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The idea to write a book emerged during the course of my research for 
dissertation entitled Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: A Comparative 
Analysis between Tunisia and Egypt Post-Arab Spring (2018). Transitions 
from authoritarian rule sought to explain the divergent transition experiences 
of Tunisia and Egypt post-2011.

Following the recent wave of uprisings that shook the Arab world to its 
very foundations in 2011, I was astonished by the remarkable differences in 
the transitional outcomes of the post-Arab Spring states. While the wave of 
popular protests ousted the long-entrenched autocrats in Tunisia and Egypt 
in few weeks, it led to protracted civil wars in most of the region swept by 
the popular protests. Surprisingly enough, the political system in some states 
witnessed superficial changes and it remained almost intact in others. These 
different transitional paths prompted me to investigate the factors that led 
to such divergent outcomes. To this end, I chose two cases—Tunisia and 
Egypt—two geographically proximate countries that share various similari-
ties both prior and following the uprisings as a starting point. Various books 
have been published on what happened in post-Arab Spring states such as 
Egypt, Tunisia, or Libya or why the course of transition ended up in conflict 
or chaos. Yet, how and why transition experiences have indicated such diver-
gence in post-2011 remained underexplored.

Investigating the divergent outcomes of the transitions in Tunisia and 
Egypt, I analyzed the impact of structure versus agent. While arguing that 
agent lies central to determining the outcome of any regime change from 
authoritarianism, from the outset, I sensed that the impact of agents cannot be 
analyzed in isolation from structural factors, in other words, historical, insti-
tutional, and political structures in which transitions took place. Therefore, 
this work goes beyond a clear-cut theoretical framework.

Preface
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xii   Preface

The book provides a brief analysis of the concepts and theories in democ-
ratization literature and the historical background of the regime changes in 
Tunisia and Egypt. Then, it compares the two countries in terms of demo-
cratic outcome in post-2011 and analyzes the factors that have impacted the 
trajectory of their political transitions. The book also incorporates the lit-
erature accumulated during the former regime changes in democracy’s third 
wave to the transitional outcomes of the post-Arab Spring Egypt and Tunisia.

Writing on the political developments in the Middle East is almost like 
trying to catch up with something that is in a constant state of flux. By the 
time you have done your research and published your article, it might become 
obsolete. The hypotheses that seem valid and strong once could become irrel-
evant. This simple fact makes us to face the limits of studying an ever-shifting 
region. It also forces us to be more humble in the claims we put forward and 
avoid big-bounded generalizations. In that regard, this book must be seen as 
a point of departure for further research investigating the Arab Middle East 
and the question of democratization.
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A global wave of democratization originated from 1970s onward with the fall 
of dictatorships in Southern Europe and the militaries handing over power 
to civilian governments in Latin America. In 1989, the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union and the collapse of communism paved the way for stunning 
transformations in the former communist regimes in Central and Eastern 
Europe, most of which have become consolidated democracies over the last 
few decades. Finally, democratic transitions swept through Sub-Saharan 
Africa in the mid-1990s and occurred in some parts of Asia. This global 
democratization trend since the mid-1970s was termed as “Third Wave of 
Democratization” by Samuel Huntington.1 To some political scientists, the 
end of the Cold War meant that there isn’t any respectable alternative to 
democracy any longer and democracy has advanced both normatively and 
practically while the rise of liberal democracy would be the final form of 
human government and the endpoint of mankind’s ideological evolution, 
widely known as “The End of History.”2 Surprisingly enough, the democratic 
wave that swept many regions of the world from Southern Europe to Latin 
America, and from Eastern Europe to Asia Pacific countries in the second half 
of the twentieth century bypassed the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). 
Whereas many countries of the developing world progressed toward some 
form of democracy, if not fully fledged one, the Arab world saw a trend that 
was totally opposite to the global trend. The data provided by the Freedom 
House indicated that no Arab country in the region was considered free 
before 2011. Given the long history of autocratic rule in the Middle East, 
the mainstream scholarship on Arab politics centered on “Arab exceptional-
ism”; in other words, scholars sought to come up with explanations for the 
lack of democratic governance in the region while investigating the means, 
tools, and tactics used by the autocrats to maintain power. For those scholars, 

Introduction
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2 Introduction

historical background, the rise of ethnic and sectarian tensions bringing forth 
the problem of a unified nation-state, political economy, institutional legacy, 
the incompatibility of Islam with democracy are assumed to account for the 
democracy deficit and the failure to set up an accountable political system in 
the region.

The outbreak of the popular protests in December 2010, following the 
self-immolation of the street vendor Mohammed Bouazizi in Sidi Bouzid, 
in Tunisia, marked a critical turning point in the Arab political history. The 
popular protests, or the uprisings, were labeled by many regional and inter-
national observers as the “Arab Spring.” The self-immolation of Bouazizi 
was an act of protest against the police and municipal officials who seized 
his wares and mistreated him, but more importantly it was a protest to the 
long-standing injustice and oppression under Ben Ali regime. The protests 
demanding the fall of the Ben Ali regime in Sidi Bouzid ignited the wick 
spreading to neighboring cities in Tunisia and the wider Arab world. The 
overthrow of Ben Ali was a breakthrough for the Arab publics since they saw 
that the long-entrenched authoritarian regimes were not as tough and robust 
as they were once believed to be, and change was not impossible.

Only eleven days after the toppling of Ben Ali regime, thousands of pro-
testors gathered in Tahrir Square demanding the resignation of the president 
of Egypt, Hosni Mubarak. After two weeks of protests and bloodshed, on 
February 11, Mubarak had to step down and hand over his powers to the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. Encouraged by protestors’ success in 
bringing down the dictators in Tunisia and Egypt, popular protests broke out 
in Syria, Libya, Yemen, and Bahrain; however, in these countries, the out-
pourings of popular discontent culminated in protracted civil wars between 
either competing political forces or opposition groups and ruling regimes. 
Protests also arose in Oman, Morocco, Jordan, and Algeria, yet they didn’t 
lead to a breakdown of the authoritarian regimes. The Arab uprisings left 
virtually no country unaffected in the region while generating divergent out-
comes across the region.

Following the wave of popular protests that shook several Arab states to 
their very foundations, it was only Tunisia and Egypt where their authoritar-
ian leaders were ousted rather in short period of time and with relatively 
little violence witnessed. The two countries successfully moved toward a 
democratic form of government with free and fair elections held in the year 
that followed the overthrow of the dictators. On the other hand, democratic 
transition prospects were soon overthrown by a military coup in Egypt in 
2013; the uprisings in Libya and Syria were succeeded by protracted civil 
war among rival factions seeking control over territory; the protests move-
ments were suppressed to consolidate a minority-led regime in Bahrain with 
a military intervention by neighboring Gulf Arab states; and internal conflict 
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3Introduction

emerged in Yemen in 2015 as two factions—Houthi forces supported by Iran 
and the Yemeni government supported by the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
and Saudi Arabia—claimed to constitute the Yemeni government along 
with their supporters and allies. In the Arab states affected by revolutionary 
protests, political and economic instability has taken root and violence has 
become normalized and no progress has been witnessed as to democratic 
reforms and freedoms; in other words, the Arab Spring movements gave way 
to the long-standing Arab winter.

The popular protests in early 2011 reflected at least the aspirations of 
Arab publics for democratic governance and accountability and their quest 
for freedom, dignity, and justice. Bread, freedom, and social justice were the 
rallying cries of the Arab uprisings which revealed long-standing demands 
that were neither acknowledged nor addressed by their respective rulers. 
Through street protests and strikes that lasted for several days, Arab citizens 
sought not only to push for a more just, accountable, and equitable system 
of governance but also to redefine the relationship between the ruler and the 
ruled. However, almost a decade after the uprisings, it became evident that 
those demands remained unfulfilled and worse still, the region is now plagued 
by political instability, violence, growing threat of terrorism, economic crisis 
which forced millions of refugees to look for a host country to lead their lives 
in more humane conditions. The gloomy political scene and security atmo-
sphere accompanied by economic challenges in the region led many observ-
ers including me to rename this recent wave of uprisings and the transition 
that followed as the “Arab winter.”

In the initial phase of the Arab Spring movements, Tunisia and Egypt 
were the two countries that raised hopes for democratic change. The two 
countries didn’t fall victim to ethnic, sectarian, and tribal tensions that have 
paralyzed other states in the region. They largely enjoyed national unity and 
strong popular sentiments for a nation-state. After liberation from Western 
colonialism, Tunisia and Egypt went through similar political and economic 
developments including state-led economic policies followed by stagnation 
in the 1960s and opening up their markets with the adoption of economic 
liberalization from 1980s onwards. In terms of their political systems, both 
countries were ruled by liberal autocrats who sought to create a democratic 
facade while in reality employing various strategies to maintain their power. 
To this end, both autocrats at times opened the way for political liberaliza-
tion and limited space for opposition groups and civil society, followed by a 
period of political deliberalization in which political dissent were suppressed 
cruelly and space for opposition was largely closed.

Moreover, the initial period of the Arab Spring movements in Tunisia and 
Egypt bears remarkable similarities. In both countries, a year after the depo-
sition of autocrats, free and fair elections were held leading to the electoral 
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4 Introduction

victory of the moderate Islamist groups, the Muslim Brotherhood, and 
Ennahda. In both political settings, the initial transition period was volatile 
and marked by growing polarization between the two camps; the Islamists 
who have long aspired to become a part of the political game, and the seculars 
who viewed the rise of Islamists as a threat for their country’s future political 
development.

Nine years in retrospect, the hopes raised for a democratic change in Egypt 
were largely dashed in only two years following the uprisings, whereas 
Tunisia became the only beacon of hope glittering out of the Arab Spring. 
Tunisia achieved several milestones in its transition to democracy by hav-
ing political power peacefully transferred from one political force to another 
twice and took important steps toward consolidating its democracy with the 
most progressive constitution in the region adopted in 2014 and made sub-
stantial headway in civil and political liberties. Despite several challenges 
and limitations lying ahead, Tunisia remains as the only success story of the 
Arab Spring movements. Egypt, in contrast, saw its first freely elected presi-
dent and the Muslim Brotherhood government thrown out by the army in a 
coup d’état, surprisingly with much popular support, yet the coup resulted in 
a regime that is no less authoritarian than Mubarak’s. Since the coup in 2013, 
Egypt’s political landscape gradually reverted to the ancient regime with the 
return of abusive practices under the state’s robust security apparatus and the 
arbitrary application of law to suppress political dissent.

On the other hand, Tunisia was able to get out of the political gridlock 
through a transition guided by negotiation and compromise in stark con-
trast to Egypt which was stuck in the early phase of the transition by the 
failure or reluctance of political actors to negotiate a mutual solution to the 
long-standing ideological divisions. Despite numerous similarities in their 
historical background and the way how political developments in the initial 
period of their transitions unfolded, Tunisia and Egypt took very divergent 
paths in their democratic development, which presented scholars in the field 
of comparative politics and specifically transition studies with an important 
question: “Under what conditions does a democratic transition occur?”

There is a rich scholarly literature that investigates conditions or drivers that 
make democracy a likely outcome or hinder prospects for democratization in 
the aftermath of a regime change based on the former democratic transition 
experiences observed in different regions of the world. The former transition 
experiences have indicated that not all regime changes end up in a democratic 
outcome just as there is no single universally acceptable route to democratiza-
tion. Recent history regarding regime changes has shown that among dozens 
of transition experiences succeeded by popular protests only some ended up 
in becoming fully fledged democracies; in some other countries, democratic 
transition reversed generating a new form of authoritarianism or a hybrid 
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5Introduction

regime which combines some notable aspects of democracy with authoritar-
ian rule, while some countries became fully entrenched autocracies with no 
progress in civil and political rights.

The variations in the democratic outcome following regime breakdown 
prompted scholars in the field of democratization to come up with different 
theoretical approaches that have offered a wide range of analytical frame-
works accounting for causal links between a set of variables and democratic 
transition. To some scholars in this field, democracy is most likely to come 
out in a country that enjoys high level of socioeconomic development, GDP 
per capita incomes, literacy levels, and industrialization to a considerable 
extent, which are assumed to equip a society with necessary attributes to cre-
ate a democratic system. For some other scholars, democracy can’t be simply 
correlated with the indices of economic development. Instead, democratic 
transition is driven by consensus and commitment to democracy by elites. 
According to those scholars, when authoritarian regime falls down, it is a 
set of actors which seek to define or redefine the rules of the new system 
based on mutual guarantees to serve the shared interests of those engaged in 
democratic crafting process. Still, there are other political scientists who view 
variations in democratic outcome of transitions as a result of the relation-
ship between economy and politics. They argue that it is the economic crisis 
that is most likely to bring about regime change or the transformation of the 
authoritarian regime while failure to handle economic challenges effectively 
would obstruct chances for democratic consolidation.

In the light of the existing literature on comparative study of democratic 
transitions, this book provides a detailed analysis into the political, economic, 
and constitutional developments in Tunisia and Egypt following the fall of 
the authoritarian regimes and compares the two countries in terms of the 
divergence in their democratic outcomes since the fall of the authoritarian 
regimes up to the present. The book mainly centers its focus on the role of the 
political actors in designing the transition and explores the transitional period 
with respect to the interactions among the political elite and their cost–benefit 
assumptions, ideological interests as well as their commitments to democratic 
processes. However, various structural factors also come to fore when politi-
cal actors engage in negotiations, bargain over key issues and make decisions 
that lie at the heart of the transitional process. In other words, political and 
historical structures are closely linked to agents’ choices and decision-making 
at critical points as they make agents more or less compromising depending 
on the context. Hence, structural factors could not be totally isolated from the 
study of democratic transitions, instead, they should be analyzed in relation 
to their influence on pushing certain actors to compromise or discouraging 
them from coming to terms with their opponents on the key issues central 
to a transition. Eventually, this book seeks to answer why Egypt’s path to 
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6 Introduction

democratization has been eroded by several transitional actors, whereas 
Tunisian political elite managed to address critical challenges during the tran-
sition and enabled the country to transition to democracy by acting within the 
boundaries of democratic game. Last but not the least, by combining histori-
cal background with contemporary politics, this study will be a launching pad 
for further studies on this topic and contribute to the existing literature on the 
Middle East and North African politics.

This book is divided into mainly five chapters. Chapter I offers a discus-
sion of the key concepts and approaches that will be used in this study and 
provides an overview into the two theories of democratization—the transition 
and the modernization theory—with their prospects and pitfalls in explaining 
the complex nature of a transitional period. Chapter II follows with a discus-
sion of democratization in the Arab Middle East context and investigates 
the reasons why the Middle East has been resilient to the global democratic 
waves in the light of the scholarly literature accumulated so far.

Chapters III and IV are organized similarly. First, they present the politi-
cal and economic developments that led up to the popular protests in Tunisia 
and Egypt; in other words, the causes of the popular protests that are rooted 
in people’s long-standing political and economic grievances. Second, they 
offer an in-depth analysis into the transition process that succeeded the fall 
of Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak, respectively, and continued up to present. In 
these sections, key political developments are highlighted such as elections, 
the establishment of the interim governments, the disputes surrounding the 
constitutional drafting and political crises in the two countries, as well as 
the National Dialogue and political developments that followed in Tunisia 
and the coup and its aftermath in Egypt. Finally, these chapters analyze the 
peculiar characteristics and the historical evolution of key political actors and 
the critical role played by them during the popular protests and the transition.

Chapter V is the core of this book where the bulk of analysis and theo-
retical contributions are made. The chapter first compares the structuralist 
and agency-centered approaches in their explanatory power to analyze the 
variations in democratic outcome of transitions in Tunisia and Egypt in the 
post-Arab Spring context. Subsequently, the chapter mainly propounds six 
variables to account for the democratic divergence between the two countries. 
Among these variables, the degree to which elite consensus took place, strate-
gic choices during the transition and the leadership styles of political Islamist 
movements largely determined the outcome of the transitional processes in 
two countries. However, political actors were motivated or constrained by a 
set of a structural factors that influenced their calculations, compromising or 
noncompromising attitudes and decision-making processes. In this regard, 
this chapter explores the role of the military, civil society, external actors, 
and the power equilibrium among divergent political forces as critical factors 
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7Introduction

that had significant impact on the cost–benefit analyses of political decision-
makers. A thorough comparative analysis between the two countries on the 
basis of those factors largely explains why Tunisia was able to successfully 
transition to democracy, but not Egypt.

NOTES

1. The first wave included establishment and strengthening of the Western democ-
racies (United States, United Kingdom, France, and North European countries) during 
the era between the French Revolution and the World War I. The second wave of 
democratization took place following the World War II with the democratization of 
Germany, Italy, Japan, and some postcolonial countries. Finally, the third began in 
the mid-1970s in Southern Europe, and more than sixty to seventy countries through-
out Europe, Latin America, Asia, and Africa underwent some form of democratic 
transition.

2. Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: The Free 
Press, 1992).
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9

Since democracy became the subject of political philosophy and political 
theory, there has been considerable debate on how to define and use the 
term “democracy.” The terminology is derived from the Greek words demos 
meaning people and kratos, meaning power or rule, thus, demokratia means 
“rule by the people.” John Keane defines democracy as the “self-government 
of equals.”1 However, this simple definition brings some fundamental 
questions, such as “who are these equals?” and “how does self-governing 
take place?” In theory, democracy is an egalitarian form of government in 
which all citizens determine public policy, laws, and the policies of the state 
together, nonetheless, in practice, it is the extent to which a given system 
approximates this ideal and a political system is uttered as democracy as long 
as it allows certain approximation to ideal democracy.

The term “democracy” has no clear core meaning that is universally appli-
cable and essentially objective. A classical definition of democracy has been 
given by Abraham Lincoln as “the rule of the people, by the people, for the 
people.” However, democracy as the rule of the people doesn’t mean much 
for contemporary democracy today. Giovannı Sartori defines democracy by 
explaining what it is not: “democracy is a system in which no one can choose 
himself, no one can invest himself with the power to rule and, therefore, 
no one can abrogate to himself unconditional and unlimited power.”2 In his 
prominent work, Huntington defines a twentieth-century political system as 
democratic “to the extent that its most powerful collective decision makers 
are selected through fair, honest and periodic elections in which candidates 
freely compete for votes, and in which virtually all the adult population is 
eligible to vote.”3 From this definition, two dimensions are critical to the real-
ization of democracy: contestation and participation, similarly, it also implies 
that in a democratic system, the existence of civil and political freedoms such 
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as freedom of speech, publication, assembly, and organization, the conduct of 
electoral campaigns are inevitable.

Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter add a further dimension to 
this definition and they emphasize “citizenship” as democracy’s guiding prin-
ciple. To this end, democracy involves the right to be treated by fellow human 
beings as equal with respect to making collective choices and the obligation 
of those implementing such choices to be equally accountable and accessible 
to all members of the polity. Democratization, thus, refers to “the processes 
whereby rulers and procedures of citizenship are either applied to political 
institutions previously governed by other principles (e.g., coercive control, 
social tradition, expert judgment or administrative practice), or expanded 
to include persons not previously enjoying such rights and obligations, or 
extended to cover issues and institutions nor previously subject to citizen 
participation (e.g., state agencies, military establishments, partisan organiza-
tions, interest associations, productive enterprises, educational institutions, 
etc.).”4

One major divide in transition studies is between the formal or procedural 
conception of democracy and the substantive conception of democracy, 
which is fundamental to democratization studies as it affects terminology 
and definitions regarding the regime change process. Formal or procedural 
democracy, in Schumpeter’s terminology, involves “institutional arrange-
ment for arriving at political decisions in which individuals acquire the power 
to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.”5 One of 
the most influential presentation of this “procedural” or “formal” notion of 
democracy was revisited by Robert Dahl in his famous concept “polyarchy,” 
which not only highlighted political competition and participation but also 
placed a particular emphasis on different forms of freedom and pluralism that 
enable expression of political preferences.6 On procedural democracy, Kaldor 
and Vejvoda have comprised their own list of formal criteria adapting a set 
of procedural minimal conditions, originally drawn up by Dahl. According to 
them, these procedural minimal conditions are as follows7:

 1. Inclusive citizenship: exclusion from citizenship purely on the basis of 
race, ethnicity or gender is not permissible

 2. Rule of law: the government is legally constituted and the different 
branches of government must respect the law, with individuals and 
minorities protected from the “tyranny of the majority.”

 3. Separation of powers: the three branches of government—legislature, 
executive, and judiciary—must be separate, with an independent judi-
ciary capable of upholding the constitution.

 4. Elected power-holders: power-holders, that is, members of the legislature 
and those who control the executive, must be elected.
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 5. Free and fair elections: elected power-holders are chosen in frequent and 
fairly conducted elections, in which coercion is comparatively uncom-
mon, and in which practically all adults have the right to vote and to run 
for elective office.

 6. Freedom of expression and alternative sources of information: citizens 
have a right to express themselves without the danger of severe punish-
ment on political matters, broadly defined, and a right to seek alternative 
sources of information; moreover, alternative sources of information 
exist and are protected by law.

 7. Associational autonomy: citizens also have the right to form relatively 
independent associations or organizations, including independent politi-
cal parties and interest groups.

 8. Civilian control over the security forces: the armed forces and police are 
politically neutral and independent of political pressures and are under 
the control of civilian authorities.

A democracy must meet three basic procedural criteria. Competitive elec-
tions must be the principal route to political office, which means that fraud 
and coercion should not determine the outcome of democratic elections. In 
addition, there must be broad adult citizenship meaning nearly universal citi-
zenship recently. Some exclusions such as criminals, the insane, military per-
sonnel, and the illiterate are tolerated in many democracies, though. Lastly, 
democracies necessarily provide guarantees of traditional civic liberties for 
all and minority rights must be protected within this context.8

Substantive democracy, on the other hand, is considered as a process that 
has to be continually reproduced, as way of regulating power relations in such 
a way as to maximize the opportunities for individuals to influence the condi-
tions in which they live, to participate in and influence debates about the key 
decisions that affect society.9 Substantive democracy in no way clashes with 
formal democracy, instead it claims that formal procedures are essential but 
not sufficient for achıeving democracy. Similarly, to Tocqueville, democracy 
has essentially two meanings: One is a political regime defined by the rule of 
people with all institutional and procedural mechanisms that were specified 
by earlier theorists of democracy. The other is a condition of society charac-
terized by its tendency toward equality and this social or societal democratic 
condition meant that democracy could not be reduced to its formal, insti-
tutional aspects.10 Thus, whereas formal democracy is about the rules and 
procedures of democracy including a full adult suffrage, regular elections, 
freedom of association and media, substantive democracy is concerned about 
political equality. Substantive democracy goes beyond formal democracy in 
that it is about our ability to have a say on the decisions that affect our lives 
and it is about democratic culture, “the habits of the heart” as Tocqueville 
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puts it. Formal democracy could be seen as the initial step in regime transition 
and when constitutional settlement and other procedural rules are achieved, 
the next step would be regime consolidation which is very much linked to 
substantive democracy.

Another concept that is key to the analysis of regime change is democra-
tization. Democratization is a complex process which begins with transition 
and matures into consolidation, in other words, the initial point where democ-
ratization starts is transition with the ultimate goal to reach a consolidated 
democracy. Huntington argues that “if popular election of the top decision 
makers is the essence of democracy, then the critical point in the process of 
democratization is the replacement of a government that was not chosen this 
way by one that is selected in a free, open and fair election.”11 He also points 
to the complex and prolonged nature of the overall process of democratiza-
tion which involves bringing about the end of nondemocratic regime, the 
inauguration of the democratic regime, and finally the consolidation of the 
democratic system.12 In that regard, democratization should be understood 
as a complex process which is far from having a clear route, means, and 
outcome.

Democratization can’t be defined by some fixed and timeless objective 
criterion as democracy itself should be viewed as contextually variable and 
a deontological concept. It begins with the exit of an authoritarian regime 
and continues with competitive elections that lead to two successive peace-
ful transfers of government between contending parties.13 Like democracy, 
democratization involves internal tensions as it incorporates facts and value. 
While democratization can be complex, protracted, or erratic, it could also 
result in a stable, predictable, or uniform outcome once democratization is 
over.14

Democratization is used to refer to the whole process of regime change 
from authoritarian or totalitarian rule to liberal democracy. Democratization 
is a multilevel and multidimensional process in which the dynamic of 
regime change can be analyzed by observing interactions between its dif-
ferent dimensions, and the nature and the intensity of these interactions may 
develop in a positive or negative way, thus determining the likely outcome 
of regime change.15 Democratization is multilevel as it embraces liberaliza-
tion and/ or authoritarian regime collapse through the transition phase and 
consolidation to the point where new democracies become established. 
Democratization is also multidimensional because the functioning of liberal 
democracies involves not only the creation of rules and procedures but also 
the societal level as well as intermediary linkages and interactions between 
different levels, especially elite-mass relations.16

Though democratization is about political regime change, often its pros-
pects are influenced by economic developments as well as problems related to 
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stateness, national identity, and international dimension. During postcommu-
nist transition, for instance, economic and political transformation occurred 
simultaneously and in some post-Soviet states, it also included constructing 
national identity. In Eastern Europe, on the other hand, this process can’t 
be analyzed without taking into account the role of European Union (EU) 
in transforming those states into liberal democracies. Thus, democratization 
should not be thought separate from multiple transformations occurring after 
regime change.

TRANSITION AND CONSOLIDATION

A major distinction in democratization literature exists between transition 
and consolidation. Transition is the interval between one political regime and 
another. Transitions are delimited, on the one side, by launching of the pro-
cess of dissolution of an authoritarian regime and, on the other, by the instal-
lation of some form of democracy, the return to some form of authoritarian 
rule, or the emergence of revolutionary alternative.17 Juan J. Linz and Alfred 
Stepan distinguish between transition and consolidation by pointing to the 
uncertain character of democratic transition, and they suggest that transition 
is the beginning phase of building democracy, in which politics is fluid, and 
democracy is not assured, whereas consolidation is a stage in which democ-
racy becomes “the only game in town.”18

Transition is a period marked by political struggles over defining rules 
and procedures which will eventually determine political advantages in the 
future. During transition, the rules of the political game are in constant flux, 
and they are usually contested; actors struggle to fulfill their immediate inter-
ests as well as interests of those whom they represent, they also try to define 
rules and procedures which at the end will determine prospective winners 
and losers.19 Transition tasks include not only negotiating the constitutional 
settlement and settling the rules of procedure for political competition but 
also dismantling authoritarian agencies and abolishing laws unsuited for 
democratic life.20

To Guillermo O’Donnell, the overall change from an authoritarian to a 
democratic regime contains not one but two transitions: the first leads to the 
installation of a democratic government, and the second to the consolidation 
of democracy or to the effective functioning of a democratic regime. There 
is no specific formula or any event that distinguishes between the first and 
the second transition. Though these two transitions might overlap in certain 
areas, the authors argue that they differ in terms of the issues they deal with. 
Whereas the first transition focuses on the development of social and politi-
cal oppositions to the authoritarian regime, the emergence of hard-liners and 
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soft-liners within the circles of power, the formation of coalition demand-
ing democratic change, the second transition deals with possible reverse of 
democratization and the makeup of democratic institutions that could cope 
with economic and social problems.21

On the other hand, the consolidation of democracy requires, first and fore-
most, the completion of democratic transition. Democratic transition is com-
plete “when sufficient agreement has been reached about political procedures 
to produce an elected government, when a government comes to power that 
is the direct result of a free and popular vote, when this government de facto 
has to authority to generate new policies, and when the executive, legislative 
and judicial power generated by the new democracy does not have to share 
power with other bodies de jure.”22 Democratic consolidation is lengthier 
than democratic transition with possibly deeper effects involving mass atti-
tudes and requiring legitimization of the new regime. To achieve democratic 
consolidation, it is essential that the uncertainties that surround transition are 
gradually removed, the new democracy is institutionalized, its rules are inter-
nalized, and democratic values are disseminated.

