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Basic Overview of the Issue  

On  December 17, 2010, a Tunisian vendor set himself on fire to protest what he 

deemed as corrupt governance and police harassment. His actions would soon start a fire 

that would become known today as the Arab Spring: a series of anti-government protests 

across the Arab world demanding the overthrow of the authoritarian regimes of the Cold 

War. His courageous self-sacrifice would strengthen millions of people suffering under 

decades of leftover authoritarian rule, all fueled by economic hardship and political 

oppression that was deepened by the 2008 housing crisis, to go the streets demanding the 

resignation of their respective governments. In Tunisia, the civil society played a vital part 

in the democratization process and successfully guided the political waters of the 

2013-2014 Tunisian political crisis. However, while Tunisia’s transition into democracy 

succeeded, other nations did not turn out so well. Protests in Egypt led to the fall of the 

three-decade-long authoritarian rule of Hosni Mubarak, however, the subsequent coup in 

2013 derailed the democratization process, and the military regime reinstalled itself. In 

some countries like Yemen, Libya, and Syria, the weakening of the central government 

resulted in peaceful protests evolving into violent conflicts, especially further continued by 

foreign involvement. 

The era following the failure of the Arab Spring, characterized by the resurgence of 

authoritarian regimes, has been named by many academicians as the Arab Winter. In the 

absence of accountability and the continuing rise of authoritarianism, questions about the 

future of political rights and liberties in the region arise. This report will focus on solving 

these issues as the legacy of the Arab Winter endures, and even in countries where 

conflict wears down, like Syria, it might have stopped snowing, but the sun has a long way 

to come. 

 

Explanation of Important Terms  

Arab Spring 

“A wave of pro-democracy protests and uprisings that took place in the Middle East 

and North Africa beginning in 2010 and 2011, challenging some of the region’s 

entrenched authoritarian regimes” (Britannica, 2025). 
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Jasmine Revolution 

“A popular uprising in Tunisia that protested against corruption, poverty, and political 

repression and forced Pres. Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali to step down in January 2011” 

(Britannica, 2023). It is often seen as the catalyst for Arab Spring uprisings. 

Axis of Resistance 

“Loose and informal military network of militant groups, which bill themselves as 

resistance forces, and state-controlled armed forces in the Middle East that are 

supported by Iran and its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps” (Britannica, 2025). 

Civil Society 

“Dense network of groups, communities, networks, and ties that stand between the 

individual and the modern state” (Britannica, 2025). 

Sectarian violence 

“Violence that occurs between different sects or groups, often characterized by 

deep-rooted ideological, religious, or cultural differences” (Vocab Dictionary). In the 

context of the Arab Spring, this usually refers to the conflicts between Sunni and 

Shia Muslims, leading to social and political instability. 

Rojava 

Rojava, which means “the West” in Kurdish, referring to the westernmost part of 

Kurdistan, or officially known as the Autonomous Administration of North and East 

Syria (AANES), was a de facto autonomous region in northern Syria with a 

predominantly Kurdish population (Law Insider Inc.). Established during the Syrian 

Civil War, its existence highlights the effects of foreign meddling. 

ISIL (Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant) 

Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), also known as Islamic State of Iraq and 

al-Sham (ISIS) or Daesh, “transnational jihad movement that has orchestrated or 

inspired numerous terrorist attacks around the world, including the Paris attacks of 

2015, the Brussels bombings of 2016, the Orlando shooting of 2016, and the New 

Orleans attack of 2025,” and took control over large parts of Iraq and Syria during 

the Arab Winter by taking advantage of sectarian cleavages (Britannica, 2025). It is 

known for its extreme violence and brutal tactics, and its sprouting sheds light on the 
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importance of keeping democratic ways to participate in politics. 

Democracy 

Democracy literally translates to “government by the people” (Merriam-Webster). 

“The term is derived from the Greek dēmokratia, which was coined from dēmos 

('people') and kratos ('rule') in the middle of the 5th century BCE to denote the 

political systems then existing in some Greek city-states, notably Athens” (Britannica, 

2025). 

