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Arab Spring in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya: A Comparative Analysis of Causes and
Determinants

Ufiem Maurice Ogbonnaya*

Abstract:

The Arab Spring, a pro-democracy uprising which has been sweeping through
North Africa and the entire Arab world since 2010, has been described as a
cataclysmic revolutionary wave that has seen the over-throw of numerous
political regimes in its wake. This has had great impacts on the political
developments and democratic governance in the Arab world in particular and the
world in general. Though the political, environmental and socio-economic factors
and variables that resulted in and sustained the revolutions in the affected states
appear similar in nature, they vary from one country to the other.Using the MO
Ibrahim Foundation Index, Transparency International’s Corruption Perception
Index among others on selected indicators, this paper draws a comparative
analysis of the key factors and variables that gave rise to the Arab Spring. The
paper focuses particularly on the North African countries of Egypt, Libya and
Tunisia. Findings show that the inability of governments in these affected states to
respond adequately to the growing demands of political inclusion, good
governance, job creation and policies of inclusive growth played fundamental
roles in awakening the people’s consciousness, resulting in the revolutions.This
paper recommends the institutionalization of participatory and multiparty
democracy and the implementation of people-oriented policies such as job
creation and the introduction of poverty reduction programmes among others, as
a means of sustaining the success of the revolutions.
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Introduction
One of the consequences of the emergence of the current form of globalization since the twentieth
century has been the increasing wave of international security challenges. These challenges
threaten the sovereignty and territoriality of nation-states as well as the legitimacy of national
governments and political regimes. In the United States, there was the Al-Qaeda terrorist attack
on the World Trade Centre on September 12, 2001and similar attacks in Britain and Spain
afterwards1. In other parts of Europe, minority groups long forgotten and thought to be wholly
assimilated are stating their case for autonomy and/or independence and where the situation is not
matured for the peaceful granting of their rights, the nations are taking their case to the battle field
as witnessed in the horrors of the former Yugoslavia2.
In Africa, Patrice Yeno described the increasing wave of socio-political conflicts by
“unruly chaotic entities” as fallout of the increasing wave of globalization. These conflicts have
increased in tempo and scope over the years3 . From Liberia, Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), Cote d’Ivoire and currently Mali in the West African sub-region, where high and low
intensity internal conflict have plagued both the individual states and the entire continent, to
Burundi, Somalia and the Central African region where an orgy of conflicts was triggered by the
Rwandan genocide, security threats to national governments and legitimacy of regimes are
evident.
The Arab Spring, a pro-democracy uprising that has been sweeping through the Middle
East and North Africa since December 18, 2010, is the latest of this global security crisis. A major
slogan of the demonstrators in the Arab world has been ash–shab yurid isa at an–nixam (the will
of the people is to bring down the regime) 4 . Although demonstrations have met with violent
reactions from government authorities and anti-demonstrators, the development has seen the
overthrow of political regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen while intensifying
demonstrations and violent conflict are continuing in Syria.
With particular reference to North Africa, the African Development Bank (AfDB) has
asserted that the political origins of the Arab Spring are connected to the inability of the state and
governments in Egypt, Libya and Tunisia to respond adequately to the growing demands of
political inclusion, good governance, job creation and policies of inclusive growth 5 . Other
circumstances that have been attributed to the demonstrations in the North African countries are
poor human development, lack of sustainable economic opportunities, national insecurity,
violations of human rights and absence of participatory democracy and rule of law. Though these
determining factors and variables are the same in the affected countries, the degree of their
prevalence varies from one state to the other. Thus, with particular focus on Egypt, Libya and
Tunisia, this paper draws a comparative analysis of the political, environmental and socioeconomic imperatives that caused, heightened and sustained the revolutions and social tension in
Egypt, Libya and Tunisia. To sustain the success of the Arab Spring, the paper points out the
imperative of the institutionalization of participatory and multi-party democracy and
implementation of socio-economic reforms.
This paper is divided into four sections. Section one introduces the paper and takes an
overview of the Arab Spring and revolutionary trends in the Arab World. While section two
explains the methodology adopted in conducting the study, section four makes the presentation of
the findings from the study. Finally, section four concludes the paper with recommendations.

