of many public denunciations of popular uprisings. 

On January 9
th

, casualties were reported amongst the unarmed protesting civilians, together 

with defections of the police and military personnel. Within days, on January the 13
th

, 

Tunisian President Ben Ali issued a statement that the killings would be investigated and that 

there would be improvements in the national economy and in the freedom of the press. The 

following day however,
58

 he departed the country and left Prime Minister Mohammed 

Ghannouchi in charge, manifesting the end of a 23-year old reign within a month of protests 

and demonstrations – the first and certainly not the last of downfalls in the MENA region.  

                                                 
57

 Two weeks after his self-immolation, Mohammad Bouazizi passed away. In the six months following his 

death at least 107 people set themselves on fire in Tunisia (Davies, 2012). 
58

 This is the day on which the Tunisian cover illustration picture was taken. 
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An independent report issued that there were 338 deaths and 2,147 injuries during the uprising 

(Associated Press, 2012a); more than a 100,000 people have been reported on the streets of 

Tunis (JR/HGH/MMN Press Release, 2011). 

C.2. Arab Republic of Egypt 

On January 17 – three days after the Tunisian ex-President Ben Ali left for Saudi Arabia – a 

48-year old Egyptian restaurant owner from Qantara, Abdou Abdel-Monaam Hamadah, set 

himself on fire in protest against the dreadful economic circumstances in Egypt. His death got 

little attention, even though it was an apparent emulation of the self-immolation of the 

Tunisian Mohammad Bouazizi. It was a week later, on a public holiday dedicated to the 

appreciation of the police in Egypt, that the people in Egypt received international attention.  

On the 25
th

 of January 2011 tens of thousands of people went to the streets in Egypt publicly 

demanding the ousting of President Hosni Mubarak (in power since 1981) in a so-called ‘Day 

of Rage’. Although such protests were not unusual for Egypt at the time, this protest was a 

special one because it was a direct response to the events in Tunisia and because the 

international media was focusing on Egypt now. On the 29
th

 of January – four days after the 

start of the Egyptian protests – the army was on the streets and President Mubarak had 

disbanded the government but chose to remain in power himself. The next day US President 

Barack Hussein Obama called for a peaceful transition of Egyptian power. On the 31
th

 

hundreds of thousands had gathered on the Tahrir Square in Cairo, on February the 1
st
 the 

protesters on the Square amounted to over a million. The people stayed and staged a ‘Day of 

Departure’ on February the 4
th

. The next day, the newly appointed Prime Minister Omar 

Suleiman proposed a dialogue with the opposition parties including the Muslim Brotherhood 

and a 15 per cent pay raise for government employees. The people were not pleased: on the 

9
th

 the labor unions joined the protest,
59

 on the 10
th

 Mubarak gave another address “straight 

from the heart” to the people but this proved to be to no avail: on February 11, 2011, Omar 

Suleiman (now appointed vice president) declared that Hosni Mubarak had stepped down as 

President and that the army ruled the country now. Within the temporal space of three weeks 

protests had flared up and brought down yet another long reigning president in the MENA 

region.  

C.3. Yemeni Republic 
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Protests in Yemen started as early as January 23, 2011, and led to a speech to parliament on 

February 2 of President Ali Abdallah Saleh (in power since 1990) that he would not seek a re-

election when his term expired in 2013. On the next day, Yemenis planned a ‘Day of Rage’ 

and took to the streets – some 20,000 in Sana’a (Daragahi & Browning, 2011; “Yemen 

protests: 20,000 call for President Saleh to go,” 2011).
60

 Protest grew and on March 3
rd

 

President Saleh announced he would draw up a new constitution. On the 18
th

, Yemeni 

security forces and unidentified snipers opened fire at a protest in Sana’a after Muslim prayers 

Friday, killing dozens of people. Senior military personnel now declared their allegiance to 

the demonstrators, including one key general, Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar; several ministers and 

senior regime figures defected. In April the unrest continued and President Saleh vowed to 

stay in office. May witnessed the death of dozens more people in clashes between the police 

and tribal warriors. On June 3
rd

 President Saleh was injured in a rocket attack on his 

presidential palace and was flown to Saudi Arabia (Dabashi, 2012).  

Yet another President in the MENA region was now out of his original country and staying in 

Saudi Arabia. It did, however, cost the life of over 2,000 people (al-Haj, 2012). 

C.4. Kingdom of Bahrain 

In Bahrain, on February 14, 2011, three days after the resignation of Egyptian President 

Mubarak, a ‘Day of Rage’ was organized. Most of the demonstrators were Shi’a, which gave 

the ruling Sunni party the chance to declare that the protests were instigated by the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. The protesters were, however, demonstrating against political corruption. 

Two protestors were killed in Manama, and to commemorate their death thousands of 

demonstrators gathered at the Pearl Roundabout in Manama on February 15
th

. On this day, the 

opposition parties withdrew from parliament in protest.
61

 On the 17
th

 of February, Bahraini 

King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, (his family in power since 1942) released a number of 

political prisoners to appease the people after the military cleared the Pearl Roundabout from 

demonstrators, reportedly killing four people. On March 14
th

, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 

Cooperation Council countries sent military personnel to help stabilize the country; the next 

day martial law was declared by King Al Khalifa. Soon after, due to fear of the rallying power 

of the Pearl Roundabout, it was destroyed. In April, one of the main political parties 

representing the Shi’a majority in Bahrain, the Islamic Action Society (also known as the 
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 This is the day on which the Yemeni cover illustration picture was taken. 
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Amal party) was banned, while the leader of another big political Shi’a party, Al Wefaq 

National Islamic Society had been put in jail; four protesters were sentenced to death. By 

June, heavy security forces were still in place in Bahrain and many protestors were sentenced 

to imprisonment, ranging from two years to life. November witnessed the publication of a 

report describing systematic torture and other forms of physical and psychological abuse on 

detainees, as well as other human rights violations 

On the third anniversary of the protests, in 2014, pro-democracy demonstrators clashed with 

security forces, chanting "Down with Hamad," referring to the king, "only to Allah we kneel." 

Although no killings were reported, Amnesty International has mentioned that the human 

rights situation in the country has continued to deteriorate (AFP, 2014).  

C.5. State of Libya 

On February 15, 2011, four days after the resignation of Mubarak, violent protests erupted in 

Benghazi, Libya, following the arrest of human rights activist Fethi Tarbel. The next day 

further clashes were reported between police and protesters and armed conflict spread rapidly 

in key cities – after Benghazi onwards to Misratah, Zawiyah and the Nafusa Mountains 

(which are situated west of Tripoli) (McQuinn, 2013) and to Bayda in the east (Cockburn, 

2011).
62

 This rapid spread of the violence amounted to a rampant civil war in the country 

between loyalists of Muammar al-Qadhafi (in power since 1969) and ad hoc “revolutionary 

brigades,” which posed a direct threat towards civilians. Because of this threat, the UN 

Security Council passed resolution 1973 on March 17
th

.
 
In this resolution, a no-fly zone over 

Libya was issued and all member states were authorized to take “all necessary measures” to 

protect civilians – short of putting troops on the ground – whilst “condemning the gross and 

systematic violation of human rights, including arbitrary detentions, enforced disappearances, 

torture and summary executions” (Security Council, 2011). After eight months of fighting, 

civil war came to an end when al-Qadhafi was captured and killed on October 20
th

, 2011, in 

Sirte near his hometown (McQuinn, 2013). However, state security has remained weak, and 

incidents of violence are order of the day – mostly in the east of the country and most notably 

an attack on the United States Consulate in Benghazi. Notwithstanding the unrest, supposedly 

free and fair elections have been held in July, 2012, and a government was formed based on 

the election results (see: UNSMIL, 2012).  
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This transformation of power structure did come at a cost. As of yet, official numbers of 

casualties are not agreed upon, but the most reliable estimation at this point is that 25,000 

people have died in the country due to the civil war (U. Khan, 2013; Mulholland & 

Deshmukh, 2011).  