Coup D’état 

“The sudden, violent overthrow of an existing government by a small group and the 

chief prerequisite for a coup is control of all or part of the armed forces, the police, 

and other military elements” (Britannica, 2025). 

Authoritarian Bargain 

The implicit arrangement between ruling elites and citizens whereby citizens 

relinquish political influence in exchange for public spending (Brookings). 

 

Detailed Background of the Issue  

Tunisia on Fire 

On 17 December 2010, a working-class vendor in Tunisia named Mohammed 

Bouazizi stood in front of the governor’s office to appeal to what he thought was an unjust 

exercise of power (Britannica, 2025). Just hours before, Bouazizi started his business as 

usual, but later, the police would start harassing him and publicly humiliating him by toppling 

his carts and confiscating his belongings when he had refused to give them bribes. Angered 

by this, Bouazizi went to complain and demand the return of his scales to continue his 

business (Britannica, 2025). After the governor refused to see or listen to him, Bouazizi went 

to a nearby gas station to acquire a can of gasoline and shouted, “How do you expect me to 

make a living?” before immolating himself (Britannica, 2025). The match he ignited would 

spark one of the greatest revolutionary movements in the Arab world to this date, which 

would be known as the Arab Spring (Al Jazeera, 2011). 
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Picture 1: Demonstrators in the capital city of Tunis sitting on a wall where “Free at last” was written after the popular unrest of the 

Jasmine Revolution forced Tunisian President. Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali to step down, January 2011. (Encyclopædia Britannica) 

His actions and his death on the 4th of January, 2011 would inspire the people who 

were suffering from injustice and economic hardship caused by the current regime –that was 

deemed under allegedly corrupt and authoritarian rule of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali for more 

than decades– and bring together many different groups dissatisfied with the system (Al 

Jazeera, 2020). Soon after, the people would flood the streets to protest against high 

unemployment, poverty, and political oppression. The tensions between the protestors and 

government forces would rise as the clashes between protestors and police continued and 

spread to the capital, and the government would finally call in the military to control the 

unrest Jazeera, 2021). Failing to stop the unrest and address the protestors, on 14 January 

2011, President Ben Ali stepped down and left the country for an interim government of 

pro-democracy forces (Britannica, 2025). The success of the protestors and opposition in 

this month-long ordeal, which would be known as the Jasmine Revolution, quickly inspired 

the Arab world and ignited revolutionary flames throughout the region (Jazeera, 2025). 

As an excerpt from a Library of Congress on “the Aftermath of the Arab Spring,” 
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suggests: though there were challenges in Tunisia’s transition to democracy, civil society 

played a huge role in championing civil liberties and democracy, acting as mediators 

between the people and the ruling elite as well as the government. As Dan Turello said, In 

the summer of 2013, in Tunisia, a major political crisis erupted after the assassination of two 

prominent left-wing political leaders, Chokri Belaid and Mohamed Bhrami. People responded 

with anger and blamed Ennahda, the Islamist Party, claiming that they had encouraged and 

fostered this kind of environment and emboldened extreme Islamists to take action (LOC). 

As a result, people took to the streets, and daily riots began, which risked bringing the 

government down and derailing the transition (LOC). It was at this point that this civil society 

union, known as the National Dialogue Quartet –which was awarded 2015 Nobel Peace 

Prize due to their efforts in handling the crisis, stepped in and calmed the protests that paved 

the way for the successful transformation of the 2013-14 Tunisian crisis into the Tunisian 

miracle (LOC). 

Spread of the Arab Spring  

Across the border, the fire ignited by Ben Ali’s ousting soon spread to the rest of the 

region as folks all around the Arab world were suffering from similar problems not just 

special to Tunisia (Britannica, 2025). The authoritarian bargain, which the dictatorial regimes 

of the Arab world long relied on, broke down as the governments could not keep up their end 

of the deal (Brookings). A few years before the Arab Spring, the collapse of the U.S. housing 

market in 2007 led to the 2008 financial crisis, which resulted in the Great Recession 

(2007-09), the worst economic crisis after the Great Depression of 1929-1939 (Britannica, 

2024). This crisis resulted in increased regulations and austerity measures by international 

financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which many Arab states 

were hit by (World Bank Group). Alongside the entrenched corruption and unemployment, 

the set austerity measures led to sharp increases in food prices and living costs, which 

stoked the widespread desperation and unrest that finally culminated in the spread of the 

revolutionary fire of the Arab Spring (Wired). 