An Overview of the Arab Spring and Revolutionary Trends in the Arab World
The Arab Spring, also known as the Arab Revolution or Arab Awakening, is a revolutionary wave
of demonstrations and protests that started in Tunisia on December 18, 2010. Till date, rulers and
political regimes have been forced out of power in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen while civil
up risings have erupted in Bahrain and Syria; major protests have broken out in Algeria, Iraq,
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Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco and Sudan; minor protests have occurred in Lebanon, Mauritania,
Oman, Saudi Arabia, Djibouti and Western Sahara6. Clashes at the borders of Israel and protests
by Arab minorities in Iranian Khuzestan erupted in May 20117. The sectarian clashes in Lebanon
have also been described as a spillover violence of the Syrian uprising and hence the regional
Arab Spring8.
|6

A combination of factors has been identified as having led to the protests. These include
issues such as dictatorship or absolute monarchy, human rights violations, government corruption,
economic decline, unemployment, extreme poverty, and a number of demographic structural
factors such as a large percentage of educated but dissatisfied youths within the population9. With
particular reference to Africa, the African Development Bank (AfDB) has submitted that the
political and economic origins of the Arab Spring are straight forward: Egypt, Libya and Tunisia
all failed to develop pluralistic and open political systems. On economic grounds, the Bank asserts
that governments in the region failed at job creation, especially for the young, and the economic
policies which formed the basis for inclusive growth after independence started to unravel 10 .
Furthermore, the Bank notes that for more than three decades, North Africa’s economies have
failed to grow fast enough to create sufficient good jobs. Between 1980 and 2010, per capita
income in the region averaged only 0.5 per cent per year. Unemployment has averaged about 12
per cent over the past two decades, the highest rate of any region in the world11. Also Annia
Ciezadlo12 and Marc Bellemare13 have located the major cause of the Arab Spring in increasing
and rapid food prices within the region. According to Bellemare, the second food crisis, which
began at the end of 2010 and saw food prices increase by 40 per cent between January 2010 and
February 2011, was most prominently associated with the so-called Arab Spring – a series of
events which began with food riots in Algeria and in Tunisia in early January 201114.
In Syria, the total domination of the country has been underpinned by a well established
and often ruthless state security apparatus that enjoys a reputation for violence, torture and
execution of dissident elements. In mid-March 2011, a group of teenagers in Dara’a, posted antigovernment graffiti and demonstrated against the regime of President Bashar al-Assad. This was
the start of a series of demonstrations that quickly spread across Syria. More precisely,
Muhammad Baroutt has identified multidimensional marginalization, oppression by local
authorities, and repression by an arbitrary central government, limited benefits from economic
growth coupled with low human development indicators, high rates of unemployment and
poverty, and high age-dependency as stimulating the lingering anti-government demonstrations
and protests in Syria15. Though the Syrian demonstrations have been met with violent reactions
from government authorities, they are persisting. In Yemen, the International Crisis Group in its
March 2011 release identified “dire and worsening economic conditions” for the average Yemenis
as part of the remote causes of the popular protests in the country16.
In sum, ten reasons have been identified as causing the violent demonstrations in the Arab
world namely inflation and shortages, unemployment/underdevelopment, political/religious
oppression, absence of political dissent/lack of political participation, foreign interference,
kleptocracy, police and state brutality, autocracy, social imbalance and restrictions on
communications and censorship17.
According to Omar Abdullah, the Arab Spring revolutions varied according to the socioeconomic, political and environmental factors and the nature of each ruling regime, and
depending on the degree of civility in surrounding environments, the momentum in achieving the
revolution's goals and was faster when charting the features of such revolutions. The revolutions
in Tunisia and Egypt were the fastest to take shape despite the apparent control and strength of the
ruling class, whose allegiance and connections to the institutions providing security for the regime