As democratization became widespread, it became evident that some coun-
tries successfully became democracies, while others failed or remained in the 
category of problematic democracies. This led to a renewed academic interest 
in identifying those factors that enables new democracies to endure or open 
the way for their weakness or volatility. As a result, the impact of political 
culture, political economy, and institutionalism on generating a democratic 
outcome became an integral part of democratization debate in addition to 
structure and agency, and their respective roles in causation.23

To O’Donnell, building a consolidated democracy involves in part an 
affirmation and strengthening of certain institutions, such as electoral system, 
revitalized or newly created parties, judicial independence, and respect for 
human rights, which have been created or recreated during the course of the 
first transition. However, there is no such linearity in many ways; building 
a consolidated democracy requires abandoning or changing certain arrange-
ment, agreements, and institutions by providing guarantees to the authoritar-
ian rulers and the forces backing them. Likewise, legislatures that include 
nondemocratically generated representation with military autonomy from 
control by the executive or with supreme councils empowered to review the 
actions of democratic governments are all set by the characteristics of the 
earlier transition phase whose effects are seen in later stage.24

If a democracy is consolidated, it is generally thought to be immune to 
disintegration and it is free from potentially destabilizing factors and regime 
reversals. However, the retention of democratic government doesn’t neces-
sarily indicate on its own that a democracy is consolidated. To illustrate, 
democratically elected governments may succeed one another for some 
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time without any reversal simply because they don’t challenge actors who 
don’t show democratic accountability.25 Guillermo O’Donnell refers to such 
situations as “slow death of democracy.” Consolidated democracies are also 
exposed to destabilizing conditions such as racial and ethnic tensions, social 
unrest, urban riots, armed separatist movements, and terrorist attacks. They 
might face democratic breakdown as well. Therefore, the durability of a 
democratic regime is not sufficient to test whether it has achieved democratic 
consolidation.

Linz and Stepan suggest three minimal conditions that must be fulfilled in 
order to talk about democratic consolidation. First, in a modern polity, unless 
a state exists, free and authoritative elections can’t be held, winners can’t 
exercise the monopoly of a legitimate force, and citizens can’t effectively 
have their rights protected by a rule of law. Second, democracy can’t be 
thought of as consolidated until a democratic transition has been completed. 
A necessary condition, despite being insufficient for the completion of a 
democratic transition, is the holding of free and contested elections on the 
basis of broadly inclusive voter eligibility. Third, no regime can be regarded 
as a consolidated democracy unless its rulers govern democratically, that is, 
if elected executives infringe the constitution, violate the rights of individu-
als, interfere in the legitimate functions of the legislature, and they fail to rule 
within the boundaries of law, their regimes are not democracies.26

Linz and Stepan put emphasis on the three dimensions of democratic con-
solidation, namely, behavioral, attitudinal, and constitutional. Behaviorally, 
“democracy becomes the only game in town when no significant group seri-
ously attempts to overthrow the democratic regime or to promote domestic 
or international violence in order to secede from the state.”27 In the absence 
of such attempts to topple democratically elected regimes, transition is free 
from the threat of democratic breakdown. Attitudinally, democracy becomes 
the only game in town when the majority of the people believe in the value 
of democratic procedures and that any political change must emerge from 
those procedures even in times of severe political and economic crises.28 
Constitutionally, democracy becomes the only game in town when all the 
actors in the polity are convinced that any political conflict within the state 
will be resolved according to the rules and norms established and violation of 
these norms will be costly.29

DEMOCRATIZATION AND LIBERALIZATION

The second important distinction related to transition concerns the difference 
between “liberalization” and “democratization.” This conceptual differentia-
tion is essential as it calls attention to the fundamental difference between 
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democracy and changes within authoritarian regimes. Political liberalization 
and democratization are two concepts which are intertwined and have his-
torical ties. If it weren’t for the guarantees of individual and group freedoms 
inherent in the former, the latter risks converting into mere formalism, or so-
called “popular democracy.” On the other hand, if it weren’t for the account-
ability to mass publics and constituent minorities institutionalized under the 
latter, liberalization could be easily manipulated and retracted by those in 
government arbitrarily. Nevertheless, liberalization considerably differs from 
democratization as the latter needs a certain level of institutionalization and 
legal framework that guarantee competition and separation among powers.

O’Donnell and Schmitter defines “liberalization” as the process of mak-
ing effective certain rights that protect both individuals and social groups 
from arbitrary or illegal acts committed by the state or third parties. On the 
level of individuals, these guarantees include the classical elements of the 
liberal tradition: sanctity of private home and correspondence; the right to be 
defended in a fair trial according to preestablished laws; freedom of move-
ment, speech, and petition; and so forth.30 On the level of groups, these rights 
cover such things as freedom from punishment for expressions of collective 
dissent from government policy, freedom from censorship of the means of 
communication, and freedom to associate voluntarily with other citizens.31 
Political liberalization refers to a loosening of repression and extension of 
civil liberties in an authoritarian regime whereas a transition to democracy 
implies a change of regimes.

Liberalization can be observed in many authoritarian regimes. Authoritarian 
rulers may tolerate and even promote liberalization hoping that by opening 
up certain spaces for individual and group action, they can relieve internal 
and external pressures and gain support without altering the authoritarian 
structure of their rule. Liberalization is often used as a defensive strategy by 
authoritarian rulers. This form of rule has been given several labels such as 
“tutelary democracy” and “liberalized authoritarianism.”32 As will be dis-
cussed further in the upcoming chapters, Mubarak and Ben Ali regimes are 
striking examples of liberal autocracies where political liberalization is gener-
ated as a survival mechanism for the regime, rather than opening up reforms 
that would pave the way for democracy.

Liberalization can exist without democratization, that is, fundamental 
guarantees can be given to individuals and groups while obstructing them 
from participating in competitive elections, from access to policy delibera-
tions and/or from exercising the rights that may make the rulers reasonably 
accountable to them. However, demands for democratization increases as 
liberalization advances though whether these demands will be strong enough 
to bring an authoritarian regression or a breakup is far from being certain. 
Based on the third-wave transition experiences examined, O’Donnell and 
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Schmitter argue that the attainment of political democracy was preceded by a 
significant, if unsteady, liberalization, thus, the overall transition can be con-
ceptualized as a sort of “double stream” in which liberalization and democra-
tization interact over time, each with its own hesitancies and reversions, and 
each with overlapping motives and constituencies.33

Linz and Stepan suggest that democratization entails liberalization, but it is 
a wider concept which requires “open contestation over the right to win the 
control of a government, and this, in turn, requires free competitive elections, 
the results of which determine who governs.”34 This suggests that there can 
be liberalization without democratization while there is likelihood that liber-
alization might facilitate the shift to democratization, however; liberalization 
is sometimes aborted and leads to a renewed repression. Transition process 
is often accompanied by constant flux in which the authoritarian elites are 
moving toward some liberalization to strengthen their own position or toward 
repression when they feel besieged by the threat of authoritarian crackdown.

DEMOCRACY AND POLITICAL LEGITIMACY

The explanatory value of the term “legitimacy” is quite significant in the 
context of regime change. Very often, breakdown in an authoritarian regime 
takes place as a consequence of declining political legitimacy. In brief, politi-
cal legitimacy refers to broad acceptance of a political regime and provid-
ing regime legitimacy is key to the survival of any regime. In authoritarian 
regimes, legitimacy is more ideological, quasihistorical, charismatic, or 
functional, and the regime draws its identity and strength from the ruling 
ideology. In democracies, in contrast, legitimacy lies in formal mechanisms 
that determine the rules and procedures of transfer of power and the separa-
tion of powers.

Authoritarian regimes practice dictatorship and repression while promising 
democracy and freedom in the future, which allows them to justify them-
selves in political terms only as transitional powers, meanwhile, they attempt 
to shift attention to their immediate substantive accomplishments—typically, 
the achievement of “social peace” and economic development.35 In that way, 
authoritarian regimes try to provide legitimacy for their prolonged authori-
tarian rule, yet this strategy might lead to the collapse of the authoritarian 
regime, given the easy access to the contemporary worldwide marketplace of 
ideas and communication technologies today. As Mainwaring argues, declin-
ing legitimacy36:

Increases the costs of staying in power. In the post-World War era, Western 
authoritarian regimes have lacked a stable legitimizing formula. It is common 
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for authoritarian regimes to justify their actions in the name of furthering some 
democratic cause. This justification may be plausible to some sectors of the 
nation, and it may help legitimacy for a limited period of time. But appealing to 
safeguarding democracy is a two-edged sword for authoritarian governments, 
for their appeals, eventually calls attention to the hiatus between their discourse 
and their practice.

The notion of legitimacy and democracy are so closely related that the former 
is an essential prerequisite of the latter’s stability. Democracy without legiti-
macy tends to be unstable. The institutions of government and the state can be 
said to be democratic only if there is popular consent, popular participation, 
accountability and a practice of rights, tolerance and pluralism¸ thus, citizens 
need to enjoy popular legitimacy and represent political community.37 On the 
other hand, democratic legitimacy could be best understood as contextual as 
it is based on an understanding that at a particular historical juncture no other 
type of regime could provide a more successful pursuit of collective goals.38 
Political leaders in democratically elected governments need to be viewed as 
doing the best that can be done under the circumstances they face.

The notion of legitimacy is fundamental to understand why actors and 
citizens are less willing and less likely to undermine a democratic regime. 
Declining legitimacy can lead authoritarian governments to leave office, 
while in democracies rational actors would join a conspiracy against democ-
racy to further their interests only if there is a reasonable likelihood of suc-
cess. Otherwise, the costs of undermining democratic regime are so high in 
consolidated democracies that actors believe in the values of the system and 
they are likely to make compromise willfully to obey the rules of the game.39 
Likewise, if an authoritarian regime enjoys considerable support, it is less 
likely to face mass-mobilization from its people. That means if self-interest 
is the underlying cause of obedience, stability of the political system rests 
mostly on payoffs, particularly of a material nature.

DEMOCRACY AND UNCERTAINTY

One of the striking features of democratic transitions is its inevitable con-
nection with uncertainty. Initially, outcomes of the democratic processes are 
uncertain because democracy depends not on a single force, but rather on inter-
action among a variety of competing forces which seem to maximize their own 
interests. Przeworski has highlighted the uncertainty of democracy as such40:

The process of establishing a democracy is a process of institutionalizing uncer-
tainty, of subjecting all interests to uncertainty. In an authoritarian regime, some 
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groups, typically the armed forces, have the capacity of intervening whenever 
the result of a conflict is contrary to their program or their interests In a democ-
racy, no group is able to intervene when outcomes of conflicts violate their 
self-perceived interests. Democracy means that all groups must subject their 
interests to uncertainty.

The tendency to equate democracy with competitive multiparty elections is 
broadly criticized by scholars today. A transition to democracy can culminate 
in a liberal democracy, or it could terminate with a liberalized authoritarian 
regime (dictablanda), or a restrictive, illiberal democracy (democradura).41 
The inherent uncertainty and the variations in the outcomes of regime transi-
tions have led many scholars in comparative democratization to investigate 
the regimes that fall into the gray zone and are referred broadly as “hybrid 
regimes.” One of the most striking features of the third wave has been the 
rise of regimes that are neither clearly democratic nor totally authoritarian, 
but instead combine authoritarian governance with democratic rules in vari-
ous regions of the world including Latin America, Eastern Europe, and the 
former Soviet Union. The boundaries between those regimes are so blurry 
that scholars are far from reaching a consensus on how to classify those 
ambiguous cases.

In the contemporary era, democracy is the only broadly legitimate regime 
form and thus, authoritarian regimes often feel pressure to adopt or pretend 
to adopt democratic form. To most scholars, it is inappropriate to label those 
regimes as “in transition to democracy,” and we should begin thinking about 
those regimes as specific types. A variety of labels have been produced to 
define those ambiguous regimes such as semidemocracy, virtual democracy, 
electoral democracy, pseudodemocracy, illiberal democracy, competitive 
authoritarianism, electoral authoritarianism, and Freedom House’s Partly 
Free.42

Not all hybrid regimes should be thought to be undergoing prolonged 
transitions, instead, they might move toward authoritarianism. For instance, 
some hybrid regimes (Mexico, Senegal, and Taiwan) underwent democratic 
transitions in the 1990s, whereas others (Azerbaijan and Belarus) moved in a 
distinctly authoritarian direction, and still others (Russia, Ukraine, Malaysia) 
either remained stable or moved in multiple directions.43 Therefore, the term 
“transitional” doesn’t imply unidirectional movement toward democracy.

For countries in transition, a great deal of caution is needed to avoid broad 
generalizations and conclusive presumptions. Even when transitions are 
complete, it takes decades for a democracy to consolidate. For consolidated 
democracies, the risk of democratic regression still lurks in the background. 
No matter whether democratization is in a transitional stage or a consolida-
tion, any democracy is surrounded by a high level of uncertainty.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Theories of democratization are chiefly engaged with causation and iden-
tification of the main factors that set the stage for democratic transition. 
Particularly, the last quarter of the twentieth century witnessed significant 
democratic improvement globally. This led scholars to come up with theories 
accounting for factors that help to endure or hinder democratic transition. A 
basic distinction exists between structuralist theories and agency approaches 
because of their different approaches regarding structure and agency.44 To 
this end, this section attempts to categorize theories in democratic transition 
into two distinct theories: the structural approach, and the strategic approach. 
These theories will be further discussed in chapter V.

Structuralist Approach (Modernization Theory)

Structuralist approach assumes that particular outcomes of the transi-
tion could be explained by economic development, political culture, class 
conflict, social structures, and other social conditions. These scholars are 
preoccupied with macrolevel analysis of social conditions as well as cul-
tural and social prerequisites of democracy with their causal explanations 
based on quantitative analysis of a large number of countries. Under this 
approach, the most widely known and examined proposition is moderniza-
tion theory which links the spread of democracy to economic development 
and capitalism.

Modernization theory was first proposed by Seymour Martin Lipset in 
his article on economic development and democracy in 1959. According to 
Lipset, countries that have undergone an extensive process of societal mod-
ernization such as industrialization, gross national product per capita, urban-
ization, increasing levels of education, and rising national income are more 
likely to be democratic. Lipset’s work has inspired many scholars who have 
come up with a wide range of structural propositions to explain democratiza-
tion. Some structural factors that are hypothesized to determine the demo-
cratic outcome are income inequality, economic crises, natural resources 
abundance, country size, religious composition, societal fractionalization, 
colonial heritage, social capital, mass political culture, democratic diffusion, 
and regional organizations.45 Social and economic structure, according to 
the modernization theory, triggers democratic advancement. On this critical 
link between economic growth and democracy, Lipset noted, “perhaps the 
most widespread generalization linking political systems to other aspects of 
society has been that democracy is related to the state of economic develop-
ment. Concretely, this means that the more well-to-do a nation, the greater the 
chances that it will sustain democracy.”46
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Economic growth in a country is correlated with a higher level of urban-
ization and education. With a stronger economy, the government is able to 
invest more money in education, which in turn prevents them from adopting 
monolithic and extremist doctrines and helps them to make rational choices. 
Likewise, with increasing wealth led by industrialization, the values of lower 
class shifted toward upper-class values. Economic growth generates an edu-
cated and entrepreneurial middle class that in time demands to have control 
over its own fate, which in turn forces repressive governments to give in to 
popular aspirations.47

Modernization theory has been criticized on various grounds. First, 
Lipset’s claim that economic development eventually leads to a democratiza-
tion of the country lacks empirical support today. Many developing econo-
mies in East Asia and the Middle East (e.g., China, Russia, and the Arab Gulf 
states) are far from being democratic. Indeed, authoritarian regimes use many 
tools and tactics to divert economic development to sustain their regime. 
O’Donnell’s theory of “bureaucratic authoritarianism” links the deepening of 
capitalism with the emergence of dictatorships as these bureaucratic authori-
tarian regimes restructured political and economic institutions in an attempt 
to maximize their profits by using repressive means.48 Based on the evidence 
of their research, Przeworksi and Limongi found that the chances for the 
survival of democracy are greater in wealthier nations, but the emergence of 
democracy is not a by-product of economic development and even the current 
wealth of a country is not decisive.49

Second, the distinguishing feature of this theory is that structural fac-
tors are attributed causal primacy and the causal process conveyed is rather 
mechanical, that is, change in the political regime is an outcome of a struc-
tural shift in the environment. However, these theories don’t explain why dif-
ferent political actors make different political choices, why their preferences 
change over time and why one choice prevails over another in the same social 
and structural context. Therefore, the role of the human agency is missing in 
structural theories. In Huntington’s words, the structural approach needs to 
move from causes to causers.

Third, another pitfall of the modernization theory is that it is ahistorical 
in that it presumes all societies can replicate a transition which occurred at 
a particular time and space.50 On the contrary, trends to democratization are 
contradictory and partial across different countries and regions of the world. 
Given the same structural conditions, two countries might follow a different 
path toward or away from democratization. Finally, modernization theory has 
drawn a conclusion out of the experiences of the Western world and ignored 
the particularistic development patterns in the Third World.

The structural factors introduced by the modernization theory can have 
facilitating or constraining effects on the democratization process in a 
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country, yet they can’t generate a democratic outcome or democratic break-
down on their own. In a country, which is already democratic, structural 
factors help to prevent democratic regression or backsliding into authori-
tarianism. Modernization affects regime outcomes by hindering authoritarian 
reversals, rather than promoting transitions toward democracy.

Strategic Approach (Transition Theory)

Strategic approach, or transition theory, focuses on the interaction of elite strate-
gic choices to explain the outcome of democratic transition.51 Strategic approach 
takes an agent-centric view and focuses on the critical role of elites, their 
strategic choices, the splits within the authoritarian regime, and the compro-
mise between the “hard-liners” and “soft-liners.”52 In contrast to the structural 
approach, it examines democratization in a micro level. The strategic approach 
sees democracy as a product of conscious and committed actors who convinced 
that democracy is the best possible regime, thus, economy, history, and devel-
opment are not seen as determining political outcomes. The proponents of this 
approach emphasize the significance of political processes, elite calculations, 
and the interaction between their choices, although they do not deny the role of 
structural factors. The main hypothesis of the strategic approach or transition 
school is that successful outcomes for democracy could come true if elites learn 
the right way to proceed, independent of the structural context.53

Transition theory has brought a new perspective to comparative democra-
tization as agency-centered approach situates the study of democracy within 
the mainstream political science methodologists and epistemologies rather 
than economic determinants. It prioritizes political choices over economic 
ones and restructuring political institutions over those aimed at reforming 
national systems of production and distribution.54 By rejecting the determin-
istic view of the structuralists, they offer a process-oriented explanation of 
democratization, a process in which “choices are caught up in a continuous 
redefinition of actors’ perceptions of preferences and constraints.”55 Thus, the 
task is to explain these processes.

Democratization could be depicted as a struggle between the authoritar-
ian regime on the one side, and a unified society on the other, yet in reality 
divergent patterns of divisions exist among different groups with competing 
interests. A successful democratic transition is most likely to occur when 
competing forces in a society work together to bring down an authoritarian 
regime even while they are struggling with each other to have the best place 
in the new system. In this regard, Przeworski notes:

The image for the campaign for democracy as a struggle of the society is a use-
ful fiction dividing the first period of transition as a unifying slogan of the forces 
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opposed to the current authoritarian regime . . . . But societies are divided in 
many ways and the very essence of democracy is the competition among politi-
cal forces within conflicting interests. This situation creates two dilemmas: to 
bring about democracy, anti-authoritarian forces must unite against authoritari-
anism but to be victorious under democracy they must compete one another. 
Hence the struggle for democracy always takes place on two fronts: against the 
authoritarian regime for democracy and against one’s allies for the best place 
under democracy.56

The first phase of the transition in which opposition forces cooperate with 
one another is rather likely given the fact that they have a common goal to 
bring down the authoritarian regime. Yet, the second phase in which opposi-
tion forces need to negotiate in order to create a democratic order is rather 
challenging. The asymmetries and divisions among competing forces might 
prevent a democratic order from taking roots and bring about another authori-
tarian regime. This was the case in Iran where the Shah regime was toppled, 
but suppression took over negotiation leading to autocracy. Hence, the initial 
challenge for all parties in the opposition lies in making concessions to reach 
a compromise on the rules of the new system.

Given the presence of preferable alternatives, elites are likely to make cal-
culations and adopt strategies based on cost–benefit calculations. Elites in the 
opposition will not be eager to take risks unless they are convinced that what 
they are likely to gain exceeds their potential risks. Elites in the regime, on 
the other hand, are likely to respond opposing elites either by suppression or 
regain legitimacy by using a strategy of liberalization.57 Democratic transition 
is most likely to occur in cases where soft-liners in the ruling regime cooper-
ate with the opposition in an attempt to regain legitimacy by opening space 
for liberalization. On the other hand, authoritarian breakdown is most likely 
case when hard-liners continuously attempt to suppress the opposition.58 In 
a similar vein, O’Donnell and Schmitter found that all successful transition 
cases they examined depended upon agreements between elites and in none 
of their cases did democracy come out as a result of structural conditions or 
popular mobilization.59 In the same manner, Przeworski drew our attention to 
the possible risks of popular mobilization and suggested that popular mobili-
zation could be detrimental to democratization since it threatened the interests 
of powerful elites and then led them to close down tentative experiments in 
political liberalization.60

Democracy flourished in many parts of the world regardless of the struc-
tural factors indicating that the chances of spreading democracy in the 
contemporary world are rather good. It is clear that elite choices, compro-
mise and their commitment to democracy could make it possible even in 
countries where structural factors are not favorable to democratic transition. 
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Nonetheless, the strategic approach is criticized on the ground that it focuses 
on the short terms calculations of actors during a short period of time and 
ignores the possibility of long-term forces, structural contexts, and constraints 
determining the outcome. Another shortcoming of the strategic approach is 
that it has never adequately addressed the conditions that determine actors’ 
preferences, interests, and beliefs.61 Understanding the underlying reasons 
or conditions that shape political elites’ decisions, choices, and bargains is 
indeed as important as explaining the outcomes of the elite strategic interac-
tions and negotiations in transition to democracy.
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For many decades until the outbreak of the Arab uprisings, the Middle East 
proved to be the only region where no democracy existed. According to the 
Freedom House, the Middle East and North Africa has historically been the 
least free region in the world.1 What was surprising about the region was 
not the failure of democratic transition or consolidation, but the fact that 
no Middle Eastern and North African State had even initiated transition to 
democracy until the sudden outbreak of the popular protests in 2011. Until 
then, the MENA region proved to be an exceptionalism in terms of demo-
cratic change.

The democratic deficit in the region drew scholarly attention to the factors 
that hindered democratic outcome and political scientists came up with a wide 
range of variables to explain why democracy failed in the MENA region. The 
scholarly debates have ranged from low levels of economic growth to cultural 
and religious attributes of Islam and from political economy to the lack of 
regional and international organizations that would promote democracy in the 
region. The factors that could explain democratic deficit in one country failed 
to do so in another country with similar features, which indicated that there 
is no single direct answer to why democracy could flourish in one country 
but not in the other. Instead, the recent wave of uprisings and the political 
transitions indicated that democracy emerges and flourishes in any country 
randomly without any particular prerequisite being fulfilled.

While explaining the region’s cultural exceptionalism in terms of democ-
racy, some political scientists focused on the particular role of Islam to explain 
its authoritarian resilience. This group of political scientists associated the 
democratic deficit in the region with the values Islam promoted and came to 
the conclusion that an Islamic society would hardly accept democratic system 
and individual rights. They argued that Islam along with oriental despotism, 

Chapter 2

Democratization in the Arab 
Middle East Context
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patrimonialism, patriarchalism, and mass passivity were integral part of 
Arab political and social culture. In addition, participatory government and 
individual rights were seen as alien to the Muslim tradition because Islam is 
thought to vest authority in God, thus, society must be guided by divine law, 
or Sharia rather than popular will. According to this mainstream view, there 
is no legitimate base for liberal democracy which places sovereignty of man, 
and participatory government into the core of political life.

On the other hand, this argument over incompatibility between Islam and 
democracy is misleading in many ways. First, it would be anachronistic to 
question whether Islam endorses democracy and constitutionalism since the 
Holy Quran doesn’t proscribe any particular system of government. In Islam, 
just like Christianity and Judaism, there are general ethical principles that 
have to be guaranteed under any system of government such as social justice, 
protection of life, property, honor of humanity, accountability of rulers to 
law, distribution of wealth, and protection of minorities. Besides, the Quran 
commands Muslims to decide on matters with Shura, consultative decision-
making, and adopt Ijma, the principle of consensus. The early Muslim schol-
ars referred to these ideas as governing with consent and creating a contract 
with the governed, which are key elements of a democratic system today. 
Shura in essence forbids one-man dictatorship, and the general principles of 
Islam which particularly emphasize the importance of equality and justice 
don’t contradict with democracy.

Second, the autocrats that ruled the Middle Eastern states for several 
decades such as Ben Ali, Hosni Mubarak, Muammar Qaddafi, and Bashar 
Assad didn’t place Islam in their political agenda. Instead, these rulers 
adopted secular ideology and attempted to design their societies with secular 
values. As political Islamist movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Ennahda gained widespread popular support in their societies, the autocrats 
viewed their growth as a threat to the survival of their own regime. They 
used various strategies to oppress and prosecute leading Islamic figures and 
contain the spread of such movements.

Third, various public opinion polls assessing support for democracy across 
the MENA region over the last decade have made it clear that Arab citizens 
want democracy and neither intellectuals nor ordinary citizens in the region 
believe that Islam and democracy are incompatible. In fact, a survey carried 
out by Jamal and Tessler in 2008 found out that more religious Muslims 
tend to believe that democracy is the best political system as much as less 
 religious Muslims.2 Another survey carried out by Afrobarometer teams 
in five  countries—Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, Sudan, and Algeria—in 2015 
 indicated that about two-thirds of respondents in four of the five countries 
see no contradiction between democracy and Islam: solid majorities in 
Tunisia (69 percent), Morocco (68 percent), Egypt (64 percent), and Sudan 
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(63 percent) disagree or strongly disagree with the idea that democracy 
contradicts the teachings of Islam.3 According to the survey, the idea that 
non-Muslims should have fewer political rights than Muslims is rejected by 
majorities in Tunisia (73 percent), Morocco (72 percent), Egypt (58 percent), 
and Sudan (57 percent), and by a plurality (46 percent) in Algeria.4 Similarly, 
a more recent survey conducted by the Arab Barometer that measured the 
level of democracy support in the MENA region from 2013 to 2016 found 
that regardless of regime type or experience with the Arab uprisings, across 
the region the vast majority of citizens ranging from 91 percent to 77 percent 
express that democracy is the best system despite its potential problems, and 
it is always preferable to any other kind of government.5 The survey also 
found that in most countries surveyed citizens were more likely to say democ-
racy is the best system compared to 2013.

Fourth, there are a number of countries with predominantly Muslim popula-
tion which successfully transitioned to democracy such as Turkey, Malaysia, 
Albania, Bangladesh, Senegal, and more recently Tunisia. Political Islamic 
movements participated in legislative or regional elections in many countries, 
and they have contributed to the democratic processes in many cases.

Another argument concerning the democratic deficit in the MENA region 
has been the effect of political economy. Larry Diamond, a senior scholar in 
democratization studies, questions the cultural exceptionalism argument in 
an attempt to explain why there are no Arab democracies. He comes to the 
conclusion that the deficit of democracy lies neither in Islam nor in its cul-
tural and religious aspects. To Diamond, it is political economy, particularly 
the so-called “oil curse” which accounts for the riddle of Arab democracy 
deficit.6 He argues that the problem is not the economic level, but economic 
structure7:

Of the sixteen Arab countries, eleven are rentier states in the sense that they 
depend heavily on oil and gas rents to keep their states afloat. Most are so awash 
in cash that they don’t need to tax their own citizens. And that is part of the 
problem—they fail to develop the organic expectations of accountability that 
emerge when states make citizens pay taxes.

Many political scientists increasingly believe that availability of natural 
resources, particularly oil revenues, prolongs or even promotes authoritar-
ian forms of rule. Michael Ross has made a statistical research pooling 
cross-national data from 113 states between 1971 and 1997 to test whether 
oil impedes democracy. His key findings are that oil impedes democracy 
hypothesis is both valid and statistically robust and it does greater dam-
age to democracy in poorer states than rich ones.8 He also finds out causal 
mechanisms linking oil with authoritarianism; “a rentier effect,” through 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



30 Chapter 2

which governments use low tax rates to dampen pressures for democracy; 
“a repression effect,” by which governments build up their security forces 
to discard democracy; “modernization effect,” in which populations become 
less eager to move into industrial and service sector jobs and this renders 
them less likely to push for democracy.9 These states also don’t create wealth 
through investment in other sectors. They are heavily centralized and oil and 
gas incomes accrue to the central state officers in the form of “rents.”