By 25 January, the movement had spread to countries like Egypt, Jordan, Syria, 

Algeria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, and several other countries (Britannica, 2025). Protestors, who 

mainly consisted of young people who utilized social media to their advantage, in many 

countries tried to follow the Tunisian example, where protests resulted in the ousting of the 
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rooted authoritarian regime and interim governments managed to successfully complete the 

transition into a democratic regime (Britannica, 2025). Many people who tried to follow suit 

also demanded that governments and their leaders be held accountable for the social 

injustices that they were subjected to for decades (Britannica, 2025). But in those countries, 

the Arab Spring didn’t lead to what many people wished for, either due to internal divides 

and cleavages that were suppressed under the dictatorships from the Cold War era but were 

suddenly unveiled after the collapse of the central authority or foreign intervention 

(Brookings). For example, in Syria and Libya, this resulted in renewed authoritarianism and a 

new level of oppression that was even worse than that which was before the Arab Spring, 

which was named as “Arab Winter,” and the expected accountability of the government 

officials never actually materialized in those states. For example, on 11 February 2011 

Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, who had been in charge since 1981, stepped down due 

to not being able to quell the protests and the interim government enjoyed high popular 

support until the military coup d’etat in 2013, when the current President of Egypt, Abdel 

Fattah al-Sisi, seized power. In most countries, stories followed the Libyan and Syrian 

examples, where challenging the central government through peaceful protests quickly 

devolved into chaos, and local armed ethnic and religious groups fought with each other to 

fill in the authority gap. 

International Dilemma  

It is also important to note that most of the authoritarian regimes of the Arab World 

were put in place and supported by the Western World through financial and military aid to 

control the leftists, nowadays, the radical Islamist movement. Impeding democratic transition 

through foreign meddling in Northern Africa and the Middle East wasn’t new, as can be seen 

by Operation Ajax in 1953, where a US and UK-backed coup removed democratically 

elected Mohammad Mosaddegh because of his decision to nationalize the AIOC, the 

successor of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (Britannica, 2024). The Cold War was a time 

when dictatorships were seen by the West as much more reliable for their strategic interests 

than the democratic alternatives, just as former U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson said: “He 

may be a dictator, but at least he’s our dictator” (HathiTrust). Cases of Bahrain, Syria, Libya, 

and Egypt are also similar to that extent, where foreign meddling only resulted in the 

entrenchment of the divides and prolonged the conflict. In the case of Bahrain, when the 

spillover of the Arab Spring also resulted in the 2011 Bahraini protests, around a thousand 
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Saudi troops arrived at the invitation of the Al-Khalifa ruling family to suppress the uprising 

and protect the monarchy (Reuters). In the case of Syria, the weakening of the ruling 

Ba’athist regime resulted in various different ethnic and religious groups fighting with each 

other for control of the country, such as Sunni Islamists, Kurds, and Druzes. The conflict was 

further fueled by foreign meddling, with Iran and Russia supporting the Ba’athist regime for 

their own strategic benefits in the Region –such as Syria being integral for the logistics of the 

Axis of Resistance for Iran and its ports in the Levant being vital for Russia’s power 

projection over the Mediterranean, and countries like Türkiye and the United States 

supporting the various opposition parties such as Syrian National Army and Rojava 

(Chatham House). 

