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monarchy survived through repression,
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remained, but political space became more closed.
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Mass Mobilization and Regime
Response

ahrain represents one of the clearest Gulf
cases of how the Arab Spring generated
sustained protest mobilization that culminated in
securitized

a more exclusionary  and

authoritarian  order.  Inspired by  regional
uprisings, large-scale demonstrations erupted in
February 2011, centered around Manama’s
Pearl Roundabout. Protesters called for political
reform, greater representation, and an end to
discriminatory  governance Early
included the

establishment of a

practices.
demands
constitutional  monarchy,
reflecting reformist rather
than

ambitions.

revolutionary

The  state’s  response

reshaped movements.

fundamentally
the trajectory of the
uprising. Violent repression and dismissals from
workplaces and universities were combined with
military support from Gulf allies. According to the
Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry, 35
deaths were directly linked to the unrest between
February and April 2011, with a further 11
deaths potentially connected to the events. The
commission also documented torture, arbitrary
systematic  dismissals

detention, and across

public and private sectors. These findings
demonstrate that repression extended beyond
protest control into broader mechanisms of social

and economic exclusion.

The intervention of Gulf Cooperation Council
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forces, led primarily by Saudi Arabia through the
Peninsula Shield framework, marked a decisive
regionalization of the crisis. This intervention
reflected the perception of Bahrain’s unrest as a
threat to regional monarchical stability rather
than a purely domestic political dispute.

Date / Period | Event
;31':"'"“”" Peglnning of mass protests in Bahrain

February 2011 teal;l3 :::rdabcut becomes the symbolic center of the protest

February—April Lﬂolenl crackdown on protests; deaths, arrests, torture, and
12011 ismissals from work and universities
eployment of GCC / Peninsula Shield forces, led primarily by
Marh 2011 Eaudl Arabia
Publication of the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry
November 2011 BICI) report
2011-2015 Ea;n;l institutions remain in place, while political space narrows

Sectarianization means the
political framing of social
conflict through sectarian
identity, often used to

legitimize repression and
divide opposition

| Date / Period Event

12016 Dissolution of al-Wefag, the largest opposition society
2017 Dissolution of Wa'ad

2018 Political isolation laws bar former opposition members from

elections and public office
Parliamentary elections held without meaningful opposition

L participation
o024 Large-scale amnesty, releasing more than 2,500 prisoners,
lincluding some political detainees
Continued classification of Bahrain as “Not Free” and ongeing
e itical restrictions
° L3 L3 o
Institutional Continuity and

Political Closure

Formally, Bahrain remains a constitutional
monarchy with a bicameral parliament and an
elected lower chamber. In practice, political
authority is concentrated within the ruling Al

Khalifa family, particularly in the executive and



security apparatus. International  assessments
capture this gap between institutional form and
political reality. Freedom House classifies Bahrain
as “Not Free” and assigns it a score of 12/100
in its 2025 report, reflecting severe restrictions

on political rights and civil liberties.

The post-2011 political order has been shaped
by the systematic dismantling of organized
opposition. The largest opposition society, al-
Wefaq, was dissolved in 2016, followed by the
secular Wa'ad in 2017. The 2018 political
isolation laws further excluded former opposition
members from electoral participation and public
office. As a result, electoral institutions remain in
place while functioning without meaningful
political competition. Parliamentary elections
continue, yet their role is

largely confined to regime

Sectarianization thus

opposition figures and human rights defenders

remain imprisoned, and prosecutions for
peaceful expression continue. These patterns
indicate selective concessions embedded within a

broader framework of controlled political space.

Socio-Economic Stabilization under
Constraint

The socio-economic trajectory of Bahrain differs
from cases characterized by state collapse or
democratic transition. The country maintained
macroeconomic  continuity  while  managing
dissent through a combination of repression and
economic governance. The immediate aftfermath
of the uprising included widespread dismissals
from employment and suspensions  from
universities, affecting both

public and private sector

management. operated as a governing workers. The BICI report
- documents these measures

. strategy that reinforced ha
A central feature of this i tabili across  ministries,  state-
consolidation is the regime SIGEEEE. linked enterprises, and
increasing use of sectarian educational institutions,

narratives in governance. Although the protest

movement articulated  political and  socio-
economic demands, state discourse frequently
framed dissent as a sectarian and geopolitical
threat, often linking opposition actors to Iranian
influence. This framing supported internal
repression and facilitated external backing from
Gulf allies. Sectarianization thus operated as a
reinforced

governing strategy that

stability.

regime

Recent developments confirm the persistence of
political closure. In 2024, the monarchy issued a
large-scale amnesty releasing more than 2,500
prisoners, including several hundred detained for

political reasons. At the same time, prominent

demonstrating  how repression extended into

economic citizenship.

At the macroeconomic level, Bahrain has pursued
diversification and fiscal reform, yet structural
vulnerabilities remain significant. According to
the World Bank, the country recorded a fiscal
deficit of 10.5% of GDP in 2024, with public
debt reaching approximately 131.8% of GDP.
Growth increasingly depends on non-oil sectors,
while fiscal consolidation efforts aim to stabilize
public finances.

These economic dynamics shape the political
landscape. The state preserves stability through
selective material concessions and limited reform,
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while keeping political control largely intact. Yet
the deeper conflict remains unresolved, as
demands for fuller participation are closely tied
to questions of citizenship status and access to
state resources. Socio-economic policy therefore
operates as a stabilizing mechanism that
preserves order and mitigates discontent while

leaving underlying political conflicts intact.

Regional Protection and Limited
Human Rights Accountability

Regional dynamics played a decisive role in
shaping Bahrain’s post-Arab Spring trajectory.
The 2011 deployment of GCC forces signaled
that the survival of the Bahraini monarchy was
treated as a regional security priority. This
response reflects a  broader pattern  of
authoritarian cooperation within the Gulf, where
regime stability is closely linked to collective

security considerations.

International human rights mechanisms have
generated extensive documentation of abuses,
yet their capacity to induce political change
remains limited. The BICI report provided an
authoritative  account  of  violations  and
recommended institutional reforms. Subsequent
assessments indicate partial  implementation,
particularly in areas such as accountability for
abuses or  political

participation.  Ongoing

concerns include restrictions on freedom of

expression or discriminatory practices.

Regional human rights frameworks exert even

weaker influence. Bahrain participates in

reporting processes under the Arab Charter on
Human Rights, yet these mechanisms lack

effective enforcement tools. This allows the state
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to maintain formal engagement with international

legal norms while sustaining restrictive domestic

policies.
Conclusion: Authoritarian
Reconsolidation in the Post-Arab

Spring Order

The Bahraini case makes visible one of the
harder lessons of the post-Arab Spring period:
popular mobilization can be strong and still fail
domestic is reinforced by

when repression

regional backing and international restraint.
2011, the

preserved formal institutional structures, removed

Since Bahraini  monarchy has
organized opposition from the political arena,
and managed socio-economic pressures without

establishing an inclusive political settlement.

This trajectory is best understood as a process of
authoritarian reconsolidation. Bahrain therefore
provides a particularly clear case for analyzing
how democratic aspirations were translated into
a more restrictive and security-centered political
order, illustrating the structural constraints that
continue fo shape the region’s ongoing struggle
for democracy.
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