C.6. Syrian Arab Republic 

In Syria, a civil war started that is ongoing. Protests in Syria started on 26 January 2011, and 

following the Egyptians, the Syrian population organized a Day of Rage on February 5
th

, 

2011. Only a few hundred demonstrators attended and the ones who did were mostly arrested. 

By March, massive protests were held in Damascus to demand the release of political 

prisoners and in a protest in Deraa, a southern city of Syria, demonstrators were killed by 

security forces – President Bashar al-Assad (in power since July 17
th

, 2000) accused these 

protesters of being Israeli agents. On April 12
th

, soldiers were reportedly executed for refusing 

to shoot on civilians – the crackdown intensified (Dabashi, 2012). In April and in June the 

European Union imposed several sanctions on Syrian officials (CFSP, 2011; Council of the 

European Union, 2011a, 2011b), but to no avail: by June Syrian army tanks had entered 

Banyas, Deraa, Homs, and suburbs of Damascus in response to anti-regime protestors, and a 

full-scale civil war had broken out in Syria (Dabashi, 2012).
63

 The civil war is ongoing still 

and has cost the lives of over a 100,000 people (Lederer, 2013; McDonnell, 2013); the UN 

reported 92,091 killings in Syria in 2013 (UN News Service, 2013) and has since stopped 

counting.  

C.7. People's Democratic Republic of Algeria 

The recent history of Algeria is one of unrest and upheaval. A civil war in which 100,000-

150,000 people are thought to have died ended in 1997, after which massacres amongst 

civilians continued until the Islamic Salvation Army agreed to disband in 1999. After this, a 

relative calmness has come over Algeria – most probably helped by the state of emergency 

that was declared in 1992 and was lifted only in 2011. Elections that were held after the civil 

war were criticized by civil rights organizations because of media censorship and harassment 

of political opponents, and there have been two instances of self-immolations in protest 

against the government (one in 2004 and one in 2009) (McAllister, 2013). At the end of 2010, 

however, protests started against rising food and fuel prices: from the 23
rd

 of December 
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onwards, protests started in Algeria and on the 29
th

 of December 2010, at least 53 people had 

been reported as injured, and at least 29 were arrested (Al Jazeera, 2010). Between 3 and 10 

January, protests intensified and they continued throughout 2011 and went on into 2012. 

Parallel to this, a wave of self-immolations spread throughout the country after the 26 year-

old Mohamed Aouichia set himself on fire on January 12
th

 2011: at least 43 people tried to set 

themselves on fire in Algeria, mostly in front of government buildings, in 2011 (“2011 

Algerian self-immolations,” 2014). Even though these destructive protests were the biggest 

the country witnessed since the 1991 election, they had little impact: some food prices were 

lowered, and the state of emergency was lifted, but the political status quo was never under 

threat (BBC News, 2014); the highest number of casualties that can be verified with 

independent sources is 5 (Al Jazeera, 2011a).  

C.8. Republic of Chad 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring occurred in Chad. On the 10
th

 of 

November, 2011, students clashed with the police in the Chad capital N'Djamena. Some 150 

people were arrested and about 28 students were reported by government and hospital 

officials as slightly hurt, as well as 9 police officers. The clash followed a strike since 

September 14, where students demanded payment of their grants which they claimed were six 

months in arrears (AFP, 2011). Because of the motivation behind the protest and the relative 

small scale of the protest I do not view this event as a significant popular protest inspired by 

the Arab Spring. 

C.9. Union of the Comoros 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring occurred in Comoros: no noticeable 

protests have emerged since December 17
th

 2010. On the contrary, after elections held late 

December 2010, former Vice-President Ikililou Dhoinine was inaugurated as president on 26 

May 2011, following up the democratically chosen President Ahmed Abdallah Sambi. This is 

a veritable achievement for a country that has witnessed over twenty coup attempts after its 

independence from France in 1975 (“Comoros country profile,” 2013).  

C.10. Republic of Djibouti 

On January 28
th

, three days after the first Day of Rage of Egypt, some 300 people turned up to 

protest in Djibouti City to denounce President Ismail Omar Gelleh (Somalilandpress, 2011). 

Unrest grew and Friday February 18
th

 saw the biggest protest in Djibouti, with an estimated 
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20,000-30,000 Djiboutians protesting in central Djibouti City (Afrol News, 2011a). 300 

leaders of the Djiboutian civil rights movements, opposition parties and protest organizers 

were arrested that day by security forces, effectively cutting off the capability for the 

protesters to organize themselves (Afrol News, 2011b). On March the 3rd the government 

banned a protest that was planned the next day, and physically prevented the protest with the 

army and police and on March 11
th

 security forces stopped another protest.  

For a year and a half it has been relatively tranquil in Djibouti but protests have erupted again 

in 2013 after the elections of February 23
rd

 that were alleged to be fraudulent. The emerging 

protesters have been met with violence from the security forces: the police shot live 

ammunition at protesters, killing at least twelve people (International Federation of Human 

Rights, 2013). 

C.11. State of Eritrea 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring occurred in Eritrea. Young people 

have been campaigning against the government in one of the most oppressive countries in the 

world. In a country where journalists, church leaders, writers, politicians and ordinary citizens 

have been locked up in jails and where thousands of people are drafted into the army and then 

forced to work indefinitely for the government as “national service” young people have 

phoned other Eritreans and asked them to stay at home on Fridays in protest of the dictatorial 

regime of their country (Reisen, 2013). This is, however, far from a popular uprising. On the 

21
st
 of January 2013 a coup was attempted against reigning president Isaias Afwerki (the first 

and only President of Eritrea, in power since 1993). The reasons of this coup are unknown 

and the people attempting the coup were soldiers (believed to be 100 strong) (Gettleman, 

2013). Because of the uncertainty of their motives and the fact that this, being a military coup, 

was not a popular uprising I do not view this event as a popular protest inspired by the Arab 

Spring.
64

 

C.12. Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring occurred in Ethiopia. To be sure, 

there has been one incident that has been explicitly linked to the Arab Spring. Under the 

umbrella term of Beka! (“No” in Amharic) a Day of Rage was being organized on the 28
th

 of 
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May 2011, at which some 3,000 people would attend (as reported in a Reuters blog, from the 

Facebook page of the organization (Maasho, 2011)) but this proved to be to no avail. Prime 

Minister Meles Zenawi (in power since 1991)
65

 charged these people as terrorists and quashed 

the protest before it even started (M. Khan, 2011; Maasho, 2011).  

Another protest against the government was more successful in its organization. For over 18 

months now, Muslim activists have protested against what they say is government 

interference in their religious affairs. The vast majority of these protests have been peaceful, 

but there have been at least four incidents of excessive force used by the security forces 

against the demonstrators. This motivated Amnesty International to express that they are 

“extremely concerned” about the widespread arrest of Muslim protesters and the general 

crackdown on freedom of speech in the country (Amnesty International, 2013; Reuters, 

2013a). However, because the would-be protest did not happen, and because the Muslim 

protest is not Arab Spring related, I treat all the protests of the country as not Arab Spring 

related. 

C.13. Islamic Republic of Iran 

Iran had its own Day of Rage on February 14, 2011, eleven days before the Egyptians had 

their defining Day of Rage and eleven days after the first Day of Rage in the Arab World, in 

Yemen. These Iranian protests followed widespread dissent in 2009-2010 after the results of 

the disputed elections came out on June 12
th

, 2009. Ever since, unrest has prevailed, with 

protests all over the country, most notably after a 40 per cent drop in one week of the nation’s 

currency, the rial, in October 2012 (BBC News, 2012; Erdbrink & Gladstone, 2012) and after 

the death of Ayatollah Jalaluddin Taheri on 2 June 2013, when “tens of thousands” have 

attended his funeral in what became “Iran's biggest anti-government protest for years” (BBC 

News, 2013a).  

The government has responded to these widespread protests with tear gas and paintball guns. 

Countless people have been jailed and two protest related casualties have been counted 

(Dehghan, 2011). Iran’s president at the time, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, served his maximum 

of two full terms and made way peacefully to his successor, Hassan Rouhani. 

C.14. Republic of Iraq 
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After weeks of scattered protests in Iraq, a Day of Rage was organized on February 25
th

, 

2011. Thousands of people gathered on Tahrir Square, Baghdad, and all across the nation 

people protested – most notable places are the places where people died during the protests: 

Kirkuk, Fallujah, Mosul, Tikrit, and the northern province of Kurdistan and the Sunni Anbar 

province – ending in some 26 reported deaths (McCrummen, 2011). The people reportedly 

protested against corruption and poor basic services such as the education system, the health 

system, and a shortage of jobs, food rations, water and power provisions (al-Ansary, 2011). 