Arab Winter  

With most of the conflicts still ongoing and authoritarian regimes becoming evermore 

entrenched in their positions, the question comes to how to protect political rights and 

liberties in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. As the accountability of political leaders, 

warlords, and military figures dipping more than ever in the period denoted by many scholars 

as the “Arab Winter” and the gleam of the next spring has yet to show up, and as the legacy 

of the Arab Winter still carrying on highlighted by the sectarian violence still carrying over in 

Syria even after the dethronement of Bashar al-Assad 2025, the importance of finding ways 

to solving the issue has never been more important (Reuters, 2025). 

First and foremost, in order to solve this humanitarian crisis or find any resolution to 

the Arab Winter, the issues of sectarian conflict and social cleavages should be addressed. It 

is important to note that the lack of accountability and extreme violence resulted in one of the 

most horrifying calamities that would be known as the Islamic State’s rule over Iraq and the 

Levant, which in itself is a result of the religious cleavages between Shia and Sunni muslims 

in the Middle East. Just in Mosul alone, over four years, the proponents of the Caliphate 

executed more than 7000 people in public, including cases such as on June 3, 2016, where 

19 Yazidi girls were burned alive because they refused “to engage in intimate activities with 

ISIS militants” (ARA News). Inclusive governance, power sharing, intergroup dialogue, and 

reconciliation are all key measures in solving sectarian conflict and mending cleavages. 

 

Major Parties Involved  
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Tunisia 

Being at the center of the stage and, arguably, only true beneficiary of the Arab Spring 

by being the only country that has benefitted from the deposition of the authoritarian regimes 

and successfully managed to follow peaceful track to being a democratic regime, Tunisia 

stands as a beacon of democracy and liberty in the Arab world, but more importantly as a 

precedent of what can be achieved. The people of Tunisia have held their former leaders 

accountable through trials, following the precedent set by the Oputa Panel in Nigeria. The 

investigative body, established in late 90s under the democratization process led by 

President Olusegun Obasanjo, aimed to provide justice for the human rights abuses and acts 

of violence committed the previous authoritarian governments (Yusuf, Hakeem). The actions 

of civil society components, like labor unions and confederations, that created the National 

Dialogue Quartet, played a vital role in the democratization process and solving the Tunisian 

political crisis (LOC). These two examples highlight the importance of bringing the judicial 

process to investigating the past crimes of the previous regimes and civil society to protect 

the democratic soul of a country. 

Egypt 

Egypt played a central role in the Arab Spring, as it witnessed mass protests that led 

to the ousting of President Hosni Mubarak, who was in power for 30 years (Al Jazeera, 

2020). During the inter-regime period between 2011-2013 led by the SCAF, civil society was 

targeted and faced severe repression under military control (Amnesty International). Amnesty 

International has reported several times, “Egypt’s civil society is being treated like an enemy 

of the state, rather than a partner for reform and progress,” and has suffered many 

crackdowns such as freezing of assets, travel bans, registration controls, and more (Amnesty 

International). Reuters also reported several cases of consolidation of executive control of 

the judiciary and undermining of judicial independence, highlighted by the forced retirement 

of 32 out of 75 judges who had signed the Armada statement, condemning the military 

takeover and calling for the return of “constitutional democracy” (Aboulenein). All of these 

highlight the importance of strengthening civil society in protecting the democratic organs 

against authoritarian takeover and misuse of power, and highlighting the problems that arise 

with the precedent set by authoritarian powers that promote rule by law rather than rule of 

law (Amnesty International). 
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United States of America 

Being a key foreign actor in the region since the beginning of the Cold War, the United 

States of America has an intricate policy regarding the Arab world. It has played an important 

role in promoting political rights and liberties across the Arab world through various U.S. 

government agencies and civil society organizations (U.S. Department of State). For 

example, through the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI), the Department of State has 

spent around $300 million in three years funding various civil society and economic reform 

initiatives. Being a vital economic and military partner for many countries in the region, the 

United States has leveraged this multiple times to exert its influence in the region, such as 

the instance where they used F35 programme to strong arm the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

into signing Abraham Accords with the State of Israel (Amy). This power, however, puts the 

US in the middle of an interest conflict where its strategic interests clash with the 

democratization processes of the Arab Spring, highlighting the ever-growing concern of 

foreign meddling. 

