
Recent debates on societal transitions to democracy have focused their attention on the 
notion of “civil society,” putting great hope in its democratizing effects. This essay re-
examines the notion’s utility in the context of the post-2011 Arab Spring uprisings in 
Tunisia and Egypt. It argues that at least in its conceptualization along the lines of 
the “transition paradigm,” the civil society framework is unable to capture the complex 
catalysts of the non-teleological, open-ended uprisings in North Africa. Not only does it 
largely ignore the importance of socioeconomic forces as well as the non-institutionalized, 
spontaneous forms of organization present in these democratization processes; the ana-
lytical failure of the civil society framework also takes up a transformative power in and 
of itself, structuring the empirical realities that it claims to describe. The concept of civil 
society therefore fails to accurately represent the dynamics at play in Tunisia and Egypt, 
and has negatively shaped them with respect to the outcomes of revolutionary contestation. 
“Civil society” has integrated an open and contingent arena into the closed structures of 
reproduced sovereign statehood. Rather than unleashing democratic energies in Tunisia 
and Egypt, it has sometimes even reinforced the very power structures it allegedly set 
out to challenge. Borrowing from the work of Hannah Arendt on revolution and Giorgio 
Agamben on the notion of “destituent power,” this essay argues for a conceptual opening 
in our analytical framework that corresponds to the radical contingency that lies at the 
heart of any revolutionary process.

The Arab Spring uprisings have shaken North Africa and the Middle East 
since 2011 and spurred a political transformation that has drawn widespread 

international attention.1 A region previously considered to be forever stuck in a 
culture of predetermined “Arab exceptionalism,” untouched by the third wave of 
democratization, was suddenly taking the front stage in international debates on 
democracy.2  Following a well-developed liberal tradition of scholarship on transi-
tions to democracy, the Arab uprisings have been framed using theories previously 
applied outside the region. In this vein of thought, Western commentators have 
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frequently stressed the role of civil society in the 2011 “democratic transitions” of 
countries from Tunisia to Yemen. The mantra of Western analyses of these upris-
ings has been that democracy in the Middle East is dependent upon a strong civil 
society as a precondition to democratization. Diverse international stakeholders, 
including American researchers Larry Diamond and Augustus Richard Norton, 
then-secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Egyptian social media entrepreneur Wael 

Ghonim, and the Ennahda intellectual Rashid al-
Ghannoushi have all praised civil society for its role 
in democratization across the Arab world.3

To what extent does the widespread laudation 
for civil society really capture the dynamics of 
democratization in the region? This essay will use 
the cases of Tunisia and Egypt to argue for a critical 
reexamination of the concept of civil society, which, 
under closer scrutiny, is revealed to be an imposingly 
normative term and an analytical tool of only limited 
value. In analyzing the framework of “civil society” as 
it is applied to the multifaceted catalysts of the Arab 
Spring uprisings, the essay demonstrates that civil 
society, at least as it is traditionally conceptualized 
in contemporary social sciences, has not significantly 
contributed to the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, 

and, at times, even posed an obstacle to grassroots emancipatory struggles in 
the two countries.4 Moreover, the discursive lens of civil society has taken up a 
transformative power in and of itself, negatively shaping the outcomes of revolu-
tionary contestations. In his lecture on the concept of “destituent power,” Giorgio 
Agamben argues, “A power that was only just overthrown by violence will rise 
again in another form, in the incessant, inevitable dialectic between constituent 
and constituted power.”5 In the post-2011 democratization processes, civil society 
has been integrated into this dialectic of a post-revolutionary reproduction of sov-
ereignty.6 In order to avoid such attempts at domesticating open practices within 
the pre-determined frame of a liberal democratic state, the essay concludes with 
a consideration of the concept of “destituent power” as a way to escape the theo-
retical and political pitfalls that civil society mantras have produced in Tunisia 
and Egypt. It points to a conceptual opening in our analytical framework, which 
corresponds to the contingency at the heart of any revolutionary process.
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CIVIL SOCIETY AND DEMOCRATIC TRANSITIONS IN THE 
ARAB WORLD

Theories of transitions to democracy have commonly claimed that civil society 
plays a central role in democratization processes. Acccording to O’Donnell and 
Schmitter, a transition is 