did not cross professional boundaries, though some officials in these institutions reaped multiple
material merits at the individual level18. With particular reference to Egypt, Ali Sarihan observed
that the protesters met with opposition from the bourgeoisie of Egypt. The group had many
interests invested in Mubarak, and wanted to further their personal interests rather than those of
the Egyptian national. As a result, they did not support the protests. However, this opposition and
Mubarak’s statement that he would not run for future elections notwithstanding, the people on the
Vol. 12, No. 3, Fall 2013
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street did not believe him, and the demonstrations continued to grow. Mubarak resisted the
protests for 18 days, but eventually, Mubarak’s 30-year regime ended on February 11, 2011.
However, in those other countries where, historically or politically, regional, tribal, sectarian,
doctrinal, or ideological partisanships have developed and prevailed, the demise of existing
regimes meant a collapse of their supporting institutions’ gains. Such an environment led to a
prolonged conflict and an escalation of confrontation, revolts, actions, and reactions to an extent
that drained each party and forced them into accepting bargains and compromises, as in Yemen 19.
In other cases, Omar Abdullah has observed that the parties had to consider such
insurrection as a chapter in a long battle of destiny, so each party, particularly revolutionists, had
to be content with what has been achieved, and postpone a showdown until sometime in the
future. However, each party understands the risks such a stand entails for their presence. This is
evident in the Syrian case, where the possibility of the regime relinquishing control, as in Tunisia
and Egypt, or bargain with the populace, as in Yemen, is unlikely. The international presence,
however, may make the liquidation of opposition figures by the regime a difficult task due to the
relative weakness it would suffer after the battle20.
The Libyan situation can be considered a mixture of the two cases above. The spark of
mobility against the regime was a by-product of the violent way in which it faced people with
other ideologies (i.e., Islamists). Such groups had become centred and built capabilities in the
eastern part of the country for work-related reasons, which was then mingled with regional and
tribal sympathy. Around these groups, all those with reasons to clash with the regime, whether
ideological, political, or regional and perhaps tribal motives, gathered. Additionally, insiders with
views that clashed with the regime rapidly turned into pillars for revolting against it. And because
the forces supporting the Libyan regime were not based on strong partisanship, they were at an
existential threat if the regime and its individual leader fell, which prolonged the battle, relatively
speaking. The end was known and inevitable, no matter how long the regime resisted, because of
what we can term the collective fanaticism among supporters as in Yemen and Syria.
Thus it can be seen from the foregoing analysis that the circumstances that created the
enabling environment for the rise, sustenance, success and the lingering of the revolutions in the
Arab world considerably varied from one country to the other.
Analytical Framework
The United Nations definition of Northern Africa includes eight countries: Algeria, Egypt, Libya,
Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, Libya and Western Sahara. Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Libya and often
Mauritania are the Maghreb while Egypt and Sudan are referred to as Nile Valley21. Revolutions
in these countries began on the 18th of December, 2010 and have forced leaders out of power in
Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. Major protests have also broken out in Algeria, Morocco and Sudan
while minor protests have occurred in Mauritania and the Western Sahara.
The focus of this section is to provide a descriptive analysis of the socio-economic, political
and environmental factors that were prevalent in Egypt, Tunisia and Libya before the outbreak of
the Arab Spring. These countries were selected because the revolutions in these countries were
more pronounced. The socio-economic, political and environmental factors to consider are:
corruption, poverty, human right violations, National Security, Human Development, Rule of
Law, Sustainable Economic Opportunity, and Participation and Human Right. According to the
Mo Ibrahim Index, the components of these factors are as tabulated below;
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Table 1: Components of the Selected Socio-political and economic Indices for Egypt,Tunisia, and
Libya
Indices