Decline in competitiveness of nonoil sectors, volatility of revenues from 
oil and gas sector due to exposure to changes in the global market and gov-
ernments’ mismanagement of resources in a heavily centralized system are 
endemic in the region. Since the oil-rich Arab states don’t depend on tax-
ing their population, they have failed to develop a system which relies on 
accountability to the citizens and representation that emerges with taxation. 
Besides, resource curse hinders the development of other sectors through 
investment and risk taking, increases corruption, and enables Arab leaders to 
spend income extracted from natural resources on repressive security appara-
tus. From this point of view, Arab states which don’t heavily export natural 
resources are more advantaged in terms of democratization. This also largely 
explains why the Arab uprisings bypassed the oil-rich Arab states in the Gulf 
region and in the short or long term, political change in oil-rich Arab states 
seems a long shot.

Just like oil rents, large revenue streams in the form of foreign aid have 
been regarded as key to the survival of those long-entrenched regimes. In 
the MENA region, foreign aid, both in the form of military aid and financial 
aid, helped autocrats to maintain their patronage systems and buy off protes-
tors. The United States has provided large sums of aid to the military-backed 
regimes in the region as those autocrats were believed to ensure the Western 
interests in the region. Both the threat of radical Islamism and securing key 
Western energy interests in the area have made it tempting for Western actors 
to support authoritarian forces, and they will continue to give their support to 
the autocrats in the rest of the Arab world in some time to come.10 The U.S. 
foreign aid has been particularly decisive in the case of Egypt, where the for-
eign aid to the military-backed regime strengthened its hand in confronting 
any possible opposition movement for decades, playing a very similar role to 
that of the oil rents in the Gulf region.

Viable regional and international organizations that implement the prin-
ciple of conditionality and financial aid to promote democratization play a 
key role in facilitating democratic transitions. The Arab world lacks such a 
regional or international organization. In the region, there are some regional 
organizations such as the League of Arab States, the African Union, and the 
Gulf Cooperation Council, yet none of them managed to provide regional 
security, crisis management, or economic arrangements. These organizations 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



31Democratization in the Arab Middle East Context

have historically been more interested in the authoritarian regimes’ survival 
and protecting the status quo. On the other hand, the authoritarian state 
systems in member states of the League don’t make Arab League decisions 
toward supporting democracy credible. Hence, in the absence of Western 
support and a regional organization adherent to the democratic ideals, the 
Arab states have to depend almost entirely on their internal dynamics and 
domestic balance of power between democratic and anti-democratic forces.

Another major obstacle to the democratization in the Arab Middle East has 
been the mismatch between state and identity from the haphazard imposition 
of territorial boundaries under imperialism.11 Artificial boundaries built dur-
ing imperial period led to irredentism; in other words, dissatisfaction with the 
incompatibility between identity communities and a claimed territory. In the 
Middle East, this forced fragmentation within the Arab world into a number of 
small states resulted in the persistence of strong sub and supra-state identities 
that weakened identification with the state. Once the threat of exacerbating 
communal conflict and supra-state movements that could devastate the integ-
rity of the state arise, elites are more likely to resort to authoritarian solutions.12 
Divided into many weak states, the Arab world sheltered popular movements, 
such as pan-Arabism and political Islam that were preoccupied with identity 
and unity problems. When the elite came into power, their priority was to cre-
ate legitimacy through the triumph of Arab and Islamic identity over imperial-
ism using authoritarian tools and tactics instead of democratization.

As Rustow stated, the consolidation of national identity is the only prereq-
uisite of democratization; without national unity, electoral competition would 
only deteriorate the communal conflict. Thus, for decades, several Arab states 
gained little momentum for democratization as their political struggle had been 
diverted to building a nation-state. The imposition of artificial boundaries also 
created a security dilemma for the new states of the Middle East, where one 
state has perceived the other as a threat. This perception of threat has not only 
promoted ideological subversion such as Nasser’s pan-Arabism which mobi-
lized the populations of other states against their rulers but also it has been 
militarized on the Arab/non-Arab fault lines. In that regard, the Arab-Israeli 
conflict as well as the Iraq-Iran War were primarily over identity, territory, 
and security.13 Security-oriented governments of the Middle East promoted 
the national-security states whose main concern revolves around security and 
stability rather than promoting individual freedoms and social injustice.

The prior settlement of nation question and managing social cohesion serve 
as prerequisites for democratic transition. Social cohesion refers to the glue 
that holds a society together with its multiple dimensions such as ethnicity, 
religion, sect, and shared history. The outbreak of uprisings brought an end to 
the forced stability provided by the authoritarian regimes and set the sources 
of old grievances and tension free. Polarization on various levels has emerged 
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due to Islamists versus secular divide in Tunisia and Egypt, sectarian strife in 
Syria and Bahrain and clan divisions in Libya.14 In Tunisia, cohesion prob-
lems are related mainly to the political sphere, in which moderate Islamist 
and secularist visions of governance are in conflict. A similar civic strife has 
existed between the liberal-secular forces and the Muslim Brotherhood mem-
bers in Egypt. Besides, religious strife between Egyptian Muslims and Coptic 
Christians emerged as an important threat to stability in the period after the 
fall of the Mubarak regime.

The Middle East is usually considered fragmented, unstable, and war-
prone region and as such, the region hasn’t been hospitable to democratic 
change. The geopolitical contest between Saudi Arabia and Iran has shaped 
the politics of the region since the 2003 U.S. occupation of Iraq, each play-
ing its hegemonic role out in the domestic politics of weak Arab states, such 
as Lebanon, Palestinian territories, Bahrain, and Yemen, and the contest has 
further intensified following the Arab uprisings. Both countries attempted 
to expand their sphere of influence in the construction of the New Middle 
East. The Iranian-Saudi confrontation, in the form of sectarianization of the 
geopolitical battle has manifested itself in Syria’s case where the popular 
uprisings transformed from its democratic objective into a bloody civil war. 
As Salloukh points out sectarianization of the region’s geopolitical battles 
and the instrumental use of some of the uprisings for geopolitical ends 
has hardened sectarian sentiments across the region and complicated post-
authoritarian democratic transitions.15 As a result, sectarianization of the 
geopolitical battle encouraged several regimes in the region to divert from 
democratization and move toward securitization.

In short, structural and historical conditions in the MENA region are not 
favorable to democratic transition while they have certainly affected some 
Arab states more than others. Tunisia and Egypt set an important example to 
other states in the region given that the uprisings started in Tunisia and spread 
over Egypt and transition to democracy was initiated in both countries unlike 
other Arab countries which went through authoritarian regime breakdown 
following the uprisings. The two countries’ transitions will gain new insights 
to the study of comparative democratization and allow political scientists to 
reflect on the variables that enable or hinder a smooth transition to democ-
racy. To this end, the next two chapters analyze the unfolding of the political 
transitions in Tunisia and Egypt, respectively.
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January 14 revolution, or the Jasmine Revolution, was a remarkable turn-
ing point for not only the Tunisian history but also the wider Arab world. 
In the history of the modern Arab world, it was the first grassroots revolt 
that toppled an entrenched dictator and led the way to a democratic system. 
The Tunisian revolution was also a breakthrough for political scientists and 
analysts as it put an end to the obsolete orientalist approaches that viewed 
the Arab world as an exception to democratic change. Although analysts 
had long stressed on the stability and the robustness of Arab regimes with 
numerous strategies they used, the revolution was striking in terms of the 
pace of the events that unfolded leading to Ben Ali’s ouster and the fact that 
Tunisia created a domino effect setting the stage for change in the wider Arab 
world. Moreover, Tunisia merits a particular attention as it is currently the 
only country with Muslim-majority population in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region that is democratic and has been rated as “Free” by the 
Freedom House from 2015 onwards.1

The Tunisian revolution was miraculous in several ways. First, it took 
Tunisian people less than a month of struggle to topple their dictator and 
patronage networks and to collapse democratic façade that Ben Ali spent 
twenty-three years to construct. Second, it was a peaceful revolution, and it 
didn’t turn into a terror or civil war. The peaceful nature of the revolution con-
vinced - Tunisians that they would achieve their goal of establishing democ-
racy and restoring dignity and inspired other Arab publics to struggle against 
their authoritarian governments.2 Third, the Tunisian revolution was not a 
classical one like that of French, which was a transition from feudal to bour-
geois regime or a class-driven revolution like that of Bolsheviks in Russia. It 
was not a national liberation revolution like that of Algeria or the Kemalist 
revolution in Turkey. As Asaf Bayat described the popular demonstrations in 
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the Arab world as collective actions of non-collective actors rarely guided by 
a clear ideology or recognizable leaderships and organizations, the Tunisian 
revolution lacked clear ideology, centralized leadership, and a pre-established 
political program.3 With all these aspects, the diffusion effect of the Tunisian 
revolution over other Arab publics, Egypt, Syria, Yemen, and Libya made the 
Tunisian revolution merit world’s attention and appreciation.

The self-immolation of Mohammed al-Bouazizi set off the wave of pro-
tests putting an end to the long uttered stability of the Arab regimes. The 
uprisings unveiled the deep-seated anger and resentment of the Arab publics. 
They were borne of the frustration and long-lasting dissatisfaction with the 
socioeconomic malaise and political repression. Upon a closer investigation, 
it is clear that the mass movements known as the Arab Spring are indeed the 
latest and most dramatic manifestation of a set of historical antecedents. As 
the Soviet leader Leon Trotsky once asserted “revolution is impossible until 
it is inevitable,”4 the frustration over relentless oppression by Ben Ali regime 
and the long-lasting socioeconomic malaise in the country made it inevitable 
for Tunisians to rally around the public outcry against the ruling regime.

Since the January 14 revolution that ended up in the ouster of Ben Ali, 
Tunisia has embarked on a democratic transition process that is largely suc-
cessful and promising. This chapter first explores the Tunisian transition with 
an extensive analysis of the historical developments that paved the way for 
the January 14 uprisings with an overview of the Tunisian economy and poli-
tics under Bourguiba and Ben Ali regimes. Second, the chapter explores the 
political transition in Tunisia since the outbreak of the uprisings referring the 
challenges and prospects for democratization in Tunisia.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Any analysis of a revolution and its trajectory would be incomplete without 
an overview of the economic and political conditions that led the way to the 
popular uprisings. The Tunisian revolution isn’t inseparable from its political 
and economic roots that led people to take to the streets in their struggle to 
end the long-entrenched dictatorship.

Tunisian Economy Prior to the Arab Uprisings

Under Bourguiba, Tunisian economy underwent four stages that shaped 
the country’s postindependence economic life: an initial stage of economic 
decolonization, disastrous stage of socialist transformation, an attempt at 
state-managed and private-sector-funded industrialization, and finally the sta-
bilization program of the mid-1980s.5 After gaining independence, Bourguiba 
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immediately moved to decolonize the economy which had been designed to 
benefit French rather than Tunisian interests. At the time, Tunisian agriculture 
and mining was heavily dominated and administered by French-owned firms. 
In the first few years after independence, thousands of French administrative 
staff with replaced with their Tunisian counterparts and those companies 
were brought under state control. The Tunisian government aimed to rebuild 
institutions and civil service that is Tunisian, rather than French.

In the 1960s, the country adopted a corporatist structure with a quasi-
socialist (collectivist) economic orientation.6 This economic orientation was 
in tune with the domestic demands for social justice and the wave of Nasserist 
Arab socialism of the era. Although main public utilities were nationalized 
and the public sector expanded, the spread of collectivist policies didn’t 
attack on the private sector. Collectivization was primarily carried out in 
agriculture and mining sectors. However, at the end of the decade, quasi-
socialist economic policies apparently failed due to gross inefficiency caused 
by top-down management and organization of the economy, little motivation 
for increased productivity, and increasing levels of corruption accompanied 
by growing unemployment.

In the 1970s, the failure of collectivism led to a new economic strategy, 
namely, protectionist market economy or a semi-liberal infitah policy under 
which a combination of import substitution and export promotion was fos-
tered.7 The infitah policy aimed at opening up foreign trade and promoting 
foreign investment and a more active role for the private sector. Nonetheless, 
the private sector consisted primarily of small businesses that were less cap-
ital-intensive such as textiles and tourism while public sector monopolized 
strategic sectors and controlled heavy industries and transport, water, and 
electricity.8 Although the country experienced a period of economic growth 
during 1970s, an overreliance on oil export revenues and foreign borrowing 
as the engine for investment led to a sharp increase in external debt. By the 
end of the decade, growth and productivity had slowed down and Tunisia 
was unable to develop its domestic production or export competitive range 
of goods. However, the protectionist market economy largely resulted in 
failure as oil prices dramatically went down and severe droughts of 1982 and 
1986 undermined tourism revenues, which in turn adversely affected annual 
growth rates.9 As a result of this failure, unemployment increased at unprec-
edented rates, while austerity measures including reduction in government 
expenditure and restraining consumption brought about political problems 
accompanied with instability in the country. The UGTT (Tunisian General 
Trade Union) severely opposed to the continued wage freezes in the public 
sector and subsidy reductions. In 1984, Tunisia was swept by a series of vio-
lent demonstrations called as “Bread Riots” as a response to the government’s 
ending long-standing price subsidies on grain products to reduce its heavy 
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budget deficits.10 Tunisia also faced growing social unrest and labor strikes 
during the last decade under Bourguiba.

In 1986, to stave off maladies caused by economic mismanagement, the 
Tunisian government introduced the Economic Recovery and Structural 
Adjustment Program (ERSAP) that brought numerous austerity measures 
including tariffs reduction, promoting restrictions on imports, and the reduc-
tion of personal income taxes and the devaluation of the Tunisian Dinar.11 
Under this program, privatization of state-owned companies was carried out 
on a vast scale. The Structural Adjustment program imposed by the IMF 
paid off restoring macroeconomic stability and reducing external debt and 
inflation. In addition, in 1987, Bourguiba was toppled in a peaceful and 
constitutional coup led by his prime minister, Zine el Abidine Ben Ali. Ben 
Ali was wholeheartedly committed to economic reform while promising a 
new era of political liberalization. He introduced a legislative framework that 
encouraged foreign investment and facilitated privatization measures while 
pursuing policies that targeted integration into European markets. Since 1996, 
the Tunisian government has gradually liberalized trade in manufacturing and 
played a significant role in making the private sector capable of competition 
in global markets. During the second half of 1990s, the labor and productivity 
gains contributed to economic growth and real GDP went up more rapidly 
than in the previous decade. In the course of two five-year development plans, 
his regime achieved macroeconomic stability, controlled inflation, and was 
able to diversify and reorient production from public to private sector and 
attain a GDP per capita equal to that of Europe’s own poorer periphery and 
decrease country’s debts.12

In the new millennium, various economic indicators including investments, 
GDP, and export volumes of goods and services indicated a steady growth 
in Tunisian economy. In addition, Tunisian political system under Ben Ali 
depended on the idea that political legitimacy could be based on economic 
growth. To this end, Tunisia underwent rapid modernization and economic 
growth as a result of market-oriented reform, private investment, and integra-
tion into regional economy. The country also adhered to the Washington con-
sensus and Tunisian workers abroad also contributed to Tunisian economy by 
providing remittances.13 The country was reputed as the Maghreb’s healthiest 
economy as well as the MENA region’s most successful economic liberalizer 
by the international creditors and investors.14

In the last decade under Ben Ali’s rule, annual GDP growth in Tunisia 
averaged 5 percent and in terms of both GDP per capita and the annual 
rate of GDP growth, Tunisia performed far ahead of its neighbors. Besides, 
contrary to several other states in the region including Egypt, a large middle 
class that enjoys levels of material well-being (such as car and home owner-
ship) existed in Tunisia. A number of reasons lie behind Tunisia’s economic 
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success in the region. Its growth under Ben Ali was driven by private sector 
development, rather than oil and gas exports as in the case of Algeria and 
Libya. The regime was capable of attracting direct foreign investment with 
its economic liberalization reforms. Above all, Tunisia closely adhered to 
the economic policies advocated by the West. It ranks second country with 
the smallest share in public sector employment in the MENA region after 
Morocco, which illustrates that the country embraced private enterprise.15

On the other hand, the growth of the Tunisian economy had masked several 
endemic problems engrained in the social unrests that emerged in numerous 
occasions. Despite the economic growth, the Tunisian government failed 
to address long-standing concerns about a more just distribution of growth 
across different socioeconomic groups as well as across different regions of 
the country. While privatization attempts benefited a small circle of business 
elite and Ben Ali family’s known as Trabelsi clan, economic growth did 
little to address to the needs of the masses. The extent of Ben Ali family’s 
share in the Tunisian economy was enormous with 220 companies owned by 
family members, and they controlled 21 percent of net private sector profits. 
His regulations for economic liberalization was structured to benefit a small 
circle of business elite linked to his family while he imposed restrictions to 
prevent other businesses from competing with his established firms.16 Ben Ali 
and his family acquired fame for their mafia-style corruption that enriched 
the members of the president’s family. The economic restructuring during 
his era was accompanied by a number of social costs such as endemic unem-
ployment, intense pressure on public services due to austerity measures, and 
above all, the gap between rich and poor. These measures were articulated 
in public opposition to the government and its policies and they lied central 
to the growing social tensions reflected in the street protests during 2000s.

The major shortcomings that the Tunisian economic growth had masked 
such as the inability of the government to create jobs and the high unemploy-
ment rate among educated youth became more visible in the last decade in 
the lead up to the uprisings. The government’s statistics illustrated a rise in 
employment among the university graduates from 8.6 percent in 1999 to 19 
percent in 2007, yet unofficial data indicate figures twice as high as those 
derived from government statistics.17 Unemployment was largely the con-
sequence of the mismatch between the types of jobs available to the young 
people and their education level. Private sector investment which was tightly 
controlled by the government-generated jobs for low-skill employment, and 
most university graduates had to find jobs that they were overqualified for. 
Mohammed al-Bouazizi, the catalyst of the protest movements, was also part 
of unemployed educated youth, and he was forced to become a street vendor 
due to lack of employment opportunities for young people with a degree. 
Bouazizi’s self-immolation might have not by itself triggered uprisings of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



40 Chapter 3

this magnitude if it hadn’t been for a number of suicide protests that pre-
ceded it. In March 2010, Abdesslem Trimech, a street vendor whose fruit 
cart was confiscated by the police and whose demand to meet the city major 
was rejected set himself on fire in the city hall in Monastır.18 These suicide 
protests illustrate a chain of long-standing rebellious instincts of the Tunisian 
people, particularly the youth, which were repressed by the police.

Equally alarming to the political stability in Tunisia was the government’s 
inability to generate enough jobs in the interior for a growing population. 
Since independence, economic development plans put into force by the 
government-fostered investments that would create jobs and increase liv-
ing standards in the north and along the eastern coastline. This was because 
the development strategy adopted by the government since the early 1970s 
relied on private investment and export-oriented production. However, scarce 
natural resources, inconvenient climate conditions, and the need to reduce 
transportation costs made it challenging to attract investors to the interior 
regions.19 As a consequence, a wide regional disparity emerged between the 
level of economic development and living standards in the rich coastal towns 
and the interior regions. A total of 80 percent of the national productions is 
concentrated in coastal areas from Bizerte to Sfax, while the interior regions 
host 40 percent of the population and can claim 20 percent of the GDP.20

In the years leading up to the 2011 revolution, there were a number of 
protests over deteriorating living conditions in the interior cities. To illus-
trate, Gafsa, a city located close to the Algerian border was shaken by an 
unprecedented social conflict in 2008. The revolt of Gafsa Mining Basin, the 
biggest protest movement since the Bread Riots of 1984, took place over a 
period of six months and attended by various categories of the population—
the unemployed particularly the university graduates, high school students, 
families of the workers in the phosphate mines who had undergone a work 
accident.21 The Gafsa riots indicated the first signs of a growing social unrest, 
and it was succeeded by a revolt in Ben Gardanne in southern Tunisia on the 
Libyan border, in August 2010. In addition to youth employment and regional 
disparities, the increasing living costs and food prices deteriorated the living 
conditions of the middle class. From 2003 to 2008, the number of Tunisians 
with credit card debts increased sixteen-fold, which clearly indicates the 
middle class increasing resorts to loans to make up for their shortfall in liv-
ing expenses.22

The UGTT, Tunisia’s sole trade union confederation, played a critical role 
in organizing prolonged protests in the Southern Gafsa Mining Basin in 2008 
and early 2010. Though the government for long worked hard to bring the 
union under its control, union activists succeeded in remaining independent 
and taking a more confrontational stance. As was the case in the Bread Riots 
of 1984, the initial protests in late 2010 broke out in the interior cities starting 
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from Sidi Bouzid and spread to the coastal areas. Education unions, some of 
the most independent and aggressive within the UGTT, took an active role 
in organizing unemployed workers against the government’s inability to 
generate jobs, its corruption, and its rejection to engage in dialogue with civil 
society.23 These protests were then joined by other unions, human rights orga-
nizations and opposition parties who connected economic grievances with 
mounting concerns over fundamental human rights and rule-of-law issues.

Tunisian Politics Prior to the Arab Uprisings

The political transition in Tunisia is closely related to historical legacies that 
have shaped Tunisian society for half a century. One of the most important 
legacies is that Tunisian society was depoliticized under a tight political 
control, which can be observed in weak party identification, low level of par-
ticipation in democratic processes, and a lack of free press. Tunisia’s political 
system was strongly authoritarian even when compared to other Arab states 
in the region.

Since Tunisia gained its independence from France in 1956 till the upris-
ings, Tunisia’s political life was shaped by two authoritarian leaders: Habib 
Bourguiba and Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali. Under the guidance of Bourguiba, 
the Neo Destour movement was founded as a nationalist opposition move-
ment to the French colonial rule in 1920. After Tunisia became a fully 
independent republic, Bourguiba became the first president in 1957, and his 
government implemented extensive reforms that would modernize and secu-
larize the country, and develop its economy. Bourguiba holds a strong legacy 
and popular support among different fractions of the Tunisian society as he 
was the acknowledged leader of the nationalist movement, which confronted 
the colonial rulers and struggled for independence. He was strongly attached 
to French style laicisme and aimed to attach his young nation to the band-
wagon of European modernity both socially and economically. From many 
respects, Bourguibaism has striking parallels with Kemalism though the 
former doesn’t appear to be as well-developed ideologically as the latter and 
Bourguiba was a reformist rather than a revolutionist like Mustafa Kemal.

Under Bourguiba, Tunisia created an image of a modern and secular 
country, which adopted the values of the French colonial power. Bourguiba 
advocated a state-managed economy, provided strong social guarantees, and 
struggled hard to improve country’s education and literacy levels. The school 
curriculums were modernized, designed on the principles of laicism while 
education was extended throughout the country.24 Nationalism was at the 
heart of the government’s policies and the administration at various sectors 
went through a process of “Tunisification” through which French workers 
were replaced by their Tunisian counterparts.
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Bourguiba founded the Neo Destour (Constitution) Party which remained 
as the single political party that ruled the country till the constitutional coup 
in 1987.25 Neo-Destour Party became an essential element of Tunisian gov-
ernment and as Kenneth Perkins noted, Tunisia under Neo-Destour was a 
“state in the service of the party, party in the service of the President.”26 Neo-
Destour was a populist party that infiltrated deep into all levels of the society 
with the chief objective to rally public opinion in favor of government poli-
cies and to confine free political competition. Moreover, the Tunisian consti-
tution introduced a highly centralized presidential system. According to the 
constitution of 1959, the president held extensive centralized powers includ-
ing initiation and direction of state policies, appointment of judges, provincial 
governments, and other key bureaucratic positions. The presidential cabinet 
headed by the prime minister was also under the presidential control. In real-
ity, all aspects of governance regarding the state and politics were dominated 
by the president and the Tunisian political institutions served to rubber-stamp 
the president’s decisions.

Under Bourguiba, the constitution of 1959 was ahead of its Arab coun-
terparts in many respects albeit authoritarian in terms of individual liberties. 
Although the constitution recognized Islam the religion of the state, the gov-
ernment introduced numerous restrictions on religious freedom such as ban-
ning women from wearing headscarves in public areas which is regarded as 
hostility to religion-by-religious factions.27 Bourguiba emphasized Tunisian 
exceptionalism as the country differentiated itself from other Arab countries 
with the progressive personal status law that granted women with the right to 
vote and initiate divorce, banned polygamy, and introduced a legal minimum 
age for marriage, and several other reforms on education and gender equal-
ity.28 His era was marked by developments in the era of healthcare, education, 
and women’s rights at a level that could not be compared to any other Arab 
nation at the time. Bourguiba regime had a liberal image particularly due to 
the government’s liberal policies on gender equality, emphasis on education, 
and its pro-Western foreign policy.

Tunisia under Bourguiba’s presidency became increasingly authoritarian 
and repressive as opposition toward his efforts to reduce the role of religion 
in politics hardened. Bourguiba concentrated power in his own hands by co-
opting and manipulating clientele networks. He intentionally appointed pow-
erful individuals to important positions to serve their own clienteles while 
withdrawing others from those posts in a way that he became the “maker and 
breaker of political careers.”29 He struggled to support workers unrest among 
the unions and the Tunisian Human Rights League to undermine the union 
leadership and reunite those organizations under leaders who were loyal to 
Bourguiba. In 1975, to reassert his political power, Bourguiba declared him-
self president for life, a position he held until he was removed from power 
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through a constitutional coup by his prime minister, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali 
in 1987. In his last decade of rule, the faltering economy and violation of 
political and basic individual rights created mounting dissatisfaction among 
the public.

By the mid-1980s, wage increases accompanied by the strong economic 
growth of the 1970s, extensive system of state subsidies, and the worker and 
students’ reliance on public funds gave their way to economic deterioration 
and inability of the state to carry on providing subsidies and state funds. 
Bourguiba responded to the deepening political and social crisis by crack-
ing down hard on the labor unions for their wage demands and students for 
demanding restoration of public funds. Meanwhile, the Islamic Tendency 
Movement, Nahda’s precursor at the time, stepped in to fill the void created 
by repression of the unions and the movement soon became the regime’s 
principal target for repression. Eventually, economic deterioration curtailed 
the government’s ability to provide stability and buy social peace in return 
for economic growth. Besides, Bourguiba’s refusal to initiate political and 
economic reforms, his efforts to destroy all sources of political opposi-
tion coupled with his health problems and advancing age cleared the way 
for the constitutional coup that brought Ben Ali to power with little public 
opposition.

With Ben Ali’s accession to power, Tunisia stood at the forefront of demo-
cratic openings and political reforms in the late 1980s. Given that Tunisia 
had long-standing tradition of reform, Western-oriented elite and progressive 
social policies, in other words, several features that bode well for democratic 
transition, Tunisia was expected to embark on a trajectory of democratic 
change that would sooner or later bring multipartyism, competitive elections, 
and respect of human rights. Besides, Tunisia enjoyed a unique form of state-
society relationship in that the state intervened to restore order and prosperity 
during times of economic and political crisis. The regime, at the same time, 
generated social forces such as the unions and civil society organizations 
that would counterbalance it when the state began to seize too much power.30 
Therefore, to many observers, Tunisia was regarded as one of the region’s 
most promising countries in terms of democratic politics.

During his initial years in power, Ben Ali initiated several reforms 
that seemed to put Tunisia on the track of political liberalization. Ben Ali 
addressed long-standing aspirations for enhanced political pluralism by 
amending electoral and press laws. Several restrictions on the press were 
lifted and political parties were legalized while competition was introduced 
into the political system with the launch of the multiparty system. During this 
period, Ben Ali abolished presidency for life. Social and economic develop-
ment and improving women’s rights continued to be priority areas for policy-
making. Furthermore, Ben Ali’s government freed thousands of political 
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prisoners with the 1989 Amnesty including Islamists, turned the death sen-
tences of several opposition figures into life imprisonment, and encouraged 
political exiles that lived abroad to return Tunisia.31 Ben Ali also enforced 
new legislation that made it easier to establish associations and parties, which 
enabled the emergence of a vibrant civil society in Tunisia. In line with 
these political openings, Bourguiba’s Socialist Destourien Party (PSD) was 
renamed as the Rassemblement Constitutionel Democratique (Constitutional 
Democratic Rally) in 1988. Moreover, in 1988, the National Pact was signed 
with the country’s sixteen political parties and interest groups and principal 
civil society organizations expressing collective commitment to the Code of 
Personal Status, freedom of expression and association and human rights.32 
Ben Ali’s initial years in power seemed a promising trajectory toward demo-
cratic change in the country.