Other riots with the same motivation were held later that year, particularly in the northern 

Kurdistan province in April 2011 (Tawfeeq, 2011). These protests stand out against a 

background of other social unrest in the country, because they are explicitly related to the 

Arab Spring and people had the same types of reasons to protest as the other protests in the 

region. Other protests in Iraq were, for instance, the riots of December that year in the same 

Kurdistan province with a religious reason (The Associated Press, 2011) or a mass gathering 

of people protesting against the American occupation on 26 May 2011 (Tawfeeq & Carter, 

2011)).  

Iraq’s prime minister, Nouri al-Maliki, has responded contradictory to the protests. At first, a 

spokesperson of him said that he wouldn’t seek a third term in 2014, but later he declared that 

he would be available for election for a third term. 

C.15. Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 

Jordan witnessed a year of protest, which started on January 14
th

, 2011, organized by the 

Muslim Brotherhood and the Jordanian Youth Movement “Hirak”. The demonstrators 

protested against unemployment and inflation – in particular food and fuel prices, – calling for 

regime change and accusing king Abdullah II (in power since 1999 and widely regarded as a 

liberal when he ascended to the throne) of corruption (Sandels, 2011a). The protests have 

been routine and persistent ever since (Schenker, 2013), with at least one civilian casualty and 

an estimated 10,000 people on the streets in November 2012 (Associated Press, 2012b; 

Hattar, 2012).  

Jordan has a prime minister and an elected lower house of parliament (called the chamber of 

Deputies); the king appoints the government and the members of the senate (called the House 

of Notables). On June 12
th

, King Abdullah II vowed to relinquish his right to appoint prime 

ministers (Gavlak, 2011). However, in 2011-2012 King Abdullah II has fired the Jordanian 

prime ministers four times in a row – the most recent of these was on 4 October 2012, when 
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he dissolved the parliament for early elections and appointed a new prime minister (Khadder, 

2012). Elections on 23 January 2013 were boycotted by opposition groups such as the Muslim 

Brotherhood and Hirak; a decent turnout allowed King Abdullah II to declare the elections 

credible and left the country's largest opposition groups without a strong voice in parliament 

(Rohde, 2013).  

C.16. State of Kuwait 

Kuwait was the first Arab state in the Persian Gulf to establish an elected parliament in 1962. 

After a 10-year old Egyptian boy was expelled from school for asking why there hadn’t been 

a revolution in Kuwait, protests started in June 2011. Unrest remained and reached its 

pinnacle on November 11
th

, when at least 50,000 people went to the streets to demand the 

repeal of a disputed electoral law, and November 16
th

, when the National Assembly was 

stormed and briefly occupied by protesting opposition parties. Notwithstanding the protests, 

elections were held on December the first. Because of a general boycott of the opposition, the 

turnout was historically low with 40 per cent and the governing forces had a decisive win. A 

new prime minister was installed by the emir. Protests continued, with a notable clash 

between the police and 10,000 people in April 17
th

, 2013, but diminished soon after. From 

August onwards it has been tranquil in Kuwait. 

C.17. Lebanese Republic 

After a war with Israel in 2006 that devastated southern Lebanon, and after a sectarian-stroke-

political feud between Hezbollah and the government that brought the country to the brink of 

civil war in 2008, a government was formed with Hezbollah. This Lebanese government fell 

on January 12
th

, 2011. The issue driving this latest crisis was the anticipated indictment by the 

UN Special Tribunal of members of Hezbollah for involvement in the killing of Rafic Hariri, 

a previous Prime Minister of Lebanon. Hezbollah had been an important member of the 

government from 2009 onwards – with important allies such as the Shia Amal movement and 

the bloc of the Maronite Christian leader and former general Michel Aoun – and Hezbollah 

had said they would “cut the hand” of anyone who would try to arrest members of its 

organization (BBC News, 2011a; Robertson & Husseini, 2011).  

The fall of the government sparked violent demonstrations – most notably on January 25
th

 

when a “Day of Rage” was staged – because supporters of Saad Hariri (the caretaker Prime 

Minister and representative of the Western-backed Future Movement) disagreed with the 
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appointed Hezbollah-backed Prime Minister Najib Mikati (a representative of the Iranian-

backed Shiite movement) (Robertson & Husseini, 2011). Apart from these violent 

demonstrations, some peaceful protests (max. number of people: 8,000) were held as well in 

Lebanon, where the people demanded the disarmament of Hezbollah and the end of the 

“sectarian regime” in Lebanon (Reuters, 2011a; Sandels, 2011b).
66

 The last reported protest 

was a teacher strike on December 15
th

, 2011 (The Daily Star: Lebanon, 2011).  

These protests can be linked to the Arab Spring, for at least some the demonstrating people 

used the same slogans used in different countries and at least some of the protesters were 

motivated by the same socio-economic circumstances as in other countries. For instance, the 

unemployed protester Hassan Hussein, 28, was reported to say: "I got tired of the current 

system that uses sectarianism to cover itself and rule us. We young Lebanese have nothing to 

do. They took everything and divided us. I wish that change will happen" (Sandels, 2011b). 

Reuters reported the adaptation of a famous slogan in the Arab Spring and the general 

chanting of the crowd: “"Bread, knowledge, freedom. And no to political sectarianism," one 

banner at the protest read. "The people want the overthrow of the system," protesters chanted, 

echoing the calls which have swept through the Arab world in recent weeks (Reuters, 

2011a).” It is difficult to ascertain this link with the Arab spring, however, because of the ad 

hoc usage of the slogans and the dominant sectarian tensions in the country and the wider 

regional instability. 

C.18. Republic of the Maldives 

In 2003 a prisoner died in jail in the Maldives, which sparked widespread violent protests in 

2003 and 2004. These protests led to the formation of a new constitution which stipulated that 

democratic, multi-party, multi-candidate elections would be held in the Maldives (as opposed 

to yes-or-no referenda). In 2008 the first multi-party, multi-candidate elections ever were held 

in the Maldives and in these elections the ruling President Maumoon Gayoom (in power since 

1978, alleged of autocratic rule) was replaced by President Mohamed Nasheed (BBC News, 

2013c; Buerk, 2008).  

Mr. Nasheed imposed democratic reforms, but was ousted as President on 7 February 2012 

after protests throughout the country. These protests started after an illegitimate military 

detention of the chief judge of the criminal court on 16 January 2011 which was done at the 
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request of Mr. Nasheed. Primary causes of these protests are said to be the rising commodity 

prices and alleged mismanagement of the government leading to the poor economic situation 

of the country: to combat the dire economic situation the government followed the advice of 

the central bank, IMF and other multilateral organizations to let the national’s currency, the 

Rufiya, float in a 20 per cent band. This effectively drove prices up in the country, which 

imports everything it needs, by 20 per cent – which sparked the biggest protests in recent 

times in the country. More than 300 arrests were made on the main island of the Maldives in 

May 2011 (Al Jazeera, 2011b; Radhakrishnan, 2011). Some doubt the socio-economic 

motives of these protesters because the ex-President Gayoom led these anti-government 

protests. The Foreign Minister Ahmed Naseem has said that these protests are “politically 

motivated” and has blamed the opposition for failing to put forward anyone who could 

negotiate with the government to solve the crisis (Al Jazeera, 2011b).  

Whatever the motives, these protests did result in the ousting of the President Nasheed on 7 

February 2012 (sparking pro-Nasheed protests) and parliamentary by-elections on April 14
th

, 

with Mohammed Waheed Hassan Manik winning the Presidency. Under his rule, the 

Maldives are taking a less Western and more Islamic route: a court has ordered a 16-year-old 

girl to be publicly flogged after she confessed to having pre-marital sex and a controversial 

law has been passed that bans public dancing – to strengthen “Islamic values” (D. Nelson, 

2012; The Telegraph, 2012).  

C.19. Islamic Republic of Mauritania 

Since 2005 Mauritania has witnessed two coup d’états and an armed conflict with the Al 

Qaeda faction in the region. General Abdel Aziz seized power in 2008, successfully fought Al 

Qaeda in the Islamic Maghred and was later elected as President. 