European Union 

The European Union’s (EU) approach to the Arab world has been through initiatives 

like the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), aiming to promote stability, democracy, and 

economic development (Directorate-General for Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood). 

Strengthening civil society is one of the main commitments of ENP, and the EU’s both 

financial and diplomatic support of civil society in the Arab world during the Arab Spring 

showcases this. Despite all these, The Guardian has reported, there are cases such as 

Tunisian President Kais Saied’s consolidation of power and suppression of dissident which 

has raised concerns about EU’s moral credibility, as a leaked internal report highlighted the 

ongoing dilemma the EU was facing between balancing strategic interests in the region and 

promotion of democratic values espacially due to migration agreements. 

Russian Federation 

Russia’s involvement in the MENA region has been marked by strategic alliances and 

military interventions aimed at expanding its influence over the Mediterranean since the end 

of the Second World War (Jankowicz). Being a prime example of how foreign meddling can 

delay and impede the democratization process, the Russian backing of the Assad regime 

has resulted in the civil war continuing for more than a decade (Jankowicz). For example, 
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Russia has used its position in the United Nations (UN) as a P5 Member to protect Syria from 

UN interventions, such as in October 2011, where, alongside the PRC, it vetoed a 

European-drafted resolution that condemned human rights violations of the Assad regime in 

the Arab Spring (UN).  
Chronology of Important Events  

December 17, 2010 Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor, self-immolates in 

protest against police corruption and ill-treatment, sparking 

nationwide protests 

January 14, 2011 Tunisian President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali flees to Saudi 

Arabia after weeks of protests, marking the first overthrow of a 

leader during the Arab Spring 

January 25, 2011 Mass protests erupt in Egypt, demanding the resignation of 

President Hosni Mubarak 

February 11, 2011 Hosni Mubarak resigns after 18 days of mass protests, ending 

his 30-year rule 

February 15, 2011 Protests begin in Libya against Muammar Gaddafi's regime, 

leading to a civil war 

March 15, 2011 Major unrest begins in Syria as protesters march in Damascus 

and Aleppo, demanding democratic reforms and the release of 

political prisoners 

October 20, 2011 Muammar Gaddafi is captured and killed by rebel forces in 

Libya 

June 24, 2011 Mohamed Morsi is declared the winner of Egypt's presidential 

runoff, becoming the country's first democratically elected 

president 

July 3, 2011 Egyptian military ousts President Mohamed Morsi following 

mass protests against his rule, leading to the regime of Abdel 

Koç JMUN 2025 – Commitment to Innovation – Research Report                       10 
 



 
Committee: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
Agenda Item: Protecting political rights and liberties in the aftermath of the Arab Spring 
Student Officer & Role: Umut Mutlu (Deputy Chair) 
 

Fattah al-Sisi 

June, 2014 The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) declares the 

establishment of a caliphate (“Islamic State in Iraq and Syria”) 

April 11, 2019 Sudanese Armed Forces overthrew President Omar al-Bashir 

after popular protests demanded his departure 

December 8, 2024 President Bashar al-Assad flees Damascus, marking an end to 

54 years of the Assad regime 

December, 2024 The beginning of retribution killings towards Alawites in Syria’s 

Levant, highlighting the sectarian violence  

 

Relevant International Documents  
 

https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g13/128/33/pdf/g1312833.pdf  

Promotion and protection of all human rights, civil, political, economic, social and cultural 

rights, including the right to development, 9 April 2013 (A/HRC/RES/22/9) 

https://docs.un.org/en/%20A/RES/66/166  

Effective promotion of the Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or 

Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, 19 December 2011 (A/RES/66/166)​​ 

https://docs.un.org/en/S/res/2043(2012)  

Resolution 2043 (2012), 21 April 2012, (S/RES/2043(2012)) 

https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/RES/24/18  

Promotion and protection of all human rights, civil, political, economic, social and cultural 

rights, including the right to development, 8 October 2013 (A/HRC/RES/24/18) 

https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/RES/31/17  

The human rights situation in the Syrian Arab Republic, 8 April 2016, (A/HRC/RES/31/17) 