The National Pact seemingly aimed to overcome the shortcomings of the 
Bourguiba era by bringing oppositional forces to engage in dialogue on broad 
topics such as political system, economic development, and foreign policy. 
To this end, Islamists represented under the Islamic Tendency Movement 
(MTI) were invited to participate in the discussions, however, they were not 
one of the parties that signed the final document which ultimately aimed to 
pave the way for “a more elaborate corporatist formula with a growing plu-
ralist potential.”33 On the other hand, the MTI conceded to fulfill the provi-
sions in order to gradually integrate into the new political arena including the 
acceptance of Shura (consultation) and the renaming of the party to remove 
the religious connotation in its name at the regime’s request. The movement 
changed its name from the Islamic Tendency Movement to Hizb al-Nahda 
or also known as “Ennahda” (Renaissance) anticipating that the regime 
would lay out competitive democracy that the Islamists would play a role.34 
However, Ben Ali refused to legalize Ennahda Party, although the party came 
to terms with the requirements of competitive democracy. Though opposi-
tion groups demanded proportional legislative elections, the old majority list 
system used under Bourguiba remained intact for the 1989 electoral code.35

Despite the illusory structural changes that Ben Ali’s presidency came 
up with in response to calls for multiparty politics and genuine electoral 
competition, the National Pact was indeed an effort to create the appearance 
of political pluralism, yet it was in fact far from a compromise or bargain 
among equals.36 By the 1990s, Tunisia’s liberalization trend had begun 
to fade and this new decade marked the beginning of Tunisia’s slide into 
deeply entrenched authoritarianism. In 1989, Islamists under the Tendency 
movement received up to 25 percent of the votes in the only elections they 
contested under Ben Ali, which made it clear that the real opposition to Ben 
Ali laid in the Islamist movement.37 This electoral success of the Islamists 
culminated in Ben Ali’s outlawing the Islamists in the political sphere. 
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Indeed, Ben Ali’s electoral democracy was carefully and selectively designed 
to recognize his opponents that would make no real challenge to his regime 
and not allow any redistribution of power.

The exclusion of Ennahda from the parliament despite widespread grass-
roots support for their candidates running as independents led to intense 
protests by Ennahda activists. The government’s ruthless campaign to crack 
down on Ennahda intensified in 1991 after the government accused Ennahda 
of a plot that intended to topple the regime. The government, thereafter, 
amplified the dose of its repression against Ennahda members. Torture under 
interrogation convictions carried out by military courts became common in 
this era. This led hundreds of leading Ennahda members to flee from the 
country to exile abroad. The government continually reminded the experi-
ences of Algeria and Egypt arguing that political and economic stability 
would no longer proceed if any kind of Islamist party is tolerated within 
politics.38 The government’s repressive policies extended to other opposi-
tion groups including workers, students and activists. From 1990 onwards, 
Tunisia ever-increasingly witnessed arbitrary use of force to attack all oppo-
sition groups and widespread use of torture in prisons and countless political 
arrests and jailing.39 Ben Ali’s campaign to quash any form of opposition 
went parallel with the dramatic expansion of Tunisia’s internal security 
forces.

Ben Ali’s regime consolidated its power and provided legitimacy through 
economic performance rather than representative institutions and competitive 
elections. Early economic liberalization reforms have produced pressures on 
political liberalization which originate not only from the revival of competing 
social forces but also directly from the implications of economic liberaliza-
tion itself. In many parts of the world, the process of liberalization occurred 
simultaneously with that of political liberalization and democratization. With 
a full-scale economic liberalization, new sociopolitical forces that challenge 
both state and party are expected to emerge and the mediatory role of the 
single party either becomes redundant or it ceases to function. Thus, regime 
is required to open space and new political opportunities for the upper classes 
initiating early political liberalization.

One consequence of this early liberalization is that the regime is forced 
to choose between its own survival and fulfillment of emerging popular 
demands in the route toward democratization which might challenge its 
survival. The Tunisian regime, like the other regimes in the MENA region, 
reacted by reinforcing authoritarianism as soon as tentative moves toward 
democracy had begun. Thus, the political liberalization was reversed, the 
media was heavily censored, the police and security services were given more 
freedom and political activities were limited or banned again. Therefore, Ben 
Ali’s initial reforms, as Larbi Sadiki observes, represent another phase in the 
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reproduction of hegemonic political practice which is about control rather 
than democratic power sharing.40

Ben Ali was, in fact, building a pseudo-democracy or a political order that 
allowed some freedom to express opinions and to organize within boundaries 
defined by the state while it changed very little of the authoritarian structures 
of the previous regime.41 Though the new system enabled greater contesta-
tion and participation, the alternation of power was not possible. Ben Ali’s 
political reforms were indeed manifestations of tightly controlled liberaliza-
tion which was not accompanied by associational life, law-abiding govern-
ment, free press, and freely organized opposition.42 Over twenty-three years 
in rule, Ben Ali was never genuinely committed to fully opening the system 
to contestation; instead, he designed a tailored electoral system that would 
yield exceptionally high number of seats in the parliament in favor of the 
Constitutional Democratic Rally (RCD).

Under Ben Ali, Tunisian political system could better be described as “a 
hegemonic party system” where opposition parties could operate legally 
albeit with little or no chance to compete for power.43 To create a democratic 
facade, Ben Ali wisely incorporated political opposition and potential chal-
lenges into a controlled and cooperative multiparty system by excluding the 
Islamist movement from the political arena on the one hand and promoting 
an essentially collaborative secular opposition to draw support away from 
the Islamists on the other. The Tunisian government carefully legalized only 
those parties which had little grassroots support from the masses and offered 
no real challenge to the regime such as the Communist and the leftist parties 
that had little ideological credibility after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Under the veneer of a democratic language, Ben Ali took severe measures 
to curb any potential risks to his singular rule. To this end, charity activi-
ties were taken over by the state while the state struggled hard to bring the 
syndicates and civil society organizations under its control through several 
strategies including co-optation, intimidation, infiltration, and divide and 
rule. Moreover, in 1994, the regime decided to introduce a fixed quota of 
seats for opposition parties in parliamentary elections and municipal councils 
and gradually raised it till the quota reached 25 percent in the 2009 vote. 
RCD maintained a stranglehold in parliamentary elections and Ben Ali never 
polled below 90 percent of the vote. However, the fixed quota of seats for 
opposition parties not only created the pretense of competitive multiparty 
politics but also prevented any fractures within the ranks of the ruling RCD. 
There were also moments in Tunisian politics when this pretense of competi-
tiveness was undermined by an explicit support to Ben Ali by an opposing 
candidate in a presidential debate.44

The electoral system was shaped in a way to serve as a mechanism 
to strengthen party unity and to buy off oppositionists through access to 
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patronage. It also sowed disunity among the smaller parties which either 
chose to remain silent or mute their criticism in important political issues in 
return for access and patronage. The opposition parties had little chance and 
space to compete with RCD given that the party held sway over the legisla-
ture and municipal councils. Furthermore, electoral processes under Ben Ali 
were sham as ballot boxes were manipulated by the regime coercively and 
vote monitoring by independent parties was not allowed. From 1999 to 2010, 
Ben Ali and his party RCD won all the elections they contested—be they 
municipal, parliamentary and presidential—with landslide victory, over 90 
percent of the votes in most elections.45

In the postdependence period, the Tunisian regime adopted a corporatist 
model in which the ruling party and the national labor union were channels 
that communicated people’s demands. The ruling party RCD acted as an 
intermediary institution that reconciles different views reflected in its own 
texture rather than offering Tunisians a choice among political parties. The 
reasoning behind this is apparent in the party’s name which describes it as a 
rally (al-tajammu), rather than a party (al-hizb) and in that regard, the party 
took on a broader role closing the political space for any potential competitor 
for power.46 One consequence for this corporatist system is that the Tunisian 
society was highly depoliticized. In the first major poll after January 14, only 
half of the survey respondents could identify any political party including the 
ruling party by name, and in another poll conducted few months later, only a 
quarter of respondents said that they had sufficient knowledge about political 
parties or political situation in Tunisia.47

Tunisia was heavily policed during Ben Ali’s rule. Based on the Amnesty 
International Reports, the country is almost akin to un commissariat (a police 
station) or a mukhabarat state and the exaggerated fear of “fundamentalist 
threat” have justified this commissariat.48 The paranoia with the Islamist threat 
was frequently used as an excuse to justify excessive policing by the regime. 
Exclusion and harassment weren’t confined to Islamists. Over the years, 
Muwaadah and Shammari, former MDS (Movement of Social Democracts) 
leaders, Marzouki, Mazali, and former Prime Minister Radiya Nasrawi all 
underwent regime harassment ranging from character assassination to police 
surveillance, passport confiscation, and interference with family members.49 
Violence was an integral part of the Tunisian political system since the 
country gained its independence. Amira Aleya-Sghaier, a professor at the 
University of Tunis, observed “Established in an atmosphere of fear, execu-
tions, trials and torture, the so-called ‘modern’ state created by Bourguiba and 
his successor Ben Ali was modern in nothing but its facade. All the govern-
ment’s ministries, meetings and legislation concealed a medieval despotism. 
The use of violence to counter popular demands was systemic.”50
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An additional factor regarding the democratic facade Ben Ali struggled 
to preserve since his early political liberalization efforts was to please his 
Western allies and potential foreign investors. Two cornerstones of the regime 
legitimacy were built on the creation of a secular state and improvement of 
women rights and gender equality. In the absence of a real participatory poli-
tics, the regime undertook policies such as quota for female parliamentarians 
and a ban on state wearing the headscarf for female state employees in an 
attempt to polish regime’s credentials as modern, progressive, and secular 
state. Moreover, in the wake of 9/11, Tunisian police forces quadrupled since 
Bourguiba’s presidency and Tunisia became a gigantic surveillance camp. 
The global war on terror and the so-called fundamentalist or Al-Qaeda threat 
were often articulated by Ben Ali though this threat was more of an exag-
geration, rather than an actual reality. Ben Ali’s vision of political Islam as a 
threat and his commitment to police Islamic currents and their mobilization 
in Tunisia served the Western, particularly the French and the U.S. security 
interests of curbing the influence of the Islamic movements in the name of 
preventing terrorism. In a recent cable in 2009, the U.S. Ambassador to 
Tunisia, Robert F. Godec, was reported to say, “we can’t write off Tunisia. 
We have too much at stake. We have an interest in preventing al-Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb and other extremist groups from establishing a foothold 
here.”51 Hence, the United States was complicit with Ben Ali’s dictatorial 
rule and human rights violations in Tunisia, yet he would get away with the 
allegations of human rights violations in exchange for his commitment to 
fight against all Islamic currents in line with the American geostrategic priori-
ties. By June 2008, the U.S. ambassador described Tunisia as a police state 
and gave signs of a potential explosion of public unrest in a top-secret report 
revealed by Wikileaks.52

Tunisia has big problems. President Ben Ali is aging, his regime is sclerotic and 
there is no clear successor. Many Tunisians are frustrated by the lack of politi-
cal freedom and angered by first Family corruption, high unemployment and 
regional inequities. Extremism poses a continuing threat . . . Despite Tunisia’s 
economic and social progress, its record on political freedoms is poor. Tunisia 
is a police state, with little freedom of expression or association, and serious 
human rights problems. [ . . . ] But for every step forward there has been another 
back, for example the recent takeover of important private media outlets by 
individuals close to President Ben Ali.

The problem is clear: Tunisia has been ruled by the same president for 22 
years. He has no successor, and while President Ben Ali deserves credit for 
continuing many of the progressive policies of President Bourguiba, he and his 
regime have lost touch with the Tunisian people. They tolerate no advice or crit-
icism, whether domestic or international. Increasingly, they rely on the police 
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for control and focus on preserving power, and corruption in the inner circle is 
growing. Even average Tunisians are now keenly aware of it, and the chorus 
of complaints is rising. Tunisians intensely dislike, even hate, First Lady Leila 
Trabelsi and her family. In private, regime opponents mock her; even those 
close to the government express dismay at her reported behavior. Meanwhile, 
anger is growing at Tunisia’s high unemployment and regional inequities. As a 
consequence, the risks to the regime’s long-term stability are increasing.

For decades, Ben Ali pursued a tacit social contract where the ruler empha-
sized stability and the ruled assented to it in return for the achievement of 
the second priority of economic well-being.53 Most Tunisians reluctantly 
accepted Ben Ali’s heavy-handedness through the 1990s as they bowed to 
authoritarian rule as a price for economic growth and political stability that 
could attract tourists and investors in the absence of a political unrest such 
as the one that plagued neighboring Algeria.54 However, by 2000, this tacit 
social contract began to erode as Tunisians became more aware that Islamists 
no longer posed a serious threat and thus, less willing to accept Ben Ali’s 
tyrannical authoritarianism. On the other hand, the government seemed to 
obstruct channels to engage in a dialogue with critics and opposition parties. 
While the social unrest was becoming more visible with labor strikes and 
street protests, the government amplified its brutal methods of repression 
including arbitrary arrests, passport confiscations, strict control of the print 
media and Internet access, and the imprisonment of journalists and human 
rights activists.

Among Tunisians, there was widespread discontent due to mounting 
social inequalities, wide-scale corruption, and particularly, the high rate of 
unemployment among the educated youth. Ben Ali’s economic liberaliza-
tion co-opted a small network of business elite instead of increasing benefits 
for the entire population. In the last decade of Ben Ali’s rule, tensions rose, 
particularly among the youth as they perceived no possibility of upward eco-
nomic and social mobility under the rule of Ben Ali.55 Members of Ben Ali 
and Trabelsi family exercised extensive control over the private sector and 
many of the resources and jobs were distributed through clientalist networks. 
Nepotism and kleptocracy of the ruling elite became an important source of 
anger and frustration.

Ben Ali regime utilized its political mobility and coercive strategies to 
grab economic benefits through patronage and control at the expense of the 
entire nation. While privatization is expected to promote competitiveness and 
economic growth, in the Tunisian case, it generated the emergence of mafia-
style clans close to Ben Ali who monopolized wealth. Since the private sector 
remained under state control and intervention, the line between the public and 
private was often blurry, which enabled various forms of corruption including 
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the unregulated flows of assets accrued to the state traveling through the 
Tunisian Central Bank to the personal accounts of the ruling family.56 Leila 
Trabelsi—Ben Ali’s wife—was linked to a number of corruption scandals 
including stealing one and a half tons of gold from the country’s central bank 
and “illegal appropriation of prime real estate, and acquisition of formally 
state-owned companies at substantially depreciated prices.”57 In addition, the 
embezzlement of funds normally allocated for public amenities and welfare 
services degraded the quality of public services such as education and health 
systems and the construction of roads and other infrastructure, which in turn 
led many Tunisians to refer to the ruling elite as thieves or mafia. Ben Ali’s 
family and his close circles accumulation of enormous wealth through priva-
tization of public assets accounts for the failure of egalitarian distribution of 
resources that was needed to alleviate economic grievances of the populations 
in the interior regions.

Although Tunisia under Ben Ali was among the economically better off 
than most countries in the MENA region in terms of GDP per capita, due 
to ever-widening gap between the rich elite and the poor, the coast and the 
interior, Tunisians were experiencing what James Davies called as “relative 
deprivation,” a crucial prerequisite for a revolution.58 Repression in the name 
of Ben Ali’s often cited stability and one-sided social contract which benefits 
a small circle of elite was no longer tenable for Tunisian citizens who began 
to view the corrupt, unjust, and self-indulging behaviors of the ruling elite 
with abhorrence. Once Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian street vendor set him-
self on fire, his self-immolation became a catalyst for the Tunisian revolution 
and the Arab Spring protests in the wider Arab world whose wick had long 
been waiting to be ignited. The insurrection began in Sidi Bouzid, a less-
developed interior city of Tunisia, with demonstrations, strikes, and clashes 
with the police and it spread first to the west of the country, then to the south, 
and finally arrived the capital. The initial slogans made social demands for 
“work, freedom, and national dignity” (shughl, hurriya, karama wataniyya), 
and they called for Ben Ali regime and its entire apparatus to be ousted alto-
gether with their famous slogan “We can live on bread and water, but no more 
Ben Ali” (Khubz wa ma wa Ben Ali la).59

The Tunisian Political Transition

Soon after Ben Ali was removed from power, the military withdrew to the 
barracks as soon as stability and security were restored. An interim gov-
ernment was founded to move the transition process toward elections and 
constitutional drafting. On the whole, the initial stage of the political tran-
sition was turbulent in Tunisia since it turned into a power play between 
the old regime forces and revolutionary factions. The transition process 
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Table 3.1 Timeline of the Key Events during the Tunisian Revolution

December 17, 
2010

Mohammad al-Bou’azizi, a twenty-six-year-old supporting his family 
selling fruits and vegetables from a cart, sets himself on fire in 
protest over mistreatment from local authorities.

December 20, 
2010

Protests break out over unemployment, political restrictions in Sidi 
Bouzid.

December 25, 
2010

Demonstrations spread to other towns including Kairoun, Sfax, and 
Ben Guerdane.

December 27, 
2010

The protests reach the capital city Tunis.

December 28, 
2010

UGGT and Lawyers’ Syndicate throw their weight behind protests. 
In a conciliatory measure, several governors and ministers are 
dismissed. Ben Ali promises a firm response to the protests in a 
televised address.

December 29 
to January 
3, 2011 

The authorities’ response to the protests turns increasingly violent and 
they attempt to shut down independent media.

January 6, 
2011 

Tunisian lawyers strike in protest over police brutality

January 13, 
2011

Ben Ali promises not to seek reelection in 2014 and loosen restrictions 
on freedom.

January 14, 
2011 

After dissolving parliament and declaring a state of emergency, Ben 
Ali goes into exile to Saudi Arabia. Mohammed Ghannouchi, the 
prime minister, appears on state television to announce that he 
is assuming the role of interim president under chapter 56 of the 
Tunisian constitution.

January 15, 
2011 

The constitutional court rules that Fouad Mebazaa, the speaker of 
parliament, should be interim president, not Ghannouchi. Mebazaa 
tasks Ghannouchi with forming a new coalition government.

January 17, 
2011 

A new government is announced, but includes several Ben Ali 
loyalists in key posts—including the defense, interior, and foreign 
ministers—and few opposition members in lesser positions.

January 18, 
2011 

Unhappy with the lineup of the new government, Tunisians take to the 
streets in protest. Other opposition ministers threaten to quit, saying 
they do not want to be in a government with members of Ben Ali’s 
former ruling party. Ghannouchi and Mebazaa resign from the RCD 
in a bid to placate protesters.

January 20, 
2011 

All ministers in the interim government quit Ben Ali’s RCD Party but 
remain in their cabinet posts. The central committee of RCD is 
dissolved as many of the ministers were also committee members. 

January 21, 
2011 

The protesters in Tunis demand the dissolution of the new government 
as they honor those who died in the unrest of previous weeks. In 
an effort to dampen the anger, Ghannouchi pledges to quit politics 
after legislative and presidential elections.

January 22, 
2011 

Thousands of protesters take to the streets yet again, continuing to ask 
for the removal of all RCD members from the interim government. 
Around 2000 police officers join the civilian protesters calling for 
better working conditions and a new union.

(Continued)
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was also characterized by deep polarization in the Tunisian society along 
religious-secular lines. Although the country has been deeply plagued by 
such divisions in several stages of the political transition, Tunisia was able 
to successfully move toward democracy as indicated in the electoral and 
constitutional processes that were fulfilled in a transparent, inclusive, and 
participatory manner. This section will investigate the political transition in 
Tunisia in the light of the key political developments that took place since 
the ouster of Ben Ali.

Tunisia under the Interim Government

Following the revolts that toppled Ben Ali’s regime, RCD, the police, the 
Ministry of the Interior, and some elements of the army continued to operate. 
They held the belief that the popular uprisings was to oust the president, but it 
would not eventually displace the political system. Mohammed Ghannouichi, 
who served as Ben Ali’s prime minister, declared that he would become the 
interim president in accordance with Article 56 of the Tunisian constitution. 
The Ghannouchi government and its RCD ministers announced they would 
elect a new president within sixty days. Upon this declaration, the popu-
lar uprisings became radicalized. Civil society organizations and lawyers 
expressed their deep concerns about a transition based on Article 56 as it 
could lead the way for Ben Ali’s return. This second phase of the revolution 
was accompanied by the advent of young people from the interior of the 
country to Tunis in “caravans of freedom” in coordination with the revo-
lutionary committees.60 These young people occupied the prime minister’s 

January 26, 
2011 

The Tunisian General Labor Union holds a general strike in Sfax, 
Tunisia’s second city and economic center, and thousands demand 
that the government resign

January 27, 
2011 

Tunisia’s foreign minister, Kamel Morjane, announces his resignation. 
The prime minister later announces a reshuffle of the cabinet, 
dropping key ministers from the criticized government of ousted 
president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali.

February 20, 
2011 

Ghannouchi announced his resignation. Tunisians stage a 
demonstration on 20 February to demand the formation of a 
constituent assembly.

March 2011 The Higher Authority for the Realization of the Objectives of the 
Revolution, Political Reform, and Democratic Transition was 
created through the merger of various political factions. It was 
headed by Yadh Ben Achour.

Adapted from (Rifai 2011; The New Arab 2015)

Table 3.1 (Continued)
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offices in a large sit-in that lasted from January 23 to January 28 which dis-
rupted the operation of the government.

The second sit-in which was better organized and represented by various 
organizations including the UGTT and the Association of Lawyers managed 
to bring down the Ghannouichi government. They pressed for a transition 
based on Article 57 of the Tunisian constitution, which would close the door 
on Ben Ali forever but would call for the speaker of the parliament to become 
the interim president.61 Thus, Ghannouichi stepped back into prime minister-
ship, and Fouad Mbazaa became the interim president. The new government 
which included three ministers from the UGTT asked for cooperation of 
legal opposition parties and civil society activists. Ghannouichi announced 
the formation of three special commissions to meet people’s aspirations and 
prevent further radicalization of the revolts: the Commission on Law Reform, 
the Commission of Inquiry on Corruption, and the Independent Commission 
of Inquiry (this last commission was later disbanded).

The new government took a number of initiatives aimed at addressing long-
standing grievances of Tunisian people such as granting a general amnesty 
to political prisoners, welcoming home dissidents in exile, including Rachid 
al-Ghannouichi, the founder of Ennahda, freezing RCD activities and seizing 
its properties and legalizing new political parties.62 However, these initiatives 
failed to gain the support of the organizations that acted as the protectors of 
the revolution. To many civil society organizations and the UGTT, Tunisian 
transition had the risk of diversion to authoritarianism as there were many 
holdovers from the old regime in Ghannouichi’s government. Five ministers 
belonging to the opposition groups including two from the UGTT resigned 
from the interim government in an attempt to protest the inclusion of several 
holdovers from Ben Ali regime.

Protests shook the capital till Ghannouichi completely disbanded his 
government on January 27, 2011. The second government of Ghannouichi 
contained no officials from RCD Party and more representatives from civil 
society organizations. The prime minister announced his plans for moving 
forward with the UGTT. Despite these moves, Ghannouichi didn’t prove 
to be a competent technocrat in the eyes of most Tunisians for two reasons: 
First, he failed to pursue the gangs of Ben Ali supporters who were involved 
in violent acts. Second, people were frustrated by the rather slow pace of 
change since the revolution.63 In late February, Tunis was exposed to a 
new protest wave, the largest demonstration after Ben Ali’s toppling. Amid 
unrest accompanied with outbreaks of violence and casualties, Mohammed 
Ghannouchi was forced to resign, and his resignation was followed by the 
appointment of a former Bourguiba minister, Beji Caid Essebsi as Prime 
Minister.64 The interim government was responsible for managing the state’s 
daily affairs and preparing for National Assembly elections.
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A critical juncture emerged as concerns regarding the Article 57 were 
raised by the activists in civil society organizations and the UGTT. According 
to Article 57, a new president should be elected before a new legislature was 
set up and the constitution could only be amended after the elections, which 
left the commission in charge of political reform with very hard questions. 
The main controversy arose as regards to the sequence of the constitutional 
reform and elections. Many activists opposed holding presidential elec-
tions under an unreformed and undemocratic constitution that concentrated 
unchecked power in the executive’s hands. Given Tunisia’s long history 
of presidents who used constitutions as weapons to serve their interests, 
this concern was not without a reason. With the existing constitution, the 
remnants of the old regime could divert the transition to their own interests 
or the new elected regime could turn to authoritarianism by legitimizing its 
policies based on the constitution. Rachid Ghannouchi, the exiled leader of 
the Ennahda movement, maintained that a transition from an authoritarian 
system to a democracy would call for a democratic constitution in the first 
place given that the current constitution hands the executive, legislative, 
and judicial powers to the president. In one of his interviews in early 2011, 
Ghannouichi stated65:

Basing the transition on the (current) constitution to build a democratic system 
is a futile attempt to build democracy from dictatorship because only God can 
bring out life from death. We cannot bring a democratic system out of this cor-
rupt, dictatorial system. We have to put an end to the authoritarian system and 
start a new one. Basing this transition on Article 56 or 57 is a continuation of 
the old system. The constitution was a tyranny, the state was reduced to one 
man, who had in his hands the executive, judicial and legislative powers and 
was not accountable to anyone. How can such a constitution point towards 
building a democratic system, even as a starting point? The first step of building 
a democratic system is to build a democratic constitution. For this we need a 
constitutional council for rebuilding the state, one in which political parties, the 
trade unions and the civil society join. This council will rebuild the democratic 
constitution and will be the basis for building the democratic system.

On February 11, twenty-eight political parties and civil society organizations 
formed the Committee for the National Congress to Safeguard the Revolution 
and the committee agreed that saving the revolution is more important than 
obedience to an undemocratic constitution. The Tunisian solution to the grid-
lock was to dissolve the constitution and form a national constituent assembly 
to be elected on July 24, 2011, that would develop an entirely new constitu-
tion.66 Civil society organizations and professional syndicates dissatisfied 
with the slow pace of reform used the Committee to consolidate protesters’ 
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demands and make pressure on the interim government to move forward with 
a national constituent assembly. Under Esssebsi, the Committee to Safeguard 
the Revolution and the High Commission for Political Reform was merged 
under Ben Achour’s leadership, and it was renamed the High Commission for 
the Realization of the Objectives of the Revolution, of Political Reform and 
Democratic Transition, also known as the Ben Achour Commission.

The establishment of Ben Achour Commission and the decisions taken on 
the key issues regarding the transitional roadmap with the broad participa-
tion of civilian actors was an important step in moving the transition from 
an authoritarian rule toward democracy. The Commission was made up of 
155 members including numerous (nonvoting) legal experts, representatives 
from political parties, civil society groups, prominent Tunisian intellectuals, 
and business leaders. The Ben Achour Commission first met on March 17 
and with the involvement of members from a broad political spectrum drew 
a transitional roadmap for the country and the commission members took a 
“process-first” view privileging creating mechanisms for a democratic gov-
ernment that can carry out reforms legitimately based on public consent.67 
To this end, the commission members, first, decided the suspension of the 
1959 constitution on the ground that it didn’t ensure democratic, pluralistic, 
and impartial elections. Second, they came to an agreement on holding an 
election for a constituent assembly to draft a new constitution and writing a 
new electoral law based on an electoral system that would be antimajoritar-
ian and coalition-encouraging. Third, the commission decided to create an 
independent electoral commission and invite many international electoral 
observers who would extensively monitor the elections. Finally, the commis-
sion decided on a gender-parity provision to ensure strong participation of 
women in the constitution-drafting process.

