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I. Introduction 

Before the Arab Spring, authoritarian regimes

would subvert pressures to democratise by 

allowing certain civil society groups to orga-

nise. This allowance demonstrated a commit-

ment to human rights and political openness.

However, governments severely repressed

any organisation that was not exclusively 

organised by pro-regime leaders. None-

theless, due to institutional changes brought

about by the Arab Spring, civil society inserted

itself as a significant player in opening up 

authoritarian regimes – similar to what 

occurred in Eastern Europe in 1989. This 

article examines civil society's evolving role 

in the development of foreign policy in 

the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), 

a near-decade after the Arab Spring. By 

focusing on four sets of civil society actors:

youth, women's, labour and human rights

groups, I argue that civil society initially 

flourished in its ability to impact foreign policy

after 2011. However, this initial optimism

faded in 2013 as organisations grappled with

increasing authoritarian backlash.

II. Evolution of associational and organi-

sational life after the Arab Spring 

Civil society often plays a critical role in 

the liberalisation of authoritarian regimes by

pressuring authorities to cede power and 

control over public life.1 Receding power and

control opens up space for civil society to

flourish. With the increased presence and

power of these organisations, these groups

should exert more influence over policies, 

domestic and foreign. However, what we 

witness with the aftermath of the Arab 

Spring was a "civil society choke-out" as

regimes across the MENA region slapped

tighter restrictions on funding and increased

the red tape for groups that were critical of 

the government.2

Table 1 demonstrates the initial period of

openness followed by an increasing strong-

hold on associational and organisational 

life. This table displays Freedom House's civil

society rights score, which ranges from 0 

(low level of civil society rights) to 12 (high

level of civil society rights). In the five years

preceding the Arab Spring, the average score

for all countries in the MENA region was a low

score of 3 out of 12. After the Arab Spring in

2011, scores increased in Egypt, Libya, 

Jordan and Tunisia, leading to an overall

MENA regional increase of +1. Optimism 

was initially rooted in North Africa, where the

regional score moved from a 3.2 in 2010 to 

a 5.4 in 2011 and 6 in 2012. Observers did 

not witness this same dramatic jump in the

Middle East, where the civil rights score 

declined from 2.25 in 2010 to 2 in 2011. 

However, starting in 2013, civil society across

both North Africa and the Middle East 

witnessed an authoritarian backlash, resulting

in a decline to 3.8 in North Africa by 2020 

and 1.75 in the Middle East.

These Freedom House scores reflect the 

relative impact civil society has had on foreign

policy in the MENA region. Civil society

groups have been more successful in North

Africa, especially in Tunisia. Yet, even in

Tunisia, civil society faced a backlash starting

in 2014, moving from an almost near-perfect

1 Cavatorta and Durac, Civil Society and Democratization in the Arab World, 2011. 
2 Roth, The Great Civil Society Choke-Out, 2016. 
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score of 10 in 2014 to 7 by 2019. Further-

more, not every type of civil society organi-

sation has had the same level of influence.

Youth groups remain the least impactful on

foreign policy despite their active involvement

in the Arab Spring protests. Women's groups,

labour groups and human rights organisations

have had more success influencing policy, 

but only regarding specific issues. And 

although human rights groups were emerging

as major players in the foreign policy arena,

these groups suffered the most during the 

authoritarian backlash on civil society 

starting in 2013. 

III. Youth groups 

Youth groups have been involved at the 

international level, typically in response to 

governments pursuing a commitment to an 

international youth programme. For example,

under the dictatorship of Zine Abidine Ben Ali

in Tunisia, the government played a vital 

role in the passing of the United Nations' 

“International Year of Youth Resolution.” The 

signatories of this resolution were cementing

their commitment to invest in youth through

partnerships, increasing participation and 

increasing cross-cultural understanding. 