The interval between one political regime and another. […] Transitions are 

delimited, on one end, by the launching of the process of dissolution of an 

authoritarian regime, and on the other, by the installation of some form of 

democracy, the return to some form of authoritarian rule, or the emergence of 

a revolutionary alternative.7 

Based on this definition, the two authors have theorized the “resurrection 
of civil society,” which, they claim, follows an initial opening due to a shift in a 
regime’s elite configuration, triggering a wider trend of democratization.8 Similarly, 
Linz and Stepan argue that “at all stages of the democratization process […] a 
lively and independent civil society is invaluable.”9 Putnam seems to agree when 
he asserts that “social capital makes us […] better able to govern a just and stable 
democracy.”10 

Putnam’s view that theories of civil society and democratization have “prop-
erly focused attention on the need to foster a vibrant civic life in soils tradition-
ally inhospitable to self-government,” which he would consider to include former 
authoritarian governments in North Africa and the Middle East, is also reflected 
in Western foreign aid policy and NGO practices in these regions.11 From this 
point of view, civil society is distinguished from “political society,” comprising 
parties and political organizations directed towards the acquisition or influencing 
of state power, and “economic society,” including organizations of production and 
distribution.12 Consequently, Cohen and Arato argue that “civil society refers to 
the structures of socialization, association, and organized forms of communication 
of the lifeworld to the extent that these are institutionalized or are in the process 
of being institutionalized.”13 

This rigid conceptualization of civil society has been rightly exposed to criti-
cism in the context of the aftermath of the 2011 Arab uprisings. First, the concept 
has risen to prominence in the wake of Eastern European and Latin American 
“third wave” democratic transitions, and its prescriptive application to the Arab 
world carries heavy connotations of an occidental worldview imposing itself. 14 The 
multiplicity of North African and Middle Eastern social practices and institutions 
is thereby normatively measured against the image of a “western civil society 
where well-informed citizens debate the important questions of politics and the 
good life without fear or favor, in contrast to the limited democracies, authori-
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tarian systems, and general illiberalism.”15 Second, and rather consequently, a 
neo-Kantian concept of civil society can be seen as unable to capture the complex 
dynamics at play in Arabic politics of contestation. To what extent can NGOs, for 
instance, really be seen as “non-governmental?”16 Do the so-called civil society 
organizations actually escape the economic forces at play, as their conceptualiza-
tion would imply? Furthermore, does the reality of a wide overlap between Islamic 
community organization and political party mobilization present at the grassroots 
level of the Tunisian Ennahda Party and the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood allow 
for the clear-cut distinction between political and civil society, which the theory 
posits? The cases of Tunisia and Egypt provide evidence of civil society’s concep-
tual friability when applied to the tangled realities of sociopolitical systems in the 
Arab world.17 

Lastly, the civil society framework does not merely suffer from imprecision, 
failing to capture the complex local dynamics of collective action; it also actively 
shapes and limits them to the disadvantage of potential revolutionary outcomes. 
Local knowledge and practices cannot be “assimilated into an administrative grid 
without being either transformed or reduced to a convenient, if partly fictional, 
shorthand [such as ‘civil society’].”18 James C. Scott aptly refers to such transforma-
tions of reality as a result of analytical categories as “legibility effects.” “Backed by 
state power through records, courts, and ultimately coercion, these state fictions 
transformed the reality they presumed to observe, although never so thoroughly as 
to precisely fit the grid.”19 These legibility effects have been at play at all stages of 
the Arab Spring as it unfolded in Tunisia and Egypt, and further preclude the civil 
society framework from living up to its promise of democratization. Rather than 
unleashing democratic energy, civil society has mostly stood for an attempt at the 
domestication of collective action in the interest of established power structures. If 
we measure the post-2011 uprisings in North Africa and the Middle East against 
their four most widely shared goals —bread, freedom, dignity, and social justice (in 
Arabic: e’eish, horreya, karama, a’adala’h ijtima’iya)—perspectives for their success will 
lie beyond civil society.20