The 2011 Elections and Ennahda’s Rise to Power

In April 2011, a new electoral law was drafted by the High Commission led 
by one of Tunisia’s most-respected legal scholars, Yadh Ben Achour. The 
electoral law was based on a closed list Proportional Representation (PR) 
system with a zero-percent national threshold designed to promote plural-
ity and inclusivity.68 Three features of the electoral law were decisive on 
the outcome of the National Constituent Assembly (NCA) elections. First, 
the lustration69 clause of the electoral law excluded officials who had been 
politically active in Ben Ali’s RCD from the party lists. Second, there was no 
electoral threshold, which led to political fragmentation among left-leaning 
groups and the emergence of a vibrant multiparty politics.70 Finally, the elec-
toral formula used, that is, PR instead of Westminster style first past the post 
(FPTP) system had a significant impact on the seats allocated. The electoral 
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system based on PR allows to include as many parties as possible and ben-
efits smaller parties reducing the likelihood of a landslide victory by any 
one party.71 The largest party was awarded less than a majority of seats and 
therefore had to negotiate with other groups while drafting the constitution.

In October 2011, Tunisians voted for representatives to the NCA, a transi-
tional institution that is made up of 217 members and in charge of appointing 
a new transitional government, drafting a new constitution, and setting the 
stage for elections. In the elections for the NCA, eighty-one parties put for-
ward candidate lists and twenty-seven parties won at least one seat. The voter 
turnout was about 51.9 percent of the registered voters. Over 80 percent of 
seats went to five parties; the Ennahda Party won the highest number of the 
seats (eighty-nine seats) in the assembly with 37 percent of the votes. The rest 
of the seats were shared among the four center left parties: Congress for the 
Republic (CPR), Popular Petition, Ettakatol, and the Progressive Democratic 
Party (PDP). After prolonged negotiations, Tunisia’s new government was 
built on a coalition among three parties with the highest number of votes—
Ennahda, Ettakatol, and the CPR, which came to be known as the “Troika” 
government.72

Through the elections, rhetoric of bipolarity, Islamists versus secularists 
held sway over Tunisian politics. In their first multiparty elections, Tunisians 
gave a majority to the Islamic political party Ennahda within the Constituent 
Assembly; however, they also voted for cooperation over polarization. For 
instance, the PDP, seen as Ennahda’s chief competitor, pursued an anti-
Islamist campaign aggressively and it rejected the idea of joining a coalition 
government with Ennahda. Contrary to the figures in the survey data carried 
out before the elections, the PDP’s votes were far below the expectations 
indicating Tunisians’ demand for moderate politics.73 The holding of the elec-
tions for the NCA in 2011 was a breakthrough as it was not only the first free 
and fair election held in Tunisia since the country’s independence, but also 
in the wider Arab world.

In the weeks following the elections, a deal was achieved among the three 
top parties in the election over sharing power and appointment of leading posi-
tions. Moncef Marzouki from Secular Congress for Republic (CPR) became 
the interim president of the republic, Mustafa Ben Jafar from Ettakatol was 
appointed as the president of the constituent assembly, and Hamadi Jamali 
from Ennahda was appointed as the prime minister.74 The ease with which 
Islamists and the secular liberals reached a consensus and formed the troika 
government can be ascribed to their regular meetings that began eight years 
before Ben Ali’s fall aiming to reduce mutual fears and agree-upon rules for 
democratic governance.75 The heads of the Ennahda and the CPR, Rachid 
Ghannouichi and Moncef Marzouki had met about twenty times in London 
over eight years prior to Ben Ali’s fall and their efforts bore fruitful outcomes 
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in the post-Ben Ali period as the roughly 155 consensually selected members 
of the reform commission decided on six major rules and principles to govern 
the selection and proceedings of a constituent assembly.76

In January, the assembly began working on the new constitution by setting 
six commissions, each charged with a specific set of constitutional issues. In 
order for the draft to become Tunisia’s new constitution, it needed to receive 
two-thirds of majority vote in the assembly. Once it failed to receive suf-
ficient votes, the commission would revise it and the revised draft would be 
submitted to the assembly for a second vote. In the case of another failure to 
receive a two-thirds majority, the draft would go to the public for a national 
referendum and a simple majority vote in the referendum would allow the 
ratification of the new constitution. The Troika’s division of power among 
Marzouki, Jebali, and Ben Jafaar obstructed the executive body of the coun-
try from taking a clear roadmap. The polarization between Ennahda and 
left-wing party representatives was also evident in the constitutional reform 
process. During the drafting process of the new Tunisian constitution, there 
was considerable debate between political Islamist groups, represented by 
Ennahda Party and secular and liberal groups, represented by Congress Party 
for the Republic (CPR) and Ettakatol on mainly four issues: (1) the role of 
religion in the constitution, (2) free speech, (3) the legal and constitutional 
rights of women, (4) the choice of a parliamentary or presidential system.

The Role of Religion in the Constitution

Shortly after NCA was set up, concerns arose as regards to the role of reli-
gion in the constitution among secular groups. Ennahda made mention of 
Sharia neither during its electoral campaign in 2011 nor prior to the elections. 
Rachid Ghannouichi, the leader of Ennahda, asserted that his party would not 
seek to insert religious law into the new constitution.77 However, soon after 
the party’s electoral victory in the NCA, a group of member of parliaments 
(MPs), belonging to a more conservative wing of Ennahda proposed adopt-
ing Sharia as a “source among sources” of legislation. At a protest in which 
thousands of Salafists rallied in support for adopting Sharia in the constitu-
tion, the president of the Ennahda parliamentary group, Sahbi Atig shouted 
that “Sharia would be the main source of legislation” and the crowd chanted 
“the only source!”78 NCA speaker Ban Jaafar threatened that he would resign 
and withdraw Ettakatol from the ruling coalition should Sharia appear in the 
constitution in any form.79 The risk of the Troika collapsing and growing 
pressure of the secular parties and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
on Ennahda to clarify its position forced the party leadership to put an end to 
the debates announcing that it opposes adopting Sharia in the constitution but 
support retaining Article 1 of the 1959 constitution, which states that “Tunisia 
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is a free, independent, sovereign state; Islam is its religion; Arabic is its lan-
guage; and the Republic is its form of government.”

Free Speech

The debates on blasphemy ban took place after the riots were triggered by an 
art exhibit considered as offensive to Islam by some conservatives. During 
these riots, one person died and hundreds injured while the government 
declared a three-day curfew. Following the riots, a bloc of Ennahda MPs 
announced the party’s formal statement calling for criminalization of offenses 
against religion. The statement further demanded a judicial investigation into 
the acts of blasphemy against sacred values, and it urged the NCA to pass a 
law banning blasphemy in the new constitution.80 The secular parties and civil 
society groups opposed to this proposal claiming that such an article would 
be constraint on free expression. Ennahda leadership later agreed with other 
parties in the coalition to drop this controversial blasphemy clause and fol-
lowing weeks of heated debates, the parties agreed on an article that criminal-
izes only speech causing harm to the public order and morals and prohibits 
charges of apostasy- or takfir- and incitement to violence and hatred.

The Legal and Constitutional Rights of Women

During the secular regimes of Bourguiba and Ben Ali, the status of women 
remained a domain that was unique in the Arab world.81 Ennahda pledged to 
uphold the country’s Personal Status Code, defining gender equality, outlaw-
ing polygamy, and granting equal rights to women in divorce, adoption, and 
other personal matters. However, Souad Abderrahim, a female Ennahda MP 
proposed that Tunisian laws shouldn’t protect single mothers and 1998 law 
giving children out of wedlock equal rights should be eliminated arguing 
that the freedom granted to women should not be at the expense of Islamic 
principles.82 Later, the constitutional subcommittee of the NCA on Rights and 
Liberties adopted its draft constitution thanks to the votes casted by Ennahda 
MPs stating “The State shall preserve women’s rights and achievements 
under the principle of complementarity with men within the family and as 
partners of men in the development of the homeland.”83 Hence, the principle 
of equality in the 1956 constitution turned into the principle of complemen-
tarity in the draft constitution of 2012.

This draft constitution led to strong condemnations from NGOs including 
the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women, the Tunisian League of 
Human Rights, the Tunisian Branch of Amnesty International, and the UGTT 
as well as secular parties arguing that this equivocal draft defined women in 
relation to men rather than full citizens. The draft proposal also sparked a 
large-scale public protest on Tunisia’s National Women’s Day. After those 
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protests, Ennahda MPs retreated from their initial position, and the draft was 
reformulated as “men and women are equal in rights and duties” and ratified 
in the assembly (Article 20 of the constitution).84

The Choice of a Parliamentary or Presidential System

A major point of contention emerged between Ennahda and secular parties 
as regards to the structure of power and adoption of parliamentary or presi-
dential system. Ennahda MPs were in favor of a parliamentary power in the 
belief that they had a more unified voter base and a stronger national orga-
nization than the secular parties. They argued that a strong legislature with 
most executive power vested in cabinet of ministers would act as a shield 
against the concentration of power in a president who might have authoritar-
ian tendency. On the other hand, the secular parties in the NCA advocated a 
presidential or semi-presidential system that would enable direct election of 
a president who has control over the legislature. They assumed that a presi-
dential or semi-presidential system would serve their interests better given 
the strength of the Ennahda Party in the parliament and wanted to maintain 
a check on Ennahda’s authority through a separation of powers. Ennahda’s 
spokesman expressed that the party was open to reconsider its stance regard-
ing the choice of political regime.85 After negotiations among the secular 
parties and Ennahda, the constitution called for a semi-presidential system, 
which actually came closer to a power structure advocated by the Ennahda 
MPs. The directly elected president would exercise drastically reduced power 
only over areas of defense and foreign affairs but would share executive 
authorities with a prime minister from the party that has the largest number 
of seats in parliament.

During the drafting process of the new Tunisian constitution, political 
gridlock that originated from the ideological divisions between the secular 
and Islamist bloc of the Constituent Assembly and the politically fragmented 
nature of the coalition government, wide-scale protests, and violence domi-
nated Tunisian politics through 2012 and the first half of 2013. The secular-
ists accused the Ennahda MPs of being engaged in double-speak, making 
emphasis on tolerance, freedom of belief and expression, and respect for 
women’s rights in their interviews to outside observers, while emphasizing 
commitment to Islamic values and rejecting Western values in their speech 
to their own base. Meanwhile, Ennahda blamed the opposition parties for 
reflecting ideological animosity, rather than principles of a democratic 
government.

As deputies in the NCA got stuck over language in the constitution deal-
ing with civil liberties and rights, the status of women and the structure of 
power sharing, the Tunisian people continued to fight off the same social 
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and economic challenges that catalyzed the revolution. Official unemploy-
ment rate rose from 14.9 percent to 18.9 percent and was more than 30 
percent among the youth with higher education.86 By January 2013, in a 
survey of public opinion 77 percent of Tunisians responded that the country 
was going in the wrong direction.87 Tunisians were mainly concerned with 
high unemployment rate and financial stagnation and were annoyed at a 
government primarily engaged with cultural and ideological issues rather 
than coming up with policies to create jobs and managing prices. In addi-
tion to the worsening socioeconomic situation and a conflictual and increas-
ingly polarized political scene, deterioration of public security decreased 
Tunisian public’s trust in the Ennahda-led government. Amid the bipolarity 
in the political scene along the Islamists versus secularists line, the rise of 
Salafi violence, albeit a recent phenomenon, has brought a new security 
challenge in Tunisia.

Transitional Politics: The Peak of the Political Crisis (2012–2013)

Ennahda Party played a leading role in the drafting of the new constitu-
tion and had control over the executive from December 2011 to January 
2014 under Hamadi Jebali and Ali Larayedh governments. Throughout 
this period, Ennahda was repeatedly charged with striving to “Islamize” 
society and monopolizing the key positions in state apparatus through 
the appointment of its members in the administration, the judiciary, and 
the media. Such endeavors were exposed to severe criticism from secular 
political opponents culminating in a deep societal split particularly with 
respect to the desirable separation between religious and political spheres 
by secularists. This split as well as a number of developments that took 
place over the course of 2012 and 2013 dragged the country into severe 
political turbulence.

Between 2012 and 2013, Tunisia witnessed various acts of intimidation 
and violence against artists, art galleries, theaters, embassies, journalists, 
and political opponents. To mention few, in September 2012, a crowd of 
almost 2,000 protesters attacked the U.S. Embassy in Tunis in their fury 
over a film denigrating Prophet Muhammad.88 Five months later, in February 
2013, Chokri Belaid, a poet, a lawyer, and the leader of the secular left 
Democratic Patriots Movement, was assassinated after months of harassment 
and surveillance by the militants.89 Belaid’s assassination led to the biggest 
political crisis in Tunisia since 2011 and his funeral was a manifestation of 
one of the largest outpourings of anger and grief in Tunisian history, with an 
estimated one million people taking to the street.90 According to some critics, 
acts of violence were linked to the so-called “militias” in the Leagues for the 
Protection of the Revolution, which they described as Ennahda’s military 
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wing. The Ennahda-led government was accused of failing to investigate the 
attacks and assassination and imposing charges on their perpetrators.

The wave of protests after Belaid’s assassination threatened Tunisia’s 
stability and the opposition exercised pressure on the government to resign. 
Prime Minister Hamadi Jebali announced that his government would hand 
power over to a new government of technocrats; however, Ennahda leader-
ship rejected this move on the grounds that the party enjoyed electoral legiti-
macy and it had not been consulted. Following several weeks of negotiation, 
Ennahda and the opposition agreed on a plan that would keep the government 
based on 2011 elections rather than appointing a team of unelected tech-
nocrats. Jebali resigned and Ali Laarayedh, who served as Jebali’s interior 
minister and a member of the Ennahda Party, became the new prime minister. 
In turn, to end political crisis, Ennahda agreed to hand four key ministries—
interior, foreign affairs, justice, and defense—to independent technocrats.

Amid the political and economic crisis, deep frustration and disappoint-
ment among the secular leaders with the government’s failure to ensure 
security and transitional justice as well as increasing polarization in the 
country convinced them to develop a unified force to counter the electoral 
dominance of the Ennahda Party. In June 2012, former Prime Minister Beji 
Caid Essebsi announced the foundation of a new party, Nidaa Tounes (Call 
for Tunisia). Nidaa Tounes was an extremely heterodox party including 
secular leftists, progressive liberals, members of the UGTT and the Tunisian 
Union of Industry, Commerce and Handicrafts (UTICA) and Destourians (the 
supporters of old school Bourguibaism) and some former members of Ben 
Ali’s RCD. Nidaa Tounes was formed, as the leaders described, as a response 
to postrevolutionary “instances of disturbing extremism and violence that 
threaten public and individual liberties as well as the security of the citi-
zens.”91 The party has often been the target of accusations on the ground that 
its membership contains a large number of the old political elite that served 
during Ben Ali’s ruling RCD Party.

The former regime officials in Nidaa Tounes excluded from running in the 
last elections distorted the criticisms on Ben Ali regime’s rampant corruption 
and police state-attributes by pointing to the progress achieved in his era in 
areas like women’s rights, education, and infrastructure development based 
on the statistical data on Tunisia’s progress compared with other African 
states.92 The liberal secularists, on the other hand, joined Nidaa Tounes as 
they viewed the party as the only possible way for non-Islamists to gain vic-
tory at the ballot box. In the 2011 elections, 60 percent of Tunisians voted for 
parties other than Ennahda, yet these votes were divided among a multitude 
of left-oriented parties. Hence, even the left-wing parties joined Nidaa Tounes 
despite their sharp opposition to the former officials from the RCD as they 
were convinced that they would not be able to challenge Ennahda otherwise. 
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In January 2013, Nidaa Tounes further engaged in talks to build an electoral 
alliance with four other leftist progressive parties to consolidate their posi-
tion in the next election and they created the Union for Tunisia with a unified 
platform and candidate lists.93 On the other hand, given that the Nidaa Tounes 
contained people from Ben Ali regime, activists on the far left did not join 
the party. Instead, in October 2012, they founded a coalition of far leftists and 
Arab Nationalists, the Popular Front, under Hamma Hammami.94

Five months after the assassination of Belaid, in July 2013, Tunisia 
was shaken by the assassination of another important opposition figure, 
Mohammed Brahmi who was the founder and the general secretary of the 
People’s Movement and a member of the NCA. Brahmi was a vocal critic of 
Ennahda. His assassination enraged an immediate wave of massive protests 
and sit-ins in the capital and in front of the Constituent Assembly.95 Protesters 
gathered in Tunis and other cities calling for the resignation of the govern-
ment while the UGTT called for a general strike and Tunisair canceled all its 
flights to and from Tunisia for one day.96

In the same week, fourteen soldiers were killed in a terrorist attack near 
Mount Jebel Chaambi, on the Algerian border by a fundamentalist jihadist 
group. By the summer 2013, transition in Tunisia seemed to head toward a 
chaotic downfall. Increasing unemployment rate, rising labor unrest, deep 
ideological divisions, little progress on the constitution accompanied with 
escalating violence threatened the country to turn back into a form of new 
authoritarianism or a severe civil unrest.

A day after Brahmi’s assassination, the Union for Tunisia and the Popular 
Front coalitions together announced the formation of a National Salvation 
Front (NSF), a coalition of parties and civil society organizations, to dis-
cuss the political situation in the country after the assassination of Brahmi. 
Opposition to Ennahda and dedication to a truly secular state provided the 
only glue that held all these leftist parties together. The NSF called the 
Ennahda-led troika government to step down and cede power to a techno-
cratic government who would complete the work on the constitution, restore 
order, and lead the process up to the elections. Ennahda acknowledged that it 
could not manage the economy and security effectively; however, the party 
also claimed that those deficiencies did not justify disbanding the NCA and 
replacing the elected members of the assembly with unelected officials. The 
party initially refused calls for its resignation arguing that forcing an elected 
government to resign was against the basic principles of democracy and the 
will of Tunisian people.

Ennahda’s resistance to calls for its resignation took thousands of 
Tunisians to the streets calling for the government to resign with the famous 
chant—that was often used during the Arab revolts in 2011—“the people 
want the fall of the regime.”97 The party offered to lead broadened National 
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Unity government and to leave more ministerial positions to the opposition, 
yet refused to step down, whereas the opposition parties refused to engage 
in a negotiation until the prime minister agreed to resign. In the midst of this 
political deadlock, polarization and instability reached its climax in Tunisia 
while the economy deteriorated drastically.

To break the deadlock, four civil society organizations—the Tunisian 
Union of Industry, Commerce and Handicrafts, also known as the Employers’ 
Union (UTICA), the Tunisian Human Rights League (LTDH), the first 
independent human rights association in the Arab world, the Tunisian Bar 
Association (ONAT), and the UGTT formed an organization known as the 
Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet. The Quartet launched the “National 
Dialogue” to reach a compromise among political parties within the NCA. 
The political deadlock that swept the country over 2012 and 2013 came to 
an end only after the Quartet took over a mediating role and forced all the 
parties to negotiate under the national dialogue platform. In September 2013, 
the Quartet presented a “roadmap” which called for the government to hand 
power over to a caretaker government of independent technocrats. The road-
map included a timeline for completion of the new constitution within four 
weeks, selection of the members for an independent higher election commis-
sion within a week and the promulgation of an electoral law within two weeks 
starting from the opening session of the national dialogue. The roadmap also 
called for holding national elections two weeks after the establishment of the 
electoral commission.98

The Quartet announced that the roadmap required parties to accept all the 
conditions highlighted in the roadmap in order to participate in the national 
dialogue. Meanwhile, pressure over Ennahda to resign reached at a level that 
it could no longer resist since refusal to step down might be too costly for 
the party. The government could either be swept out by a similar wave of 
protest that toppled Ben Ali or the party’s image would be so tarnished that 
it would face the risk of losing the next election. The moderates in Ennahda 
leadership decided that accepting the roadmap would serve the party’s longer 
term interests. In January 2014, Prime Minister Laarayedh resigned, handing 
power over to an interim government of technocrats whose members weren’t 
allowed to run for office in the next elections.

After weeks of negotiations, both ruling and opposition parties agreed to 
nominate Mehdi Jomaa, an independent member of the NCA as the prime 
minister of the caretaker government for a year until the next election. The 
national dialogue culminated in three outcomes: (1) an independent techno-
cratic government, (2) an independent election commission, (3) a consensual 
constitution. The Quartet aimed to depoliticize the constitution-drafting pro-
cess and protect the country against power vacuum by forming a nonpartisan 
technocratic government. The appointment of a technocratic government 
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opened a dialogue that gave way to the competition of the final draft of the 
constitution and its adoption within a month. The Quartet’s efforts were 
internationally recognized when the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, 
a key player in the attempts to build pluralist democracy, was awarded the 
Norwegian Nobel Peace Prize. The Nobel Committee declared:

The quartet had secured the approval of the Tunisian population at large for 
the constitutional process that led to democratic elections. It paved the way for 
a peaceful dialogue between the citizens, the political parties and the authori-
ties and helped to find consensus-based solutions to a wide range of challenges 
across political and religious divides.99

A MILESTONE IN TUNISIAN POLITICS: 
ADOPTION OF THE 2014 CONSTITUTION

One of the most important milestones of the Tunisian transition was the 
adoption of the new constitution in January 2014. The Tunisian constitution 
is an outcome of continuous struggle for negotiation and tradeoffs between 
the two main political poles. The Consensus Committee within the NCA was 
assigned with reviewing every article before presenting it to the general ses-
sion of the NCA for debate and vote. If an agreement within the committee 
couldn’t be reached, then the presidents of blocks within the assembly would 
meet the assembly president to hammer out a compromise. Unless an agree-
ment was reached in this second phase, then party presidents and the Quartet 
would meet and come to a conclusion.100 The final text of the constitution 
was adopted by the NCA in January 2014 with 200 votes for, twelve against 
and four abstentions, which was well over the two-thirds majority required 
and thus, it didn’t need to be voted in a public referendum. The NCA agreed 
on the constitution after the Ennahda Party granted a number of concessions, 
the most critical of which was to drop references to Islamic law. In the new 
constitution, the contentious Article 1, 2 and 6 reads101:

Tunisia is a free, independent, sovereign state; its religion is Islam, its language 
Arabic, and its system is republican. (Article 1)
Tunisia is a civil state based on citizenship, the will of the people, and the 
supremacy of law. (Article 2)
The state is the guardian of religion. It guarantees freedom of conscience and 
belief, the free exercise of religious practices and the neutrality of mosques and 
places of worship from all partisan instrumentalisation. The state undertakes to 
disseminate the values of moderation and tolerance and the protection of the 
sacred, and the prohibition of all violations thereof. It undertakes equally to 
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prohibit and fight against calls for Takfeer [calling someone an unbeliever] and 
the incitement to violence and hatred. (Article 6)

In the new constitution, Islam is not stated as a source of legislation since 
the Ennahda leadership gave up debates on integrating Sharia as a source 
legislation as early as 2012, yet Islam is recognized as the state religion. The 
constitution asserts Tunisia’s Muslim identity and along with the Article 6, 
the state has the right to interfere in religious customs and traditions, which 
is against freedom of religious practice. Article 73 states that only Muslims 
may run for presidency recognizing no right for nomination of non-Muslim 
candidates.102 Thus, the Tunisian constitution while not being truly secular, 
has become a sort of compromise between a secular state with a religious-
oriented society model.

The constitution also recognizes gender equality in rights and responsibili-
ties, which was achieved thanks to the women members of the NCA across 
different party lines. According to Article 45, the government not only 
protects women’s rights, but also supports their achievements and ensures 
the equality of opportunities with greater engagement of women in politics, 
particularly in local politics. The article states: “The state works to realize 
parity between women and men in elected councils” which means every 
second candidate on the election lists has to be a woman, even in the regional 
elections.103 Within the parliament, the new constitution imposed a quota of 
30 percent representation for women.

Another contentious issue was over the independence of the judiciary. 
Ennahda advocated for some level of control by the executive over the 
judiciary, yet according to the Articles 102 and 124, the Supreme Judicial 
Council is in charge of the appointment of judges and it enjoys legal and 
financial independence. In the new political system, the role of the president 
of the republic is reduced owing to the negative experiences under the former 
presidents. The new constitution strengthens the role of the prime minister 
and of the parliament over the president and divides the executive power 
between the president and the prime minister in order to avoid any potential 
authoritarian backlash. The prime minister, according to the new constitution, 
will retain the dominant role and shares executive authority with the president 
while the president has important prerogatives in foreign affairs and defense.

New articles concerning freedom of association created novel provisions 
for civic engagement. Article 35 guarantees the freedom to establish political 
parties, unions, and associations while Article 36 ad 37 recognizes the right 
to join and form unions including the right to strike and peaceful demonstra-
tion.104 The new constitution promotes further space for civil society orga-
nizations and unions. With the new constitution adopted, Tunisia became a 
decentralized and open government where separation of powers is guaran-
teed. The new constitution is viewed as the most democratic and progressive 
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in the region both in terms of its content and the process by which it was 
drafted.105

ALTERNATION OF POWER: THE 2014 LEGISLATIVE 
AND PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS

Tunisian politics was dominated by two elections in 2014. The new parlia-
ment, called “the Assembly of the Representatives of the People” (ARP) was 
elected on October 26, 2004. The electoral turnout was 69 percent, higher 
than that of the 2011 election for the constituent assembly. The election was 
supervised by the Independent High Authority for Elections (ISIE), a neu-
tral commission consisting of nine members. Tunisia’s new electoral law, 
adopted in 2014 in advance of the election garnered praise from observers as 
a credible framework for reflecting the will of the voters.106

The clear winner of the election was Nidaa Tounes with 37.5 percent of the 
votes and the party won eighty-six seats in the 217 seat assembly. Ennahda 
won 27.8 percent of the votes and sixty-nine seats in the assembly (having 
lost twenty seats compared to previous election).107 Building a government 
required an absolute majority of 109 seats. Nidaa Tounes built a coalition 
government with Ennahda, Afek Tounes, and Free Patriotic Union (UPL). 
Although the main objective of Nidaa Tounes was to hinder a second elec-
toral victory of Ennahda, the party leadership decided that nonintegration of 
Ennahda into the coalition government might provoke anti-government pro-
tests and mobilization from religious voters.108 The broad coalition including 
both small leftist parties and Ennahda served to hinder the exclusion of the 
Islamist political forces with strong electoral support from the new govern-
ment and further polarization along the secular-Islamist divide. The new 
government included one minister (Minister of Employment) and three sec-
retaries of state from Ennahda and some posts for Afek Tounes and the UPL.

There have been a number of factors determining the votes of citizens in 
the 2014 legislative election. First, the revolutionary forces that represent 
a complete break with the authoritarianism of the past were not able to 
form an alliance and the fragmentation in these political groups led to their 
decline. The CPR, for instance, split into three parties with some of its MPs 
who left the party to become independents or joined other parties because 
of the party’s coalition and rapprochement with the Ennahda Party after 
2011 elections. The Social Democratic Path and the Democratic Forum for 
Labor and Liberties were other leftist parties faced with internal fragmenta-
tion. Growing polarization between the secular and Islamist forces during 
the three years after the uprisings led many secular voters to cast their votes 
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to Nidaa Tounes, which they think would win, in order not to waste their 
votes.

According to the 2014 Arab Opinion Index, over the three years Tunisian 
voters’ priority has shifted from complete break with authoritarianism and 
nepotism of the former regime toward improving economy, ensuring law, 
order, and stability.109 The political assassinations and various terrorist attacks 
in the previous years affected voter decisions-making the key criteria to 
restore security and stability and improve the economy regardless of the party 
members’ relationship to the former regime. During the election campaigns, 
Nidaa Tounes portrayed terrorist attacks and assassinations as the failure of 
the troika government and its security apparatus. The party depicted itself 
as the most qualified party in restoring law and order given the members’ 
political and security experience under Bourguiba and Ben Ali. On the other 
hand, the decline in Ennahda’s votes could be explained by the rise of radical 
Islamist attacks and two political assassinations. The seculars often criticized 
the party for being too lax toward the ultra-conservative Salafists while the 
police repressed other demonstrations brutally. The Ennahda-led government 
was also accused of corruption, cronyism, and little progress in economic and 
financial reforms.

