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Abstract 

This present work analyzed the efficacy rate of protest outcomes when compared to the 

conceptualization of said protests. Specifically, this work focused on three states which 

participated in the Dignity Revolutions: Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria. Conceptualization of protests 

is to be understood as the overall perception towards protest within each state; in other words, do 

citizens of these countries associate protests with violence and extremism or do they associate 

protests with pride and change? It was speculated that more positive conceptions of protesting 

would yield more effective results, while negative conceptions of protesting would yield more 

ineffective results. To best study this correlation, all major protest movements in each of the 

three case studies were analyzed to discern both the understanding of protesting at the time and 

the efficacy of the protests. Findings showed that though there is a definite correlation between 

conceptions of protest and their eventual efficacy, the relationship between these two variables is 

most positively correlated between negative conceptions and ineffective outcomes. While 

negative conceptions of protesting always lead to ineffective outcomes, positive conceptions of 

protesting did not always lead to increased efficacy in outcomes. This present work stands out as 

a new approach to theory of protests, one which does not attempt to predict who will protest or 

when protests will occur; rather, this research introduces an investigation into how protest 

efficacy and outcomes may be better understood. The practical implications for this research are 

discussed. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

Four years ago, I decided that I wanted to write my thesis on protest culture in France. I am a 

French and Political Science major, so it seemed fitting to tackle a summative project which 

would address both areas. Additionally, France has a robust history of protest and revolution, 

making its protest culture one which ought to be well-surveyed. However, as I progressed in my 

undergraduate career, I spent semester after semester in classes focusing on the Western world 

and its politics. Though it is undoubtedly essential to learn about this part of the world, I 

discovered that after three years in my program I had only been able to take a handful of classes 

which did not focus entirely on Western, developed nations. With this realization, I decided that I 

would no longer focus on France for my senior thesis; rather, I turned to a region in the world I 

had only recently begun to study: the Middle East and North Africa, or MENA region.  

Following the events of 2020, and the rise in protesting across the globe, I decided that an 

investigation into the success, or failure, of protests was a necessary contribution to existing 

literature. Currently, as will be further discussed, much of the literature relating to protests 

attempts to predict who will protest and when; though an important understanding, I argue that 

theories of protest efficacy must be equally surveyed. Without literature which seeks to 

understand why protesting is successful in various cases, while unsuccessful in others, the 

prospect of taking to the streets in the face of oppression is daunting. Protesting in the face of 

oppression and unjust practices is, arguably, a fundamental human right. This work seeks to 

understand how best to protect and utilize that right by exposing ways in which protesting can be 

made more effective.  

Additionally, it must be understood that, for many people, protesting is a matter of life 

and death. To stay silent under oppression could undoubtedly cost lives. Protesting may be an 
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inherently dangerous endeavor, as governments often respond with outright violence, but 

academics and organizers alike must do what is possible to increase protesting efficacy while 

decreasing protest risks; so long as there exists a necessity to protest, there must be an equally 

strong understanding of what makes protesting work.  

When I began to look into the MENA region in terms of protesting, it became clear that I 

ought to focus on the protests of 2010-current day, commonly referred to as the Arab Spring 

(though they are more accurately referred to as the Dignity Revolutions). Though these protests 

are far from being the only relevant movements in this region, they serve a significant purpose in 

research of this nature. These protests, unlike many other protests in contemporary time, were 

able to cross boarders, unseat dictatorial leaders, and prove to an entire region of the world that 

protesting, even in the face of militarized violence and decades of oppression, could beget 

positive changes to their everyday experiences.   

 Though this research would be possible through a quantitative approach, I found that a 

qualitive, story-telling approach best fit the characterization of this work. To compile protest 

accounts into numbers would have given statistical analysis, but it would have also undermined 

the importance of the first-hand accounts which detail the feelings associated with these 

movements. In essence, that is the true importance of this work. Not only does it draw 

conclusions as to how protests are thought of and why some protests fail while others succeed, it 

informs the protesting masses of ways in which they can avoid further violence and succeed in 

achieving their aims.  

Upon beginning my research, I found that many accounts of protesting in the MENA 

region, as conducted by Western scholars, were problematic. They either discounted citizen 

activism in these countries, implied citizen complacency, or failed to reveal a cohesive story. 
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After digging through these articles, I came to rely heavily on first-hand accounts and historical 

accounts from individuals directly living in, or tied to, the MENA region. By relying on these 

sources, I was better able to understand the character of protesting within the MENA region. I 

also turned to podcasts which shared detailed accounts of what life was like living in Tunisia, 

Egypt, and Syria during these protests. Though not included in this work, these podcasts helped 

to motivate my research, as I came to not only appreciate the importance of protesting, but also 

the strength of the individuals who took part in said protests. 

Though I am thankful for my decision to shift from France to studying the MENA region, 

it was not without some challenges. I have studied the French language and French culture for 

almost ten years; because of that, I felt I had not only an understanding about French protest 

culture, but also an authority to write about it. I felt personally, and academically, qualified. 

Those feelings did not extend to my understanding of the MENA region. I had never directly 

studied any of the nations analyzed in this work until I began my research. Overwhelmingly, I 

felt I had to learn everything there was to know about the MENA region; I wanted to do the 

events, the culture, and the people justice by writing this work. Perhaps cliché, but after months 

of research, and a broadened understanding of the MENA region and these protests, I’ve come to 

realize that I did not need to know everything. In fact, the very purpose of writing this paper was 

to learn. My authority to write on this subject was already developed, and I am grateful to have 

stuck with this challenging topic. Because of this project, I am not only a better researcher, but 

also a more well-rounded student.  

This work is, undeniably, only an introduction; further work must push past the 

limitations of this research to fully provide a form of guide to successful social movements. In 

completing this thesis, I discovered several avenues where this research can be expanded upon. It 
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is my intention to return to this research in the future, to dig deeper, and to draw even more 

important conclusions to advance both the literature and practical approaches to protesting. 

Before I complete that work, I hope to expand my understanding of the MENA region by 

continuing a master’s degree in MENA studies.  

It is also my hope that, in the future, fewer and fewer students will finish their degrees 

without taking classes on non-Western nations and cultures. In order to be a fully developed 

student, regardless of the discipline or major, one must interact with diverse perspectives and 

cultures. Failure to do so will only result in limiting one’s ability to understand and appreciate 

the world for what it is. For myself, one of the main ways in which I immersed myself in other 

cultures was through language and through this project; though not directly the purpose of this 

work, I hope that the perspectives within this paper may also broaden the reader’s own 

understanding of the world.  
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I. Introduction 

On December 18th, 2010, protests erupted in Tunisia after the self-immolation of Mohamed 

Bouazizi in response to police corruption in the country. What followed were weeks of 

protesting in that country, and the spread of protests to other countries in the region. Soon 

demonstrations and riots spread from Tunisia to Egypt, Yemen, Libya, Syria, Jordan, Bahrain, 

and Sudan. Though each state shared similar motivators and conditions, their outcomes varied 

widely in each country. While some countries were successful and returned to relative levels of 

peace within months or years, many participatory states are still facing turmoil today. These 

varied outcomes show why understanding protest efficacy is paramount; in order to best protect 

protesters who chose to rise up against their oppressive governments, and to best ensure that said 

uprisings do not result in civil war or further conflict, the political community must thoroughly 

analyze why certain protest movements exhibit high levels of efficacy while others fail. Though 

there are a myriad of variables which undoubtedly impact protest outcomes and efficacy, 

literature ought to start at the basics. By understanding how individuals in certain protesting 

countries view protests, one can understand how a citizenry may influence the outcomes of 

protest movements. In a way, that is the purpose of this paper: to generate an understanding as to 

the correlation between the popular conception of protests and their eventual efficacy.  

 To best understand that aim, one must first understand how the terms protests, popular 

conception of protests, and efficacy of protests are to be defined. Protests generally refer to, 

“something said or done that shows disagreement with or disapproval of something, or an event 

at which people gather together to show strong disapproval about something”.1 Acts of protest 

include, but are not explicitly limited to, sit-ins, marches, strikes, boycotts, use of petitions, and 

 
1 “Protest Definition & Meaning,” Merriam-Webster (Merriam-Webster), accessed November 29, 2021, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/protest. 
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rioting. Protests may, broadly, fall under the categories of either civil disobedience or civil 

resistance. The main difference between these two categories is that the former involves the 

express violation of the law, while the latter maintains conformity with existing laws.2 Both 

categories may involve tactics which are both violent and non-violent; however, a clear 

distinction must be made as to the difference between rioting and armed rebellion. Though both 

are often violent, the latter cannot be considered directly as an act of protest. A rebellion is 

defined as, “opposition to one in authority or dominance … [often involving] open, armed, and 

usually unsuccessful defiance of or resistance to an established government”.3 Here, the use of 

“armed” is important, as the presence of an armed militia or rebels differentiates rebellion from 

instances of protest through association with more outright militarized conflict. As will be shown 

in Section IV., this distinction between armed rebellion and riotous protest is important 

specifically as it pertains to Syria, where the coexistence and juxtaposition between rebels and 

protesters has had grave implications on that country's protesting efficacy. 

Protest conceptions are to be viewed as the understanding of protesting as shaped by 

social forces such as: protections of protest in governing documents and institutions, histories of 

protest in the nations to be studied, as well as the level of protest participation amongst the 

general population. These perceptions can be negative and associated with features such as 

inefficacy or danger, or they could be positive and associated with features such as pride and 

efficacy. Whether positive or negative, perceptions of protests often dictates whether individuals 

and groups are willing to partake or support protesting efforts, which, of course, has an impact 

on the eventual efficacy of the protests themselves. Efficacy, rather, refers to how effective 

 
2 Berel Lang, “Civil Disobedience and Nonviolence: A Distinction with a Difference,” Ethics 80, no. 2 
(1970): pp. 156-159, https://doi.org/10.1086/291763, 156. 
3 “Rebellion Definition & Meaning,” Merriam-Webster (Merriam-Webster), accessed November 29, 2021, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/rebellion. 
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protest movements have been at achieving the goals of the protesting masses. These goals are 

often multi-faceted, meaning that protest efficacy can have various degrees. For example, 

protests with the aims of growing their base of support while also gaining governmental reforms 

are still to be considered partially effective even if only one of these two aims is achieved. It is 

this author’s belief that conceptions of protest play a significant, though not singular, role in the 

efficacy of protests.  

In analyzing this relationship, this paper will take information from three major 

participatory states in what has come to be known in Western academia as the Arab Spring; 

specifically, analyses will be conducted of the protest conceptions and outcomes of the uprisings 

in Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria. This paper will henceforth refer to this movement as the Dignity 

Revolutions, rather than employing the term Arab Spring. This term is preferable as it is more 

accurate on the events as they unfolded and stresses the utmost desire of participants to be given 

human dignity by their regimes.4 Firstly, not every participant was Arab; and, secondly, the use 

of the word “spring” seems to indicate that citizens of these countries had been “asleep” or 

unaware of the authoritarian atrocities facing their everyday lives. As will be explained in the 

latter Section IV., this is far from the truth.  