On January 7
th

, 2011, the middle-aged businessman Yacoub Ould Dahoud set himself on fire, 

motivated, amongst others, to depose of the President and to democratize the country. This 

self-immolation inspired people to start protesting in Mauritania. These protests increased on 

the 25
th

 of January, when massive protests throughout the country were organized. A 28-point 

list of reforms was presented to the government, claiming that President Mohamed Ould 

Abdel Aziz has either created or ignored Mauritania's many economic, political, and social 

problems, which include widespread poverty (about 20 per cent of Mauritanians live on less 

than $1.25 per day), the 2010 drought crisis, unchecked slavery, and government corruption 

(Al Jazeera, 2012). Peaceful  protests continued throughout 2011 and extended to 2012, with 
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the government using “a combination of repression and pledges of reform that have left 

Mauritanians unconvinced and more frustrated” (Nashashibi, 2012). The number of people 

associated with these protests is difficult to find, at least one person has died, and some 200 

people have been reported protesting (Reuters, 2011b; RNW: Africa Desk, 2011). 

Ever since, the president has been ‘accidentally,’ non-fatally shot on a military base in 

October 2012 and food prices have been soaring in Mauritania since the 2012 drought in the 

Sahel region, whereas in neighboring northern Mali, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghred and at 

least six other groups have fought with government and French forces
67

 and refugees from 

this conflict in Mali have been pouring in Mauritania (Nashashibi, 2012; Nossiter, 2012; UN 

World Food Program, 2012). Prospects for easy fixes for the population look bleak and 

protests will probably happen again in the near future. 

C.20. Kingdom of Morocco 

Morocco was one of the last of the Maghreb countries to start with protests.
68

 Some analysts 

thought that Morocco might prove to be an exception because the economy is well developed 

and the king, Mohammed IV, had liberalized the country when he came to the throne in 1999 

(Tremlett, 2011). However, protests started on February 20
th

, 2011, with thousands of people 

protesting in cities throughout the country. The people demanded constitutional reform, the 

restoration of dignity and the end of “the plundering of public funds” (Karam, 2011). 

Protests continued, but were widely regarded as ‘limited’ and the swift reaction of the king – 

to redraft some parts of the constitution – were seen as equally limited (Kienle, 2012, p. 533). 

The protests reached its pinnacle after the death of Kamel Amari, 30, who was killed by the 

police. Some 60,000 people were reported to be on the streets of Casablanca on June 5
th

, 2011 

(Miller, 2011). Protests stopped somewhere in 2012, with a last reported pro-reform protest 

that was held on September 23 (AFP, 2012b). 

C.21. Sultanate of Oman 

                                                 
67

See, for an overview of the groups of religious fighters, ethnic militias and secularists in Mali: Welsh (2013). 

The latest news is that one of these groups, the Tuareg separatist MNLA, has withdrawn from the peace process 

that followed this conflict (Reuters, 2013b). 
68

 Maghreb countries are the north-African countries West of Egypt, including Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, 

Morocco, Tunisia, and the disputed territory of Western Sahara (mostly controlled by Morocco). When Morocco 

started rioting, all the peoples of the Maghreb countries had started to protest, except for the people of Western 

Sahara. East of Egypt lie the Mashriq countries, which is why in Egypt the Arab League has its headquarter. 
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In the normally calm sultanate of Oman, some rare protests occurred as well, most notably in 

the nation’s capital Muscat and the cities of Salalah and Sohar. Protests started on January 

17
th

 in Muscat, three days after Zine ben Ali had fled Tunisia and on the same day Egypt 

started its protests. This initial protest was followed by a series of Green marches and sit-ins, 

and the Globe Roundabout gained fame for being the site where people gathered. The people 

were protesting for economic and welfare improvements, to end corruption and to remove 

various ministers. At its peak, some 3,000 people joined a 2 month during sit-in in Salalah (al-

Shaibany, 2011). On February 27
th

 a governance office and a police station were set ablaze, 

which was followed with a military intervention. On March 1
st
, the army was employed to end 

the demonstrations and clear the Globe roundabout. On May 14
th

 the two month sit-in in 

Salalah was violently dismantled by the army and another sit-in was dismantled peacefully, 

which effectively broke the protest, with only scattered protests happening afterwards. Sultan 

Qaboos Bin Said al Said (in power since 1970) responded to these protests by promising, 

amongst others, more jobs and higher benefits and by sending one of his ministers to the 

demonstrations to seek a dialogue with the people (Worrall, 2012). At least six persons have 

been reportedly killed in clashes between security forces and demonstrators on February 27
th

 

(Adnkronos Security, 2011). 

C.22. State of Qatar 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring have occurred in Qatar.  

Qatar was instrumental as a nation in the Arab Spring, with support for pro-democracy 

struggles in Egypt and Tunisia. In Libya, Qatar provided weapons, training, and hundreds of 

millions of dollars in aid to the rebel forces (Hamid, 2011). Qatar also gave money to the 

Sudanese government, to quell rebellion there (Cartalucci, 2013). 

C.23. Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

In Saudi Arabia, protests started with a 65-year-old man's self-immolation in Samtah, Jizan on 

January 21
st
,
 
2011 (BBC News, 2011b) and are ongoing. Initially protesters protested, among 

others, for the release of prisoners who were held “without trial,” for a constitutional 

monarchy, an end to corruption, an even distribution of wealth, and a serious solution for 

unemployment (Laessing & Alsharif, 2011). Taking their cue from the initial protests, Saudi 

women increased their earlier protests and protested, inter alia, for the system of Male 

Guardianship to be taken from the laws and rules of Saudi Arabia; to have the same political 
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rights as men have, including running and voting for elections in municipality councils; and to 

end the ban on female driving (Kareem, 2011).
69

 The government reacted to these protests by 

pumping $130 billion into the economy, including the hiring of 300,000 new state workers 

and raising salaries and by allowing women to vote in the 2015 municipal elections of Saudi 

Arabia and to be nominated to the Consultative Assembly. The government also forcefully 

cracked down on dissent, banning protesting on 5 March 2011 and sometimes breaking up 

peaceful protests with live ammunition.  

In some cities this approach appeased the population, but the Shia Muslims in the Eastern 

Province continue to protest, most notably in the governorate and urban area of Qatif. Shia 

make up some 10-15 percent of the Saudi population and have long rebelled against 

discrimination and political exclusion (Erlich, 2013). The number of protesters is unclear, but 

4,000 people are reported to have protested in Qatif; and a funeral for Issam Mohamed Abu 

Abdallah, who was killed by security forces in the Qatif region on January 12
th

 is said to be 

attained by 70,000 people (HA/MGH Press Release, 2011; Palmer, n.d.). 19 protesters have 

been identified as being killed (“2011–13 Saudi Arabian protests,” 2013). 

C.24. Federal Republic of Somalia 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring occurred in Somalia. 

C.25. Republic of the Sudan 

Anti-government and anti-corruption protests in Sudan started on January 30
th

, 2011 and 

reached their zenith in the ten days following September 23
rd

, 2013. In these days, Sudan 

witnessed the largest anti-government protests in many years. Inspired by happenings in 

Tunisia and close ally Egypt, Facebook pages sprang up demanding change. Many protesters 

wanted to bring down the government; others wanted to reverse the latest decision to increase 

fuel prices. The decision to increase fuel prices was part of an austerity package inspired by 

the IMF to combat the economic crisis following the secession of the South Sudan in July 

2011 (de Waal, 2013).  

                                                 
69

 Part of the strong division of the Saudi society between men and women is the unique law system the country 

has. In Saudi Arabia there are no specific statutes or laws to govern by. The sole constitution that is used is the 

Quran and all judges have to interpret it conservatively. Many actions that are considered illegal have no actual 

written laws to ban them – many of them are not even addressed in the Quran. The general rule regarding the 

legality of something is that if it is suspected to be “haram” (forbidden or clashing with Islamic law, or possibly 

leading people away from Islam) then suspicion alone is grounds for banning it (Nayef, 2012). 
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The protests were violently suppressed from the beginning, and the uprising itself was not 

entirely non-violent. As the Sudanese Government’s press officer, Khalid al Mubarak, pointed 

out: “42 gas stations, 9 pharmacies, 2 companies, 40 public vehicles, 8 police stations, 81 

comprehensive security sites, 35 police vehicles, 5 banks and 23 government buildings were 

attacked” (quoted in: de Waal, 2013). This resulted in an estimated death toll of more than 

210 in Khartoum alone (Sudan Tribune, 2013) and 700 arrests made by the government 

(Abdelaziz & Laessing, 2013b). Many articles do not cite numbers of protesters, but the 

highest reported number of protesters in one place is 3,000 (Abdelaziz & Laessing, 2013a).  