Components

Corruption

Corruption in Government and Public Officials

Poverty (Welfare)

As welfare which comprise social exclusion, access to health and education,
public resources and utilities, and the impact of environmental sustainability
on welfare

Human Right
Violations

Domestic political persecution, physical integrity rights, political terror,
social unrest and safety of the person

National Security

Cross border tensions, government involvement in armed conflict, domestic
armed conflict, political refugees, internally displaced people

Human Development

Welfare services (health and education), access to piped water, access to
sanitation, environmental sustainability, and social protection and labour

Rule of Law

Judicial process, judicial independence, sanctions,

Sustainable Economic
Opportunity

Public management, Business environment, infrastructure,

Participation & Human
Rights

Free and fair elections, political participation, political rights, workers right,
freedom of expression, freedom of speech, press freedom, and protection of
civil liberties

|8

Source: Mo Ibrahim Index (2010)22

Some of these factors are identified by the AfDB23 while others were included by the author.
Secondary data for these indices are collected from the MO Ibrahim Foundation Index and
Transparency International from 2000-2010. The choice of this period is to analyse the trend of
the selected indices before the Arab Spring. The MO Ibrahim index Scores from 0-100, where
100=best and 0=worst; while Transparency International (TI) scores corruption from 0-10 where
0 is highly corrupt and 10 is very clean. Corruption Perception Index is an alternative measure of
domestic and public sector corruption. It is made up of the following components; bribery,
cronyism, kleptocracy, electoral fraud, nepotism, slush fund, plutocracy and political scandal. A
summary of the indicators for the countries under consideration is presented in Table 2;
Table 2: Selected Socio-political and economic Indices for Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya: 2000 –
2010 Averages
A

Egypt

Average (2000-2010)

1 Corruption in Govt and Public Officials

40.00

2 Poverty (Welfare)

65.11

3 Human Right Violation

25.00

4 National Security

82.05

Vol. 12, No. 3, Fall 2013
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B

C

5 Human Development

73.54

6 Rule of Law

60.85

7 Sustainable Economic Opportunity

59.67

8 Participation and Human Right

32.55

Tunisia
1 Corruption in Govt and Public Officials

49.09

2 Poverty (Welfare)

82.17

3 Human Right Violation

20.45

4 National Security

92.61

5 Human Development

85.26

6 Rule of Law

51.52

7 Sustainable Economic Opportunity

65.56

8 Participation and Human Right

38.70

Libya
1 Corruption in Govt and Public Officials

0.00

2 Poverty (Welfare)

63.20

3 Human Right Violation

17.23

4 National Security

83.76

5 Human Development

82.10

6 Rule of Law

24.42

7 Sustainable Economic Opportunity

58.47

8 Participation and Human Right

17.23

Source: MO Ibrahim Index (2010) and Authors Computation

Results and Discussion
The data from the MO Ibrahim index reveal that official corruption in Egypt averaged 40 points
between 2000 and 2010. Poverty (Welfare) scored an average of 65.11 points, National Security
scored 82.05 points, Human Development scored 73.54 points and Sustainable Economic
Opportunity scored 59.67 points. While Human right violation scored 25 points, Political
Participation and Human Rights scored 38.70 points. This implies that though welfare in Egypt
was relatively high between 2000 and 2010, there was high rate of human rights violation and
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Figure 1: Corruption Perception Index for Egypt
Corruption Perception Score

| 10

political exclusion in the country. Also, while Human Development scored 73.54 points,
Sustainable Economic Opportunity was at an average score of 59.67 points. In other words the
level of human development was higher than the available sustainable economic opportunities.
This explains the high rate of unemployment in the country which was a source of social tension.
Data from Corruption Perception Index by the Transparency International is also consistent with
the findings from the MO Ibrahim index. Transparency International score on Corruption
Perception Index (CPI) reveals poor effort in reducing corruption in Egypt from 2000-2010.
Corruption in Egypt deepened in 2008. Though, slight effort was made to reduce corruption in
2010, the score of 3.1 in 2010 however, does not show a significant departure from its average
score over the period 2000-2010. This is shown in Figure 1.

3
2,5
2
1,5
1
0,5
0
2000
Egypt

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

20002010
Average

2,5

2,7

2,6

2,2

2,5

Source: Author’s Compilation from Transparency International’s CPI, 2000-2010

Thus the key factors that seemed to have fuelled the Arab Spring in Egypt were human rights
violations, political exclusion, unemployment and political corruption.
In Tunisia, between 2000 and 2010 poverty rating averaged 82.17 points. National Security
ranking was also good, standing at 92.61 points alongside Human Development which stood at
85.26 points and Sustainable Economic Opportunity rating which stood at 65.56 points. However,
Tunisia had the worst human rights violation record standing at 20.45 points compared to the
other countries (Egypt and Libya) within the period under review. This was complimented by
poor Participation/Human Rights and poor official corruption ratings which stood at 38.70 points
and 49.09 points respectively. Corruption in Tunisia also steepened between 2000 and 2010. The
country, which was half way clean (less corrupt) in 2004, according to Transparency
International’s data (CPI), declined by 2010. This is confirmed by its average score of 4.72 which
is closer to zero (the score for highly corrupt countries) compared to its score of 5.2 in 2000
(which is closer to being very clean) as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Corruption Perception Index for Tunisia
Corruption Perception Score

