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Respect for Human Rights as a 
Predictor of Arab Spring Intensity
A Replication and Extension Study
Matthew D Hudson-Flege, Clemson University, Clemson, USA

ABSTRACT

Thepopularuprisingsof theArabSpringhavehadaprofound impact in theArab
Worldandbeyond,andnumerousresearchersandcommentatorshaveexploredthe
causesoftheseevents.Thepresentstudysoughttobuilduponanempiricalexploration
of political, economic, and social predictive factors of Arab Spring intensity by
incorporating measures of countries’ respect for human rights. Ordinal regression
analyses found that countries’ scores on the Cingranelli-Richards (CIRI) Physical
IntegrityRights Index in2010significantlypredicted levelsofunrest experienced
duringtheArabSpring,suchthatcountrieswhodemonstratedlessrespectforphysical
integrityhumanrightsexperiencedhigherlevelsofunrestduringtheArabSpring.
Theimplicationsforfutureresearchandpolicyarediscussed.

KEywoRdS
Activism, Arab Spring, Human Rights, Physical Integrity Rights



International Journal of Political Activism and Engagement
Volume 6 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

2

INTRodUCTIoN

TheseriesofprotestsandpopularuprisingsthroughouttheArabworldbeginningin
2011,knowncollectivelyas theArabSpring,havedrasticallyalteredpoliticaland
social realities in theMiddleEastandNorthAfrica regionandbeyond.While the
levelofunrestvariedgreatlybetweencountries,rangingfromminorprotests,tomajor
demonstrations,toregimechangeoron-goingcivil-war,everypredominatelyArab
countrywasaffected insomeway.Andwhile the long-termoutcomesof theArab
Spring remainuncertain formanycountries, scholars,policymakers, activists, and
thepopularmediahavefocusedmuchattentiononwhatcausedtheArabSpring,and
whatfactorscontributedtothevaryinglevelsofunrest.Littleempiricalresearchhas
beenconductedonpredictive factorsofArabSpring intensity,however.Anotable
exceptionisByunandHollander’s(2015)article“ExplainingtheIntensityoftheArab
Spring,”publishedintheDigest of Middle East Studies,whichexaminedwhethera
numberofpolitical,social,andeconomicfactorsweresignificantpredictorsofthe
levelofunrestexperiencedbycountriesintheArabSpring.Ultimately,theauthors’
ordinalregressionanalysesrevealedthatonlycorruptionwasasignificantpredictor
ofArabSpringintensity.

Absent fromByunandHollander’s (2015) analysis, however,was inclusionof
anymeasuresofcountries’respectforhumanrightsaspossiblepredictorsofArab
Springintensity.ThepresentstudysoughttobuilduponByunandHollander’s(2015)
analysisandextendtheliteraturebyexaminingwhethercountries’respectforhuman
rights,orlackthereof,significantlypredictedtheirlevelofunrestexperiencedduring
theArabSpring.

Categorizing Levels of Arab Spring Unrest
Inorder toexaminewhether respect forhumanrightswasassociatedwithvarying
levelsofArabSpringintensity,itisfirstnecessarytocategorizethelevelsofunrest
experiencedbyeachcountry.ByunandHollander(2015)proposedfourcategoriesof
ArabSpringunrest:minor,isolatedprotests(Mauritania,Oman,Qatar,SaudiArabia,
andtheUnitedArabEmirates);majordemonstrations(Algeria,Iraq,Jordan,Kuwait,
Lebanon,andMorocco);militarized,civilinsurrection(BahrainandSyria);andregime
overthrown(Egypt,Libya,Tunisia,andYemen).Theauthors furthercollapsed the
categoriesbycombining“regimeoverthrown”and“militarized,civilinsurrection”into
abroadercategoryof“regimethreatenedorremoved,”becausedifferencesbetween
countriesinthesecategoriesmaybemoreofareflectionofthepresenceofexternal
interventionsorthestrengthofanindividualregimethanameasureoftheactuallevel
ofunrestexperiencedbythecountry.Forexample,hadNATOforcesnotprovided
early military support to rebels in Libya, or had other countries actually provided
supporttotheGaddafiregime,itisplausiblethatLibyacouldhavebeenmiredina
long-termcivilwarmuchlikeSyria.Inanycase,allofthecountriesinthe“regime
threatenedorremoved”categoryfacedsignificant,widespread,organizedcivilunrest
threateningoroverthrowingtherulingregime.
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