C.26. United Republic of Tanzania 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring occurred in Tanzania. Thousands 

have been reported protesting on June 18
th

 2013, after a bomb attack on an opposition 

campaign rally, and to mourn the three people killed and the more than 50 people injured in 

that blast. The crowd has been dispersed with tear gas and warning shots (Ng’wanakilala, 

2013). These protests, however, do not have anything to do with the widespread Arab Spring 

across the region. 

C.27. Republic of Uganda 

Protests in Uganda were as short-lived as they were violent. What started in April 2011 as a 

peaceful protest against escalating food and fuel costs and government financial 

mismanagement ended at the end of April with the death of 9 people. Human Rights Watch 

has documented these killings – six in Kampala, two in Gulu, and one in Masaka – and 

investigated the fatal and non-fatal shootings by the security forces, as well as allegations of 

abuses such as beatings, theft, and rape, that occurred on three of the most violent days of the 

demonstrations – April 14
th

, 21
st
, and 29

th
 (Human Rights Watch, 2012). The police 

acknowledged that well over 100 people have been injured and over 600 have been arrested 

countrywide since the unrest began on April 11 (Human Rights Watch, 2011). No significant 

political changes have been introduced because of these riots. 

C.28. United Arab Emirates 

The United Arab Emirates has been largely unaffected with the protests that were happening 

in its neighboring countries. Internet restrictions have been introduced in 2012, and a group of 

sixty-eight Islamists, among whom human rights lawyers, university lecturers and students, 

was arrested in 2012 and convicted in 2013 for attempting to plot a coup in the United Arab 
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Emirates (BBC News, 2013b, 2013d). Apart from that, however, nothing remarkable has 

happened. 

C.29. Western Sahara 

In the disputed territory of Western Sahara, a large protest camp was set up outside Laayoune. 

The camp, housing 12,000 protesters, was the biggest protest against Moroccan rule in the 35-

year dispute between Morocco and the Polisario Front of the Sahrawi people. Moroccan 

security forces broke the camp up violently on November 8
th

, 2010, with conflicting killings 

reported: media cited between eleven and twenty dead; the Polisario claimed more than 700 

wounded and 159 missing people; while Morocco stated 12 casualties, including ten of their 

own security forces (Security Council Report, Inc., 2010).  

In 2011 the country witnessed, among others, clashes between Moroccan youths and Sahrawi 

people (Lahcen, 2011), and “thousands” of Sahrawi unemployed youths calling for a 

revolution, following the Tunisian and Egyptian models (Kettani, 2011).  

The largest protests took place in April-June 2013, when demonstrations have followed one 

another in Laayoune, Smara, Boujdour and Dakhla, leading in some cases to violent clashes 

between Sahrawi pro-independence activists and the Moroccan security forces. The largest 

rally demanding self-determination was reported on May 4
th

 in Laayoune. These protests 

followed the UN Security Council Resolution 2099 from April 25, where a long-standing US 

draft to include the monitoring of Human Rights in the MINURSO mission in both the 

disputed territory under Moroccan control and the refugee camps controlled by the Polisario, 

was watered down at the last minute. The US stepped down from its initial promise to include 

the monitoring of Human Rights in the region, a monitoring that the Freedom House has 

mentioned to be “the worst of the worst” at the time (Molina, 2013; Traub, 2013). 

The abovementioned events have led some commentators, including Noam Chomsky, to 

argue that the Arab Spring did not start in Tunisia, but rather in Western Sahara in the Gdeim 

Izik protest camp that was established on October 9
th

, 2010 (Errazzouki, n.d.; Ross, 2012). 

Others argue, however, that the colonial nature of the struggle, with the UN and France 

backing Morocco, will make it hard for the Arab Spring to reach Western Sahara (Lynch, 

2011). This seems to be a fundamental difference between Western Sahara and the protests in 

other Arabic speaking countries: the protests the country witnessed seem to be motivated 

mostly by self-determination and anti-colonialism, rather than the motivation of perceived 
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mismanagement of the socio-economic situation in the country we witnessed throughout the 

region. This makes the protest less spontaneous, more organized and institutionalized and 

more longstanding than the protests witnessed in the rest of the region. Therefore I do not see 

these as significant protests related to the Arab Spring. 
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Appendix D: A schematic summary of the in-depth study of the Arab Spring 

Country Protests Dummy 

   

Algeria  Protests from December 23
rd

 2010 – 2012; 

Number of protesters: unclear (highest since 1991 election); 

Casualties: 5 

 

0 

Bahrain Protests from February 2011 to present 

Number of protesters: 150,000 (low estimate); 

Casualties: 97 

 

1 

Chad To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Comoros To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Djibouti Protests from January 28
th

 2011 –  March 2011; February 2013 

Number of protesters: 30,000 

Casualties: 12 (2013) 

 

0 

Egypt Protests from January 25
th

 2011 to present 

Number of protesters: 2,000,000 

Casualties: 841 

 

1 

Eritrea To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Ethiopia To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Iran Protests from February 14
th

 2011 until present 

Number of protesters: tens of thousands 

Casualties: 2 

 

0 

Iraq Protests from February 25
th

 2011 – May 2011 

Number of protesters: unclear (thousands in Baghdad) 

Casualties: 26 

 

0 

Jordan Protests from January 14
th

 2011 to present 

Number of protesters: 10,000  

Casualties: 1 

 

0 

Kuwait Protests from June 2011 - July 2013 

Number of protesters: 50,000 

Casualties: none reported 

 

0 

Lebanon Protests from January 12
th

 2011 – December 15
th

 2011 

Number of protesters: 8,000 

Casualties: none reported 

 

0 

Libya Protest from February 15
th

, 2011 culminated in Civil War that 

ended on  October 20
th

, 2011 

Casualties: 25,000 

 

1 

Maldives Protests January 16
th

 2011 –February 7
th

 2011 

Number of protesters: biggest protest in recent history 

Casualties: none reported 

 

0 

Mauritania Minor protests from January 7
th

 2011 extending to 2012 

Number of protesters: 200 

 

0 
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Casualties: 1 

Morocco Major protests from February 20
th

 2011 – 2012 

Number of protesters: 60,000 

Casualties: 1 

 

0 

Oman Protests from January 17
th

 2011 – May 14th 2011 

Number of protesters: 3,000 

Casualties: 6 

 

0 

Qatar To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Saudi 

Arabia 

Protests from January 21
st
 2011 to present; 

Number of protesters: 4,000 protesters; 70,000 funeral 

attendants 

Casualties: 19 

 

0 

Somalia To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Sudan Major protests from January 30
th

 2011 to present 

Number of protesters: 3,000 

Casualties: 210 

 

0 

Syria Protests started on January 26
th

 2011 and culminated in a civil 

war that is presently ongoing 

Casualties: over 100,000 

 

1 

Tanzania To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Tunisia Major protests from December 17
th

 2010 – January 13th 2011 

Number of protesters: 100,000 

Casualties: 338 

 

1 

Uganda Minor protests from April 11
th

 2011 – End of April 2011 

Number of protesters: unclear 

Casualties: 9 

 

0 

United 

Arab 

Emirates 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 0 

Western 

Sahara 

To date, no significant protests related to the Arab Spring 

 

 

0 

Yemen Major protests from January 23
rd

 2011 – June 3rd 2011 

Number of protesters: 20,000 

Casualties: 2,000 

 

1 

   

For sources, see Appendix C; the numbers indicated in this table and in the text serve as 

an indicator of how severe the protests were. All of these numbers were reported by well-

respected news agencies. Most of these numbers, however, are not verified by 

independent committees examining the protests and/or governmental force. 
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Appendix E: Countries and determinants ‘defining’ the smaller MENA region 

  

                                                 
70

 For Muslim denomination, the data of the Central Intelligence Agency and the Pew Research Center diverge. I 

chose CIA over PRC because this dataset is more recognizable and wields more authority. For Sudan, CIA has 

no numerical data, and PRC only has data for 2010, which was before the split-up between Sudan and South 

Sudan.  