Despite Ben Ali serving as one of the leaders

in the construction of this youth-oriented 

foreign policy, youth were largely ignored 

and reduced from political processes. Across

the MENA region, youth groups have been

largely suppressed in the name of maintain-

ing national security and stability.3

Given that youth played a notable role during

the Arab Spring protests, there was initial 

optimism that this demographic would play a

key role in policy development. However, this

assumption was unfounded, as youth started

to return to "normal" participation levels in 

traditional politics. However, it is not just 

3 Hibou, La Force de l’Obéissance, 2006. 

Table 1. Civil society rights in the MENA Region (2005-20)

Year Algeria Bahrain Egypt Libya Morocco Jordan Syria Tunisia Yemen

Average

in North

Africa

Average

in the

Middle

East

Total

MENA

average

2005 6 – 3 0 6 – – 2 – 3 – 3

2006 6 5 2 0 6 5 0 2 3 3 3 3

2007 6 3 2 0 6 5 0 2 3 3 3 3

2008 6 3 2 0 6 5 0 2 4 3 3 3

2009 6 3 2 0 6 4 0 2 4 3 3 3

2010 6 3 2 0 6 3 0 2 3 3 2 3

2011 5 2 5 3 6 3 0 8 3 5 2 4

2012 5 2 5 6 6 4 0 8 2 6 2 4

2013 5 2 4 5 6 3 0 9 3 6 2 4

2014 4 1 4 3 6 3 0 10 3 5 2 4

2015 5 1 4 3 5 4 0 9 3 5 2 4

2016 5 1 4 2 6 4 0 9 3 5 2 4

2017 5 1 2 2 5 4 0 9 3 5 2 3

2018 5 1 2 2 5 3 0 9 3 5 2 3

2019 4 1 1 2 5 3 0 7 3 4 2 3

2020 4 1 1 2 5 3 0 7 3 4 2 3

Average 5 2 3 2 6 4 0 6 3 – – –

Scale: 0–12 = Range of civil society rights. 0 = Low level of civil society rights (i.e. low level of associational and 

organisational rights). 12 = High level of civil society rights (i.e. high level of associational and organisational rights). Source:

Freedom House. 2020. Associational and organisational rights variable (0–12 points) of the Freedom in the World Index.



ORIENT I/2021 37

Civil society as revolutionary diplomats?: Foreign policy after the Arab Spring

youth apathy at the ballot box that inhibits

youth groups from impacting foreign policy; 

it is also their lack of a cohesive political

agenda. For example, the International Foun-

dation for Electoral Systems in Morocco found

that youth groups in the country's southern

and interior regions focus on economic 

development, whereas youth groups in elite

coastal areas concentrate on human rights. 

Youth efforts have also been sporadic, like in

the case of I WATCH in Tunisia, which offi-

cially filed a lawsuit against former foreign

minister Khemaies Jhinaoui for "ignoring 

access demand requirements sent by the 

organization".4 I WATCH views the case as 

a step towards demanding greater trans-

parency and anti-corruption within the foreign

ministry. In Egypt, the April 6 Movement 

attempted to influence the government to

block shipments of natural gas from Israel to

protest the mistreatment of Palestinians. The

Egyptian government halted these natural 

gas shipments. However, it did not attribute

this foreign policy move to pressures exerted

by youth groups. This policy was instead a 

response to Israel violating contractual obli-

gations.5 Despite their lack of influence on 

foreign policy, youth groups are very inter-

national. They have capitalised on their ability

to communicate and connect via technology

transnationally with other youth groups, nota-

bly "Otpor!" in Serbia and "Pora!" in Ukraine.

Youth groups in North Africa have also sought

assistance from international organisations

like the Euro-Med Youth Program IV, which

aids youth groups in contributing to the 

development of society and democracy.6

IV. Women’s groups

Women's groups were active transnationally

before the Arab Spring. For example, the

Center of Arab Women for Training and 

Research (CAWTAR) was created in 1993 

to promote transnational ties with women's 

organisations across the MENA region 

and within the international community.7

Authoritarian contexts also implemented 

gender reforms to foster majority support. Still,

women's groups in general were tightly 

monitored and controlled. Feminist groups 

anticipated that the Arab Spring would bring

about a liberalisation of women's rights, which

would lead to more female-driven influence on

foreign policy. However, as with youth, the 

impact of women's groups on foreign policy

has been sporadic, with most of their 

influence tied to the domestic sphere.