6
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4
3
2
1
0

Tunisia

2000

2002
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20002010
Average
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4,6
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4,3
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Source: Author’s Compilation from Transparency International’s CPI, 2000-2010

The worsening socio-political and economic situations in Tunisia was a source of social and
security tension that gradually resulted in an explosive political uprising that eventually brought
down the government of the day. Thus, human rights violations, corruption and political exclusion
in Tunisia are the factors that culminated in and the political uprising that torpedoed and crushed
the government of the day.
In Libya, corruption in government among public officials was very pronounced standing at
0.00 points. The implication here is that within this period, Libya was highly corrupt. The average
score of Transparency International for corruption in Libya from 2000-2010 was 2.5, showing no
departure from its corruption score in 2000 (See Figure 3).

Corruption Perception Score

Figure 3: Corruption Perception Index for Libya
3
2,5
2
1,5
1
0,5
0
2000
Libya

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

20002010
Average

2,5

2,7

2,6

2,2

2,50

Source: Author’s Compilation from Transparency International’s CPI, 2000-2010

Coupled with human rights violations which stood at 17.23 points and extreme political exclusion
which stood at 17.23 points, Libya, which ranked high in national security, human development
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and sustainable economic opportunities scores which stood at 83.76, 82.10 and 58.47 points
respectively, was bound to face the challenge of rising social tension. The implication of this is
that there was higher human development than available sustainable economic opportunities. In a
normal situation, the disparity between Human Development and Sustainable Economic
Opportunity constitutes a source of social tension as the unemployed able bodied young people
would constitute a pool of already made army for violence. But in Libya, the state provided for
the need of the people and so the people had no need for the jobs. This may well explain why the
disparity between Human Development and Sustainable Economic Opportunity which has
lingered for a very long time did not constitute a social tension and security threat. Thus,
corruption (which stood at 0 point by the MO Ibrahim Index and about 2.5 by the Transparency
International’s CPI), political exclusion of the people which stood at 17.23 points and human
rights violations which stood at 17.23 points, were the factors responsible for the political tension
and eventual outbreak of the revolution and the subsequent overthrow of the Ghaddafi regime in
Libya.
A comparative analysis of the ratings of the countries under study based on data from the
Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index is presented in Table 3 below;
Table 3: Corruption Perception Index (CPI) for Egypt, Libya and Tunisia for Selected Years
Country

Egypt

Libya

Tunisia

Rank

63/90

NA

32/90

Score

3.1

NA

5.2

Rank

62/102

NA

36/102

Score

3.4

NA

4.8

Rank

77/146

108/146

39/146

Score

3.2

2.5

5

Rank

70/163

105/163

51/163

Score

3.3

2.7

4.6

Rank

115/180

126/180

62/180

Score

2.8

2.6

4.4

Rank

98/178

146/178

59/178

Score

3.1

2.2

4.3

Score

3.15

2.50

4.72

2000

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

Average

Sources: Author’s Compilation from Transparency International
(CPI Report for Selected Years)24

Within the period under study, in Tunisia, National Security rating stood at 92.61 points, 83.76
points in Libya and 82.05 points in Egypt. Explicitly, Egypt had the lowest rating in National
Security. On Poverty/Welfare, Tunisia had the highest score of 82.17 points followed by Egypt
Vol. 12, No. 3, Fall 2013
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with a score of 65.11 points while Libya had the least score of 63.20 points. Human Development
score in Tunisia was 85.26 points, 82.10 points in Libya and 73.54 points in Egypt.
While the countries under review had maintained impressive records in the areas of National
Security and Poverty/Welfare, they failed to replicate same in Sustainable Economic
Opportunities, Human Rights Violations and Participation/Human Rights. Thus, the ranking for
Sustainable Economic Opportunities in Tunisia was very low standing at 65.56 points. The same
applied to Libya and Egypt with 58.57 points and 59.67 points scores respectively. This indicates
that the inability of the political regimes in these states to address the problem of low sustainable
economic opportunities was a general and wide spread phenomenon cutting across the states. This
undoubtedly constituted a major source of tension in those states. Same is the case with Human
Rights Violation ratings. In Egypt, it stood at 25.00 points, 20.45 in Tunisia and 17.23 points in
Libya. This is also true in Participation and Human Right rating. In Tunisia, it stood at 38.70
points, 32.55 points in Egypt and 17.23 points in Libya, one of the worst human rights violations
records by the MO Ibrahim Index. The data above point to the fact poor human rights records and
political exclusion in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya played fundamental roles in occasioning the Arab
Spring. The foregoing comparatively analysis is presented graphically in Table 4 and Figure 4
below;
Table 4: Comparison of Selected Socio-Political and Economic Indices: Egypt, Tunisia and Libya
(2000-2010 Average)
Variables