 Country Population Arab Muslim Median 

Age 

      

1 Egypt 85.294.388 99,6% 90,0% 24,4 

2 Iran 79.853.900 2,0% 98,0% 27,0 

3 Algeria 38.087.812 84,0% 99,0% 26,0 

4 Sudan 34.847.910 70,0% 97,0% 18,7 

5 Morocco 32.649.130 66,0% 99,0% 26,2 

6 Iraq 31.858.481 75-80% 97,0% 19,1 

7 Saudi Arabia 26.939.583 90,0% 100,0% 26,1 

8 Yemen 25.408.288 95,0% 99,0% 18,2 

9 Syria 22.457.336 90,3% 90,0% 21,9 

10 Tunisia 10.835.873 98,0% 98,0% 29,0 

11 Israel 7.707.042 20,5% 16,9% 30,1 

12 Jordan 6.482.081 98,0% 92,0% 22,5 

13 Libya 6.002.347 97,0% 97,0% 25,6 

14 United Arab 

Emirates 

5.473.972 40,0% 96,0% 28,0 

15 Lebanon 4.131.583 95,0% 59,7% 28,5 

16 Oman 3.154.134 90,0% 100,0% 25,1 

17 Kuwait 2.695.316 80,0% 85,0% 28,4 

18 Qatar 2.042.444 40,0% 77,5% 31,6 

19 Bahrain 1.281.332 51,4% 81,2% 30,0 

20 Djibouti 792.198 < 5,0% 94,0% 22,0 

21 Palestine N.D. N.D. N.D. 18,2 

      

Sources: Population: (The World Factbook, 2013); Arab: (The World Factbook, 

2013), with Bahrain: ‘Bahraini Arabs’ + ‘Other Arabs’ (“Bahraini Census 2010,” 

n.d.); Muslim: (The World Factbook, 2013), with Yemen: (The Pew Research 

Center’s Religion and Public Life Project, 2011), Sudan: (UNDP Sudan, 2012); 

Median Age: (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 

Division, 2013).
70

 

The global median population is 28,5. 
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Appendix F: Scope Condition and Possibility Principle: All Arabic Speaking countries and their 

Freedom Levels 

1,0 - 2,5 Free 3,0 - 5,0 Partly Free 5,5 - 7,0 Not Free No FH Data 

Australia (1,0) 

Israel (1,5) 

 

Comoros (4,0) 

Kuwait (4,5) 

Lebanon (4,0) 

Maldives (3,5) 
71

 

Morocco (4,5) 

Tanzania (3,0) 

Uganda (4,5) 

Algeria (5,5) 

Bahrain (5,5) 

Chad (6,5) 

Djibouti (5,5) 

Egypt (5,5) 

Eritrea (7,0) 

Ethiopia (6,0) 

Iran (6,0) 

Iraq (5,5) 

Jordan (5,5) 

Libya (7,0) 

Mauritania (5,5) 

Oman (5,5) 

Qatar (5,5) 

Saudi Arabia (6,5) 

Somalia (7,0) 

Sudan (7,0) 

Syria (6,5) 

Tunisia (6,0) 

United Arab Emirates 

(5,5) 

West Bank (5,5) 

Western Sahara (6,5) 
72

 

Yemen (5,5) 

Gaza Strip 

(Palestine) 

South Sudan 

Sources: Arabic Speaking Countries: (The World Factbook, 2013) (For Palestine there is no 

data in The World Factbook, but its constitutional rules and principles declare: “Arabic shall 

be the official language.” (The Palestinian Basic Law (current), 2003, art. 4, cl. 3));  

Freedom Levels of these countries: (Freedom House, 2011). 

 

 

                                                 
71

 In the Maldives the population officially speaks: Dhivehi (official, dialect of Sinhala, script derived from 

Arabic) and English (spoken by most government officials). The language is heavily influenced by Arabic. 
72

 In the Western Sahara the population officially speaks: Hassaniya Arabic and Moroccan Arabic. 
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Appendix G: Data summary and dichotomization of: Concentration of 

where people live 

Country: Pop. density Di Country: Urbanizatio
n 

DI 

Western Sahara 2 0 Uganda 15,6% 0 

Libya 4 0 Ethiopia 17,0% 0 

Mauritania 4 0 Eritrea 21,3% 0 

Chad 9 0 Chad 21,8% 0 

Oman 10 0 Tanzania 26,7% 0 

Saudi Arabia 13 0 Comoros 28,0% 0 

Algeria 16 0 Yemen 32,3% 0 

Somalia 16 0 Sudan 33,2% 0 

Sudan 18 0 Somalia 37,7% 0 

Djibouti 40 0 Maldives 41,2% 0 

Eritrea 47 0 Mauritania 41,5% 0 

Iran 48 0 Egypt 43,5% 0 

Yemen 48 0 Syria 56,1% 1 

Tanzania 50 0 Morocco 57,0% 1 

Tunisia 66 1 Tunisia 66,3% 1 

Jordan 71 1 Iraq 66,5% 1 

Morocco 73 1 Iran 69,1% 1 

Iraq 77 1 Algeria 73,0% 1 

Ethiopia 79 1 Oman 73,4% 1 

Egypt 82 1 Djibouti 77,1% 1 

United Arab Emirates 97 1 Libya 77,7% 1 

Syria 122 1 Western Sahara 82,0% 1 

Uganda 148 1 Saudi Arabia 82,3% 1 

Kuwait 162 1 Jordan 82,7% 1 

Qatar 171 1 United Arab Emirates 84,4% 1 

Comoros 346 1 Lebanon 87,2% 1 

Lebanon 414 1 Bahrain 88,7% 1 

Maldives 1110 1 Kuwait 98,3% 1 

Bahrain 1925 1 Qatar 98,8% 1 

 

 

 

 

Appendix H: Data summary and dichotomization of: Corruption 

 

 

 

Country Corruption Perception Index 2011 Rank Dichotomy 

Qatar 7,2 22 0 

United Arab Emirates 6,8 28 0 

Bahrain 5,1 46 0 

Oman 4,8 50 0 

Kuwait 4,6 54 0 

Jordan 4,5 56 0 

Saudi Arabia 4,4 57 0 

Tunisia 3,8 73 0 

Morocco 3,4 80 0 

Djibouti 3 100 1 

Tanzania 3 100 1 

Algeria 2,9 112 1 

Egypt, Arab Rep. 2,9 112 1 

Ethiopia 2,7 120 1 

Iran, Islamic Rep. 2,7 120 1 

Syrian Arab Republic 2,6 129 1 

Eritrea 2,5 134 1 

Lebanon 2,5 134 1 

Maldives 2,5 134 1 

Comoros 2,4 143 1 

Mauritania 2,4 143 1 

Uganda 2,4 143 1 

Yemen, Rep. 2,1 164 1 

Chad 2 168 1 

Libya 2 168 1 

Iraq 1,8 175 1 

Sudan 1,6 177 1 

Somalia 1 182 1 

Western Sahara No Data No Data - 
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Appendix I: Data summary and dichotomization of: Economic 

Development 

Country GDP/cap 2010 DI Sources 

Qatar 98.948 1 IMF 

United Arab Emirates 47.729 1 IMF 

Kuwait 41.701 1 IMF 

Oman 27.567 1 IMF 

Bahrain 27.129 1 IMF 

Saudi Arabia 24.411 1 IMF 

Lebanon 15.523 1 IMF 

Iran 12.789 1 IMF 

Tunisia 9.389 1 IMF 

Algeria 7.112 1 IMF 

Egypt 6.344 1 IMF 

Libya 6.017 1 IMF 

Jordan 5.907 1 IMF 

Morocco 5.080 1 IMF 

Syria 5.041 1 IMF 

Iraq 3.895 0 IMF 

Sudan 2.730 0 IMF 

Djibouti 2.537 0 IMF 

Western Sahara 2.500 0 CIA World Factbook 

Yemen 2.307 0 IMF 

Mauritania 2.008 0 IMF 

Chad 1.841 0 IMF 

Ethiopia 1.019 0 IMF 

Eritrea 683 0 IMF 

Somalia 600 0 CIA World Factbook 

Maldives 8,092 0 IMF 

Tanzania 1,511 0 IMF 

Uganda 1,332 0 IMF 

Comoros 1,204 0 IMF 

    

 

 

Appendix J: Data summary and dichotomization of: Economic Growth 

 