THE CASE OF TUNISIA: A DOMESTICATED REVOLUTION  

The Tunisian case of democratic transition has been widely treated by Western 
researchers and media as the success story among the post-2011 uprisings.21 It 
seems to conform most closely to the trajectory theorized as the “transition 
paradigm,” figuring an apparently clear starting point (Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-
immolation on 17 December 2010); followed by mass mobilizations; shifts among 
moderates and hardliners within the regime (around 20 December of the same 
year); the dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali leaving the country (13 January 2011); 
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elections for the constituent assembly (23 October 2011); and, finally, the passing 
of a liberal constitution (26 January 2014).22 Many international stakeholders have 
attributed this “success” to the unique ways in which civil society institutions 
have been integrated into the national transition framework.23 This integration has 
functioned primarily through the Higher Commission for the Achievement of the 
Objectives of the Revolution, of Political Reform, and the Transition to Democracy, 
under the leadership of the secular intellectual 
Yadh Ben Achour.24 This advisory body, which 
was largely responsible for the organization 
of elections and proposals for the constitu-
tion, together with the “national dialogue,” 
including the country’s main union, the Union 
Générale Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT), the 
business organization Union Tunisienne de 
l’Industrie du Commerce et de l’Artisanat, 
the Human Rights League of Tunisia, and the 
Lawyers’ Association, has been credited with 
keeping the goals and achievements of the 
revolution in line with the liberal “road map.”25

Despite the prevalent triumphalism about the Tunisian “success,” it is impor-
tant to draw attention to the origins of the uprising and evaluate the involvement 
of civil society in this light. Beinin and Vairel stress that, in the Tunisian context, 
the revolutionary spark did not come from an awakening of civil society that 
demanded public political participation. Instead, it was a revolt led by the “‘left 
behinds’ of a development model that favors the northern parts of the country” 
galvanized by “a growing imbalance in the job market between the high demand 
for unskilled jobs in the textile and tourism sectors and the increasing supply of 
high school and university graduates.”26 The origins of the Tunisian democratiza-
tion, which started in December 2010, are located in a complex interplay between, 
on the one hand, socioeconomic grievances such as inequality, unemployment, and 
rising food prices, and on the other hand, the political marginalization of large 
parts of the population. While the Tunisian uprising’s trajectory did not follow 
a teleological accumulation of instances of activism, it is important to note that 
a similarly explosive mixture of problems had already resulted in the 2008 pro-
tests in the Gafsa mining district.27 During the Gafsa revolt, however, the UGTT, 
which today is a central rallying point of secular civil society forces, was one of the 
targets, not the channel, of popular outrage.28

Although the UGTT and other civil society associations certainly deserve rec-
ognition for providing a secular counter-weight to an otherwise dominant political 
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Islam, their role has been largely reactive to the ephemeral grassroots organiza-
tions, which culminated in the overthrow of the Ben Ali regime. It therefore comes 
as little surprise that the civil society-driven Tunisian transition framework, which 
shaped the conditions for compromise and moderation, has so far failed to live up 
to the demands for social justice at the center of the 2010 to 2011 uprising. The 
UGTT has undergone a metamorphosis, from a state-backed union loyal to the Ben 

Ali regime to a civil society force for democrati-
zation. However, it still remains hesitant when 
it comes to more radical demands for immediate 
socioeconomic change, instead backing the pro-
visional government’s more restrained trajectory 
to liberal democracy.29 

In this respect, the UGTT and other civil 
society organizations have become part of a 
post-revolution political body that mimics a 
revolutionary force, but in reality serves as an 
extension of, rather than a challenge to, estab-
lished power. During the early phase of the 

uprising, Tunisia witnessed an open and “living social flesh that is not a body;” 
that is to say non-institutionalized, spontaneous forms of grassroots organization 
beyond pre-existing structures. The civil society framework has served to domesti-
cate these forces within a closed body, limiting the emancipatory potential visible 
at the origins of the Tunisian uprising.30 Béatrice Hibou has used a Foucauldian 
framework to theorize the Ben Ali regime as a “society of control,” featuring 
“normalized power” and “insidious mechanisms” of control diffused throughout 
society where one would expect the centralized power of an autocrat.31 It seems 
that as the transitioning Tunisian state has attempted to integrate civil society 
associations, the diffused loci of power, which Hibou describes, have effectively not 
been contested, but glossed over as a “legibility effect” of liberal statehood. The 
focus on civil society has drained the energy from the revolutionary grassroots, 
while the socioeconomic situation has remained largely unchanged.

THE CASE OF EGYPT: CIVIL SOCIETY AS A FRIABLE 
CONSTRUCTION 

The Egyptian case similarly draws attention to what Heydemann calls “politics 
under the threshold,” as it significantly challenges unequivocal praise for the role 
of civil society in democratization processes.32 Without denying the specificities 
of its political economy, assertions somewhat similar to the Tunisian case could be 
made when it comes to the root causes of the 2011 uprising in Egypt. Roccu con-
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vincingly argues that the Egyptian uprising was the product of the “discontented” 
and the “dispossessed.”33 While the Mubarak regime had allowed greater liberty 
to apolitical civil society associations as part of an economic opening (infitah or 
“new thinking,” as Gamal Mubarak puts it), this step towards reform served, in 
fact, to stabilize the autocratic regime’s power through what Allal has referred to 
as “participative authoritarianism.”34 It is particularly noteworthy that American 
foreign policy gave financial support to both the Egyptian army and a variety of 
associations tolerated by the regime.35