The most successful women's groups have

formed transnational ties with groups across

the MENA region. For example, the Libyan

Women's Platform for Peace (LWPP) 

developed relations with a coalition of Libyan

NGOs, led by the Cairo Institute for Human

Rights (CIHR). This civil society coalition was

critically outspoken regarding the travel ban

of Libyan women under 60 from travelling

without a male guardian because it violated

international laws and conventions. In 2017,

the government in eastern Libya created a

travel ban that included women from 18 to 45

years of age from travelling abroad in order to

impede women from joining terrorist networks

abroad. Due to pressures from eastern

Libya's civil society commission, the govern-

ment temporarily froze this travel ban and

agreed to review the law to ensure that it did

not violate rights and freedoms. The director

of this civil society commission, Abir Mneina,

stated that "...if it is not canceled, we are 

already preparing a legal statement that 

will be taken to court."8

Where women's groups have achieved 

the most foreign policy success has been in

women's rights at the international level.

4 Hana, Tunisia-I Watch to Sue Khemaies Jhinaoui and Tunisia Ambassador to Malta, 2020
5 CNN Wire Staff, Egyptian Companies Abruptly Halt Gas Shipments to Israel, 2012
6 Churchill, Youth Work in Tunisia After the Revolution, 2013, 
7 Moghadam, Globalization and Feminism, 1997. 
8 BBC, Libya’s Eastern Authority Freezes Women’s Travel Ban, 2017. 



Kirstie Lynn Dobbs

ORIENT I/202138

Women's groups across the region heavily 

involved themselves in urging their states 

to withdraw some of their existing reserva-

tions concerning the UN Convention on the

Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination

Against Women (CEDAW). After the Arab

Spring, women's groups in Tunisia held sit-ins

that led to Tunisia withdrawing its reser-

vations about CEDAW – the first country 

in the region to do so. In Morocco, women's

groups pressured the monarchy to drop two

of their reservations. In Egypt, women's

groups pressured the government to drop

reservations on Article 9. Reservations 

regarding CEDAW still exist in Bahrain; 

however, Bahraini women activists increa-

singly serve a diplomatic role following the

Arab Spring. In March 2014, women activists

met at the United Nations headquarters in

New York to convene on the Millennium 

Development Goals for Women and Girls.

Overall, these efforts show that women have

emerged as foreign policy players targetting

specific international conventions or treaties.

V. Labour

Labour groups across the MENA region 

are familiar with being involved in conten-

tious politics, starting with the anti-colonial 

struggles of the 1950s. Some authoritarian

regimes would authorise one national labour

group. Examples of these state-legitimated

groups are the General Union of Tunisian

Workers (UGTT), Moroccan Workers’ Union

(UMT), Egyptian Trade Union Federation

(ETUF), Libya's National Trade Union 

Federation (NTUF) and the General Federa-

tion of Bahrain Trade Unions (GFBTU), 

which were all established before the Arab

Spring. Many of these groups criticised 

foreign economic policy before 2011, such as

structural adjustment programmes imposed

by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the

World Bank and the international economic

community. They continued criticisms of

these types of policies after the Arab Spring.

Labour groups were highly involved in the

Arab Spring protests, which they saw as 

an opportunity to progress workers' rights.9

Issues arising out of the Arab Spring, such as

increased migration, have also centred labour

groups in discussions surrounding the entry

of foreign migrants into the domestic labour

market. For example, Syrians seeking work

and refuge in Jordan have brought new 

challenges: increasing employment, ensuring

decent working conditions and incorporating

Syrian workers into the labour market.10Many

Jordanian labour NGOs and trade unions

worked with the International Labour Organi-

zation on a study that provided recommen-

dations for addressing the three challenges

mentioned above, which included foreign 

policy issues such as enhancing controls 

on migrant workers entering Jordan.