Following a Literature Review and a section on Methods, this paper will seek to identify 

the popular conceptions of protest in each of the three countries. In doing this, a baseline will be 

generated as to how protest was thought of both before and during the Dignity Revolutions. 

Summarizations will be made as to the correlative nature between the conceptions of protesting 

and the eventual efficacy of said protests. These summarizations will then be applied to see how 

 
4 Zaid Eyadat, “The Arab Revolutions of 2011: Revolutions of Dignity,” Mediterranean Academy of 
Diplomatic Studies, 2012, pp. 3-19, https://doi.org/https://moam.info/the-arab-revolutions-of-2011-
revolutions-of-dignity-zaid-eyadat_5a30e82f1723dd0a242b3a6c.html, 4. 
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the Dignity Revolutions have impacted each of the case study countries. Lastly, a conclusion will 

serve not only to expose implications of this present work on protest theories and existing 

research, but also show the implications for practice in future protests movements. 

II. Literature Review 

Relevant literature regarding this work is best categorized as two distinct disciplines: literature 

which develops theories of protest and literature which summarizes protests in the MENA 

region. Interestingly, this very division of the literature exposes an inherent necessity for 

analyses of MENA region protest movements, which this paper seeks to provide. Though 

notwithstanding certain barriers to adequate analysis, there is a definite lack in the literature 

regarding how theories of protest may be applied to the MENA region specifically. Without this 

more nuanced approach, theories which posit an explanation or prediction of protests and social 

movements may only be half-heartedly accepted. Furthermore, this lacking understanding 

underrepresents a significant portion of the world’s population, one which has an intense 

familiarity with instances of protest and social movements.  

 Though lacking in application, there exists a well-developed grouping of literature 

devoted to the theoretical understanding of protests and social movements. In seeking to develop 

an understanding of the political phenomenon of protesting, analyses have taken on an approach 

which is not succinctly political. Authors such as Smith and Walker have taken a more 

psychological approach with their analyses of Relative Deprivation Theory which posits that 

people are more willing to engage in collective action, such as protest, if they understand their 

social group to be deprived in relation to a separate, reference group.5  Tajfel and Turner state 

that individuals work to maintain or create a positive social identity; therefore, if their group is 

 
5 Heather J. Smith and Iain Walker, Relative Deprivation: Specification, Development, and Integration 
(Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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perceived as disenfranchised in a way which degrades an individuals’ social identity, individuals 

will seek to either leave said group or create more positive conditions for their group 

collectively.6 Tajfel and Turner go one step further to state that collective action is more likely 

when the group’s hierarchy is perceived as unstable.7 Though these theories provide an analysis 

of why individuals and groups may be inclined towards protest, they do not address the questions 

of efficacy regarding the resulting protests. 

 A plethora of literature exists which showcases perceived efficacy as a motivating factor 

towards collective actions. Bandura, Mummendey et al., and Van Zomeren et al., all describe the 

ways in which perceptions of efficacy and subjective experiences of group efficacy influence 

whether individuals and groups will take part in certain behaviors, including protesting.8,9,10  

Bandura takes this a step further by describing beliefs surrounding efficacy as the basis of human 

agency; without a belief that an individual’s actions can produce positive results, or at least halt 

negative ones, there is insufficient motivation towards action.11 Again, though these theories are 

helpful in determining if individuals are likely to protest, they do very little to ascribe the real 

efficacy of protests to the perception of efficacy held by protesting masses. This essential link, 

between perceived protest efficacy and eventual protest efficacy, is what will be analyzed 

throughout this paper.  

 
6 Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, “The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior,” Political 
Psychology, September 2004, pp. 276-293, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203505984-16. 
7 Tajfel and Turner, “Theory of Intergroup Behavior”. 
8 Albert Bandura, “Social Cognitive Theory: An Agentic Perspective,” Annual Review of Psychology 52, 
no. 1 (2001): pp. 1-26, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.1. 
9 Amélie Mummendey et al., “Strategies to Cope with Negative Social Identity: Predictions by Social 
Identity Theory and Relative Deprivation Theory.,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 76, no. 2 
(1999): pp. 229-245, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.2.229. 
10 Van Zomeren, Martijn, Russell Spears, Agneta H. Fischer, and Colin Wayne Leach. 2004. “Put Your 

Money Where Your Mouth Is! Explaining Collective Action Tendencies Through Group-Based Anger and 
Group Efficacy.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 87 (5): 649–64. doi:10.1037/0022-
3514.87.5.649. 
11 Bandura, “Social Cognitive Theory”, 10. 
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 Still other research in the area of protest theory focuses on emotions and attitudes as they 

influence inclinations towards protest participation. Opp summarizes so-called Attitude Theory, 

which posits that if social movements are associated with certain features, such as violence or 

rioting, which are often viewed negatively, then the social movements themselves can be 

impacted by association and come to be perceived as negative.12 Others, such as Tausch and 

Becker, focus on emotions relating to protest.13 Their work focuses specifically on feelings of 

failure associated with past, failed collective action, as well as feelings of pride associated with 

past, successful collective action; in conclusion, they found that both feelings of failure and pride 

resulted in an increased propensity towards future collective action.14 Though useful in widening 

the scope of protest theory, these works leave the same unanswered question as those mentioned 

in the previous paragraph: is there a connection between protest motivations, such as perceived 

efficacy, and their eventual efficacy? Again, this question will be addressed at-length throughout 

the scope of this paper. 

In regard to the MENA region, most scholarly literature is devoted to the influence of 

Islam and authoritarianism within the region. Other major areas of concentration include the 

Dignity Revolutions. Of the revolutions, most literature can be divided into three subcategories: 

literature focusing on motivators of the Revolutions, literature focusing on the spread of the 

Revolutions, and literature focusing on the eventual outcomes of the Revolutions. Scholars such 

as Campante and Chor, Eyadat, and Robbins combine analysis of the motivators and 

 
12 Karl-Dieter Opp, Theories of Political Protest and Social Movements: A Multidisciplinary Introduction, 

Critique, and Synthesis (Routledge, 2015). 
13 Nicole Tausch and Julia C. Becker, “Emotional Reactions to Success and Failure of Collective Action 
as Predictors of Future Action Intentions: A Longitudinal Investigation in the Context of Student Protests 
in Germany,” British Journal of Social Psychology 52, no. 3 (2012): pp. 525-542, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.2012.02109.x. 
14 Tausch and Becker, “Emotional Reactions to Collective Action”, 23-24. 
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consequences within their articles in an attempt to create a cohesive timeline of the events as 

they unfolded throughout the various participatory nations.15,16,17 Others focus more succinctly 

on the events as they unfolded in specific countries, such as Khashan and Masri.18,19 Yet, others 

focus almost solely on the spread of information and how the protest movements developed, with 

an intensive focus on the use of social media as it impacted mobilization. 

 Collectively, there exist several gaps in existing scholarship which this paper attempts to 

address. Firstly, is the underlying, pervasive narrative of political complacency within the region 

which neglects an analysis of the history of popular protests in the region. Aside from Burke, few 

academic or journalistic analyses of the MENA region focus on their rich history of protesting.20 

Many journalists covering the events of the Dignity Revolutions put forth the idea that citizens of 

the MENA region very rarely took to the streets in response to the oppression of their regimes. A 

contrasting analysis of this protest history will be provided in the subsequent sections.  

Additionally, though there is an intense focus on the why the Dignity Revolutions began, 

and how they changed the MENA region in the years following their commencement, there 

remains little scholarship which studies the development of these movements. What scholarship 

does exist in response to this question often focuses on the use of social media as a means for 

mobilizing the masses, as critiqued by Eyadat.21 Though a valuable route of analysis, this 

 
15 Filipe R. Campante and Davin Chor, “Why Was the Arab World Poised for Revolution? Schooling, 
Economic Opportunities, and the Arab Spring,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 26, no. 2 (2012): pp. 
167-188, https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.26.2.167. 
16 Eyadat, “The Arab Revolutions of 2011”. 
17 Michael Robbins, “After the Arab Spring: People Still Want Democracy,” Journal of Democracy 26, no. 
4 (2015): pp. 80-89, https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2015.0067. 
18 Hilal Khashan, “An Uprising Waiting To Happen: THE SYRIAN CONFLICT FROM THE 

AUTHORITARIAN BARGAIN PERSPECTIVE.” World Affairs: The Journal of International Issues 20, no. 
2 (2016): 108–23. https://www.jstor.org/stable/48505281. 
19 Safwan M. Masri, Tunisia: An Arab Anomaly (Columbia University Press, 2019). 
20 Edmund Burke, “Understanding Arab Protest Movements,” Arab Studies Quarterly 8, no. 4 (1986) 
21 Eyadat, “The Arab Revolutions of 2011”, 9. 
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research paper seeks a more basic understanding as to the formation of these movements by 

answering the questions of how conceptions of protests influence whether or not changes result. 

It is only through generating such a basic understanding of protest movements and their efficacy, 

in the MENA region, that further analysis may be done as to the nature of protest mobilization 

and its consequences. 

Understood collectively, the combined literature about theories of protest and protesting 

in the MENA region reveal several avenues of necessary research. Firstly, theories of protest 

must be applied specifically to the MENA region to see if their assumptions can cross cultural 

barriers. Secondly, analysis of protests must be conducted, with existing protest theories in mind, 

to understand not just perceptions of protest, but also how said perceptions influence efficacy. 

Lastly, research must be presented which contradicts the overwhelming opinion of political 

complacency in the MENA region. In a rather introductory way, this paper seeks to analyze each 

of these avenues of necessary research in hopes of broadening not only the understanding of 

protest efficacy and theory, but also the understanding of the protesting in the MENA region. 

This paper does not claim to be an all-encompassing analysis of these avenues; rather, this 

research will serve as a beginning to continued investigation into protest efficacy in the MENA 

region. 

III. Methods 

Research for this paper has been conducted with the concept of Most Similar Systems Design in 

mind. Under this system, two or more countries are analyzed which are otherwise similar, but 

differ in their dependent variables.22 In the example of this paper, Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria will 

 
22 Jay Steinmetz, “Chapter 8: Comparative Politics,” Politics Power and Purpose An Orientation to 
Political Science (Fort Hays State University), accessed November 29, 2021, 
https://fhsu.pressbooks.pub/orientationpolisci/chapter/chapter-9-public-law-and-pre-law-training/, chapt. 8. 
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be studied as countries with similar independent variables — ie. authoritarian and corrupt 

regimes — but different dependent variables, like the outcome of protests in each country. This 

is certainly not to say that these three countries are similar in all respects; there are, of course, 

vast differences amongst these nations that will be highlighted in preceding sections. However, it 

is true that many of the protest motivators and governmental conditions were the same in all 

three nations though the outcomes differed. 