Two months after the legislative elections, presidential election was held in 
December 2014. According to the Article 75 in the new constitution, the pres-
ident is elected for a five-year term by a simple majority of votes in a single 
nationwide district. In the event that an absolute majority is not achieved in 
the first round, the law provided a run-off election between the two leading 
candidates. Ennahda decided not to nominate a candidate for the presidential 
election in order to stay safe from the accusations of total power accumula-
tion. In the first round of the presidential election, twenty-two candidates ran 
for the presidential election and no candidate could win an absolute majority 
of the votes. The two candidates with the majority of the votes were Beji Caid 
Essebsi and Moncef Marzouki. In the run-off election, Essebsi was elected 
as the first president of the second republic of Tunisia with 55.6 percent of 
the votes against Marzouki’s 44.3 percent.110 Essebsi’s victory was regarded 
worrisome by many Tunisians as he served as a minister four times under 
Bourguiba. Likewise, for some analysts, the fact that many members of Nidaa 
Tounes served under Ben Ali might indicate a return to authoritarianism 
under the old regime while posing a threat to democracy and progressiveness 
in rights and liberties.111 To many Tunisian and outside observers, the victory 
of Nidaa Tounes and Essebsi is seen a sort of soft restoration of the Ben Ali 
regime, as one Tunisian put it “old boukha [the traditional Tunisian home-
made liquor] in new bottles.”112

In late 2015, Nidaa Tounes party was riven by a deep split between the 
party’s two wings: the party’s formal general secretary Mohzen Marzouk 
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who accused Hafedh Caid Essebsi —the president’s son—of his attempt for 
a power grab and the supporters of the president’s son who was appointed as 
the legal representative and the new general secretary of the party’s central 
committee. The left-wing fraction of the party viewed his rise as an undemo-
cratic attempt and nepotistic move by the president. They feared a hereditary 
transfer of power and a return to the days old politics under Ben Ali. Besides, 
the party was seen as gradually moving toward a business-oriented party, by 
which the elite from the former regime could use it as a vehicle for corruption.

Months of infighting culminated in the resignation of thirty-one members 
from the party, twenty-seven of those who withdrew from the party were 
deputies in the parliament. The resignations indicated deep divisions within 
the ruling party, bringing about the difficulty in addressing the country’s key 
problems with a unified voice. The withdrawal of twenty-seven deputies from 
Nidaa Tounes led to a loss of parliamentary majority which the party gained 
following the 2014 elections, from eighty-five seats out of 217 to fifty-eight, 
falling behind Ennahda that retained sixty-nine seats. Eventually, Ennahda 
once again became the largest party in the Tunisian parliament.

TOWARD A CONSOLIDATED DEMOCRACY: 
PROSPECTS AND CHALLENGES

Since the Jasmine Revolution began in December 2010, Tunisia has accom-
plished major milestones on its way to become a democratic country. Those 
significant milestones include the end of the Ben Ali regime, free and fair 
elections that enabled peaceful transfer of power between divergent politi-
cal forces, and the adoption of a democratic constitution. In 2015, upon a 
successful national dialogue that culminated in the passage of a progressive 
constitution in January 2014, the establishment of a new election commis-
sion, the formation of a politically neutral caretaker government under Prime 
Minister Mehdi Jomaa and the holding of free and fair elections, Tunisia’s 
political rights rating improved from three to one and its status changed from 
Partly Free to Free according to Freedom House ratings.113 With this signifi-
cant improvement, as of 2015 Tunisia became the only free country in the 
Arab world and it has been the sole success story of the Arab Spring.

The consensual politics that broke the deadlock in late 2013 continued with 
the formation of a grand coalition government made up of the secular left and 
Islamist political parties following the 2014 elections. Over the years, Tunisia 
made substantial progress in consolidating its democracy by establishing dem-
ocratic institutions and professionalizing the security forces. Civilian authori-
ties effectively hold control over internal security forces and the military, a 
key challenge facing most Arab countries in the region. However, despite 
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significant gains obtained in electoral politics and democratic institutions, 
endemic corruption, unjust distribution of wealth, high youth unemployment, 
security threats, and an inequitable regional development, in short, the factors 
that triggered the revolution in 2011 still remain as key challenges facing the 
post-revolution Tunisia. For democratic consolidation, Tunisia needs to fully 
achieve transitional justice and tackle with the unresolved issues.

In May 2018, Tunisia held its first free and fair local elections that had been 
delayed four times before due to logistic, administrative, and political obsta-
cles since the revolution. Tunisian politics before the revolution had been 
characterized by a rigid centrist structure that took over issues of local gover-
nance while local authorities had little control over regional development.114 
With the new constitution, Tunisia took tangible steps toward decentraliza-
tion and sought to bring decentralization into state governance as a pivotal 
instrument for change. Decentralization is expected to remedy the ills of the 
long-standing regional disparities in resource allocation and governance. Yet, 
the municipal elections saw a low turnout with 35.6 of the registered voters 
in stark contrast to the previous elections in 2014. This low turnout resulted 
from national dissatisfaction with the government’s austerity policies, stalled 
anti-corruption and decentralization efforts due to controversial draft laws 
and partisan struggle.115

Fighting corruption has become one of the priority areas of the current 
National Unity government. In Article 14 of the Tunisian Constitution of 
2014, the fight against corruption is defined as a national objective and 
policy-makers agreed to establish National Anti-Corruption Authority to 
come up with effective policies to fight against corruption. Over the last 
two years, Tunisia passed significant laws including the Law on Access 
to Information and the Law on Reporting Corruption cases and Protecting 
Whistleblowers.116. While the former aimed to provide free access to infor-
mation, the latter was an attempt to develop a strategy to fight corruption and 
promote good governance. Following the passage of these laws, a wide-scale 
anti-corruption campaign led by the prime minister was initiated and a series 
of arrests and investigations targeted numerous public officials, politicians, 
police officers, customs, and prominent businessmen with corruption charges. 
The authorities took measures including freezing their bank accounts and 
seizing their property assets.117 More recently, the Tunisian parliament passed 
a law against illegal enrichment that requires high government officials and 
institutions to declare income and assets and criminalizes illicit gains and 
conflicts of interest. By enacting such progressive legislation, the government 
apparently aims to promote transparency and good governance and to deter 
individuals from engaging in corrupt practices. However, the current govern-
ment restrained from holding the Ben Ali era officials engaged in corruption 
accountable for their acts.
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In September 2017, the parliament passed a controversial “Reconciliation 
Law” proposed by Essebsi that would grant amnesty to business people and 
Ben Ali era officials accused of corruption in exchange for returning ill-
gotten money and paying a fine.118 Due to growing public anger, the text was 
revised to cover only former civil servants implicated in economic crimes 
under Ben Ali. Though the law was depicted as an attempt for national 
reconciliation by the government, it was met with strong opposition from 
the civil society groups who claimed that there would be no reconciliation 
without accountability and the law would undermine transitional justice.119 
The law’s passage signals an impunity for officials who served under Ben Ali 
and precludes a complete rupture from the corrupt practices of the old regime. 
On the other hand, a poll conducted in September 2017 by the International 
Republican Institute indicated that 89 percent of Tunisians maintained that 
corruption is higher today than it was before the revolution.120 The survey 
research revealed that poor economic conditions coupled with corruption 
drove intense public dissatisfaction and led to a declining interest in partici-
pating in the electoral process.

Tunisia is plagued by unfair distribution of wealth, economic inequality, 
inflation, public indebtedness, high unemployment, and economic and social 
marginalization of the interior and the southern regions of the country remain 
endemic. The National Unity government has repeatedly failed to meaning-
fully address socioeconomic grievances and the living standards have dete-
riorated since the revolution. In January 2018, Tunisia was swept by a new 
wave of protests that began in the two months leading up to the anniversary 
of the Jasmine Revolution. In a subsequent stage, protests turned into violent 
confrontation between young demonstrators and police force. The protests 
came as a reaction to the 2018 Finance Act, a package of austerity measures 
adopted by the government to solve the rising inflation issue and to minimize 
the country’s public deficit and the Act was approved by the legislature on 
December 9, 2017. The measures included an increase in consumer prices, 
especially for fuel and value-added tax on various goods and services includ-
ing cars, phone calls, the Internet, hotel accommodation, and other items. 
While protesters demanded the unjust financial law be dropped, the govern-
ment is in a tight squeeze as the Tunisian economy is in constant decline with 
its public debt that has risen sharply and purchasing power that has dropped 
by 25 percent.121 Tunisia is in a dire need of structural economic reforms to 
generate more jobs, to tackle the power of smuggling and other black market 
lobbies, and to attract foreign investors to the country.

A survey carried out by the International Republican Institute between 
November and December 2017 revealed that 83 percent of Tunisian respon-
dents stated the country was going in the wrong direction and the main 
reason for this response was identified as economic problems, whereas only 
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to 13 percent of respondents, the country was going in the right direction.122 
According to the survey, over the three years, from November 2015 to 
November 2017, Tunisians increasingly view economic prosperity as more 
important than democratic system of government. In other words, Tunisians 
began to view economic growth under an authoritarian rule superior to 
democracy without economic growth, which might tempt Tunisians to aspire 
for a new strongman rule unless the government succeeds in addressing the 
country’s long-standing economic problems.

In addition to the decline in economy, Tunisia is facing security desta-
bilization which might have severe consequences for Tunisian democracy. 
Radicalism and extremist violence is rising among Tunisian youth which is 
strongly correlated with unsustainably high youth employment. An estimated 
6,000 Tunisians have departed their country to join the ranks of the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) in Syria, Iraq, and Libya, which is the 
highest per capita rate of foreign ISIS recruits in the world.123 The collapse 
of the central state in Libya made Tunisia vulnerable in the face of constant 
terrorist attacks. Ansar Al-Sharia Tunisia (AST) and Okba Ibn Nafaa are 
the two main terrorist groups that are associated with the terrorist incidents 
in Tunisia. Both extremist groups aligned themselves with Al-Qaeda previ-
ously and as of 2014 with ISIS and targeted foreign tourists, secular political 
officials, and Tunisian security forces. AST and Okba Ibn Nafaa carried out 
numerous attacks against military mainly in the Kasserine region, mountain-
ous border area with Algeria where most jihadist groups are based.

In 2015, Tunisian security and political stability was shattered by three major 
terrorist attacks associated with the Islamic State in touristic areas including 
the Bardo National Museum attack, the gunman killing of dozens of tourists in 
Sousse and an explosion that targeted a bus carrying members of president’s 
security guard in Tunis. These successive terrorist attacks deeply hurt tourism 
sector, a backbone of the Tunisian economy and prompted Essebsi to declare a 
state of emergency and suspend several of citizens’ rights.124 Meanwhile, since 
the ISIS was defeated on the battlefields of Syria and Iraq, thousands of ISIS 
fighters of Tunisian origin are struggling to return home, which is another desta-
bilizing factor for the country’s fragile security. Tunisian politicians are at odds 
over the kind of policy they should adopt in the face of a returning wave from 
the ISIS and Essebsi’s proposal of amnesty for those returners was vigorously 
opposed. Since the government has no program to reintegrate returning fighters 
into society and suspects of terrorism and their families are faced with the threat 
of imprisonment and torture, the cycle of radicalization and extremist violence 
might continue and even escalate.125

In July 2015, the government passed a new counterterrorism law that opened 
the way for the use of repressive tactics against suspects in terrorism-related 
cases, reminding of the robust police state under Ben Ali. The counterterrorism 
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law increases surveillance powers of security forces, stipulates prolonged 
period of detention without access to legal counsel, restricts freedom of move-
ment, imposes house arrest without proper judicial review, and includes a 
vague and broad definition of terrorism open to abuse.126 In the name of security 
and stability, emergency laws and counterterrorism measures brought back 
the brutal tactics of the past including arbitrary arrests and detentions, harass-
ment of suspects and their families, ill-treatment, and torture under detention. 
The state of emergency based on 1978 decree allows authorities to ban strikes 
or demonstrations endangering public order and prohibits gatherings that are 
likely to provoke or sustain order while it grants the government extensive 
powers to restrict freedom of expression and media.127 The counterterrorism 
law and other legislative acts are used to undermine press freedom. Journalists 
and activists at times practice self-censorship to avoid violence mainly from 
security forces for the fear of being charged with supporting terrorism.

Though the 2011 revolution was a manifestation of Tunisians’ rejection of 
Ben Ali’s police state which had legitimized repression by claiming to pro-
vide security and stability, Tunisia is gradually moving toward the old regime 
politics in which the language of counterterrorism was widely used to force 
the public with a stark choice between accepting the heavy tactics of the gov-
ernment or facing the violence of extremist Islamists. The political discourse 
on terrorism was also channeled into Essebsi’s presidential election campaign 
in which he called Marzouki’s supporters as “Salafist Jihadists.”128 In addi-
tion, the association of opposition politicians, particularly Ennahda and jour-
nalists and activists raising criticism against the government’s heavy-handed 
practices with terrorism inflicted by jihadist groups jeopardizes Tunisia’s 
consensus-oriented politics and the democratic gains of the revolution.

Violations of basic individual rights as well as freedom of media takes 
place on the plea of fight against terrorism. More alarming is the Essebsi’s 
struggle to grab an overreaching executive power and play an outsized role in 
governance, which contradicts with the semi-presidential system outlined in 
the constitution. According to the constitution, the president is responsible for 
setting state policy on defense, foreign relations, and national security, while 
the prime minister is the head of the government who governs the adminis-
tration, concludes international agreements (Article 77). When controversy 
emerges as to the division of power between two executive leaders, it’s within 
the responsibility of the constitutional court to settle the issue (Article 101). 
However, as constitutional court has not been created, President Essebsi has 
sought to centralize power around the presidency and his cult making use 
of Nidaa Tounes as a vehicle, which reminds the strong presidential system 
under Ben Ali and Bourguiba regimes.129

President Essebsi appointed numerous political figures from Ben Ali’s 
governing party, the Constitutional Democratic Rally (RCD) as presidential 
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advisors. Moreover, the cabinet reshuffle in September 2017 under the Prime 
Minister Youssef Chahed enabled the replacement of thirteen of twenty-eight 
cabinet ministers. In the new cabinet, Nidaa Tounes allies were appointed to 
six of the thirteen cabinet changes, while three ministers in the new cabinet 
served in the same posts under Ben Ali.130 Essebsi was believed to be the real 
architect of this change and struggled to bring back many ministers from the 
old regime and officials from the RCD inside the government. By this move, 
he planned to consolidate Nidaa Tounes’ position and enhance the power of 
his own circle. It was seen as an alarming move, by many observers and civil 
society groups, since the return of old business tycoons and political elite into 
the new system might usher a new era of authoritarianism. In addition, the 
failure of Tunisians to break with the past has precluded achieving the goals 
of the revolution including fighting against corruption, prosecuting the crimes 
of the Ben Ali regime, and providing transitional justice.

In short, with a democratic constitution and free elections Tunisia has 
made remarkable progress since ousting its dictatorship in 2011 and became 
a model of democracy in the entire region. Following the ouster of Ben Ali, 
thousands of political prisoners were granted amnesty and Ennahda move-
ment was granted party status and integrated into Tunisian political life. 
Besides, the post-uprising government decided not to exclude members of 
Ben Ali’s ruling party from the newly emerging system, which saved the 
country from a potential wave of violence witnessed in other countries in 
the region. In post-revolution Tunisia, freedom of religion and religious 
practice was guaranteed with the new constitution and Tunisians were able 
to wear expressions of religious identity in public for the first time after sev-
eral decades. During the most precarious moments of the transition, when 
political groups within the troika government clashed over ideological issues 
in constitutional drafting and designing of the transition, key civil society 
groups launched a national dialogue to mediate between divergent political 
forces which successfully culminated in a peaceful political settlement. This 
indicated that Tunisia has a political culture characterized by pluralism, com-
promise, and a vibrant civil society, thus, the country is well-positioned to 
maintain its democratic credentials.

Despite those important milestones in transition to democracy, economic 
conditions are worsening and socioeconomic justice is still beyond the 
reach while transitional justice has not been fully achieved since human 
rights violations and the corruption crimes under the old regime have not 
been prosecuted. In other words, the problems that led to the fall of Ben Ali 
regime largely remain intact. Therefore, popular discontent with economic 
conditions and lack of notable progress in fighting corruption prevail in 
Tunisia as was apparent in the nationwide protests in January 2018 and the 
significant decline in the voter turnout in the local elections in the same year. 
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The arbitrary arrests of protesters calling for economic and social justice and 
police abuse under detention were alarming. They indicated a return to the 
repressive practices of the old regime and the incapability of the new political 
elite in solving the country’s economic woes.

The popular discontent that is so strong among Tunisians has the risk 
of alienating citizens from the political system and the democratic process 
since the fate of democratic transition largely hinges on tangible economic 
outcomes in the first place.131 Without economic growth and employment 
prospects, people could easily lose faith in democracy and look for a new 
strongman who could provide economic prosperity and political stability. 
Indeed, the rise of Nidaa Tounes in the second legislative elections in 2014 
was an indicator of an old regime nostalgia in the search of security, eco-
nomic growth, and political stability. In addition, Tunisia has to deal with 
ISIS or Al-Qaeda linked terror attacks targeting its military installations along 
the Algerian border and tourist resorts, which requires the government to find 
the right balance between its responsibility to restore security and its commit-
ment to ensure religious freedom.132

Last but not the least, Tunisian democracy depends on how far politics is 
institutionalized through parliament. An empowered and transparent parliament 
that reflects the popular will and has popular legitimacy will make it less likely 
to concentrate power in the presidency. If parliament’s power is wiped out and 
most of the power is concentrated in presidency and his inner circles including 
business elite and media barons, Tunisia might once again fall into the trap of 
an authoritarian regime with a democracy facade. In this regard, a lot depends 
on how far political dissent and civil society could protect their democratic gains 
and push for institutional reforms to consolidate the country’s young democracy.

It is certain that democracy needs time to be consolidated and the future 
path of democratic transitions is far from being certain, and Tunisia is no 
exception. On the other hand, as a role model for democratic transition for 
the region, Tunisia’s consolidation of democracy does not only have national 
importance. Tunisia could be an inspiring success story indicating how demo-
cratic change is possible in the Middle East. In a similar vein, its potential 
democratic backsliding toward authoritarianism might strengthen the old ori-
entalist views that democracy is not compatible with the underlying cultural, 
social, and political influences in the region.
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Throughout much of its postcolonial history, Egypt has been regarded as a 
major power and leader in the Arab world in terms of political influence, 
military strength, education, culture, and religion. It has made up a significant 
portion of the Arab population and historically acted as an agent for mobiliza-
tion of the Arab societies toward divergent ideological streams such as Arab 
nationalism, Arab socialism, Islamic modernism, Islamic Marxism, and the 
Muslim Brotherhood. From a religious perspective, Egypt exercised a leading 
role over the Islamic consciousness in the Arab world, owing to the presence 
of Al Azhar University in Egypt, the historical center of Muslim Sunni doc-
trine. Furthermore, Egypt’s geopolitical importance is not comparable to any 
other country in the region. Its critical location for the Israeli security and the 
U.S. military aid for Egyptian cooperation in the region are indicative of this 
significance. Likewise, the social and political trends in Egypt were of utmost 
importance as they were often replicated in the rest of the Arab world such 
as the containment of Islam through repression and cooptation and upgrad-
ing authoritarianism to stave off prospects for democratic change. Therefore, 
political developments in post-revolution Egypt would inevitably impact the 
internal dynamics of the Arab world.

Egypt was a striking example for Arab autocracy and authoritarianism as 
it was governed by three successive regimes since the Free Officers coup in 
1952 till the uprisings in 2011: Gamal Abdel Nasser (1956–1970), Anwar 
Sadat (1970–1981), and Hosni Mubarak (1981–2011).1 Despite differences 
in their sources of legitimacy and legacies they depended on, all these 
regimes emphasized top-down rule and created a web of close relation-
ships with the military, police, and other security apparatus. In particular, 
Mubarak regime has been a case study for many political scientists who 
explored dynamics of authoritarian stability. Most of the scholarly work 

Chapter 4
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reflected on how Mubarak, the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP), and 
the security apparatus of the state created an adaptive form of authoritarian-
ism, and they used coercion and cooptation strategies to contain and manage 
emerging opposition forces.2 The uprisings that ousted the Mubarak regime 
took many observers by surprise as their level of analysis was mostly based 
on the Arab state rather than society. However, the dynamics of state-society 
relationship in Egypt, including various actors such as the regime, civil 
society, military, security forces, have been particularly important to under-
stand the process leading up to the revolution. Similarly, in the post-Arab 
Spring Egypt developments have been inseparable from the dichotomies 
of state-society, civil-military, and religion-state as well as their historical 
background.

The initial stage of the Egyptian transition appeared to be promising given 
the holding of the democratic elections, the establishment of a constitutional 
assembly, and approval of the constitution through a nationwide referendum. 
Nonetheless, this short-lived democratic experience was undermined by 
violent street clashes and eventually, brought to an end by the military coup 
only a year after the inauguration of the country’s first democratically elected 
president. Various factors have contributed to Egypt’s failed transition and 
the restoration of the ancien regime. This chapter first presents an overview 
of the Egyptian economy and politics prior to the January 25 uprisings. 
Second, it analyzes the political transition including the interim constitutional 
decrees by the Supreme Court of the Armed Forces (SCAF), parliamentary 
and presidential elections, constitutional drafting, and post-coup politics that 
marked an end to the rule of the first elected civilian government in Egypt’s 
history.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The January 25 uprisings has its roots in the gradual erosion of the Mubarak 
regime’s political legitimacy and degradation of living standards for the 
middle and lower classes particularly in the last decade of Mubarak’s rule. 
Upon a closer investigation, it becomes clear that there was a growing public 
discontent reflected in several opposition movements and demonstrations at 
a smaller scale prior to the January 25 uprisings. Hence, while January 25 
marked the end of Mubarak’s three decades long dictatorship by force, 2011 
uprisings was indeed the last episode in the chain of grassroots opposition 
movements against the regime. An analysis of the political and economic 
situation prior to the uprisings will not only shed light on the causes of the 
2011 upheaval and state-society relationship in a broader perspective but also 
help to analyze the developments during the transition and its aftermath.
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Egypt’s Economy Prior to the Uprisings

Economic grievances were evidently a driving factor of the discontent that 
led to the January 25 Revolution. Thousands of enraged Egyptians filled the 
Tahrir Square in Cairo and other cities with the public outcry of “Bread! 
Freedom! Social Justice!” Indeed, one of the protestors’ initial demands 
was improvement in minimum wage. According to a poll conducted on 
the eve of the revolution in 2011 by the Pew Research Center, 82 percent 
of Egyptians considered improved economic conditions “very important” 
making it a top priority for Egypt’s future. It was succeeded by fair judicial 
system, and law and order while freedom of speech was ranked as third pri-
ority in the same poll.3 Hence, the public unrest started to become more vis-
ible owing to the mismatch between the ruled and the ruler on the perceived 
priorities. While Mubarak proceeded to emphasize stability with security 
as his top priority, inflation, rising economic inequality, and sharp increase 
in food prices were primary concerns of most Egyptians in the middle and 
lower classes.

By and large, all Egyptian rulers enjoyed a certain degree of political legiti-
macy which was closely linked to providing economic growth and security. 
However, by the early 1980s, the foundations of the regime’s political legiti-
macy had been eroding for decades. Ironically, the origins of this erosion lied 
in the revolution begun by Abdel Nasser, in 1952. Nasser created a political 
order that was based on a tacit social contract: citizens would relinquish the 
political arena to Nasser and the ruling party and in exchange, the regime 
would provide material prosperity and security.4 This informal social contract 
entailed the regime to build a massive public sector. By the early 1980s, the 
public sector had reached its peak and accounted for 50 percent of GDP and 
consumed three-quarters of gross domestic fixed investment. The Egyptian 
program of nationalization began with the nationalization of the Suez Canal 
and continued with all commercial banks, insurance companies, shipping 
companies, foreign trade agencies and later, with pharmaceutical companies, 
construction companies and public utilities.5

By massive nationalization program, Nasser attempted to put an end to the 
power of Egyptian and foreign oligarchs and instead, serve the interests of the 
middle and the lower classes. In an attempt to provide a more even income 
distribution, the state laid down high tax rates on higher incomes and sal-
ary limits on certain positions.6 Meanwhile, to improve the living standards 
of the people in the lower ranks of the society, the state initiated a policy 
of consumption subsidies for basic commodities including food, gasoline, 
electricity, public transportation, education, medical care and other services 
either free or reduced prices. By the 1960s, the Egyptian state controlled all 
the primary sectors of the economy. The public sector served as the major 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



86 Chapter 4

employer of qualified technical personnel and the state guaranteed a job in the 
public sector for all the university graduates.

Within few years, the state-centered economic policies were faced with 
serious challenges. As medical care and nutrition improved owing to Nasser’s 
economic policies, Egypt’s population went up at unprecedented rates from 
1970s onward. Consumption continued to rise due to material security and 
prosperity for the middle and lower classes while domestic savings and 
investment stagnated. Citizens expected the continuation of state subsidies 
promised by Nasser and a lifetime decent job, yet the state-centered economy 
failed to fulfill these demands. By 1965, it was clearly evident that this system 
based on subsidies and public sector expansion wasn’t sustainable. Adding 
to the complexity of the economic downgrade, the fall of Khrushev in the 
Soviet Union in 1964 had severe consequences for the Nasser regime which, 
till then, relied on the Soviets both as financers of development projects 
and protectors of the regime.7 Moreover, the Arab-Israeli War of 1967 had 
disastrous consequences for Egypt, leading to a more stagnant economy and 
political chaos.

Various groups were protesting on the streets to express their demands for 
better living conditions and the regime responded to these protests by repres-
sive measures and mass arrests. As the regime was losing popular support, 
it became inevitable that the economy needed restructuring which emerged 
in the form of the March 30 Program. Measures were taken to shrink public 
sector and lift the restrictions on the private sector. Hence, the last few years 
of Nasser witnessed a shift from the state-centered to liberalized economy, 
however, the regime never attempted to eliminate the safety net from which 
it drove a certain degree of legitimacy. Instead, it attempted to overcome the 
economic challenges through borrowing from global financial institutions, 
which led Egypt to fall into a deep financial hole.

When Anwar Sadat came into power, he took the tentative steps of the 
late Nasser period further and adopted the open-door policy known as Infitah 
(opening) which required a dramatic economic change including decentraliza-
tion and diversification of the economy as well as efforts to attract trade and 
foreign investment.8 The idea was to open the country to foreign investment 
and technology transfer to bring about development and economic growth. 
In reality, economic performance under Infitah didn’t fare well since most 
of the private investment went into tourism, finance, and luxury construction 
while the percentage of industrial activity was declining. This asymmetrical 
investment and growth led to a dramatic increase in consumption on the one 
side and stagnation in production, on the other. The government attempted to 
tackle with the domestic deficit by printing money, which resulted in a sharp 
rise in inflation roaring at double-digit levels. Under Sadat, Egypt heavily 
relied on foreign aid both from the global finance institutions and the oil-rich 
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Gulf states. While the Egyptian state economically fell into a state of emer-
gency, income distribution and the class structure shifted to favor those who 
are in the upper ranks of the economic ladder because of the set of policy 
measures including tax reduction and in certain cases tax exemptions and 
various concessions.

In 1976, to overcome financial crisis, Egypt negotiated with the IMF for a 
credit, and in return, the IMF stipulated Egypt to comply with the Structural 
Adjustment Program (SAP) which required a set of measures including cut-
ting subsidies and reducing government expenditures. In January 1977, the 
government raised the prices of subsidized basic commodities without parlia-
mentary legislation culminating in 15 percent decrease in citizens’ purchasing 
power. Consequently, growing discontent sparked food riots in 1977 leading 
to the death of nearly a hundred people and the injury and jailing of several 
thousands. The riots continued for two days until the government had to 
restore the subsidies and suspend the IMF plan. Under Sadat, the living stan-
dards of the middle class were deteriorating day by day, and the lower class 
was faced with poverty. His initiatives to liberalize economy led to growing 
inequality and uneven distribution of wealth.