Since 2011, labour groups have coordinated

across transnational boundaries in pursuit 

of a common goal. For example, the Arab

Democratic Trade Union Forum (ADTUF) 

was formed in September 2011 on behalf 

of 15 independent trade unions from 10 

Middle Eastern countries. The ADTUF sought

to strengthen independent trade unionism

across the region. However, beginning in

2013, independent labour organisations 

have found it increasingly difficult to apply for

official status, especially in military-dominant

regimes like Algeria and Egypt. Labour unions

were further repressed in 2016 when authori-

tarian regimes throughout the region sought

to strengthen their control of civil society. 

For example, Mohammed VI in Morocco sup-

pressed strikes organised by the Moroccan

Workers’ Union and refused to engage in 

dialogue. This response countered the

regime's initial allowance of the labour strikes

in 2011.11 In Algeria, the Arab Trade Union

9 Hartshorn, Labor’s Role in the Arab Uprisings and Beyond, 2016. 
10 Razzaz, Jordanian Workers, Migrant Workers and Refugees, 2017. 
11 Connel, Workers Wage Successful Nationwide Strike, 2016. 
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Confederation (ATUC) was blocked from 

entering the country while travelling to 

Western Sahara. This blockade was puzzling

given that Algeria was supportive of Western

Sahara's self-determination movement, which

was being mediated by the ATUC. 

The UGTT in Tunisia emerges as the only

labour union that has successfully influenced

domestic and foreign policy. Intriguingly, 

the UGTT has well-defined foreign policy 

interests. A spokesman for the UGTT,

Kheireddine Bouslah, commented on the

Libyan Civil War and Western intervention in

2011 by stating "we support the decisions 

of the Arab League and the UN Security

Council to impose a no-fly zone."12 Still, the

UGTT did oppose the dispatch of foreign

troops into Libya. The UGTT also supplied 

relief efforts to Libyan refugees at the border.

More recently, the union made a formal state-

ment criticising President Donald Trump's

recognition of Jerusalem as Israel's capital.

Specifically, the UGTT stated that this recog-

nition on behalf of the United States was a

declaration of war. The Tunisian foreign 

ministry responded in a separate statement

that Trump's decision "seriously threatens 

to undermine the foundations of the (Israeli-

Palestinian) peace process.”13

The UGTT also called on political parties to

develop a law that criminalises normalisation

with Israel,14 further exercising its voice in 

foreign policy matters in 2020 with the US 

military's announcement that it is considering

deploying the US Security Force Assistance

Brigades (SFAB) to Tunisia to stabilise 

possible fallout from the Libyan conflict. The

UGTT not only issued a statement that 

was vehemently opposed to the deployment

of SFAB in Tunisia. It also called on legisla-

tors to write a new initiative that would halt

any efforts that sought to drag "Tunisia into

any alliances as all such alliances do not

serve the interests of the country.”15 The

UGTT also stated that it would work with 

"patriotic forces to oppose by all means the

use of our country as a springboard for US,

Turkish or other types of interventions in

Libya.”16Many political parties in Tunisia echo

the sentiments of the UGTT.

VI. Human rights 

Human rights organisations developed later

than other civil society organisations across

the MENA region. The repression of human

rights groups has also been more severe than

of youth, women's and labour organisations

given their focus on civil and political rights.

As a result, authoritarian leaders severely

hampered human rights groups' foreign 

policy influence prior to the Arab Spring, but

the Arab Spring brought new opportunities 

for human rights groups to exert influence.

Human rights organisations formed new

cross-national alliances with groups in neigh-

bouring countries to accomplish this goal. 

For example, “The Platform” was created in

Libya, consisting of 16 organisations, inclu-

ding the Cairo Institute for Human Rights

Studies. Transnational groups such as

Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch

and the American Bar Association opened or

expanded their offices across the region,17

and the United Nations opened its first human

rights office in Tunisia.