Country Economic growth (2010+2011) Dichotomy 

Saudi Arabia 12,22% 1 

Ethiopia 11,63% 1 

Maldives 10,10% 1 

Iraq 8,98% 1 

Chad 8,21% 1 

Qatar 7,78% 1 

Tanzania 7,16% 1 

Lebanon 6,70% 1 

Sudan 6,64% 1 

Morocco 6,00% 1 

Uganda 5,46% 1 

Eritrea 4,10% 1 

Mauritania 3,70% 1 

Egypt, Arab Rep. 3,47% 1 

Algeria 2,20% 1 

Syrian Arab Republic 0,80% 1 

Jordan 0,43% 1 

Comoros -0,76% 0 

Tunisia -1,21% 0 

Bahrain -1,82% 0 

Kuwait -5,21% 0 

Oman -6,74% 0 

Yemen, Rep. -7,38% 0 

United Arab Emirates -11,98% 0 

Djibouti No Data - 

Iran, Islamic Rep. No Data - 

Libya No Data - 

Somalia No Data - 

Western Sahara No Data - 
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Appendix K: Data summary and dichotomization of: Education 

 

Country: Literacy DI Country: SLE DI 

Maldives 98,4% 1 Libya 16 1 

Qatar 96,3% 1 Saudi Arabia 15 1 

Bahrain 94,6% 1 Tunisia 15 1 

Kuwait 93,3% 1 Bahrain 14 1 

Jordan 92,6% 1 Kuwait 14 1 

Libya 89,2% 1 Lebanon 14 1 

Lebanon 87,4% 1 Oman 14 1 

Saudi Arabia 86,6% 1 Iran 14 1 

Oman 81,4% 0 Algeria 14 1 

Syria 79,6% 0 Maldives 13 1 

Iraq 78,2% 0 Qatar 13 1 

United Arab Emirates 77,9% 0 Jordan 13 1 

Iran 77,0% 0 United Arab Emirates 13 1 

Comoros 75,5% 0 Egypt 12 1 

Tunisia 74,3% 0 Syria 11 0 

Uganda 73,2% 0 Uganda 11 0 

Egypt 72,0% 0 Morocco 11 0 

Algeria 69,9% 0 Iraq 10 0 

Djibouti 67,9% 0 Comoros 10 0 

Eritrea 67,8% 0 Tanzania 9 0 

Tanzania 67,8% 0 Yemen 9 0 

Yemen 63,9% 0 Ethiopia 9 0 

Sudan 61,1% 0 Mauritania 8 0 

Mauritania 58,0% 0 Chad 8 0 

Morocco 56,1% 0 Djibouti 6 0 

Ethiopia 42,7% 0 Eritrea 5 0 

Somalia 37,8% 0 Sudan 4 0 

Chad 34,5% 0 Somalia 3 0 

Western Sahara No Data 0 Western Sahara ND 0 

 

 

 

 

Appendix L: Data summary and dichotomization of: Ethnic 

Fractionalization 
 

Country Ethnic Fractionalization Dichotomy 
Uganda 0,9302 1 
Chad 0,862 1 
Somalia 0,8117 1 
Djibouti 0,7962 1 
Libya 0,792 1 
Qatar 0,7456 1 
Tanzania 0,7353 1 
Ethiopia 0,7235 1 
Sudan 0,7147 1 
Iran 0,6684 1 
Kuwait 0,6604 1 
Eritrea 0,6524 1 
United Arab Emirates 0,6252 1 
Mauritania 0,615 1 
Jordan 0,5926 1 
Syria 0,5399 1 
Bahrain 0,5021 1 
Morocco 0,4841 1 
Oman 0,4373 1 
Iraq 0,3689 1 
Algeria 0,3394 0 
Egypt 0,1836 0 
Saudi Arabia 0,18 0 
Lebanon 0,1314 0 
Tunisia 0,0394 0 
Comoros 0 0 
Yemen 0 0 
Maldives No Data - 
Western Sahara No Data 
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Appendix M: Data summary and dichotomization of: Infant Mortality 

 

Country: Infant Mortality 
mortality 

DI 
Somalia 101,91 1 
Chad 91,94 1 
Comoros 67,12 1 
Uganda 62,47 1 
Ethiopia 58,28 1 
Western Sahara 57,5 1 
Mauritania 57,48 1 
Sudan 54,23 1 
Yemen 51,93 1 
Djibouti 51,77 1 
Tanzania 45,1 1 
Iran 40,02 1 
Eritrea 39,38 1 
Iraq 38,86 1 
Maldives 25,5 0 
Morocco 25,49 0 
Tunisia 24,07 0 
Egypt 23,3 0 
Algeria 22,57 0 
Jordan 15,26 0 
Saudi Arabia 15,08 0 
Lebanon 14,81 0 
Syria 14,63 0 
Oman 14,46 0 
Libya 12,26 0 
United Arab Emirates 11,25 0 
Bahrain 9,93 0 
Kuwait 7,68 0 
Qatar 6,6 0 

 

 

 

Appendix N: Data summary and dichotomization of: Oil production 

 
Country: Oil export (bbl/day) DI 
Iraq 6.880.000 1 
Lebanon 2.600.000 1 
Maldives 2.377.000 1 
Libya 2.142.000 1 
Egypt 1.395.000 1 
Ethiopia 1.378.000 1 
Chad 1.106.000 1 
Saudi Arabia 1.097.000 1 
Jordan 705.100 1 
Tanzania 175.200 1 
Djibouti 152.600 1 
Kuwait 152.400 1 
Yemen 125.700 1 
Tunisia 97.270 1 
Qatar 85.000 1 
Morocco 77.980 1 
Uganda 7.337 1 
Algeria 0 0 

0 Bahrain 0 0 
Comoros 0 0 
Eritrea 0 0 
Iran 0 0 
Mauritania 0 0 
Oman 0 0 
Somalia 0 0 
Sudan 0 0 
Syria 0 0 
United Arab Emirates 0 0 
Western Sahara 0 0 
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Appendix O: Data summary and dichotomization of: Press Freedom 

 

country: Index Score (2010) Rank in world (2010) DI 
Tanzania 13 41 1 
Maldives 16 52 1 
Comoros 19 70 1 
Lebanon 20,5 78 1 
Kuwait 23,75 87 1 
United Arab Emirates 23,75 87 1 
Mauritania 25,38 95 1 
Uganda 25,5 96 1 
Djibouti 30,5 110 0 
Chad 33,17 112 0 
Jordan 37 120 0 
Qatar 38 121 0 
Oman 40,25 124 0 
Egypt 43,33 127 0 
Iraq 45,58 130 0 
Algeria 47,33 133 0 
Morocco 47,4 135 0 
Ethiopia 49,38 139 0 
Bahrain 51,38 144 0 
Saudi Arabia 61,5 157 0 
Libya 63,5 160 0 
Somalia 66 161 0 
Tunisia 72,5 164 0 
Yemen 82,13 170 0 
Sudan 85,33 172 0 
Syria 91,5 173 0 
Iran 94,56 175 0 
Eritrea 105 178 0 
Western Sahara - - - 
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Appendix P: Data summary and dichotomization of: Regime Type  

 Competiveness of Political Participation 

Executive Recruitment Repressed 
(0) 

Suppressed 
(1) 

Unregulated 
(2) 

Factional 
(3) 

Transitional 
(4) 

Competitive 
(5) 

(1) Ascription  QAT, SAU BAH, OMA    

(2) Ascription + Designation  UAE KUW, MOR  JOR  

(3) Designation  SYR ERI, IRN ETH, TUN   

(4) Self-Selection  LIB  SUD, YEM   

(5) Transition from  
Self-Selection 

EGY, MAU   ALG, CHA, 
UGA 

  

(6) Ascription +  
Election 

      

(7) Transitional or  
Restricted Election 

 

 

 TAN DJI, IRQ   

(8) Competitive  
Election 

   LEB COM  

       

Based on Polity IV scales for Executive Recruitment (EXREC) and Competitiveness of Political Participation (PARCOMP) for the year 2011. 
 
Data for Libya, Tunisia is for 2010 (not 2011); 
Missing data: the Maldives, Western Sahara;  
Somalia is seen as Failed State. 
 