Once Mubarak came into power, he carried on the open-door policy and 
implemented a set of policies to encourage industrial growth including lower 
interest rates on industrial loans and reduced tax rates on industrial projects. 
Despite the First Five Year Plan encouraging production, Egypt was on the 
verge of an economic crisis. While public sector and food subsidy spending 
kept growing, oil prices collapsed in the 1980s leading to a sharp drop in the 
revenues from oil exports as well as Suez Canal fees with lesser traffic and 
foreign aid considerably reduced due to recession in the donor countries. 
Thus, Mubarak was faced with the same dilemma as Sadat and Nasser: On 
the one hand, to weather the storm, Egypt had no choice but comply with the 
SAP to get credit from the IMF. On the other hand, any cut on the expendi-
tures and subsidies could bring about a massive revolt.

By the late 1980s, Egypt was one of the countries that had the largest 
debt burdens which accounted for 184 percent of GDP.9 In the early 1990s, 
Mubarak had no choice but receive bilateral or multilateral assistance from 
Europe and the United States, which required the regime to create a market-
driven and export-oriented economy integrated to global economy.10 Hence, 
in consultation with the IMF, Egypt embarked on a neoliberal reform plan. 
This neoliberal reform plan entailed the privatization of public sector, ending 
of subsidies, and reduced role of the state in economy, which in turn meant 
the dismantling of the tacit social contract that formed the basis of regime’s 
legitimacy. For some time after the negotiations, Egypt failed to fulfill its 
pledges and tried to meet the deficit by printing money instead cutting down 
on public spending.
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International finance institutions such as the IMF and World Bank made 
enormous pressure on Egypt, and at times withheld the loans until the gov-
ernment cut price subsidies. By 1990, Egypt had almost gone bankrupt. By 
exploiting its strategic importance during the Gulf War, Egypt managed to 
cancel half of its external debt and began to implement the structural reform 
agreement demanded by the IMF.11 Eventually, in the 1990s Egypt’s eco-
nomic stabilization program was hailed by many observers including the IMF 
as a remarkable success story12:

By the standards of recent experience with economic stabilization Egypt in 
the 1990s is a remarkable success story. Determined macroeconomic policy, 
together with some favorable external developments, has brought much 
reduced inflation, led to improved public finances, a stable currency, and 
a strengthened banking system, together with a sound balance of payment 
positions.

Egypt was praised as the economic ‘Tiger of the Nile’ and named by the IMF 
as a top economic performer.13 The IMF economist Arvind Subramanian 
remarked: “Egypt’s economy has come a long way since the 1980s. Growth 
is recovering and confidence is rising. Tough macroeconomic policies and 
deep structural reforms are doing the trick.”14 Egypt during Mubarak era saw 
a general improvement in economic conditions. The country progressed well 
and kept up with the pace of economic growth among the developing coun-
tries in the MENA region.

Despite the much-touted GDP growth, in hindsight, it became evident that 
the neoliberal program neither boosted productivity nor produced long-term 
economic growth and prosperity. There was no dramatic reduction in public 
spending. In the short term, the devaluation in the Egyptian pound increased 
the value of exports carried out in Egyptian pounds. Egypt’s growth perfor-
mance as noted by the global finance institutions was mostly due to domestic 
demand growth particularly in the construction sector and the financial assis-
tance for siding with the coalition forces during the Gulf War. In addition 
to the lop-sided growth, the neoliberal program carried out in the 1990s had 
adverse effects on employment through the privatization program and sharp 
rise in food prices, leading to a dramatic increase in the levels of poverty.

Mubarak regime took a number of precautions to minimize the social and 
political repercussions of dismantling the state-centered economic structure. 
Public sector firms would be sold only to buyers who agreed not to fire work-
ers for several years and if they were made redundant, they would receive 
training that would allow them to find new jobs. Meanwhile, they would ben-
efit from subsidized housing.15 However, in reality, public sector firms were 
sold to businessman with close connections to Mubarak, and they ignored 
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promises dismissing thousands of workers. The Egyptian state, on the other 
hand, cut its subsidies and sharply reduced its investment in the public sector.

The by-product of the privatization program was the rise of a new class of 
oligarchs and business elite that have close connections to Mubarak and his 
family. Neoliberal reforms combined with corruption placed resources into a 
small circle of business elite instead of privatizing state-led companies in a 
competitive manner as required by free market regulations. Many business-
men with close connections to the regime were able to reap the benefits of the 
privatization program. They were enriched through using cheap credits and 
land and transportation infrastructure provided by the state. While the gov-
ernment was giving a boost to the rich and politically connected, the middle 
class was excluded from government support, and the poor were neglected 
and antagonized.

Timothy Mitchell observed16:

The neoliberal program has not removed the state from the market or eliminated 
“profligate” public subsidies. These achievements belong to the imagination. 
Its major impact has been to concentrate public funds into different, but fewer 
hands. The state has turned resources away from agriculture, industry and the 
underlying problems of training and employment. It now subsidizes financiers 
instead of factories, speculators instead of schools.

Despite the fact that anti-corruption laws existed in Egypt, there were struc-
tural limitations due to the fact that Mubarak exercised his executive power 
to intervene and prevent the investigation of offenders.17 The case of Ahmad 
Ezz is a typical example for the Mubarak’s cooptation of some of the busi-
nessmen that were supporters of the regime. Ezz was able to purchase a stake 
in Alexandria Iron and Steel Company (AISCD) which previously belonged 
to state-affiliated petroleum companies and banks. He gradually consolidated 
his ownership of the company by using cheap state credits until he eventu-
ally owned the company himself and controlled two-thirds of Egypt’s steel 
industry. Being a close friend of Gamal Mubarak, the son of Hosni Mubarak, 
he entered politics and became a leading figure in NDP, where he later served 
as the chairman of the party.

The level of corruption rose to new heights within the inner circles of 
Mubarak. Both Alaa and Gamal Mubarak were rumored to have amassed 
fortune using their father’s connections.18 Mubarak family and the leading 
businessmen of the country took advantage of the open-door policy through 
their partnerships with foreign companies. Under Egyptian law, foreign busi-
nesses have to give local partners a 51 percent stake in their investments, 
which led the members of Mubarak family and powerful people in the ruling 
party to enrich themselves through securing stakes in foreign investments. In 
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addition, they amassed money through taking commission from every foreign 
company that invests in Egypt. Businesses that wanted to operate in Egypt 
needed to pay commission to a company formed by Gamal Mubarak who 
was an investment banker. Through his connections, he purchased a portion 
of Egypt’s international debt and sold it back to the government receiving 
massive commission for himself and the bank.19

Corruption charges against Mubarak and his family also include creat-
ing a company in Cyprus named Bullion with a murky ownership structure, 
exporting Egyptian gas to Israel below market prices, insider trading in the 
European stock markets, misusing public funds, securing illicit gains, and 
receiving bribe while in office.20 Following the uprisings, Ahmad Shafiq, the 
former Interior Minister, was accused of using his position to sell the land 
owned by an association of air force officers to Gamal and Alaa Mubarak at 
below-market prices.21 The magnitude of corruption within Mubarak’s family 
was manifested in the family’s enormous wealth estimated to reach 70 billion 
dollars, according to experts, with much of their wealth in British and Swiss 
Banks or tied up in real estate in the West.22

The neoliberal economic policies encouraged by the IMF in the name of 
macroeconomic growth and stability resulted in a huge gap and apartheid 
between the super-rich elite and the rest of the Egyptians whose salaries 
remained largely stagnant while inflation proceeded at double-digit rates for 
much of the 2000s. The rising national wealth and GDP growth didn’t cor-
relate positively with the well-being of an average Egyptian citizen. Most 
Egyptians felt that they weren’t benefiting from this economic progress, hav-
ing little or no opportunity for upward mobility. On the eve of the uprisings, 
more than 40 percent of Egyptians were categorized as “extremely poor” 
(unable to meet minimum food needs), “poor” (unable to meet basic food 
needs), and “near-poor” (able to meet basic food needs, but not much more), 
according to the World Bank data.23 In particular, the rate of absolute poverty 
increased from 16.7 percent in 2000–2001 to 23.4 percent in 2008-2009.24 
Unemployment reached 25 percent among the university graduates in 2009.25 
As Abu Dhabi Gallup Center Poll findings indicated, it was the perceived dif-
ference between what was in reality and what should be that created a driving 
force for the country’s historic uprisings.26 Moral anger and sense of social 
injustice, the prerequisites of a mass movement as Barrington Moore puts it, 
eventually took Egyptians to the streets with the calls “Bread, freedom, social 
justice.”27

Egyptian Politics Prior to the Uprisings

Egypt prior to the uprisings didn’t fall into the classical archetypes of the 
Arab state. Despite the significant rents it has derived via controlling the 
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Suez Canal and large revenue streams in the form of foreign aid particularly 
from the United States, Egypt was not a classical rentier state. It doesn’t 
possess natural resources that would enable the regime to make an implicit 
bargain with its citizens to cede their right for political representation in 
exchange for the distribution of rents as in the case of Persian Gulf states. 
On the other hand, Egypt cannot be easily classified as a “mukhabarat 
state” or “fierce state.”28 The Egyptian state resorted to coercion and 
repression in an attempt to confront opposition groups, particularly the 
Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The broad powers granted under the emergency law imposed by President 
Anwar Sadat were used by Mubarak with an attempt to crush Islamists in 
the political arena.

Though Mubarak resorted to coercion to fend off pressures for democratic 
change at times, he also initiated economic and political liberalization to 
respond to the threat of global democratization trend and market economy. 
By the early twentieth century, Mubarak expanded space for multiparty poli-
tics, electoral arenas in which controlled forms of political contestation could 
occur. The regime softened its opposition to Islamist groups and Muslim 
Brotherhood gained historic success with 20 percent of the total number of 
parliamentary seats in 2005 elections. Mubarak regime selectively imple-
mented reforms for economic liberalization and expanded opportunities for 
business and social elite. The regime also improved public access to the new 
communication technologies which had been until then seen as a threat. The 
era that witnessed several political openings continued till the 2005 elections 
which were followed by a new phase of autocracy.

In 2006, the Egyptian authorities renewed the state of emergency endow-
ing extraordinary power to the security apparatus and repressed civil society 
actors brutally. Hundreds of members of the Muslim Brotherhood were 
arrested, and Muslim Brotherhood candidates were prevented from running 
as a candidate in local elections including student and labor union elec-
tions.29 These policies produced repression and practice of illegal measures 
under the veneer of democratic institutions and multiparty politics. Mubarak 
regime, thus, could be best classified as an example of a hybrid form of 
authoritarianism where features of authoritarianism—coercion, surveillance, 
patronage, and corruption—coexisted with those of democracy—legitimacy, 
multiparty politics, elections and contestation. What enabled Mubarak 
regime to survive for three decades was his ability to adapt his authoritarian 
governance to accommodate and manage changing political, economic, and 
social conditions, a process called as “authoritarian upgrading” by Steven 
Heydemann.30 This process emerged in several Arab states including Tunisia, 
Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco as a response to challenges originating mainly 
from the demands to democratize prior to the Arab uprisings. Ironically, this 
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adaptability and flexibility were meant to bring about a robust authoritarian-
ism instead of producing a democratic change.

One of the fundamental aspects of the hybrid form of authoritarianism 
in Egypt was that since the Free Officers Coup, Egyptian political leaders, 
despite their authoritarian nature, derived certain degree of legitimacy and 
popular support albeit on different grounds. The toppling of the monarch by a 
group of junior military officers led by Gamal Abdel Nasser began a new era 
in Egypt. The Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) led by Nasser didn’t 
have any preestablished policies or programs, nor did they have a political 
agenda. They had to create a set of policies as they took charge of governing 
the country. The RCC made a number of pledges among which giving an end 
to imperialism and its agents, feudalism, capitalistic control, and monopoly 
came to the fore. The Council also pledged to establish a powerful army, 
social justice, and sound democracy.31

In the postcolonial period, ideologies such as nationalism, anti-imperial-
ism, and massive industrialization through public sector expansion were com-
mon among many newly independent states. It was also an era in which the 
Soviet Union proved to be the sole legitimate ally for these states. Hence, the 
RCC embarked on a major political and structural transformation of its insti-
tutions in order to fulfill its goals and built closer ties with the Soviet Union. 
While maintaining the private sector, Nasser initiated a program of mass 
nationalization and the state took control over the major means of production.

Nasser gained popular support by promoting ideologies such as Pan-
Arabism, anti-imperialism, and Arab socialism. In this era, suspicions toward 
the West due to colonial past and struggle against Zionism formed the basis 
for Arab nationalism which would be meaningless without a political and 
military victory against Israel. Nasser challenged the Western dominance 
by bringing Egypt closer to the Soviet Union, nationalizing the Suez Canal, 
adopting Arab socialism and centrally planned economy, and struggling for 
the Palestinian cause. He was regarded as the leader of the Arab world as he 
fulfilled Pan-Arabist sentiments by taking the first step, which was to found 
the United Arab Republic with Syria. However, the defeat in 1967 Arab-
Israeli War, which most Egyptians referred as Naksa or setback, put an end to 
the glory of Arab nationalism in the region. From this episode onward, Arab 
states began to prioritize their individual security and national interests.32

With the advent of Anwar Sadat to power in 1970, a new era began in 
Egyptian history. Sadat’s domestic and foreign policies targeted a shift 
from centrally planned economy to liberal economy and alignment with the 
West. Under Sadat, Egypt’s foreign policy dramatically shifted from being a 
Soviet ally toward alignment with the West. Sadat firmly held the belief that 
making peace with Israel would serve Egypt’s interests best. He revealed his 
willingness to reach a peace agreement with Israel if it returned the Sinai 
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Peninsula which was lost during the June 1967 war. As the peace initiative 
failed, Egypt launched a military attack in cooperation with Syria to retake 
Sinai Peninsula, leading to Yom Kippur War of 1973. A cease-fire was 
achieved under the guidance of the United States. Though Egypt didn’t win 
Yom Kippur War in a military sense, the initial successes allowed it to engage 
in peace talks and regain the Sinai Peninsula and the Suez Canal after signing 
the Camp David Accords with Israel.

Most Egyptians view Yom Kippur War as a victory to regain both the land 
and the honor they lost in 1967 war. The treaty of peace allowed Sadat to 
restore national pride and develop closer ties with the West, particularly the 
United States. However, while Sadat’s popularity rose in the West, the treaty 
of peace with Israel had negative consequences for Egypt within the Arab 
world. Egypt was expelled from the Arab League soon after signing the treaty 
and it lost the financial support of the oil-rich Gulf states. The political legiti-
macy under Nasser, which was based on a social contract requiring citizens to 
forgo their political freedoms in exchange for safety net including fuel, food 
subsidies, and employment started to erode during Sadat era. Meanwhile, the 
increase in the prices of basic commodities led to violent crashes.

To compensate economic challenges accompanied by liberalization poli-
cies, Sadat addressed people’s aspirations for political liberalization to pro-
vide more space for political liberties. He dismantled the ruling party and 
created the NDP while allowing opposition parties to emerge around the frag-
ments of the Arab Socialist Union (ASU).32 Sadat’s regime was faced with 
rising opposition forces despite his political and economic openings. Much 
of the internal opposition to Sadat was due to the peace treaty with Israel and 
deteriorating economic conditions in Egypt. In an attempt to suppress the 
public unrest, Sadat ordered a massive attack on his opponents arresting and 
jailing more than a thousand Egyptians. In 1981, Sadat was assassinated by a 
group of Islamist extremists who were fervently opposed to his peacemaking 
in Israel, in a military parade commemorating the Yom Kippur War.

A day after Sadat’s assassination, his Vice President Hosni Mubarak 
assumed power. Mubarak openly supported limited presidential terms and 
pledged to open Egypt to democracy. The initial years of Mubarak as a 
president were promising as he took a more liberal turn than his predeces-
sor. He released the political prisoners jailed during Sadat’s presidency, 
loosened restrictions on freedom of expression and of the press, and even 
allowed critics to criticize his governance publicly. Mubarak also permit-
ted opposition parties such as the liberal New Wafd Party and the Socialist 
Labor Party to participate in the elections. By allowing multiparty elections 
to take place, he managed both to create a democratic image and secure a 
second term as a president. The early years of Mubarak also opened some 
breathing room for Islamic movements and organizations to flourish, expand 
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their institutions, and become a part of mainstream society. In this era, 
Muslim Brotherhood and other philanthropic Islamic organizations engaged 
in providing social service by operating schools, clinics, hospitals, day care, 
opening youth centers, and offering legal aid. They also participated in stu-
dent bodies, professional associations, syndicates, and legislative elections 
despite not being allowed to establish a political party. Many of the Islamist 
political prisoners were released by 1984. Hence, the early years of Mubarak 
saw hardly any violence. An Islamist political prisoner, Montasir Al- Zayat 
noted33:

Many of us who were arrested after Sadat’s assassination were released by 
October 1984. Mubarak gave some political space so we were participating vis-
ibly and legitimately in professional associations, student bodies and legislative 
elections. Al-Islam Howa al-Hal (Islam is the solution) was a slogan used by 
all of us not just the Muslim Brotherhood. We were very popular with people 
because the state was tolerant, we didn’t initiate any violence against the state 
between 1984–1987.

Meanwhile, the Mubarak regime confronted stiff opposition from the radical 
Islamist groups such as Gama’a Islamiyya and Islamic Jihad over its economic 
and foreign policies.34 They were severely opposed to the IMF structural plan 
in 1992, Mubarak’s liberal economic reforms, and his foreign policy agenda 
including maintaining peace with Israel and alignment with the USA. These 
radical groups were engaged in the assassination of high-profile political fig-
ures and garnering support from the impoverished masses in order to topple 
the regime. Mubarak regime’s violent crackdown on Islamists including 
the moderate ones and closing all the channels for their self-expression and 
participation in politics played into the hands of radical groups to portray the 
regime as anti-Muslim and thus, needed to be overthrown. Radical Islamist 
groups led by some reputable Sheikhs marched against the regime through 
Cairo streets. These protests came as alarming to the government which had 
already prioritized fighting against Islamic militancy to ensure stability and 
security.

On the other hand, the parliamentary election in 1987 was a turning point 
for Mubarak’s political reforms. According to the electoral law of 1984, the 
Islamist candidates were allowed to align themselves with other political par-
ties despite not having the right to establish their own party. In accordance 
with the electoral law, the Muslim Brotherhood allied with the Socialist 
Labor Party and the Liberal Party leading to a large opposition bloc “the 
Islamic Alliance.” In 1987 election, the Muslim Brotherhood won thirty-
seven seats while 2000 members of the movement were arrested, a step taken 
by the government to undermine their political gains.35 The regime found the 
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electoral success of the Muslim Brotherhood threatening and decided to slow 
down the democratic reforms and reverted to authoritarian practices.

The Higher Constitutional Court announced that the electoral law which 
determined the procedure for the 1987 election was unconstitutional, upon 
which Mubarak dissolved the parliament two years before the expiration of 
its term and called for an early election.36 In 1990, in the election run for the 
Shura Council (the upper house) the opposition parties didn’t win any seat, 
hence, they blamed the government for wide-scale fraud and intimidation. 
The election results and the government’s refusal to permit judicial monitor-
ing of the election led the opposition parties to boycott the 1990 elections for 
the People’s Assembly.37 From the 1990 election onwards, Mubarak reacted 
firmly to the opposition forces that had the potential to challenge his author-
ity. Among them, Islamists proved to be the main opposition force that could 
defy Mubarak and thus, political space for them was highly restricted.

While the rise of Muslim Brotherhood was witnessed in the political 
arena and civil society, from the mid-1990s onward, Egypt also saw signs of 
Islamist extremism. The June 1995 assassination attempt against Mubarak 
by the al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya during his visit to Addis Ababa enhanced 
Mubarak’s efforts to ensure security by cracking down on Islamist extremists. 
Thereafter, Egypt faced a number of subsequent terrorist attacks by extremists 
Islamist groups. The attack in Luxor in 1997, in Taba in 2004, and in Sharm 
El-Sheikh in 2005 and Dahab in 2006 mostly targeted foreign tourists and 
heavily influenced the tourism sector, the backbone of the Egyptian economy. 
These attacks enraged the Egyptian public who believed Islamists extremists 
were threatening Egyptian economy, and most Egyptians supported Mubarak 
in his battle to fight against Islamist extremism. Mubarak’s response was to 
suppress all Islamist groups including the Muslim Brotherhood and exclude 
them from political arena, rather than making a distinction between funda-
mental and moderate groups. Behind this move was the increasing gains of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in professional institutions and syndicates, influence 
in the media, and increasing leverage in civil society.

Toward the end of the 1990s, Mubarak resorted to authoritarian tactics and 
the use of coercive measures more frequently while introducing some super-
ficial political openings at the same time. In 1994, he engaged in a political 
dialogue with the opposition groups except the Muslim Brotherhood and 
professional labor organizations which had remarkable grassroots support. 
In addition, in October 1995, Independent Commission for Election Review 
(ICER) was founded to monitor the whole electoral process. These political 
openings, despite being ineffective in substance, were significant to project a 
democratic image to domestic and international audiences. Mubarak reverted 
to politics of repression whenever he realized that his power would be chal-
lenged. The tools for politics of repression used by Mubarak regime were the 
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repressive amendments to the penal code, the anti-terrorism law, continuous 
extension of the emergency law, interference of the government into the 
affairs of professional syndicates and trade unions, and electoral fraud.

The Emergency Law No.162 of 1958, amended in 1981, vested broad 
powers in the state to impose censorship and to order the closure and confis-
cation of newspapers on grounds of “public safety” and “national security” 
to try civilians in military courts, to prevent public gatherings and to monitor 
private communication.38 According to this law, anyone regarded as a threat 
to public security and order could be detained without trial or charge for a 
lengthy period of time. The state of emergency was continuously renewed 
during Mubarak’s presidency and indeed, in Egypt emergency legislation was 
in force from 1967 till 2011 except for the period from May 1980, follow-
ing the Camp David Accords, to October 1981 when it was reimposed in the 
aftermath of Sadat’s assassination.

In 1992, the penal code was amended and according to the new “anti-ter-
rorist law,” any kind of action that would disrupt public order, harm individu-
als, damage the environment, financial assets, transport or communications, 
or which involved the physical occupation of sites and places, or obstructed 
the application of the law, could be considered as a terrorist act.39 Likewise, 
belonging to organizations considered to be undermining social peace, the 
rule of law or advocating the aims of these groups were considered a terrorist 
act and all crimes against the security of the state and public were to be tried 
in the Supreme State Security courts whose verdicts could not be appealed.40 
Thus, by using state of emergency and anti-terrorism law, the regime was 
able to refer an increasing numbers of political opponents to military courts 
and deprive them of the right to appeal. Increasing number of people were 
sentenced to death in these military courts while torture and ill-treatment of 
detainees became a systematic practice. The number of political detainees, 
among which members of the Muslim Brotherhood made up the majority, 
rose dramatically from 1993 onward. As of 2001, there were between 15,000 
to 20,000 Islamist political prisoners in prison.41

In the 1990s, partly in an effort to keep Islamists under control, Mubarak 
made some constitutional changes that heavily limited Egyptians’ ability 
to express themselves either through formal channels or informal venues. 
These included the 1993 Syndicates law and the 1999 Nongovernmental 
Associations Law which severely restricted the freedom of association and 
assembly by imposing new governmental regulations and harsh penalties for 
violations.42 Mubarak regime also restricted freedom of expression and media 
by having the NDP-dominated parliament pass Press Law 93 of 1995 which 
imposed heavy fines and imprisonment for up to five years on journalists 
publishing false information with the aim of attacking the economy in order 
to accuse industrialists and politicians. A year later, another bill was passed, 
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making it a crime for journalists to criticize Mubarak and his family. Under 
the new Press Law, arrest and detention of journalists, and police assaults and 
torture against media workers became common.

Electoral politics under Mubarak was another area where politics of repres-
sion had been systematically and rigorously practiced. Elections in Egypt till 
2010, didn’t have any potential to bring about a genuine multiparty system 
with alternation of power. In an interview in 1993, Mubarak declared that 
Egypt was very keen on democracy, but it would take generations.43 Despite 
Mubarak’s aspirations for democracy in his political rhetoric, Mubarak used 
elections only to project democratic image while ensuring an electoral victory 
for himself and his party. The NDP monopolized the political life in such a 
way that space allowed for opposition parties to campaign for elections and 
the way elections took place were no more than cosmetics. Opposition can-
didates faced several bureaucratic restrictions and harassment during cam-
paigns while candidates belonging to the NDP could rely on public sector 
resources, launch advertisements before the official beginning of the election 
campaign, appear on state-controlled television. Moreover, the judges who 
would supervise elections were cautiously chosen by the minister of interior. 
Campaign workers and representatives of the opposition candidates entitled 
to observe voting in polling stations were either expelled or turned away 
from polling stations.44 Finally, the government didn’t declare the number or 
percentage of the votes obtained by candidates.

The elections were plagued by fraud and ballot box stuffing and paid thugs 
were placed in the polling stations by the NDP. For instance, in 1995 par-
liamentary election, thousands of nonexistent and nonresident names were 
found on voter’s registers.45 In this election, the NDP enjoyed a 95 percent 
majority victory. However, since fraud, intimidation, and ballot-stuffing were 
proven, the Egyptian court, for a second time, ruled that election procedures 
were unconstitutional and demanded the election of more than 200 deputies 
out of a total 444 be invalidated.46 Yet, the new parliament refused to follow 
this recommendation arguing that parliamentary immunity was enjoyed by 
deputies. Moreover, the arrest of a considerable number of critics ranging 
from the Muslim Brotherhood to secular intellectuals on the eve of the elec-
tions, undermined the credibility of the elections in Egypt. In another shady 
election in 1999, Mubarak was reelected as president with 94 percent of the 
votes with an estimated 10 percent voter turnout. Hence, people constantly 
remarked that Mubarak was bound to win whether they voted for him or not. 
Due to this lack of transparency and fairness in elections, the voter turnout 
remained quite low and the electorate never exceeded 6 million, which is less 
than the 15 percent of the population.47

Mubarak regime fell into a popular fallacy widely accepted by the autocrats 
in the Middle East. His regime believed that Egyptians feared change as there 
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was a potential threat of Islamic militancy, and they would renounce their 
freedoms in exchange for government’s protection against radical Islamism.48 
Under this assumption, the regime continued to extend the state of emergency 
and exert coercion and repression in the name of providing security and sta-
bility. Mubarak gradually increased dose of repression and targeted not only 
the Islamist extremists, but all elements of population suspected to be against 
his policies. The appointment of Habib al-Adly as a minister of interior was 
a clear turning point in the emergence of Egypt as a police state. Adly’s main 
priority was to strengthen the internal security apparatus while marginalizing 
the military establishment. During his office, the internal security forces grew 
in size considerably, from 250.000 in the early 1980s to 1.5 million in 2011.49 
On the other hand, President Mubarak disengaged from internal politics and 
his main focus was on foreign policy while he handed key issues regarding 
internal politics to Adly and Gamal Mubarak.

Beginning in 2002, President Mubarak gradually brought his plan to trans-
fer power to his son into action. He first appointed his son to the position of 
General Secretary of the Policy Committee of the NDP which is the starting 
point for most key positions in the government. In 2004, following a cabinet 
shuffle, Ahmed Nazif was appointed as prime minister and the new cabinet 
was nicknamed “Gamal’s cabinet” as most of the new ministers were cho-
sen from the NDP’s Policy Committee.50 Besides, within the NDP circles, 
the political elite focused on positioning Gamal Mubarak as a future presi-
dent since their self-interests were wedded to regime’s preservation while 
a dramatic change could create a drift within the regime.51 The president’s 
steps toward a hereditary transfer of power like that of Syria exacerbated 
Egyptians’ resentment toward Mubarak.