 When discussing the Dignity Revolutions, there are six main states that participated in 

major rounds of protests, riots, and revolutions; these are Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Bahrain 

and Syria. In choosing which states to focus on, each state was considered based on the outcome 

of its individual protests. States were categorized into three major categories: states where rulers 

were overthrown and new regimes were formed, states where rulers may have been deposed but 

long-term change has not been achieved, and states where rulers were not overthrown, and wide-

spread violence occurred. When looking at the first group, Tunisia stands alone as the potential 

success story in the region. Conversely, Egypt signifies a nation where the corrupt government 

was deposed only to be replaced with another authoritarian regime. Lastly, Syria is an example 

of a state where no change in regimes or institutions has occurred; rather the country has 

descended into a civil war which is still ongoing. In choosing three similar states with differing 

outcomes, a greater understanding of the determinants of protest efficacy can be gained. 

IV. Historical Precedent and Conceptions of Protests in the MENA Region 

As mentioned in the Introduction, in Western academia and popular discourse, there is a belief 

that citizens of the Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) region were “asleep” to the 

atrocities of their governments; furthermore, this belief extends to the idea that citizens of this 

region were not capable of uprisings in the same fashion as their more liberal counterparts in the 
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Western world.  However, the MENA region has been home to a plethora of large-scale, protest 

movements since at least the 1750s.23  

 The years between 1750-1839 consisted of the “first wave” of protests.24 These protests 

predominantly mobilized the urban populations of the MENA region and were particularly 

apparent in both Egypt and Syria. European visitors at this time even noted that the vigor and 

tactics used in this wave were comparable to those of the French Revolution in the same time 

period.  A “second wave” occurred in the period between 1840-1880.25 Unlike the first wave of 

major protests, this wave had the aim of increasing the “economic incorporation of the 

countryside”, as well as seeking hefty adjustments to the relationship between the state, 

landlords, and peasants.26 Included in this round of major protests was the Tunisian Revolution 

of 1864, also referred to as the Mejba Revolt.27 Though this revolt in particular was based around 

a resentment of a strengthened poll tax, it can be similarly characterized with contemporary, anti-

corruption protests of the time. The “third wave” of protests came in the period between 1880-

1925; this era has been labeled as the “liberal” era.28 Protests of this period began to take a more 

“European” approach by mirroring the European working-class movements of the time.29 

Strikes, boycotts, and worker militancy were introduced and extensively used.  

With the fall of the Ottoman Empire, and various independence struggles throughout the 

MENA region in the 1920s to 1980s, the rich history of protesting in the MENA region has 

continued into contemporary times. To best understand the impact of these more contemporary 

 
23 Edmund Burke, “Understanding Arab Protest Movements”, 334. 
24 Burke, “Understanding Arab Protest Movements”, 336. 
25 Ibid., 336-337. 
26 Ibid., 336. 
27 Mouldi Guessoumi and R. A. Judy, “The Grammars of the Tunisian Revolution,” Boundary 2 39, no. 1 
(January 2012): pp. 17-42, https://doi.org/10.1215/01903659-150622. 
28 Burke, “Understanding Arab Protest Movements”, 337. 
29 Ibid. 
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protests on the conceptualization of protests, and the eventual development and outcomes of the 

Dignity Revolutions, each case study country must be analyzed individually.  

A. Tunisia  

Tunisia, like the MENA region more broadly, has a rich history of protests. As will be shown in 

this subsection, these protests have had various levels of efficacy in achieving the changes which 

they sought. When viewing the whole of Tunisia’s protest history, one can almost predict the 

success rate of Tunisian protests based on the groups which participated, and the levels of 

support given by the general population. Smaller protest movements, which featured only one or 

two groups, always proved unsuccessful. This is in direct contrast with movements featuring 

large, varied group participation, which much more frequently achieved their desired results. In 

other words, the positive conception of protests in Tunisia acted as a driving force towards 

participation; often with increased participation came increased protest efficacy, thus supporting 

a correlation between protest conceptions and protest efficacy. To further support this point, one 

must look at the historical examples of protest in Tunisia. 

1. Tunisia Before the Dignity Revolutions 

Following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, Tunisia came under the control of the French 

Republic.30 Over the next several decades, the rise of protests associated with Tunisian 

Nationalism and the Tunisian Independence movement would cause heavy conflict between the 

two countries. Largely, these movements found a figurehead in Habib Bourguiba.31 For his 

efforts towards Tunisian independence, Bourguiba was imprisoned in France and Germany over 

the span of approximately twenty years.32 His arrest, and the on-going second World War slowed 

 
30 Masri, Tunisia: An Arab Anomaly, 141. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Keith Callard, “The Republic of Bourguiba,” International Journal 16, no. 1 (1960): p. 17, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/40198515, 18. 
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the Tunisian Nationalist protest movement; however, towards the end of the War, Bourguiba 

made his way back to Tunisia and continued to lead the wide-spread protest movement. After 

decades of protesting, the Tunisian people finally won their independence in 1956.  

With this example, the link between protest conceptions and the eventual efficacy of the 

independence movement is clear. When Bourguiba was no longer able to “lead” the movement, 

and the second World War occupied the minds and resources of Tunisians, individuals came to 

view protest as not only ineffective but also as an impossible avenue given their current situation. 

They could not focus on taking to the streets, without the organization of their leader, while also 

fighting a war. Because of these obstacles, it was not until the end of WWII, and the return of 

Bourguiba as a figurehead, that Tunisians became willing to protest to protest again.  With this 

renewed vigor to nationalist movement, and the support and organization from Bourguiba, 

protests became associated with positive values such as honor, patriotism, and human rights. So, 

Tunisians, once again, regained their positive perceptions and took to the streets again in fighting 

for their independence. As the figurehead of the movement towards independence, Bourguiba 

was appointed to act as interim president of Tunisia until official elections could be held.33 In 

1959, after the adoption of a new constitution, Tunisia held elections which definitively elected 

Bourguiba for his first five-year term.34  

Bourguiba promised the Tunisian people a shift towards democracy and a less-corrupt 

government.35 From his election in 1959, Bourguiba began work on decades of reform. Notably, 

his work improved the legal rights of women and the educational level of the country as a 

 
33 Callard, “The Republic of Bourguiba”, 20. 
34 Ibid., 21. 
35 Mohammad Dawood Sofi, “The Tunisian Republic and the Restructuring of Socio-Economic 
Institutions: A Brief Analysis od Bourguiba’s Nation-Building Project,” Islamic Studies 57, no. 3/4 (2018): 
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Kamykowski 17 

 

whole.36 The 1959 Constitution also seemed to push the country in a more “liberal” direction, 

with its enunciation and protection of “fundamental human rights” such as assembly, press, and 

expression.37 With their rights to protest seemingly endowed through governing documents, the 

Tunisian people began to make their dissent against their new government known; as Bourguiba 

shifted away from his initial calls for democracy and continually centralized governing power in 

his presidential role, the people grew weary of waiting for change — they began to demand it.  

Though some minor protests took place during the first decade of Bourguiba’s rule, one 

of the largest protest movements began in March of 1968.38 During this time, Tunisian university 

students staged massive protests against Bourguiba’s regime.39 Initially, these protests were 

rooted in anti-imperialism and the desire for better economic prospects; however, after repressive 

backlash from Bourguiba’s regime, the students shifted their aims to focus more heavily on the 

further development of human rights in Tunisia.40 Use of police and military force, as well as 

corrupt and unfair trials of student activists by Bourguiba, put an end to the short-lived 

demonstrations.41  In addition to the use of repressive tactics by Bourguiba, scholars often point 

to the lack of union and labor support for the student protests as an indicator of their eventual 

inefficacy.42 In Tunisia, “the long national labor union…. did not challenge the Bourguiba 

regime until 1978 and actually denounced the March ‘68 student movement”.43 Here, another 

link between the conception of protests and their efficacy can be defined. Because the nation’s 

 
36 Ibid. 
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International Journal of Middle East Studies 44, no. 4 (December 2012): pp. 755-774, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020743812000852. 
39 Hendrickson, “Transnational Activism: Tunis to Paris”, 756. 
40 Ibid., 757. 
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largest labor union did not view the protests favorably, and, therefore, did not put public support 

behind them, the students stood alone in making their demands. Without a negative perception of 

protests and underwhelming support from larger groups, the students were eventually 

unsuccessful in demonstrating against the regime. 

The second movement against Bourguiba was the strike of January 26, 1978, also known 

as Black Thursday.44 Unlike the ‘68 student protest movements, the Black Thursday strike and 

subsequent riots were supported and led by the Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT), 

or Tunisian General Labor Union.45 Though these riots began as a response to degrading wages 

and working conditions in the country, they quickly evolved into anti-government protests.46 In 

response to these protests, Bourguiba again used excessive police and military force; this time, 

nearly 100 people were killed as a result of Bourguiba’s repressive tactics.47 Despite proving to 

be ineffective in their aims of governmental reform, the strikes were still successful in creating 

the first major coalition of anti-Bourguiba individuals, due in large part to the support from the 

UGTT. Unlike the protests of ‘68, the protests of ‘78 revealed the level of discontent with 

Bourguiba and his Neo-Destour party.48 This level of discontent would continue to grow into the 

1980s and lead to another major protest movement. 

In December of 1983, the “Bread Riots” erupted. Though the main impetus for these 

protests was an increasing price of essential foods and decreased economic prospects, the themes 

of increasing inequality, anti-imperialism, anti-corruption, and anti-regime sentiment played a 

 
44 Dirk Vandewalle, “From the New State to the New Era: Toward a Second Republic in Tunisia,” Middle 
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significant role in sparking outrage amongst the citizenry.49 Officially, these protests “barely 

lasted ten days … yet, they cost the lives of over one hundred people” due to subsequent 

governmental violence against protesters.50 Though the Bread Riots were similar to the two 

aforementioned protest movements, they differed in one significant aspect; this time, members 

within Bourguiba’s government had begun to side with the protesting masses.51  

Three years following the onset of the Bread Riots, then-Prime Minister Ben Ali invoked 

article 57 of the Tunisian constitution as justification to remove Bourguiba from his role as 

President.52 Bourguiba was deemed to be mentally unfit to hold office.53 Pleased with the 

“painless” removal of the authoritarian ruler Bourguiba, Tunisians turned to newly-appointed 

President Ali to finally move the country in the promised direction of democratization.54 With 

this example, one can again understand the positive correlation between protest perceptions and 

eventual efficacy. Because more individuals, specifically those in the government, threw their 

support behind protests and the calls to remove Bourguiba, the downfall of the regime was 

inevitable.  

“During his first year in power, Ben Ali seemed bent on establishing himself as the 

country’s most dedicated reformer”.55 Merely a year later, Ben Ali began to change his tune. 