Grey = Full Autocracy (codes as ‘0’); White = Partial Autocracy (coded as ‘1’) 
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Appendix Q: Data summary and dichotomization of: Unemployment 

 

Country: Unemployment DI Sources 
Qatar 0,5 0 CIA World Factbook 
Kuwait 2,2 0 CIA World Factbook 
United Arab Emirates 2,4 0 CIA World Factbook 
Uganda 4,2 0 Tradingeconomics 
Lebanon 6,2 0 Tradingeconomics 
Morocco 8,8 0 CIA World Factbook 
Algeria 10,2 0 CIA World Factbook 
Saudi Arabia 10,7 0 CIA World Factbook 
Tanzania 10,7 0 Tradingeconomics 
Maldives 11,7 0 Tradingeconomics 
Eritrea 12,1 1 Factmonster.com 
Jordan 12,3 1 CIA World Factbook 
Egypt 12,5 1 CIA World Factbook 
Bahrain 15 1 CIA World Factbook 
Oman 15 1 CIA World Factbook 
Iran 15,5 1 CIA World Factbook 
Iraq 16 1 CIA World Factbook 
Syria 18 1 CIA World Factbook 
Tunisia 18,8 1 CIA World Factbook 
Comoros 20 1 CIA World Factbook 
Sudan 20 1 CIA World Factbook 
Ethiopia 20,4 1 Tradingeconomics 
Chad 22,6 1 Tradingeconomics 
Western Sahara 25 1 Expert Guide on Western Sahara 
Libya 30 1 CIA World Factbook 
Mauritania 30 1 CIA World Factbook 
Yemen 35 1 

 Somalia 54,26 1 UNDP Somalia Youth Employment Report 
Djibouti 59 1 

  

 

 

Appendix R: Data summary and dichotomization of: Young 

Population 

country: Median Age M AGE  

Chad 15,5 1  

Uganda 15,5 1  

Somalia 16,1 1  

Tanzania 17,3 1 Indexmundi.com 

Ethiopia 17,5 1  

Yemen 18,2 1  

Eritrea 18,3 1  

Sudan 18,7 1  

Comoros 19,1 1  

Iraq 19,1 1  

Mauritania 19,5 1  

Syria 21,9 1  

Djibouti 22 1  

Jordan 22,5 1  

Maldives 23,6 1  

Egypt 24,4 1  

Oman 25,1 1  

Libya 25,6 1  

Algeria 26 1  

Saudi Arabia 26,1 1  

Morocco 26,2 1  

Iran 27 1  

Western Sahara 27,2 1  

United Arab Emirates 28 1  

Kuwait 28,4 1  

Lebanon 28,5 0  

Tunisia 29 0  

Bahrain 30 0  

Qatar 31,6 0  
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Appendix S: Correlations of outcomes of the dependent variable per independent variable 

Variable 

%
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Age (median) 4 / 6 21 / 23 NO NO* 

Child Mortality 1 / 6 04 / 23 NO NO 

Corruption Perception Index 3 / 6 15 / 23 NO NO 

Economic Growth 2 / 5 03 / 19 NO NO 

Ethnic fractionalization 3 / 6 18 / 23 NO NO 

GDP/Capita 5 / 6 10 / 23 NO NO 

Literacy Rate 2 / 6 07 / 23 NO NO 

Oil production 0 / 6 12 / 23 YES NO 

Political Trigger 1 / 6 11 / 23 NO NO 

Population Density 4 / 6 12 / 23 NO NO 

Press Freedom 0 / 6 08 / 22 YES NO 

Protests 6 / 6 09 / 23 YES NO 

Regime Type 3 / 6 16 / 23 NO NO 

Standard Life of Education 4 / 6 10 / 23 NO NO 

Unemployment Rate 6 / 6 19 / 23 YES NO 

Urbanization Rate 4 / 6 13 / 23 NO NO 
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  URB UnEmp SLEdu REGIM PRESS OIL M AGE LIT InfMo GROW ETH ECO DENSE CORR 
CORR C 1,0=S0 C 0,0=S0 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 C C 0,1=S0 C C 0,0=S0   
    (N=5)   (N=4) (N=6) (N=9) (N=1)     (N=4)     (N=2)   

    0,0=S0     0,1=S0 0,0=S0 0,1=S0               

    (N=5)     (N=1) (N=2) (N=6)               

              
 

              

                              

DENSE C 1,0=S0 C C 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 C C 1,1=S0 1,1=S0 C 1,0=S0   
     (N=7)     (N=6) N=7)     (N=4) (n=8)   (N=5)   
     0,0=S0     0,1=S0 0,0=S0               
     (N=3)     (N=2) (N=5)               
                             
                             
 ECO C 1,0=S0 0,1=S0 0,0=S0 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 C C 1,1=S0 0,1=S0 0,1=S0   

      (N=7) (N=1) (N=2) (N=3) (N=3)     (N=1) (N=9) (N=11)   
      0,0=S0     0,1=S 0,0=S0     0,0=S0       
      (N=3)       (N=9)     (N=1)       
                            
                            
  ETH 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 C C 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 C 0,1= S0 1,1=S0 C   

     (N=8) (N=6)     (N=5) (N=9)   (N=3) (N=12)     
       0,0=S0       0,0=S0           
       (N=4)       (N=3)           
                           
                           
   GROW C 1,0=S0 C 1,1=S0 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 1,1=S0 1,1=S0   

    
    (N=8)   (N=12) (N=5) (N=8) (N=2) (N=5) (N=8)   

        0,0=S0   0,0=S0 0,1=S0 0,0=S0 0,0=S1       
        (N=2)   (N=1) (N=3) (N=1) (N=2)       
                          
                          
     

Appendix T: Outcomes of the conjunctions of all 15 variables 
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  URB UnEmp SLEdu REGIM PRESS OIL M AGE LIT InfMo GROW ETH ECO DENSE CORR 
InfMo 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 C 1,1=S0   

       (N=4) (N=2) (N=1) (N=2) (N=4) (N=8)   (N=1)   
         0,0=S0     0,1=S0 0,0=S0       
         (N=8)     (N=4) (N=4)       
                         
                         
     LIT 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 C 1,1=S0 1,0=S0 0,0=S1   

        (N=1) (N=5) (N=1)   (N=3) (N=4) (N=1)   
          0,0=S0     0,1=S0 0,0=S0     
          (N=5)     (N=5) (N=8)     
                0,0=S0       
                (N=5)       
      M AGE C 0,1=S1 C 0,0=S0 1,1=S0 1,0=S0   

         
 

(N=2)   (N=1) (N=7) (N=11)   
           1,0=S0     0,1=S0 0,0=S1   
           (N=8)     (N=1) (N=1)   
           0,0=S0           
           (N=2)           
       OIL 0,1=S0 1,0=S0 0,1=S0 0,1=S0 1,1=S0   

        
  (N=5) (N=5) (N=3) (N=11) (N=3)   

          0,0=S0 0,1=S0 0,0-S0 0,0=S0 0,1=S0   
          (N=7) (N=7) (N=9) (N=1) (N=4)   
            0,0=S0     0,0=S0   
            (N=5)     (N=6)   
        PRESS 1,1=S0 1,1=S0 1,1=S0 1,1=S0   

           (N=3) (N=2) (N=4) (N=6)   
           1,0=S0 1,0=S0 1,0=S0 1,0=S0   

           (N=4) (N=6) (N=3) (N=3)   
             0,0=S0       
             (N=4)       
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  URB UnEmp SLEdu REGIM PRESS OIL M AGE LIT InfMo GROW ETH ECO DENSE CORR 
REGIM C 1,0=S0 0,1=S0   

              N=7 (N=2)   
              0,0=S0     
              N=3     
                    
                    
          SLEdu 1,0=S0 1,0=S0   

             (N=3) (N=7)   
               0,0=S0   
               (N=3)   
                   
                   
           UnEmp 0,1=S0   

              (N=7)   
              0,0=S0   
              (N=3)   
                  
                  
            URB   

                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
             1,0=S1 

(N=7) 

Means: if the variable on this row scores 1, and the variable of this column scores 0, this conjunction is sufficient(S) for the outcome 1 

– and this holds for seven cases (N=7) 

0,1=N0 

N=3 

Means: if the variable on this row scores 0, and the variable of this column scores 1, this conjunction is necessary(N) for the outcome 

0 – and this holds for three cases (N=3) 

C Means: all possible conjunctions of these two variables (0,0; 1,0; 0,1; 1,1) were conflicting 

 To increase the readability of the table, all conflicting conjunctions were kept out of the table. This means that when, for instance, one 

conjunction is shown to be sufficient / necessary for a certain outcome, the other three possible conjunctions are conflicting.  

 The three variables that combined are sufficient for the outcome of protest have been made grey 
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