Egypt

Tunisia

Libya

40.00

49.09

0.00

Poverty (Welfare)

65.11

82.17

63.21

Human Rights Violations

25.00

20.45

17.23

National Security

82.05

92.61

83.76

Human Development

73.54

85.26

82.10

Rule of Law

60.85

51.52

24.42

Sustainable Economic Opportunity

59.67

65.56

58.47

Participation and Hunan Rights

32.55

38.70

17.23

Corruption in Govt. & Public Officials

Source: Author’s Compilation from MO Ibrahim Index
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Figure 4: Selected Socio-Political and Economic Indices for Egypt, Tunisia and Libya (20002010 Average)

| 14

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Egypt
Tunisia
Libya

Source: Author’s Compilation from MO Ibrahim Index

On human rights violations, Amnesty International reported in 2008 and 2010 that in Egypt,
Libya and Tunisia; socio-political exclusion, torture and other ill-treatments remained widespread
in police cells, security police detention centres and prisons. In most cases these violations were
committed with impunity. In these countries, the rights to freedom of expression, association and
assembly were very much curtailed. Evidently therefore, the major determinants and factors that
triggered off the Arab Spring in North Africa were corruption, poverty, human rights violation
and issues of political exclusionism.

Conclusion and Recommendations
The foregoing analysis has shown that though the environmental, socio-economic and political
factors that caused the Arab Spring appeared similar in nature, they varied from one country to
the other in terms of degree of prevalence, tempo and scope. These variations notwithstanding,
these factors were potent enough to influence and steer in the people the agitation for positive and
progressive changes in states politics and economy.
Secondly, it needs to be pointed out that the causative factors of the Arab Spring are also
prevalent in other African countries and thus constitute potential security threats. For example,
using the same performance indicators from MO Ibrahim and the Transparency International,
Nigeria’s ratings by the indexes are comparatively worse than those of Egypt, Libya and Tunisia
excepting in Human Rights Violation and Political Participation. This has the potency of
worsening the current security challenges facing the country. Also, Nigeria has a low rating in
National Security and coupled with the government’s inability to create economic opportunities
that would create jobs and engage the people, which could frustrate existing national security
efforts as unemployed and poor persons would constitute a ready-made army for political
thuggery, crime and vandalism. Egypt and Libya ranked high in National Security as at 2010 but
poor human rights records and political exclusion combined to whittle down national security and
the outbreak of the Arab Spring that they experienced.
Be that as it may, the Arab Awakening has seen an increasing wave of institutionalization
of participatory and multi-party democracies in North Africa and the entire Arab World. For the
first time in many decades, democratic elections have been conducted in Egypt, Tunisia, Libya,

Vol. 12, No. 3, Fall 2013

Arab Spring in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya
Yemen, etc while electoral reforms have occurred in Saudi Arabia with the granting of political
and voting rights to women.
This stimulation of political restructuring in the Arab world to ensure inclusive
participatory political system notwithstanding, Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, other North African
countries in particular and Arab world in general would need to sustain and improve their national
social welfare services for their citizens, address the issues and problems of poverty and attendant
consequences, ensure human capital development and provision of jobs and address official
corruption in order to sustain the successes of the Arab Spring. In other words, Egypt, Tunisia and
Libya must strive to achieve inclusive growth and development that secures and guarantees the
right of the people.
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