Largely, this took the place of repressing his opposition. “Angered by their exclusion from 
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parliament,” political opponents took to protesting the regime as a way to seek political 

inclusion.56 Instead, these protests were met with “late night raids” and “house-to-house” 

searches; even instances of use of torture against protesters came to light.57 Despite these 

atrocities, many Tunisians stayed quiet out of fear of governmental retaliation and the subsequent 

hope that Ben Ali’s policies could have positive impacts on the suffering Tunisian economy.58 

Additionally, Ben Ali’s regime engaged in activities such as wiretapping and general 

surveillance of large portions of Tunisian society as a way to preemptively shut down protests 

before they could manifest.59  

Ben Ali became paranoid that any and all opposition had the ultimate goal of unseating 

him, much in the way he had unseated Bourguiba. Because of this paranoia, it became essential 

for the existence of his regime to destroy the possibility of any and all protest or opposition.60 

With such intense oppression, Tunisians’ conceptions of protest became overwhelmingly 

negative; not only was it extremely dangerous to protest under Ben Ali, but it was viewed as a 

high risk, low reward activity. Individuals were less willing to protest, and tacit support of 

movements dwindled amongst the population. Because their perception of protests had devolved, 

grass-roots movements were ineffective at creating any real challenge to Ben Ali’s regime. 

This desire to calm all opposition also took aim at the UGTT, the Tunisian General Labor 

Union. Since the 1990s, Ben Ali had appointed regime loyalists to the top positions of the UGTT 

and hampered their level of activities as a way of destroying the possibility of union-backed 

protest movements.61 Despite being weakened by the regime, and infiltrated by loyalists, the 
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UGTT began to “publicly break ranks with Ben Ali” in 2004.62 Though it would take many years 

for the workers of Tunisia to put their trust in the UGTT, by 2008 the UGTT came to support the 

first major protests against Ben Ali’s regime.63 In protest of perceived cronyism in mining 

policies and hiring procedures, miners in Gafsa began striking and rioting against the 

government; eventually, other scores of society joined in solidarity.64 After five months of 

protests and riots, and repeated use of heavy military force against protesters, Ben Ali succeeded 

in ending the protests.65  This heavy use of force was the last straw for many citizens who were 

already disenchanted with Ben Ali and his failed reforms. Again, though the protests were in 

some ways unsuccessful, they were overwhelmingly effective in achieving their aims of 

increasing support for the anti-government cause. The citizenry’s discontent would continue to 

grow until the onset of the Dignity Revolutions in late 2010. 

2. Tunisia During the Dignity Revolutions 

As aforementioned, there is an interesting link between the conception of protests and their 

eventual efficacy within Tunisia. Though most of the studied historical protest movements had 

popular support and positive perception, they were not always entirely effective. The Dignity 

Revolution, however, is an exception to that correlation. In all cases, anti-government protests of 

Tunisia’s past were more likely to be at least partially successful when large proportions of the 

population, and powerful social groups, took part. In the same way, the Dignity Revolution in 

Tunisia was successful in overthrowing the Ben Ali regime largely because the positive view of 

protests created a massive movement to end the corrupt regime.  
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After the self-immolation of Bouazizi in the city of Sidi Bouzid, angry and empathetic 

Tunisians took to the streets. Originally, these protests started as a response to the Bouazizi 

incident, demanding justice for the mistreatment of Bouazizi at the hands of the police and 

governmental officials.66 This quickly changed, however, as citizens shifted their focus from 

Bouazizi as an individual and centered in on the underlying factors which motivated his suicide. 

Bouazizi was a young fruit vendor, trying to make ends meet while living in a country facing 

rampant unemployment. When his fruit cart was confiscated by police, and as he was 

subsequently humiliated by police and governmental officials for the incident, Bouazizi truly felt 

as though he did not have any other options. His case was non-unique. Decreasing production of 

certain manufacturing goods meant that many Tunisians were out of work.67 Not only were there 

high rates of unemployment, but the prices of goods such as grain were rising within the 

country.68 

 In the weeks leading up to the beginning of the Dignity Revolutions, documents were 

leaked which showed the absolute breadth of Ben Ali’s corruption. While Tunisia’s people 

struggled to make ends meet, their leader embezzled funds to make himself and his entourage 

immaculately wealthy.69 In addition to high unemployment, high cost of goods, and 

indescribable corruption amongst the ruling elite, Tunisia had also seen a population bulge in 

recent decades. Not only did this equate to a larger-than-normal youth demographic, but this 

particular demographic was also becoming increasingly more educated.  
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Between the years 1980 and 2010, Tunisia was amongst the top 20 nations in the world in 

increasing their levels of schooling attainment.70 Though increasing rates of schooling attainment 

ought to be viewed as net-positive, this change had significant implications for Ben Ali. Despite 

achieving higher rates of education than previous generations, Tunisia’s youth were facing 

intense barriers to economic prosperity while their ruler got rich. Additionally, as there is a well-

studied positive correlation between levels of education and an individuals’ inclination towards 

political participation, these well-educated, underprivileged youths were poised for protest.71 The 

culmination of these factors, as brutally shown through Bouazizi’s act, summarizes many of the 

motivators for protest in Tunisia specifically.  

 Though, as previously stated, rates of unemployment were much higher amongst the 

youth population, other motivators such as human rights abuses, high prices of goods, and 

oppression of fundamental human rights meant that all Tunisians had a reason to demand the end 

of the Ben Ali regime. Because the ails of Ben Ali’s regime created such an untenable situation 

for an overwhelming majority of the Tunisian population, the conception of protests became 

increasingly positive. Protests were viewed as necessary to end the oppression they faced under 

Ben Ali. As demonstrations began, that fact became more evident. What started as a protest in 

Sidi Bouzid, a rural, underprivileged region, quickly spread to urban and rural areas alike, 

including the capital of Tunis.72 The majority of Tunisians, including students, teachers, lawyers, 

journalists, human rights activists, trade unionists, and opposition politicians took to the streets 

across the nation.73 One Tunisian is quoted as saying, “men and women, elders and children, 
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illiterate and educated people, judges, lawyers, doctors, and artists — all stood together, a single 

body, and moved directly to the headquarters of the Ministry of Interior”.74 In his 23-year rule, 

Ben Ali had managed to sow discontent amongst all subsections of Tunisian society, creating a 

populace which not only wanted change, but was willing to demand it as one, cohesive force. 

With such all-encompassing participation, it is safe to say that these protests were viewed not 

only as necessary, but as the sole means to bring about freedom from the oppression of living 

under authoritarianism.  

 Though national media largely remained quiet during the mass protests, photographs 

detailing police brutality towards protesters, and the absolute size of the demonstrations, began 

to circulate amongst citizens and in international media.75 Though Ben Ali made attempts to 

censor these images from the internet, those attempts were in vain. Individuals brought their cell 

phones and other cameras to record the events and share their experiences on social media.76 The 

significance of social media use for distribution of protest photography and information cannot 

be under stressed in Tunisia specifically, as it has one of the highest rates of internet use in the 

MENA region.77 Because of this widespread use of social media, not only were Tunisians able to 

watch the protest from their homes, but other individuals abroad were exposed to the events as 

they unfolded in real time. The result of this exposure was not only an increasingly positive 

conception of protests within Tunisia, but also a growing desire in other countries to attempt to 

replicate the power of the Tunisian protest movement.  
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B. Egypt  

Egypt shares an understanding of protest that is fairly similar to that of Tunisia. Egyptian protests 

have historically and contemporarily been characterized by their all-encompassing participation; 

however, they differ from Tunisia in their efficacy. Since such large portions of the population 

often participated in Egyptian protest movements, there is an even more defined link amongst a 

positive conception of protests, a high amount of participation by individuals, and protest 

efficacy. In Tunisia, popularly supported and positively viewed protests were often only partially 

effective; whereas in Egypt, positive perception of protests, and increased participation as a 

function of said perception, always resulted in high rates of protest efficacy. Before further 

conclusion to this correlation can be made, an analysis of historical precedent of Egyptian protest 

movements must be conducted.  

1. Egypt Before the Dignity Revolutions 

Much like Tunisia’s protest movements, Egypt’s protests movements have been rooted in 

struggles for independence. At the start of World War I, Egypt became a British Protectorate. As 

the war waged on, the Egyptians were systematically exploited for labor and resources by the 

British forces; furthermore, when the war ended, the British refused to give Egypt full 

independence.78 Under British domination, native Egyptians suffered great economic and social 

turmoil, as European foreigners lived lavish lifestyles.79 As a response to this seemingly 

unending occupation and corruption, a nationalist movement emerged with the support of all 

subsections of Egyptian society.80 This nationalist movement found a figurehead in Saad 

Zaghloul and the Wafd party. 
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Zaghloul made attempts at ending the occupation through diplomacy, while protest 

movements began to bloom at the grass-roots level of society.81  Men, Women, leftists, right-

wing Islamists, rural, urban, poor and rich populations all gathered together in massive waves of 

protests and riots for their independence from British control.82 Seeing these protests, British 

officials arrested Saad Zaghloul in an attempt to lull the revolution; however, this arrest only 

further angered the protesters and increased participation.83 Because their peaceful leader had 

been arrested, Egyptians came to develop a conception of protests as not only being necessary 

for change, but also as being more effective in creating change than general diplomacy or 

peaceful negotiations. Following two years of protests by nearly the entire Egyptian population, 

the British issued a unilateral declaration of Egyptian independence in 1922.84 This declaration 

helped to form the overarching positive perception of protesting within Egypt; now, protesting 

was synonymous with gaining independence, and many individuals came to view protesting as a 

powerful tool to shape their government. Though a great success for the Egyptian nationalist 

movement, this independence would eventually prove incomplete; over the next decade, Egypt 

would continue to be heavily penetrated by British influence until another round of major 

protests in 1935.85 

Following independence in 1922, a new constitution was ratified which transformed 

Egypt into a constitutional monarchy.86 This new constitution, though a step towards 

democratization, had several tenets which could be abused by those in power to withhold the full 
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rights of Egyptians and the advancement of Egypt as a whole.87 Additionally, though the 1923 

Constitution endowed “civil and political rights” as well as the protection of  “personal 

freedom”, the right to protest was not specifically protected.88 Though not entirely holistic, this 

document protected Egypt’s nascent democratic roots in a way that governing documents had 

never before. Afraid of the power of a citizenry protected by their governing documents, Premier 

Ismail Sidqi abolished the 1923 Constitution in favor of one that concentrated even more power 

into the role of King.89  

It is for this reason that many Egyptians did not consider themselves to be independent; 

British control and Egyptian governmental corruption meant that every day Egyptians were 

being left behind yet again. In 1934, Tawfiq Nasim Pasha took over the government, and, with 

the support of the British, restored a modified version of the 1923 Constitution; this modified 

version continued the elevated powers of the King and further angered the population.90 In 1935, 

these issues came to a head as students began a wave of uprisings and protests against the 

continued British influence in their government.91 Responses to these protests were brutal; 

students were killed and brutalized by Egyptian military forces.92 Due to the brutalization 

displayed by the Egyptian government, the aims of the protest widened to include calls for the 

removal of British influence as well as the restoration of the 1923 Constitution and 

advancements towards Egyptian democracy.93  
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Despite violent governmental responses, the student-led protests continued to spread and 

put pressure on the regime; as the protests grew, they gained the support of other subsections of 

society, including trade-union members and other professionals, who viewed protesting as both a 

way of standing in solidarity with students as well as a way to seek change within their 

government.94 This widespread support and constant pressure on the British and Egyptian 

governments is credited, in part, with the creation of the United Front, which was charged with 

the negotiation of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936.95 This Treaty sought to further distance 

the British from Egyptian affairs while allocating more local power to Egyptians.96 Though 

tensions would remain due to continued British influence in the years after the ratification of the 

1936 Treaty, the creation of the United Front and the signing of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 

1936 certainly solidified the power of collective action and popular protest in Egypt. Egyptians, 

once again, had taken to the streets in massive protests which effectively imposed the desired 

changes on their government; this repeated success through protesting further solidified the 

Egyptian positive conception of protests. 