Human rights groups exert the most foreign

policy influence in countries that overthrew

authoritarian regimes due to the Arab Spring.

For example, the Tunisian Human Rights

League (LTDH) worked directly with the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs to include human

rights in Tunisia's new foreign policy agenda.

12 Toensing, Tunisian Labour Unions Reflect Upon Revolt, 2011. 
13 Reuters, Tunisian Labour Union Says Jerusalem Decision a ‘Declaration of War,’ 2017. 
14 Tunis Afrique Presse, Tunisia: Tunisia Lifts All Reservations on CEDAW, Maintains General Declaration, 2019
15 The Arab Weekly, Tunisian Politicians, 2020. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Harrelson-Stephens and Callaway, You Say You Want a Revolution, 2014. 
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This collaboration led to the transitional 

government ratifying international treaties

such as the Optional Protocol to the Conven-

tion against Torture, the UN Convention on

Enforced Disappearances and the Rome

Statute for the International Criminal Court.

Human rights groups were also very vocal 

regarding Tunisia's counter-terrorism law

passed in 2015, stating that this was parti-

cularly repressive and did not allow suspects

adequate access to a lawyer during the first

48 hours of custody. This law has since 

come under review.

Human rights groups suffered the most from

the authoritarian backlash that started a 

mere ten months after the revolution in Egypt.

Security forces raided the offices of inter-

national human rights groups such as the 

International Republican Institute and the 

National Democratic Institute. Egyptian 

authorities also shut down Freedom House 

in 2013. In Algeria, the Algerian League for

the Defense of Human Rights remains an 

"unofficial" organisation after the government

implemented a new 2012 law that requires 

all associations to re-apply for legal status,

and visits by international human rights

groups continue to be restricted. In Morocco,

human rights groups faced a crackdown 

in 2014 in which the government harassed

human rights groups on the premise that 

they were obstructing the government's

counter-terrorism agenda, and the govern-

ment expelled Amnesty International from 

the country. In Libya, the government 

currently requires human rights groups to 

report to the government their participation 

in any meetings or conferences outside of 

the country, which shows that even in the

most unstable contexts, the government 

tries to curtail the international influence of

human rights groups.

In other countries, the impact of human 

rights groups has fluctuated based on 

evolving crises. For example, the Jordanian 

government has worked with the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

and the UN Relief and Works Agency 

for Palestine Refugees in the Near East

(UNRWA) in improving the quality of life for

Syrian and Palestinian refugees. However, 

efforts of the UNRWA were curtailed in 

2019 when the organisation faced budget 

cuts due to a lack of US funding. Due to 

the strain on Jordan's economy, the govern-

ment also prevented the UNHCR from 

registering Syrians as asylum seekers. It 

also halted aid deliveries to Syrians at an 

unorganised camp on the border between

Jordan and Syria.

VII. Conclusion 

This article demonstrates that civil society 

initially flourished after the Arab Spring but

has faced a severe backlash throughout 

most of the region. This trend has resulted 

in varying foreign policy impacts, with youth

groups emerging as the least impactful.

Women's, labour and human rights organisa-

tions exert a more substantial yet still limited

influence on foreign policy. In many cases, the

Arab Spring motivated civil society groups 

to form transnational ties with like-minded

groups to pursue a foreign policy agenda.

These coalitions would often focus on specific

foreign policy issues, like reservations over

CEDAW, unfair structural adjustment policies

and the adoption of internationally recognised

human rights standards. 

There are notable exceptions, such as the

UGTT in Tunisia, which has seemingly 

increased its involvement in foreign policy-

related issues. Overall, civil society groups 

in Tunisia have had the most success in 

impacting foreign policy, given that Tunisia is

the only country to have sustained its demo-

cratic transition. Tunisia's LTDH emerged as

the strongest human rights group across the

region. Under-standing the impact of Tunisia’s

successful transition on civil society mobili-

sation and its influence across the region 

merits more attention.

Kirstie Lynn Dobbs
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