While the initial uprising was primarily driven by groups excluded from the 
official civil society frame, such as the Tamarod (Rebel) network, these originally 
“informal and voluntary” groups gradually re-worked their organizational struc-
ture based on the institutional techniques of civil society, which Scott and Hibou 
define as techniques of social control.36 These techniques immediately slowed 
down the revolutionary trajectory. As El-Meehy notes, “Committees were every-
where in villages and cities. They became the heartbeat of Egyptian society.”37 
But similar to the Tunisian integration of civil society voices, what first appears 
as an empowerment of egalitarian participation ultimately reveals itself as a “top-
down process designed to ‘maintain social peace.’” The system of socioeconomic 
and political marginalization, which the uprising set out to challenge, is instead 
strengthened. For example, the newly created rural committees reinforced local 
hierarchies from the Mubarak era and excluded women and the poor.38

Moreover, the fact that many aspects of associational life in Egypt are con-
trolled or influenced by the Muslim Brotherhood presents another insurmount-
able obstacle for civil society’s efforts to make progress on democratization in 
Egypt. These multifaceted forms of collective organization would not be included 
in the dominant definition of civil society as distinct from political society. 
Consequently, what has been labeled as “civil society” in Egypt seems to approach 
what Karl Marx understood by the term, namely the “bourgeois society” (bürgerliche 
Gesellschaft), which undercuts more substantive democracy as it strengthens elitist 
imposition.39 This became most evident when so-called “civil society leaders” sup-
ported the military coup of July 2013, which ousted the democratically elected 
president Mohamed Morsi, preferring a return to a Mubarak-era status quo of 
extensive military power, rather than an insecure path under the leadership of the 
Muslim Brotherhood.40 The case of Egypt has therefore shown the two-sided fri-
ability of the civil society framework, both misrepresenting a complex reality and, 
in an actively coercive manner, shaping the object it claims to conceptualize. In 
contrast to the Tunisian case, its participants have reverted to open support for 
structures from the dictatorship era, failing to participate in the making of a liberal 
post-revolutionary state. What appears similar, however, is the incapacity of civil 
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society to address socioeconomic grievances, which inspired the Egyptian as much 
as the Tunisian uprising.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, civil society does not appear to be living up to the praise it has 
received as a driving force for the democratization of the Arab world in the wake of 
the 2011 uprisings. In contrast, as the cases of Tunisia and Egypt suggest, its con-
ceptual frame is theoretically imprecise when applied to the complex realities on 
the ground, and this imprecision acquires a coercive power, negatively affecting the 
prospects of substantial democracy in the region. As opposed to the disciplining 
power of civil society, the future of successful democratic transitions might lie in 
what Hardt calls an “alternative community of social practices (call it, perhaps, the 
self-organization of concrete labor).”41 This is what Agamben has in mind when he 
argues that freedom is effectively reclaimed through “destituent power”—opposing 
the constituting effect of a political body, which reins in on the “living flesh” of 
social realities. “It means first of all the rediscovery of a form-of-life, the access 
to a new figure of that political life whose memory the Security State tries at any 
price to cancel.”42 Agamben’s vision of such a destituent power, which can never 
find its embodiment within state sovereignty, echoes Hannah Arendt’s writing on 
spontaneous revolutionary councils as radical instances of the political beyond an 
institutionalized and co-opted civil society.43 Only through such a radically open 
conceptualization of democratization could the Arab uprisings accomplish their 
goals of socioeconomic change, instead of simply implementing an institutional 
frame that is nominally democratic but not fit to respond to the demands that lie 
at the heart of the Arab Spring.

The civil society framework, rather than empowering new forms of demo-
cratic practices, has primarily condensed multifaceted socio-political relationships, 
making them legible from a perspective of governance. What has been praised by 
the theorists of liberal transitology to be one of the crucial factors of successful 
transitions to democracy turns out to be of very limited utility if applied to the 
complex and diverse cases represented by the Arab Spring uprisings. A social 
science analysis of contemporary revolutions needs to turn the mirror on itself and 
commit to categories that are aimed at the understanding of complex and open 
realities, rather than participating in the active domestication of ongoing processes 
through the invocation of a fictional framework.  
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