The period between 1936 and 1952 was especially tumultuous in Egyptian society and 

politics. The British had continued to involve themselves in Egyptian affairs, predominantly by 

influencing and controlling the King.97 The 1940s also saw the reinvigorated support of 

nationalism as liberal politics began to decline due to their inefficiency in aiding the Egyptian 

people.98 Hurt by their colonizers, their own government, and their economic and social 

conditions, Egyptians once again began to take to the streets. “In December of 1951 mass 
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demonstrations in Cairo and Alexandria turned into violent riots throughout the country,” which 

continued on into mid-1952.99 This discontent swept throughout the population and led to the 

creation of The Free Officers, a group of military men dedicated to the removal of King 

Farouk.100 After vying for political election, and being ordered to disband by the King, the Free 

Officers organized a coup against Farouk.101 As many of the leaders of popular social 

movements already had close ties to the Officers, the coup was popularly supported by the 

general population.102 Again, Egyptians were able to affect change by taking to the streets; their 

constant protesting may not have directly removed their King, but the movement's sentiments 

spread to the military, resulting in the coup. 

Immediately after achieving power, The Free Officers set up the Revolutionary 

Command Council (RCC), which would allow them to exercise heavy influence on Egypt’s new 

regime.103 This intervention caused the eventual resignation of Prime Minister Mahir, the 

cancellation of the constitution, and the declaration that all opposing political parties were 

illegal.104 In 1953, Egypt was officially created a republic, and in 1954 Abdel Nasser came to 

power.105 Following his rise to power, Nasser introduced the 1956 Constitution which was voted 

on and approved in a popular referendum.106 For the first time in Egypt’s constitutional history, 

the freedoms of press, assembly, association and belief were given to Egyptian citizens, 

following that the use of these rights was “within the limits of the law”.107  
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Though some protests broke out early in Nasser’s regime, some of the greatest levels of 

discontent reared their head following the military defeat in the 1967 Six Days War.108 In 1968, 

protests for political reform began first with workers in Helwan; later, these protests expanded to 

the student population and continued to grow in challenging the regime.109 After several failed 

attempts to contain the protests, Nasser was forced to make concessions. These protests helped to 

further instill in students the belief that they had the ability to make change in the regime by 

occupying the streets; this belief would continue to support the positive perception of protesting 

until the end of Nasser’s regime in 1970 and well into the regime of his successor, Anwar 

Sadat.110 

Like Nasser, Sadat’s regime was marked with many instances of mass demonstrations. 

Perhaps the most important of these were the 1977 Bread Riots. These protests saw uprisings in 

the cities of Cairo, Alexandria, Suez, Mansoura, Qena, and Aswan, among others.111 On January 

17th, 1977, economic austerity measures were introduced to the Egyptian people; these measures 

included “substantial cuts to government subsidies on select essential goods”.112 Though harsh, 

these measures were described as essential under the guidelines for receiving funds from the 

International Monetary Fund and World Bank.113 Against these measures, students and workers 

again rose up in what was the largest riot since the end of the monarchy.114  Though Sadat 

eventually ordered the military to put an end to the unrest, the protests were successful in 
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overturning the austerity measures, once again showing citizens that protest was an effective and 

viable means to make change within Egyptian society.115  

Following Sadat’s assassination in 1981, Hosni Mubarak became the President of Egypt, 

and would continue to rule until the beginning of the Dignity Revolutions. As President, 

Mubarak cracked down on protests, specifically within student populations, inhibiting them in a 

way that was unseen by his predecessors.116 Mubarak had implemented “emergency laws” which 

gave security officers “freedom to suppress demonstrations and public meetings and to detain 

people indefinitely without charge”.117 Though these laws undoubtedly suppressed countless 

protests and created a culture of fear surrounding protests, individuals nonetheless took to the 

streets in the years leading up to the Dignity Revolution. Specifically, there were major incidents 

of mass protests from 2004-2006 over political participation and free elections.  

 Going into the 2005 presidential election, protests intensified as a growing number of 

political opposition groups and parties sought representation.118 These protests began with the 

desire to increase political participation amongst other parties within Egypt’s system; and, after 

months of protesting, Mubarak and his National Democratic Party (NDP) were forced to make 

amendments to the constitution which would allow for the direct popular election of the 

president.119 Even with these new provisions to the constitution, and with numerous candidates 

running against Mubarak in 2005, the president was still re-elected with a staggering 87% of the 

vote.120 This, of course, brought out questions of election legitimacy as well as increased anger 
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amongst the population and political opponents. Even after the 2005 election results were settled, 

and Mubarak began his fifth term in office, the protests did not cease.121 Instead, these protests 

evolved away from the narrow goal of election reform and instead began to address issues such 

as unemployment, poverty, corruption, and many other pressing issues facing the Egyptian 

people. Though unsuccessful in gaining election reform and other substantive governmental 

changes, they are to be considered as partially effective for their influence on the eventual 

development of the 2011 Dignity Revolution. 

2. Egypt During the Dignity Revolutions 

Despite the fearmongering of Mubarak, and the implementation of dangerous emergency laws, 

the perception of protesting in Egypt had begun to shift around the 2005 elections, in favor of 

greater street activism akin to the decades of successful protests under past regimes. It was clear 

to many that the 2005 elections were far from fair, as Mubarak had won a surprising 87% of the 

vote.122 With his consecutive fifth election to the presidency, Mubarak had not only made 

himself an unquestionable presence in Egyptian politics, but he had also begun to ready the 

government for the eventual rise to power of his son, Gamal Mubarak.123 For many Egyptians, 

the 2005 election served as a tipping point, as they feared a hereditary, authoritarian rule which 

would continue the oppressive and regressionary policies which characterized Egypt over 

Mubarak’s rule.124  
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 Under Mubarak, Egypt suffered from many of the same complications as Tunisia. Like 

Tunisia, Egypt had seen a demographic bulge which produced a larger-than-normal youth 

population.125 This population likewise enjoyed higher rates of education but was faced with 

unbearably high rates of unemployment. In the time leading up to the Dignity Revolutions, 1 in 4 

Egyptian and Tunisia youth were actively unemployed.126 This high unemployment was also 

coupled with increasing prices of food grains and the decreasing manufacturing of select 

goods.127 And, to make matters worse, Egypt was facing exponentially growing income 

inequality, where “40% of Egypt’s population was living below or close to the poverty line”, as 

Mubarak and other members of the elite class gained immense amounts of wealth.128 Egyptians 

re-took the streets, largely because of these economic conditions, and the fear that they may 

continue indefinitely. In fact, when participants in the Egyptian protests were surveyed, an 

overwhelming “64% cited ‘low living standards/lack of jobs’ as their primary motivation”.129 

 As it became abundantly clear that typical political participation through elections would 

not grant Egyptians the political change they demanded, the conception of protests became all 

the more positive; however, the fear of protesting remained as the main hurdle preventing 

widespread uprisings. In the 2010s, that all-encompassing sense of fear had begun to lose its 

vapidness. As already mentioned with the discussion of emergency laws, there existed intense 

police brutality, not just against protesters, but against anyone perceived to be against Mubarak’s 

regime. In June of 2010, Security Officers brutally murdered Khaled Said and, afterwards, 

attempted to cover up the brutal assault by stating that he had choked while in custody.130 Soon, 
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images of Khaled’s face circulated on social media showing the absolutely abhorrent nature of 

the attack. Eventually, a Facebook page was created under the name “We are all Khaled Said” 

which shared information about Khaled and ways to demonstrate. It was from this Facebook 

page that many individuals learned about the planned sit-in on January 25th, 2011, Egypt’s 

national Police Day.131 

On that day, a few hundred protesters gathered for a peaceful sit-in and were met with 

heavy Security Officer presence. As the day progressed, and force was used against the 

protesters, individuals amongst the crowd took note of a changed atmosphere and attitude 

amongst the members of the crowd; just 11 days prior, Ben Ali had been removed in Tunisia, 

leaving many Egyptians to wonder if such change were possible in their homeland.132 With this 

renewed vigor, and the anger of decades of oppression and brutality, Egyptians refused to stand 

down in the face of intense, militarized violence. Throughout the day, the protest grew as the 

crowd made its way to Tahrir Square, persuading bystanders to join along the way.133 Seeing the 

numbers growing removed the barrier of fear which barred many Egyptians from taking part in 

previous demonstrations; with this increasingly optimistic conception of protests, the crowd on 

January 25th grew from a few hundred to tens of thousands of angered Egyptians.134  

It was not long before images of the events of that day began to circulate on social media. 

Egypt, like Tunisia, has some of the highest rates of internet users within the MENA region, 

meaning that Egyptians from all walks of life were able to see both the brutality of their 

government against its own citizens, as well as the defiance and bravery of their fellow 

countrymen. This, perhaps even more so than most other motivators to protest, or even the 
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encouragement from the situation in Tunisia, drove Egyptians to the street.135 Whether an act of 

patriotism or solidarity, over the next 18 days, thousands more Egyptians made their voices 

heard in the public arena. During these protests Mubarak offered concessions, and even stated 

that he would step away from political office following his current term; however, at this point in 

the demonstrations, Egyptians were not willing to take reform as an answer. What they 

demanded was the uncompromising removal of Mubarak and the institution of free elections. 

After 18 days of intense standoff, the Egyptian got their wish; their dictatorial ruler for the last 

30 years had officially stepped down.136 

Like in Tunisia, it is not difficult to comprehend why the Dignity Revolution in Egypt 

was able to mobilize such a large portion of its citizenry in such a short period of time. Nor is it 

surprising that such massive demonstrations were able to topple a 30-year regime. Inspired by 

their Tunisian neighbors and a desire to end corruption in the government and police force, 

Egyptians looked favorably upon the prospect of protesting. This positive perception helped to 

override the culture of fear created by Mubarak and lead to his eventual demise. It is precisely 

because the Egyptian protest movement was looked upon with both favor and necessity that 

everyday Egyptians felt empowered to overcome the oppression of the authoritarian ruler.  