 

Past Attempts to Resolve the Issue  
In the aftermath of the Arab Spring, both the UN and regional actors have taken 

actions and initiatives to safeguard the political rights and liberties across the Arab world. For 
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example, the UN tried to establish mechanisms like the International, Impartial and 

Independent Mechanism (IIIM) in 2016 “to assist in the investigation and prosecution of 

persons responsible for the most serious crimes under International Law committed in the 

Syrian Arab Republic since March 2011” (IIIM). However, the UN’s efforts were hampered by 

the conflicts of geopolitical interests among the P5 Members. Regionally, the Arab League 

attempted to address the crisis by endorsing initiatives aiming to promote democracy and 

human rights; however, the League’s influence was limited to cohesion and commitments of 

its members. While some civil society organizations managed to achieve varying degrees of 

success early on in the Arab Spring, lacking international support and enforcement 

mechanisms, the political rights and liberties after the Arab Spring fell into jeopardy (LOC). 

Past attempts highlight that future efforts should be focused on fostering and strengthening 

civil society, international cooperation, and integrity to promote and protect democratic 

movements and rights in the Arab world. 

 

Solution Alternatives  
Protecting political rights and liberties in the aftermath of the Arab Spring is a difficult 

challenge, requiring cooperation and cohesion among many international, 

intergovernmental, national, and local organizations, which is hard to achieve. However, it 

should be noted that instead of a top-down structure, for a democracy to consolidate 

properly, a bottom-to-top structure is necessary, and this requires strengthening the civil 

society. The problems in achieving a strong civil society (which includes labor unions, 

NGOs, academia, etc.) mainly come in the form of a conflict of interests coming from the 

government, business, or international actors. The reason is that they want to consolidate 

their power and keep it as it is what is most beneficial for them, but not so for the rest of the 

people. This is where international organizations and actors could play a very important role 

in leveraging sanctions against strong-arm dictatorships or authoritarian regimes and 

enforcing democratization; however, it should be kept in mind that many of the countries in 

the UN, have their own interests in the region, which may not reflect the interests of the 

Arab people. 

Addressing the issue of social cleavages and sectarian violence is also vital for 

de-escalating the ongoing conflict and laying the foundations for a prosperous society. For 

any regime to succeed in a place divided by many languages, ethnic and religious groups, 

Koç JMUN 2025 – Commitment to Innovation – Research Report                       12 
 



 
Committee: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
Agenda Item: Protecting political rights and liberties in the aftermath of the Arab Spring 
Student Officer & Role: Umut Mutlu (Deputy Chair) 
 
and interests, the political system should accommodate every group's voices, share power 

with local communities. International institutions, on the other hand, may help by opening 

grounds for intergroup dialogue and reconciliation. It should also be kept in mind that while 

international tribunals are a good way to serve justice, they are not so effective unless the 

national cooperation is achieved, and considering that the President or Prime Minister just 

won’t give themselves away, it might even aggravate them to consolidate more of their 

power, like in Benjamin Netanyahu trying to stay in power because of an arrest warrant 

against him for the human rights violations in the Palastine. 

 

Useful Links 
Human Rights Watch on the humanitarian challenges in the Middle East and North Africa 

after the Arab Spring:  

https://www.hrw.org/news/2013/01/31/world-report-2013-challenges-rights-after-arab-spring  

BBC on the unpredicted outcomes of the Arab Spring: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-25212247  

Reuters on the unforeseen aftermath of the Arab Spring: 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/what-became-arab-spring-2022-07-25/  

Amnesty International demonstrating the human rights abuses in the Middle East and North 

Africa following the Arab Spring: 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/what-became-arab-spring-2022-07-25/  

Princeton University on the unfortunate outcomes of the Arab Spring leading into the Arab 

Winter: 

https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691194929/the-arab-winter?srsltid=AfmBO

orlfqpx4HXE3sQWigdk5JT24GBQyiVYeNyDlPNtG5lX69Zlz5RS  
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