C. Syria 

Looking at the history of protest in Syria is a more nuanced task compared to the previous two 

nations of Tunisia and Egypt. Syria’s history is marred with rebellion, civil war, and a multitude 

of coups; this makes it challenging to understand the underlying protest movements of the past 

and how they interacted with, or were directly connected to, existing armed political conflict. 

With armed rebellion occurring in tandem with non-violent protests, the Syrian government 
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often lumped the two groups together; this meant that peaceful protests were often met with 

militarized responses. Both this militarized response, and the historical precedent of citizen 

participation in armed rebellion, led to the degradation of the overall view of protesting. After 

all, what motivation is there to take to the streets when even non-violent protests are brutally 

crushed? Or when there exist other, potentially more viable, means of collective action through 

the continual presence of armed citizen rebellions? These two facts acted together to create a 

protest conceptualization within Syria that was one of ineffectuality and unnecessary danger; 

with this negative understanding of protesting, it is easy to understand why protests in Syria, 

even sizable movements, have proven unsuccessful in combating political corruption.  

1. Syria Before the Dignity Revolution 

Following the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the areas of modern day Syria and Lebanon were 

brought under French control in 1919.137 Through continuous “revolt and rejection of the very 

idea of a mandate”, local peoples fought against the French imperialist powers and formed a 

nationalist movement.138  This movement went on to declare Syrian independence in 1920 with a 

principally-accepted Constitution and appoint Faisal Hussein as King.139 The 1920 Constitution 

“provided for a limited monarchy, a bicameral legislature, and a responsible ministry … [as well 

as] a Bill of Rights guaranteeing civil liberties and freedom of thought and religion”.140 After 

only a few short months, the French forced the King to resign and instituted their mandate. There 
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would be no consistently enforced Syrian constitution until the end of the mandate and the 

promulgation of the 1950 Constitution.141 

Between 1920 and 1923 was a period of notable “delinquency” which was marked with 

protests, petitions, and less-violent means of withstanding French oppression; while 1923 to 

1925 marked a period of “outright war” and the official commencement of the Great Syrian 

Revolt, led by Druze rebels against the French occupation.142 Instances of protests in the earlier 

years of the mandate were often met with violence from French authorities, resulting in the death 

of protesters on multiple occasions. A myriad of individuals, ranging from international human 

rights watchers to participatory protesters found the French oppression of these protests to be 

abhorrent. A Syrian student and protester at the time said, of the Great Syrian Revolt, that it was 

a “significant manifestation of a general discontent … events in Damascus, protests in Beirut, 

and frequent agitation clearly reveal that the Revolt was not simply limited to the Druze”.143 Not 

only were rebels showing their anger at French control, but there was a perceived “efflorescence 

of political tracts among students” during this time, specifically in the Damascus area.144  

Students and other protesters partook in non-violent contestation of French control 

through cultural institutions such as the press, schools and even museums.145 They also 

“organized associations, wrote petitions and letters, and undertook strikes”.146 As 

aforementioned, these protests were grouped together with more intense acts of armed rebels, 

leading to an unjustifiably violent response from the French; this response, as well as the 
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existence of armed rebel groups, meant that many individuals chose to remain silent or join the 

side of the rebels as opposed to partaking in direct protest.  

Though there were many incidents of non-violent protest during this time, the beginning 

of the Great Syrian Revolt in 1925, and the subsequent capture of Damascus by Druze rebels in 

October 1925, lead to a two-year conflict between French and rebel forces resulting in the 

bombardment of Damascus and the death of over a thousand individuals.147 The end of the 

Revolt marked a change in Franco-Syrian relations. Though the Revolt had officially been 

suppressed, the nationalist movement in Syria continued, and the French began to understand 

that they could not suppress the movement indefinitely. In January of 1936, the National Bloc, a 

coalition of anti-French political parties, called for a general strike.148 The French responded to 

the protests by arresting Bloc leaders and opening fire on crowds of demonstrators.149 

Eventually, after almost two months of protests, the French government agreed to negotiate with 

members of the National Bloc; following this development, the National Bloc called off the 

strike in March of 1936.150  

These negotiations eventually led to the drafting of the Franco-Syrian Treaty which 

outlined the end of the French mandate and full independence for Syria.151 This general strike 

stands out as a marked shift from the rest of Syria’s protest history. For the first time, politicians 

opposed to the regime protested in tandem with workers, students, and other members of Syrian 

society; by calling on the whole of Syrian society to act, the National Bloc’s general strike was 
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able to showcase protesting as a viable means of collective action in opposition to the violence of 

rebellion, thus recreating a more positive view of protests. The result of this wide-spread general 

strike was an increase in the efficacy of this particular protest. Though successful in gaining 

concessions from the French, hesitancy in Paris meant that the treaty was never ratified by the 

French, essentially killing it and overriding the work done by the 1936 strike and the subsequent 

negotiations.  

This intentional indecision on behalf of the French undermined the positive perception of 

protests as formed through the general strike; from this point on in Syrian history, anti- 

governmental social forces would remain divided into camps. These camps roughly 

corresponded to individuals who favored protest, those who favored armed rebellion, and those 

who favored military intervention. Because the rebel camp grew continuously and ensuing 

violence between rebels and the government often resulted in the deaths of protesters and non-

activist civilians, protests were continually associated with negative features such as violence, 

inefficacy, and unnecessary danger. 

In the years leading up to WWII, and after France’s defeat by Germany in 1940, the 

French power in Syria waned.152 Syria came under control of Vichy France and was then invaded 

by British and Free French forces which viewed said occupation as a threat to their presence in 

the region. These forces were initially committed to the independence of Syria; however, the 

push for independence seemed to stalemate as the Free French regained control.153 Of course this 

further angered Syrian nationalists, many of whom viewed the liberation from Vichy France as 

the final step towards independence. After several years of intensifying nationalist pressures, and 
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British intervention after the French bombed Damascus, Syria would finally gain its 

independence on April 17th, 1946, as the last French soldier left.154 

Though finally independent, Syria would go on to enter a new crisis phase. Following the 

Arab-Israeli War, a series of several coups over the next few decades would go on to further 

destabilize the Syrian government. In 1949 alone, there were three separate military-led coups.155 

The third of these coups was led by Adib al-Shishakli, who overthrew the government in 

December of 1949.156 In February of the following year, the 1950 Constitution was created with 

a detailed Bill of Rights and a parliamentarian style of government.157 Though arguably a more 

democratic document, the 1950 Constitution would not last for long. In November of 1951, 

Shishakli dismissed the civilian government.158 This, of course, undermined Syria's newly won 

independence and angered many Syrian nationalists; the result was another major round of 

protests which were brutally suppressed by the government. One year later, Shishakli went on to 

ban all political parties, leading to even further unrest.159 Yet another military coup in 1954 

overthrew Shishakli and returned power to the civilian government.  

These repeated coups serve as an example of the degradation of the conceptualization of 

protests in Syria. The overwhelming perception of protests as an impractical means to affect 

change meant that Syrian nationalists were more inclined to take other routes, such as acting 

through military intervention. As more Syrians chose these other tactics, the support for protest 

dwindled, leading to waning participation and increasing inefficacy of protests. 
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In 1958, Syria would join Egypt in the creation of the United Arab Republic; though, 

Syria would regain its independence in 1961 due to another coup.160 Another series of coups and 

fracturing within political parties created more widespread discontent with the government, 

culminating in anti-government protests and strikes in 1964.  Soon after, emergency laws were 

put into effect, making political activism through protests illegal and increasingly dangerous; 

though these laws would dampen protest conceptions and participation, they did not outright halt 

them. Following the Six-Day War with Israel, there is a period of power struggle between Salah 

al-Jadid and Hafez al-Assad.161 This power struggle culminated with a successful coup led by 

Assad against a right-wing faction of the Ba’th Party.162 In 1971, he restored the presidency and 

assumed the office himself.163 After the introduction of the 1973 Constitution, waves of 

demonstrations erupted in Hama and Homs.164 A few months later, protests erupted again in 

response to legislative elections. These protests were, like most other protests, heavily 

suppressed with military force, resulting in the death of many demonstrators. 

Though these protests were suppressed, the sentiment they expressed would continue to 

grow amongst many different subsections of the population, leading to the continual contestation 

of Assad’s right to rule. The Muslim Brotherhood continuously attacked and opposed Assad and 

his loyalists at every avenue; however, other political factions were starting to make their way 

into the political arena. “Secular leftist groups and professional syndicates were organizing 

protests and demonstrations against the regime”, which proved that discontent had spread to 

various other parts of Syrian society.165 Yet protests were, again, overwhelmed by an armed 
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struggle between the military and Muslim Brotherhood rebels which carried into 1982 and led to 

the decimation of Hama.166 The violence displayed by the government in response to these 

protests and acts of armed rebellion led to the increasing degradation of protest conceptions and 

the subsequent decreasing presence of protests. 

Following several decades of authoritarian rule, Hafez al-Assad died on June 10th, 2000; 

he was succeeded by his son, Bashar al-Assad.167 Those in favor of intense political reform begin 

to hold public meetings and create organizations to call for the end of authoritarian rule in 

Syria.168 At first, it seemed as though those wishes may be met, as Assad went on to free some 

600 political prisoners in November of 2000.169 Only a few short months later, Assad began his 

assault on political expression and participation. Limits to freedom of expression were 

introduced and trials were held for democracy advocates for their perceived roles in undermining 

the Syrian constitution.170 Despite these crackdowns on expression, protests were still held in 

Damascus in 2004 with the hopes of gaining political reform; protesters were met with heavy 

police violence.171  Heavy suppression of this protest again solidified that under Assad, 

protesting was a matter of life and death; Syrians were faced with the choice of dying in protests 

or living under an authoritarian regime. Many chose the latter, until the rise of the Dignity 

Revolution in 2011. 

2. Syria During the Dignity Revolutions 

Seeing the abrupt overthrow of two dictatorial regimes in the MENA region, some leaders, like 

Assad, took on the policy of destroying protest movements before they could fully develop. This, 
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of course, resulted in intense violence and helped to create the Syrian Civil War which is on-

going to this day. Nonetheless, some Syrians did partake in non-violent protests before the 

official onset of the civil war; these protests were met with militarized violence, leading to a 

further emboldened civilian population which sought the end of the regime. Though more 

Syrians than ever were taking to the streets, the harsh suppression of protests as conducted by 

Assad also led to the further fracturing of the Syrian political opposition. More citizens were 

protesting than before, but others flocked to more violent means of making change, like rebel 

organizations.  The presence of these groups symbolized a continuity for Syrian protest 

perceptions; despite more Syrians than ever viewing protests as a viable means for making 

change, many, still, conceptualized protests as ineffective. 

 In Syria’s long history, its people have been ruled by an oligarchy, bent on sustaining 

itself through the repression of economic development and political liberties.172 Like Egypt, 

Syria had instituted emergency laws which undermined civilians’ liberties while supposedly 

protecting the regime from internal threats; such laws were used to violently deter political 

opposition from the 1960s onwards.173 Though some protest movements took place after the 

imposition of these laws, these laws were largely successful in creating not only an 

understanding of protests which was based in fear, but also one which was based in futility. 

Syrians were socialized to believe that to protest was to be harmed by the police, while little 

changed in their regime. With this in mind, it is understandable why many Syrians may have 

believed that either silence or membership in more violent organizations were the only ways to 

precipitate change. 
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 Through decades of relatively little opposition from the people, Hafez and Bashar al-

Assad were able to rule however they pleased. The former created an economic system which 

continuously served the country’s elite, while the latter did little to change said system. When 

Bashar rose to power in 2000, he claimed to be the president of reform, stating that under his rule 

Syria would be more free, more democratic, and more economically liberalized; however, the 

remnants of his father’s regime proved to be more politically expedient than reform.174 After all, 

what motivation is there for a dictator to appease his public when he can just as easily sustain 

himself through the cronyism of his entourage? 

 This inability and unwillingness to institute meaningful economic reform meant that 

Syria suffered many of the same ailments as other MENA nations: high unemployment, low 

wages, and the degradation of subsidies aimed at providing education and health services.175 

Because of these failures, many Syrians were living in objective poverty, with a government 

which sought to keep control under any means necessary.  All the while, the regime placated its 

close, corrupt circle. Syrians deeply needed change but were left with few viable options. They 

could choose to join rebel groups and face military conflict, or they could choose to remain silent 

and face further oppression. These options left much to be desired for Syrian citizens and are part 

of the reason why some individuals eventually chose to take to the streets in early 2011.  

These beginning protests were small; not many individuals were convinced that the risk 

of protesting would beget any sort of positive change in the regime. In other words, the 

association of fear surrounding protests, as curated through decades of political suppression, was 

seemingly impenetrable. As a matter of fact, demonstrations in mid-March in Damascus only 
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grew to the tens and spoke merely of reform, not revolt.176 Though seemingly insignificant, these 

early protests were met with harsh crackdown from the government; tanks and heavy weapons 

were used not only to harm participants but also to disincentivize further acts against the regime. 

With this response, Assad unknowingly sowed the seeds of the Syrian Dignity Revolution.  

Seeing the harsh government response, the conceptions of protest evolved. Though many 

Syrians still feared the repercussions of protesting, they came to view taking to the streets as an 

act of necessity. If they could not generate change through voting, through militarized violence, 

or through silence, they had few other viable courses of action. With this mindset, the popular 

Syrian perception of protests became one of solidarity in the face of abhorrent oppression. As 

this view of protests shifted, so did their character. No longer was Assad faced with sporadic 

protests of tens of people; instead, he had sparked an outright uprising.177 

 In the end, despite an increasingly positive understanding of protests amongst the Syrian 

masses, this change was not holistic enough. Many Syrians still chose armed rebellion and public 

silence as the means for overcoming, or succumbing to, the regime. In this way, the shifting 

conception of protest in Syria was beneficial in creating larger protests, but ultimately failed in 

its attempts to overthrow the regime because protesters were unable to capitalize on the newly-

positive view of protests in an all-encompassing way.  

V. Findings and Correlations 

On December 17th, 2010, Muhammad Bouazizi, a Tunisian fruit vendor, set himself on fire in 

front of a Tunisian government building in protest of government and police corruption; the 

result of this act of protest was a mass protest movement which drew on the support of 
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significant portions of the Tunisian population.178 It was only a matter of a month before 

Tunisian protests were successful in overthrowing Ben Ali, the authoritarian ruler who had been 

in power for 23 years. Following the success in Tunisia, and the eradication of Ben Ali, 

Egyptians took to the streets themselves. On January 25th, 2011, Egyptians began a nearly-

month long series of anti-government protests, which culminated in the removal of Hosni 

Mubarak.179 Following suit, massive demonstrations formed in Bahrain, Libya, and Yemen in 

February of the same year.180 Protests in Syria a month later were met with heavy force from the 

Assad regime. Still, other citizens were continuously inspired to take to the street, as Lebanon, 

Jordan, Oman, and other regions saw the rise of protest movements as well.181  

This spreading of protests across the region is popularly referred to as a domino effect; 

following the events in Tunisia on December 17th, individuals across the region felt emboldened 

to make their voices heard.  In some cases, these protests were the first major anti-government 

actions in decades. It would be correct to say that the rise in protests during this short period of 

time was a function of an increasingly positive conception of protests. As citizens rose up in 

Tunisia and overthrew their government, they changed the very way protests were thought of in 

the region. That is not to say that fear no longer influenced citizens' decisions to protest; rather, 

that the positive example of protest efficacy in Tunisia allowed for individuals living under 

authoritarianism to feel as though the risk of protesting could beget a substantial reward.  

Upon analysis of the historical and contemporary perceptions of protests within the three 

case study countries, some interesting trends emerge. First, in Tunisia, it is clear that the 

populace held an intensely positive conception of protests; however, this opinion of protests did 
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not always correlate to increased efficacy. In some cases, even when the protests were popularly 

supported, and the view of protests at the time was positive, protest movements were only 

partially effective in achieving the aims set out by the movement. The same cannot be said of 

Egypt, where there is a clearly established link between the conception of a given protest and its 

eventual efficacy. In the case of Egypt, almost all protest movements which were studied in the 

time between independence and the development of the Dignity Revolutions showed a positive 

correlation between positive conceptions of protest and increased protest efficacy. This finding is 

also supported by the analysis of Syrian protest movements. The constant division amongst anti-

governmental movements within Syria meant that protests were often viewed as an inefficient 

means to affect change; moreover, those individuals who did choose to protest, and did so 

repeatedly throughout the history of Syria, were treated as rebels and brutalized, leading to the 

further decline in support of protesting and efficacy of subsequent protests.  

The following figure, Figure 1, summarizes each aforementioned protest movement, the 

popular conception of protests at the time of said movement, and the rate of efficacy in an 

attempt to summarize the qualitative information from each case study country. The outcomes of 

the Dignity Revolutions in these three countries, in addition to taking into account the historical 

precedent of protest in each nation, exposes an interesting correlation between the perception of 

protests and their eventual efficacy. It is clear throughout this paper that there is a positive 

correlation between the two variables; however, this correlation is stronger in one direction. 

When all of the protest instances in this paper are considered as one, it is true that in 

every instance where the population has held a negative view of protesting, protests have proven 

to be ineffective in achieving the goals of the protesting masses. This would indicate a strong 

positive correlation between a negative conception of protests and ineffective outcomes. Yet, the 
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opposite does not always prove true. When the overall view of protests are more positive, it is 

more likely that protests will prove to be effective; however, there are several exceptions to this 

correlation which are presented in Figure 1. In several instances of protest, positive conceptions 

of protesting did not correlate with increased efficacy, with many cases of positive perceptions 

actually leading to partially or fully ineffective results. 

 

 

Figure 1. 

Summarization of Protest Outcomes 

Protest Protest Conception Protest Efficacy 

Tunisia - - 

Independence Protests Positive Effective 

1968 Student Protest Negative Ineffective 

Black Thursday 1978 Strike Positive Partially Effective 

1984 Bread Riots Positive Partially Effective 

2008 Riots Positive Partially Effective 

2010-11 Dignity Revolution Positive Effective 

Egypt - - 

1922 Independence Protests Positive Effective 

1935 Independence Protests Positive  Effective 

1951 Protests Positive Effective 

1968 Protest Positive Effective 

1977 Bread Riots Positive Effective 

2005 Election Protests Partially Positive Partially Effective 

2011 Dignity Revolution Positive Effective 
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Syria - - 

1920-23 “Delinquency 

Period” 

Positive Ineffective 

1936 National Bloc Strike Positive Effective 

1951 Anti-Shishakli Protests Negative Ineffective 

1964 Strikes Negative Ineffective 

1973 Protests Negative Ineffective 

1982 Protests Negative  Ineffective 

2004 Protests Negative Ineffective 

2011 Dignity Revolution Partially Positive Ineffective 

 

Figure 1: Summary of protest conceptions and efficacy in the three case study countries, before and during the 

Dignity Revolution period. 

 

 This contradiction in the correlation presents not only across the case studies, but also 

within the case studies over time. These contradictions likely indicate that the following 

statement from the introduction of this paper is correct: conceptions of protest play a significant, 

though not singular, role in the efficacy of protests. This section will seek to identify other 

competing variables that may have influenced protest efficacy at the time, overriding the impact 

of protest perceptions on efficacy. 

A. Tunisia 

Since the motivators for protest of the Dignity Revolution impacted the majority of Tunisians, it 

is easy to see why such large swathes of the population participated. Furthermore, the outright 

atrocities of the Ben Ali regime made it so that protesting against the regime became the only 

truly viable means of making substantive change. The Tunisian people understood that fact and, 

thus, took it upon themselves to force change. Because these protests were so positively 

perceived, and viewed as necessary, their participation grew. In this way, a connection can be 
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made between the conception of protests and their eventual strength. Their increased 

participation, through a positive understanding of the protests, directly increased their efficacy; 

this led not just to the end of Ben Ali’s regime in Tunisia, but also to the commencement of an 

international movement against authoritarianism. 

Though during the Dignity Revolution, this positive view of protests equated to increased 

efficacy, that was not always the case in Tunisia.  Throughout Tunisia’s history, other large, 

widely supported protest movements received little efficacy in creating direct change. Most 

often, protest movements in Tunisia were classified as partially effective, meaning that the 

conception of protests as overwhelmingly positive likely had a positive impact on efficacy, even 

if the protests were not fully effective for various reasons. In Tunisia specifically, two possible 

explanations for this gap in efficacy can be generated through an analysis of the issue as a 

collective action problem, as well as through understanding the oppressive tactics used by 

Tunisian rulers over the period studied.  

Firstly, as stated in previous sections, Tunisian protests were most successful when they 

were supported by either the UGTT, the national labor union, or had found a figurehead. 

Intuitively, this follows as the influence of a powerful organization like the UGTT, or the 

leadership from a figurehead, would eliminate several barriers to successful collective action by 

providing support in the form of money, organization, and political leverage. Aside from the 

independence movements, no social movements in Tunisia were supported by both the labor 

unions and a figurehead. This lacking support and organization could have weakened the power 

of these protests, even when the popular conception of protesting was overwhelmingly positive. 

With underdeveloped organization and support, it is easy to see how the abrupt, militarized 

violence used towards protesters would be enough to harm their efforts. 
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B. Egypt 

As with Tunisia, Egypt has a rich history of citizenry uprisings and protests. Though not always 

protected in governing documents, and rarely protected by the Egyptian government itself, the 

fundamental right of assembly is used as a tool by Egyptians to exercise their discontent and 

achieve governmental reforms. Since its independence movements, protests in Egypt have been 

characterized as all-encompassing; individuals from all subsections of society have been known 

to take part. This all-encompassing nature has instilled within Egyptian society a deeply positive 

view of protests. Following their successful protests during the 1922 independence movement, 

large portions of Egyptian society repeatedly took to the streets as a means to make change and 

were repeatedly successful. This positive conception of protests within Egypt is partially 

responsible for both the willingness of citizens to protest and the ability for said protests to prove 

effective. 

 Unlike Tunisia, Egypt’s protest perceptions and efficacy have stayed relatively 

consistent. Across all studied instances of mass protest, there has been a direct correlation in 

Egypt between positive conception and increased efficacy. The question, then, for Egypt is why 

has this nation been more consistent than Tunisia or even Syria? Why was Egypt not influenced 

by a collective action problem or deterred by their government’s use of force? One potential 

reasoning could come from the theories of Tausch and Becker which explain that pride at 

successful past collective actions will increase the likelihood of collective action in the future.182 

Perhaps Egypt’s long history of successful protest movements has had an influence on the 

inclination of Egyptian citizens to take to the streets and demand governmental reform, or, in 

some cases, new leadership. Though both Tunisia and Egypt had a positive understanding of 

 
182 Tausch and Becker, “Emotional Reactions to Collective Action”. 
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protests, Egyptians were equally emboldened by their past track record of protest efficacy; this 

variable may be what allowed Egyptian protests to show superior efficacy despite similar 

conceptions.  

C. Syria 

As previously stated, Syria’s history with protests is complex. In many cases, instances of 

civilian protests were conducted in tandem with armed rebellion or military coups. Because of 

this, almost all instances of mass protest in the history of Syria were not only unsuccessful in 

achieving their aims, but they were also lethal for many participants. This outright danger of 

protesting the Syrian government meant that many citizens, even those who deeply disagreed 

with the regime, remained silent. Other angered citizens chose to join with rebels and other 

armed groups, seeing that perhaps armed rebellion was a more effective way to precipitate 

change. This entrenched connection between protests and militarized violence caused Assad, and 

other politicians, to equate acts of non-violent protest with assassination attempts and rebellions; 

in this way, protest became less viable, the conception of them became overwhelmingly more 

negative, and thus, less individuals participated, and protest efficacy decreased. 

 Syria, however, exhibits one stark example which contradicts its historical and 

contemporary protest precedents: the 1936 National Bloc General Strike. Unlike all other studied 

instances of protesting in Syria, this instance stands out as the only effective protest. 

Additionally, what differentiates this protest from others in Syria’s past is not just its efficacy but 

also its inclusion. The National Bloc was able to not only rally political dissidents from all parts 

of the political spectrum, but it was also able to call a general strike which included large 

portions of the Syrian population in a way that was not done before or after this event. This all-

encompassing nature of this specific Syrian example showed that when those opposed to Syrian 
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rulers were able to come together under “one banner”, so to speak, they were able to overcome 

the challenges to protest and achieve positive outcomes. Unfortunately, Syria’s political 

complications uniquely prohibit such collective action by nature of its immense division and 

intense violence.  

VI. Impacts 

Throughout this research, it has become clear that though positive conceptions of protest are 

necessary for protest efficacy, there are other factors at play which may influence eventual 

protest outcomes. In the MENA region specifically, these factors include, but are not limited to: 

the ability to spread information rapidly and securely, access to the internet and social media 

platforms, the division of opposition forces which seek power, foreign intervention, a given 

country’s military might and the loyalty of said military to the regime, general economic 

conditions, as well as the level of social welfare. This list, though certainly non-exhaustive, 

shows a few of the factors which may have grave implications on the outcomes of protesting 

aside from the dominant protest perceptions. Furthermore, these factors have the ability to 

undermine effective protest movements after their initial success if they are strong enough. Such 

was the case in both Tunisia and Egypt, to varying degrees.  

A. Tunisia 

Tunisia is often considered the lone success story of the Dignity Revolutions; however, it is far 

from being a perfectly functioning democracy. In 2014, the first free presidential elections were 

held, and the new Tunisian Constitution was implemented.183 This constitution heavily protected 

individual liberties, such as the right to assembly and access to a free press.184 Though 

 
183 Mohamed-Salah Omri, “The Tunisian Constitution: The Process and the Outcome,” Jadaliyya 

(University of Oxford, July 10, 2017), https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/30221, 1. 
184 Omri, “Tunisia Constitution Process”, 3. 
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democratic reforms have been instituted, the country still struggles in terms of economic 

progress and defending against corruption.  

 The economy has suffered in the years since the Dignity Revolution and has even caused 

some Tunisians to wonder if democracy may be actively harmful toward economic 

development.185 Additionally, though steps have been taken to limit corruption in the 

government, including the creation of certain commissions devoted singularly to the cause, old 

regime members continually seek power, threatening to return Tunisia’s fledgling democracy to 

the years of Ben Ali. In light of these developments, it is necessary to understand that though 

Tunisia has been more successful than most other MENA nations, the struggle for governmental 

stability continues to this day. Proving that though a positive view of protesting was able to 

achieve efficacy in the short-run, more work must be done to translate those changes into long-

term impacts.  

Tunisians are no stranger to this fact, as throughout their history they have continuously 

protested inconsistencies and outright corruption in their government. Though a positive protest 

conception has not always led to protest efficacy, Tunisians nonetheless persisted. That same 

fervor continues to the present day, as Tunisians are still willing to take to the streets and demand 

change in their newly-founded democratic system.  

B. Egypt 

Despite initial efficacy in the removal of Mubarak in 2011, Egypt has also suffered under 

attempts to establish substantial political change. Following the resignation of Mubarak, Egypt 

fell under the temporary control of the Supreme Council of the Army until elections were held in 

2012. These elections resulted in the popular election of Mohamed Morsi, a Muslim Brotherhood 

 
185 Robbins, “After the Arab Spring”, 83. 
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member. Later that same year, Morsi went on to issue decrees allowing for his declarations to be 

unchallenged in the political realm; though this act was done under the guise of protecting the 

revolution, many Egyptians viewed it as an attempt to subvert the will of the people.186 The 

result was widespread demonstrations throughout 2013 which culminated in the issuance of a 48-

hour military mandate.187 If Morsi were not to resolve these perceived attacks on the people’s 

will, the military would intervene.188 With no indication of change from Morsi, the Egyptian 

Army led a successful coup of the newly-elected government.  

 Though this coup was deemed necessary to protect the political gains of the last two 

years, it was a coup very similar to those in Egypt’s past. Once in power, one of the leaders of 

the military, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi became Egypt’s new president, and quickly used his power to 

revert much of the progress made during the 2011 Revolution. Sisi returned to pre-revolution 

acts against human rights, as he banned both protests and political opposition while also 

imposing the use of torture on those who disagreed with his rule. In the past, in the case of the 

imposition of emergency laws, the result was a dampening of Egyptian protest movements which 

continued for several decades. Though the Dignity Revolution had solidified a positive 

understanding of protests within Egypt, it may be many years before that conception is strong 

enough to overcome the barriers to protest as established by Sisi. Until that time, Egypt remains 

an authoritarian regime, with little substantive proof of its 2011 successes. 

 

 

 
186 “Egyptian Army Issues All Parties 48-Hour Ultimatum to Reach Resolution,” Al Arabiya English (Al 
Arabiya English, May 20, 2020), https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2013/07/01/Egyptian-
army-issues-all-parties-48-hour-ultimatum-to-reach-resolution, par. 11. 
187 “Egypt Army 48-Hour Ultimatum”, par. 11. 
188 Ibid, par. 8. 



Kamykowski 56 

 

C. Syria 

Syria’s trajectory in the years after the Dignity Revolutions has been nothing short of bleak, with 

little to say for the prospect of protesting in the current day or near future. The Civil War in Syria 

has gone on to create one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises of this century, and 

continually decimates not only the hope for protesting in the future, but also the very existence of 

the state of Syria. Not only did fracturing amongst the opposition forces mean that protesting was 

not always seen as a viable option, but the absolute suppression of Syrian protests over the 

decades leading up to the civil war meant that even those who were inclined to take to the streets 

in 2011 had little information on how to successfully lead a popular movement. Even if the 

Syrian protest movement were able to secure the support of millions of Syrians and overcome 

the imposing threat to peace from fighting between the government and rebel forces, the protests 

had little hope for success because they had few examples of successful protests in the past to 

draw upon for inspiration and hope. This, more than most other factors, created the situation in 

Syria where even a positive conception of protests and their efficacy would never have been able 

to lead to effective outcomes.  

VII. Conclusion 

Through a thorough analysis of historical and contemporary protest movements within the 

MENA region, correlations were studied as to the trends between protest conceptions and their 

eventual efficacy. As shown in the examples of Tunisia, Egypt and Syria, there is a clearly 

defined positive correlation between the two. Though this correlation is imperfect, it proves that 

without popular support of protests there remains little hope for the success of protest 

movements. In all studied instances, the existence of a negative protest conception correlates 

with ineffective protest movements. Conversely, not all instances of positive protest conceptions 
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led to full efficacy of movements; however, movements occurring in times when protests were 

viewed favorably had a higher likelihood of achieving at least partial efficacy vis-à-vis the goals 

of the protesting individuals. All three case study countries support this argument in various 

ways.  

 The research completed in this present paper is conducive with many of the pre-existing 

theories governing protests. Specifically, the findings are in accordance with the works of 

Bandura, Mummendey et al,. and Van Zomeren et al., who discuss how an individual’s 

perception of efficacy influences their willingness to participate in certain collective 

behaviors.189,190,191 This idea is highlighted throughout the present work in the discussions about 

positive protest perceptions. In many cases, individuals’ decisions to protest or not were forged 

in the overarching belief that their protest would be worthwhile; in other words, beliefs about 

efficacy did serve to curate a positive view of protests.  

 The present work does not necessarily disprove or contradict any of the presented 

theories of protest; however, it does expose different avenues of research into protest theory 

which must be thoroughly evaluated. For example, protest theory must evolve beyond merely 

predicting protest motivators and begin analyzing what factors influence outcomes. As shown 

throughout this work, conceptions of protests are not the sole indicators of protest successes; 

other variables which impede positive outcomes must be understood. Additionally, protest 

theories must continually be applied to a wide variety of subject states to ensure their 

applicability. Often, areas of the world such as the MENA region are overlooked and under-

 
189 Bandura, “Social Cognitive Theory”. 
190 Mummendey et al., “Social Identity Theory”. 
191 Van Zomeren et al., “Collective Action and Group Efficacy”. 
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analyzed. This present work was only able to do a preliminary analysis over three nations from 

this region of the world; other nations from this region also warrant thorough investigation. 

Overwhelmingly, the motivation for this present work was not only to begin research in 

an underdeveloped portion of protest theory, but to draw conclusions which may be applied to 

real-life situations of political protest. It is this author's hope that this introductory research can 

begin to shed light on how protesters can not only be more effective in achieving governmental 

changes, but also safer in their approaches. In cases such as Syria, a more conclusive 

understanding of protest efficacy may have helped to reduce the instances of civilian casualties 

and the onset of all-out civil war. Instances such as these make it abundantly clear that without 

further research in this area, the future of political action from the streets remains one of 

oppression and futility.  
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