On the other hand, human rights violations and abuse of power by state 
officials were unfolded through modern communication media including 
independent satellite television channels such as Al Jazeera, mobile phones 
and social media in 2000s. In the last decade of Mubarak’s rule, the dis-
satisfaction among the Egyptian public with the NDP-led governments rose 
to unprecedented level and domestic demands for political change started to 
gain more visibility with the emergence of Kefaya (“enough”) movement. 
Kefaya was a grassroots movement for change drawing its support across 
a broad political spectrum ranging from Nasserists, Marxists to Islamists.52

In August 2004, a petition was circulated by prominent Egyptian activ-
ists and intellectuals demanding fundamental constitutional and economic 
reforms including the abrogation of the state of Emergency law and holding 
free and fair elections. A total of 300 signatories including Egypt’s most 
respected judges signed Kefaya’s founding declaration, “democracy and 
reform to take root in Egypt.”53 When the movement came into existence, 
it targeted mass civil disobedience which would eventually create a strong 
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pressure on Mubarak regime to reform. In October 2004, a respected judge, 
Tariq-al-Bishri, presented the movement’s first manifesto in which he called 
for Egyptians to withdraw their consent to be governed and engage in civil 
disobedience.54 Kefaya’s manifesto pushed for direct presidential elections 
with competing candidates as the presidential elections in Egypt were rather 
symbolic allowing no room for opposition candidates, instead the president 
was nominated and confirmed by the People’s Assembly and reaffirmed via 
a public “yes-or-no” referendum at six years intervals. Mubarak had already 
completed his four terms as a president. The Kefaya movement emerged 
particularly as opposition to the status quo, the monopoly of the NDP over 
politics in Egypt and Mubarak’s plans to transfer power to his son.

Meanwhile, the four principal opposition parties, the Wafd Party, the 
National Progressive Unionist Party (the Tagammu Party), the Arab 
Nasserist Party, and the Islamist Labor Party formed “Alliance of National 
Forces of Reform” calling for reforms in mainly six areas: an end to the 
state of emergency, a constitutional amendment to allow for a direct elec-
tion of the president from among competing candidates and a limitation 
of any individual to two five-year presidential terms, free elections under 
judicial supervision, greater freedom to establish political parties, a loosen-
ing of the government’s control over unions, syndicates and civil society 
groups, and an end to the ruling party’s dominance of the state media.55 
Apart from domestic forces calling for change, Mubarak was faced with 
mounting criticism by the West and thus, he was forced to create a new, 
reformist image to calm down pressures coming from domestic and inter-
national forces.

In response to the mounting pressures, in his police day address in 2004 
Mubarak stated that there was need to carry out reforms on human rights 
issues and the state security system would be put under review with the pos-
sibility of elimination.56 He also proposed to amend Article 76 of the consti-
tution to allow multiple candidates to run for presidential election. However, 
in spite of the direct popular election of the president, the constitutional 
amendment effectively enabled the NDP to decide who could run against the 
incumbent. According to the amendment, each candidate would be required 
to obtain the support of at least 250 elected officials from national and local 
institutions. In addition, political parties nominating candidates on the ballot 
would have to register for at least a minimum of five years and to hold at least 
5 percent of the seats in the lower and upper houses of the parliament.57 Since 
the ruling NDP enjoyed stranglehold on all national and local institutions, the 
constitutional amendment precluded any realistic possibility of an opposition 
candidate coming into power.58 These restrictions were signals that the so-
called “reforms” were made to project a reformist image while maintaining 
monopoly over political life.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



100 Chapter 4

Kefaya movement publicly condemned the amendment calling it theatrics 
and fake reform. Various demonstrations took place simultaneously across 
Egypt with the slogan “No constitution without freedom.” The judiciary 
also endorsed Kefaya by making pressure on the government to carry out 
independent and transparent electoral monitoring and over a thousand judges 
threatened the government to withdraw their supervision of elections unless 
their demands were fulfilled. On the day of the referendum, Kefaya organized 
demonstrations at critical spots in Cairo and called for voters to boycott the 
referendum which would allow the ruling party to decide who could be a 
presidential candidate. The protestors were faced with police brutality while 
some female supporters of Kefaya were assaulted by thugs thought to have 
been hired by the NDP.59

The year 2005 was marked by two critical elections: the 2005 presidential 
election in which Mubarak gained an overwhelming victory with 88 percent 
of the votes and the parliamentary election in which the regime was rocked 
by the electoral success of the Muslim Brotherhood.60 In the first of three 
rounds of parliamentary elections, independent candidates affiliated with 
the Brotherhood won thirty-four seats compared with sixty-eight won by the 
ruling NDP. This strong showing by the Brotherhood candidates had tremen-
dous immediate effects on the second and third rounds. The state arrested 
almost 900 Brotherhood members before the second round took place and 
polling stations were closed in the next two rounds while some voters were 
prevented from entering polls by soldiers.61 During the month of voting, 
polling stations in areas where Muslim Brotherhood had strong support were 
blocked by riot police.

Similar to the previous elections, 2005 parliamentary elections were 
characterized by electoral rigging and fraud, and plagued by violence which 
resulted in the death of twelve people. Muslim Brotherhood claimed that 
they would have been entitled more seats if it had not been for rigging and 
intimidation against their supporters during the elections. Eventually, the 
Muslim Brotherhood still won eighty-eight seats which made up 20 percent 
of the elected seats and the ruling NDP won 311 seats much less than 404 
seats gained in 2000. Overall, the 2005 elections were regarded as largely 
sham by opposition groups and outside analysts.62 The Kefaya movement and 
other opposition groups protested condemning both the forgery and the beat-
ing occurred during the elections. A spokesman for Kefaya stated that they 
returned to the street for the simple reason that the route of change through 
the election was blocked.63

Mubarak responded to the political crisis led by the anti-Mubarak demon-
strations by initiating a new wave of repression. Mubarak proposed amend-
ments to thirty-four articles of the constitution. The amendment of Article 179 
would grant the president to interfere in the judiciary by bypassing ordinary 
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courts, to refer suspected terrorism-related offenses to military and state secu-
rity courts, to deprive terrorism suspects of the right to appeal while granting 
police powers of arrest, and the right to monitor private communications, 
correspondence, telephone calls, and other communications.64 Furthermore, 
the amended Article 5 would preclude not only the establishment of political 
parties based on religion but also any political activity within any religious 
frame of reference.65 This article aimed at closing off any space in political 
life for the Muslim Brotherhood and it was inserted as the regime’s response 
to the group’s showing in 2005 parliamentary elections.

The revised Article 88 would remove any provision for judicial supervi-
sion, instead, it would transfer the responsibility to an electoral commission. 
Given Egypt’s past experience with an independent electoral commission, 
most regime critics argued that such a commission would not be a neutral 
body and this amendment would only reduce the role of judges in supervising 
elections and referendums.66 With the amended article, the regime would eas-
ily evade accusations of electoral fraud which was at the heart of the debates 
in the previous year when two leading judges denounced the government’s 
failure to respond to evidence of electoral fraud during the presidential and 
parliamentary elections. The amendments were carefully tailored by Mubarak 
regime to foil genuine competition. Amnesty International defined the pro-
posed constitutional amendments “as the greatest erosion of human rights in 
26 years.”67 Amendments were approved by People’s Assembly and intro-
duced to public referendum in 2007. Meanwhile, opposition deputies making 
up 20 percent of the parliament boycotted the vote. The amendments were 
ratified in a violence-ridden referendum in less than a week after they were 
passed in the People’s Assembly raising questions as to its reliability.

State repression against opposition groups intensified following the elec-
tions. Contrary to the expectations for reforms, Mubarak took a harder line 
with his opponents. Ayman Nour, Al-Ghad (Tomorrow) party leader, a 
twice-elected member of the parliament and the first runner-up in the 2005 
presidential election with 7.6 percent of the national vote, was imprisoned by 
a regime-friendly judge under allegations of forging signatures on the party’s 
license application. The arrest of Nour, despite the parliamentary immunity 
enjoyed by members of the parliament, was believed to be politically moti-
vated and based on corrupt charges. The act was widely criticized by the gov-
ernments in the West and the United States. As a reaction, Condoleezza Rica 
postponed a visit to Egypt to protest Nour’s arrest. In 2009, Nour was sud-
denly released from prison a year earlier than his imprisonment would expire. 
His release was interpreted as a political gesture to the United States.68 This 
single case manifested the arbitrariness of law in Egypt where the president 
could directly interfere in judiciary outcomes in the direction of his political 
motives.
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In April 2006, Mubarak extended the state of emergency for an additional 
two years.69 The extension of state of emergency gained momentum to the 
state-sanctioned repression on the Muslim Brotherhood to neutralize their 
gain in the parliamentary election in 2005. The minister of interior began 
mass arrests of the Brotherhood members in 2006. The prominent members 
of the Brotherhood and two members of the People’s Assembly, Rajab Abu 
Zeid and Sabri Amer, were arrested. Their parliamentary immunity had been 
lifted and despite being civilians, they were tried before the supreme military 
court on charges of terrorism and money laundering.70 Human rights activ-
ists, journalists, and bloggers also fell victim to the authoritarian backlash 
of the Mubarak regime. In 2008, Amnesty International reported that there 
were at least 18,000 administrative detainees and some had been imprisoned 
for more than a decade despite repeated decisions in the civil courts that they 
should be released.71 In 2009, Human Rights Watch reported that between 
5,000 to 10,000 Egyptians were estimated to be held in prison without charge 
or trial, and use of torture and harassment against those suspects became 
systematic.72

In response to the escalating political repression and deteriorating eco-
nomic conditions, Egyptian workers staged a general strike on April 6, 2008, 
in El-Mahalla El-Kubra, a large industrial town famous for its textile industry 
in Egypt. The workers were protesting rising prices, low wages, delays in 
payments, and privatization of public sector firms. The general strike was 
different from the previous one both in terms of its magnitude and sphere of 
influence. Few days before the strike, a group of activists spread the call for a 
general strike on social media and they reported on the strike, informed their 
networks of police activity and gained a nationwide attention, particularly 
among the youth. Between sixty to eighty thousand people took to the streets 
and rebelled against the government.73 The strike lasted for three successive 
days until the representatives of the cabinet reached a consensus with strike 
leaders and promised to grant workers some of their demands. What makes 
this strike a turning point was the birth of the April 6 Youth Movement, 
which would play a decisive role in the January 25 Revolution. When strike 
ended in success, the activists decided to initiate April 6 movement as a 
political opposition.

While citizens were fervently urging for fundamental change, the regime 
kept being aloof and repressive. The renewal of state of emergency in 2008 
for another two years gave security forces power to disperse election-related 
rallies, public gatherings, and demonstration, and arrest individuals without 
charge for exercising their rights to freedom of assembly and expression. 
The 2010 parliamentary elections took place in a very tense atmosphere, 
and the elections were marred by disruption of demonstrations, arrest of 
campaign activists, exclusion of opposition supporters, and allegations of 
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fraud and state-sanctioned violence. The NDP won 96 percent of the seats, 
while only one independent candidate affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood 
won a seat, eventually leading to a loss of eighty-seven seats by the Muslim 
Brotherhood candidates compared to the previous election. According to 
observers, this election was the most fraudulent in Egypt’s history.74

With the constitutional amendment in 2007, the government drastically 
limited independent judicial supervision of polling and international monitors 
were prevented from overseeing the voting. Over a thousand people demand-
ing to observe the vote-counting process in Mahalla were forcefully dispersed 
by the police.75 Nine people were killed in the Election Day exacerbating 
tensions in the country. These developments renewed feelings of humilia-
tion experienced by Egyptians and destroyed people’s slightest hope in any 
change by peaceful means. The government deeply aware of Egyptians’ res-
tive mood invoked the Interior Minister to use security forces targeting any 
citizen opposing the regime.

In the chain of events leading up to the January 25 revolution, the most 
touching and pathetic one was the death of Khaled Said who used his phone 
to record police informers distributing drugs and talking about giving them to 
individuals and pushers so they could arrest them and get promotions while 
they would keep a portion of drugs for themselves to sell later.76 Said was 
arrested before he could upload the video to the Internet, and he was tortured 
to death at a police station in 2010. After his death, his friends uploaded the 
footage recorded by Said so that people could see why he had been killed. 
In addition, a prominent Facebook group “We are all Khaled Said” brought 
together thousands of Egyptians and played a critical role during the upris-
ings. Coupled with the protests movements stemming from Bouazizi’s death 
and ouster of the Ben Ali in Tunisia, the death of Khaled Said ignited the 
wick for the Egyptian revolution.

January 25 Revolution has deep roots in the erosion of the political legiti-
macy of Mubarak regime and its loss of touch with citizens. Mubarak failed 
to fulfill the legitimacy provided by some Arab autocrats who ensured rising 
prosperity and economic safety in return for lack of freedom. The regime also 
failed to initiate any tangible political reform and to expand space for indi-
vidual freedoms. Mubarak assumed that Egyptians would forgo their free-
doms in exchange for the stability and security provided by the government 
against Islamic extremism. However, in reality, the national security rhetoric 
employed by the political elite justified neither the continuous extension of 
state of emergency nor the draconian assaults on civilian activists in the eyes 
of most Egyptians. While promising reforms which would gradually move 
Egypt toward democracy, Mubarak only implemented superficial reforms 
accompanied by substantive restrictions and followed by a wave of repres-
sion. Eventually, an intolerable mismatch between the priorities of the regime 
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and the values of citizens emerged leaving no hope for Egyptians except tak-
ing to the streets. Hence, the years leading to the revolution witnessed unprec-
edented wave of street protests and labor strikes reflecting the long-standing 
anguish experienced by the majority of Egyptians.

Tunisians’ success in ousting their deeply entrenched dictator was a 
catalyst for Egyptians who witnessed that the authoritarian regime once 
believed to be robust and deeply entrenched was vulnerable in the face of 
people power. After the fall of the Tunisian dictator, a call was made by the 
cadre of young Egyptians involved in the April 6 movement, Kefaya and the 
National Association for Change (NAC) for a revolution on social media 
on 25 of January, a holiday honoring the police in Egypt. Around sixty 
thousand people gathered in Tahrir Square on the 25 January and the initial 
protests started with peaceful and minimalist slogans such as eesh, hurriya, 
karamah (live, freedom, dignity). The regime responded by resorting to 
wide-scale repression and initiated Internet blackout, which further inflamed 
the protestors’ rage. The demonstrations had neither a clear ideology nor a 
leader, and they were made up of people from all political and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds.

On February 1, 2011, Mubarak delivered a speech to the nation and 
declared that he would not seek reelection and he wanted to die in Egypt. 
He appointed Omar Suleiman, the director of military intelligence, as 
vice president and announced that he would charge him with the task of 
holding dialogue with all political forces and factions concerning politi-
cal and democratic reforms and the constitutional amendments required 
to fulfill people’s legitimate demands.77 The military took an impartial 
stance during the protests and was deployed into the streets as a neutral 
party declaring that it would do nothing until Mubarak and demonstrators 
agreed on something. Mubarak’s speech and the concessions he promised 
divided protestors as to whether they should give him a chance. On the 
next day, pro-Mubarak thugs riding camels and horses attacked protestors 
with sticks and knives, which turned the tide of the events irreversibly and 
contributed to the radicalization of protests.78 The course of the popular 
uprisings which faced extortionate use of force by the security forces made 
it clear to Egyptians that Mubarak’s promised reforms weren’t a result of 
goodwill, but rather an interim remedy to survive the crisis. Protestors 
were convinced that very little would change unless Mubarak regime was 
overthrown.

Despite the largely peaceful nature of the protests, the security forces’ 
response was brutal leading to the death of 840 people and over 6000 
casualties during the eighteen days of the uprisings, according to a report 
by the Amnesty International.79 The internal security forces failed to 
cope with the massive size of the demonstrations all across the country. 
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Table 4.1 Timeline of the Key Events during the Egyptian Revolution

January 25 Protests organized largely via social media and word of mouth were 
staged in Cairo and other major cities. Tens of thousands of Egyptians 
participated in unprecedented anti-government demonstrations 
urging for reforms on National Police Day. The event is termed 
yawn al-ghadab, or The Day of Rage. Police attempted to disperse 
demonstrations using batons, tear gas, and water cannons. Two 
protestors in Suez and a police officer in Cairo are killed.

January 27 Police clashes with protestors throughout Egypt and attempted to 
lock down Cairo’s Tahrir Square in anticipation of another mass 
demonstration after Friday prayers on January 28. The government 
ordered Facebook and Twitter to be blocked.

January 28 Internet and mobile phone text message services were disrupted. The 
Muslim Brotherhood participated in demonstrations. Massive protests 
with hundreds of thousands of Egyptians spread throughout the 
country. Demonstrators won control of Tahrir Square. Clashes between 
the police and demonstrators turned deadly. Eleven civilians were 
killed and at least 1,030 people got injured countrywide. Mubarak 
deployed army troops and tanks into cities, but the army chose to 
remain neutral. 

January 29 Mubarak addressed the nation and announced that he had fired 
Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif, replacing him with former Air Force 
Commander Ahmed Shafik tasked with forming a new cabinet. 
Mubarak also appointed intelligence chief Omar Suleiman as vice 
president in an apparent move to end speculation that the regime is 
grooming Gamal Mubarak to succeed his father. Meanwhile, Mubarak 
refused to step down. 

January 30 Mubarak sacked the head of the ruling party and the minister of 
interior. Police forces were withdrawn from Tahrir Square. The army 
announced that it would not use force against demonstrators and that 
it recognized the legitimacy of their demands. 

February 1 The turnout to the protests reached an estimated one million people from 
all walks of the Egyptian society. Mubarak addressed the nation again 
promising constitutional reforms and vowed that he would not seek 
reelection in September. 

February 2 Hundreds of armed Mubarak supporters rode camels and horses into the 
Tahrir Square and attacked protestors in what came to be known as the 
“Battle of the Camel. The Muslim Brotherhood members were credited 
for their role in fighting against the attack and keeping the protestors 
organized. 

February 5 Several NDP leaders including Gamal Mubarak resigned
February 6 Omer Suleiman met a variety of opposition groups including the Muslim 

Brotherhood to negotiate a way out of the crisis, but his reform 
proposals were rejected

February 7 Wael Ghoneim, a Google executive and the coordinator of the influential 
Facebook Page “All of Us are Khalid Said” was released from state 
custody. He gave a touching interviewing on live television adding 
momentum to the protest movement.

(Continued)
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Therefore, Mubarak had to turn to the military to intervene to put an end 
to the popular uprisings. In the course of events, the most critical to the 
overthrow of Mubarak regime was that the military didn’t respond positively 
to Mubarak’s demand and declared that the demands of the protestors were 
legitimate and the army would not use force against the Egyptian people.80 
On February 11, Mubarak was forced to resign opening a new chapter in 
Egypt’s history.

EGYPT’S POLITICAL TRANSITION

The overthrow of Mubarak brought the military council as the main politi-
cal actor in shaping Egypt’s transition. The military’s stance during the 
uprisings raised many hopes among Egyptians that Egypt would move for-
ward in the direction of democracy under the auspices of the military. The 
initial roadmap of the military speculated that the elections would be held 
within six months following the fall of Mubarak. Nonetheless, the military 
leadership dragged their feet in the holding of elections and relinquishing 
power to a civilian government. The trajectory of the transition includ-
ing the declaration of the interim constitution and other decisions by the 
military council clearly indicated that the military emerged as a playmaker 
setting the rules of the game, and it would in no way allow a genuine demo-
cratic transition. The following sections investigate the key political devel-
opments that shaped Egypt’s political transition and hindered prospects for 
democratic outcome.

February 9 Labor strikes throughout Egypt dragged the country into a deadlock.
February 10 The SCAF held a meeting without the participation of Mubarak and 

announced that it was monitoring the course of events in Egypt and 
would remain in continuous session. Mubarak gave his third speech to the 
nation which was widely expected to announce his resignation. Mubarak 
declared that he would remain in power until the expiration of his term. 
He also announced proposed constitutional reform including six articles 
that would be amended. Protestors got furious over Mubarak’s speech. 

February 11 Omer Suleiman addressed to the nation and announced that Mubarak 
had resigned and the SCAF would take over power led by Field 
Marshal Mohammed Hussein Tantawi. 

February 13 The SCAF dissolved the parliament, suspended the constitution, and 
announced that it would rule for six months or until general elections 
were held, depending on whichever came first.

Adapted from (Irshad 2012; Aljazeera 2011)

Table 4.1 (Continued)
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Egypt under the Rule of the SCAF

On the same day Mubarak resigned, the SCAF, led by Field Marshal Tantawi, 
Egypt’s Defense Minister under Mubarak, took the reins of power declaring 
that it would rule the country until parliamentary elections were held and a 
new president was elected. Nonetheless, given that the interests of the SCAF 
and the former ruling regime were interwoven, the military preserved most 
of the old system of power and its institutions such as judiciary, media, local 
governorates, and some of the Mubarak loyalists.81 The SCAF, which was 
composed of twenty senior generals, took over the legislative and executive 
powers, dissolved the parliament and suspended the constitution. The day 
after Mubarak fell, responding to the aspirations of the protestors, the SCAF 
vowed to ensure a peaceful transition of authority within a free and demo-
cratic system that allows for a civilian and elected government and the build 
of a democratic and free state.82

In the interim, a “Constitutional Declaration” which would function as a 
de facto constitution until the drafting of a new constitution, was delivered 
by a committee formed by the SCAF. The committee was headed by Tareq 
Al-Bishri, a former Judge and an Islamist intellectual. Subhi Saleh, a lead-
ing attorney affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood was also a member of 
this committee. Other six members were professional jurists; however, the 
committee had no member from liberal or revolutionary forces. The de facto 
constitution was based on the 1971 constitution with amendments to eight 
articles which in general fulfilled the demands raised by opposition groups in 
the late Mubarak period.83 The amendments enabled full judicial supervision 
of elections, imposed two consecutive four-year term limit on future presi-
dent’s incumbency, and limited the state of emergency to a maximum of six 
months depending on the approval of an elected parliament.84

The de facto constitution led to controversies between the two camps: 
Islamists including the Brotherhood and the remnants of the NDP in one 
camp and liberals and revolutionary forces in the other. The amendment 
mandating the elected parliament with drafting a constitution was opposed 
by liberal and revolutionary groups while it was supported by the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the veterans of the NDP. The debate over the sequenc-
ing of elections and the drafting of the new constitution was a critical issue 
determining the trajectory of the transition, as was the case in Tunisia. The 
Muslim Brotherhood, confident of its organization and wide-scale grassroots 
support, supported this amendment assuming that they would hold a major-
ity in the parliament, which would ultimately enable them to draft the new 
constitution. Likewise, the NDP having ruled the country for many decades 
had the organizational and campaigning skills that would allow them to rival 
against the Brotherhood. On the other hand, the revolutionary and liberal 
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forces maintained that the newly elected bodies could abuse their political 
powers unless a new constitution was drafted before elections. For the liber-
als who had little faith in people, a secular political order would bring out a 
democratic outcome and hence, they opted for the drafting of constitution 
by prominent judges in dialogue with politicians and civil society actors and 
prolongation of the interim period to win over Egyptian people as they were 
not as well organized as the Islamists.

The process of constitutional reform gave no chance for campaigning 
and national dialogue for the proposed amendments due to tight timeframe 
between the declaration of the amendments and the holding of the referen-
dum. Therefore, the way constitutional amendments were made was harshly 
criticized by many experts, judges, and politicians who called for opening a 
broad national dialogue over the constitutional reform and giving the right of 
electing a constitutional commission to Egyptian people.85 Despite proposed 
amendments, holding parliamentary and presidential elections under the 1971 
constitution had the likelihood of leading to a system similar to the one under 
Mubarak. The 1971 constitution which gave too much power to the president 
and reduced the power of legislative and judicial branches was not suitable 
for managing a safe transition to democracy.86

Amid controversies, the referendum was held on March 19 and the amend-
ments were approved by a 77 percent of the votes opening the way for the 
parliamentary and presidential elections. The turnout for the referendum 
was at 41 percent, the highest ever obtained in Egypt’s history.87 However, 
only eleven days after the referendum, on March 30, the SCAF unilaterally 
issued an Interim Constitutional Declaration (also known as the March 30 
Constitutional Declaration) consisting of a slightly modified version of the 
eight amendments with 53 Articles from the 1971 Constitution to serve as 
a legal reference until a new constitution was drafted.88 The declaration out-
lined a roadmap and timeline for the Egyptian transition phase and scheduled 
parliamentary elections before the writing of a new constitution. According to 
this roadmap, the elected members of the first People’s Assembly and Shura 
Council would meet in a joint session within six months of their election to 
form a commission of one hundred members from both the Shura Council and 
the People’s Assembly to draft a constitution within six months.89 Besides, 
the Interim Constitutional Declaration allocated the executive and legislative 
power of the president and the parliament to the SCAF until these institutions 
were popularly elected. By this unilateral declaration of the interim constitu-
tion, the SCAF not only rendered the verdict of the referendum invalid, but it 
also decided to be the main actor determining the trajectory of the transition 
by entrenching its control over critical institutions of the state.

The interim constitution of March 30 eliminated previous legal restric-
tions on the establishment of parties. The declaration stated that it was not 
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permitted to directly engage in a political activity of form political parties 
on the basis of religion, race, or origin, but it also omitted the clause on the 
prohibition of political parties based on religious background, which was 
inserted by Mubarak in the 2007 constitutional amendment.90 Hence, the 
interim constitution cleared the way for the Brotherhood to establish a politi-
cal party.91 Besides, on March 28, the SCAF issued the New Political Parties 
Law, amending Law 40 of the 1977. Under the new law, political parties 
would be formed after notifying a seven-member judicial committee. Unless 
an objection was raised by the commission within thirty days, the party would 
be able to operate. The amended party legislation increased the founding 
members from 1,000 to 5,000 members from at least ten different governor-
ates and required the witness of a notary of each member’s signature. This 
legislation also required party founders to publish the names of 5,000 found-
ing members in two widely circulated newspapers while the financial state 
subsidies provided for political parties were withdrawn.92 In other words, it 
privileged the parties that already had financial resources and organizational 
structure while acting against the interests of youth movements and revolu-
tionary groups.

The Muslim Brotherhood wanted the holding of parliamentary and presi-
dential elections and the conclusion of a constitution with expedition fearing 
that the political turmoil and uncertainty could strengthen the military’s hand 
and pave the way for a return to the former status quo. Particularly, constitu-
tional drafting was a top priority for the Brotherhood members as it would be 
the only way to break from Egypt’s long-standing autocracy. On the contrary, 
liberal groups and leftists parties didn’t consider the extension of the transi-
tion period risky since their immediate concern was an Islamist takeover of 
the parliament following the elections which would bestow them with the 
power to shape the country’s future constitution.

The SCAF’s Constitutional Declaration of March 30 stipulated that only 
parties represented in parliament would nominate a presidential candidate. 
This clause came as a blow to newly established parties and revolutionary 
forces that were in the heart of the revolution. On September 25, the SCAF 
issued new amendments to the electoral law, introducing a mixed system of 
individual candidacy and closed party lists system for the upcoming parlia-
mentary election. According to this new electoral system, one-third of the 
seats would be elected through individual candidacy as independents and 
two-thirds of the People’s Assembly would be elected through closed party 
lists. This system allowed the party-affiliated candidates to compete in the 
one-third of the seats normally allocated for independents, which would ulti-
mately lower the chances of the representatives of revolutionary groups and 
youth movements to win a seat in the parliament. Moreover, the individual 
candidacy was opposed by many political parties and youth movements on 
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the ground that it allowed people from the old regime to get reelected through 
vote buying and propaganda and thus promoted the monopolization of a 
political body by the old guard.93 They instead advocated for elections based 
on a party list system.

On November 1, the SCAF issued supra-constitutional principles intended 
to be binding on the constituent assembly under the “Declaration of the 
Fundamental Principles of the New Egyptian State.” These principles, com-
monly known as Al-Selmi Communiqué gave the SCAF an increased role 
and political influence over the decision-making process in Egypt. According 
to the communiqué, the SCAF was the sole responsible for all matters con-
cerning the armed forces for discussing its budget, which should appear as a 
single line in the annual state budget, hence, the defense budget and all mili-
tary appointments would escape the oversight of the parliament.94 The com-
muniqué entrusted the military “to defend constitutional legitimacy,” thus, 
bestowing the military with the constitutional right to overrule any clause that 
they regarded as contradictory to the basic tenets of the Egyptian state and the 
society. The communiqué further demanded the approval of the SCAF for the 
declaration of a war by the president, which strengthened SCAF’s position 
with a veto power. It also stipulated that the constituent assembly that would 
draft the new Egyptian constitution would be composed of twenty members 
from the parliament and eighty members from other state institutions.95

Many political parties and civil society actors severely opposed to the 
Al-Selmi document which positioned the military as a state within the state. 
Islamists, liberals, leftists, and nationalists called for a march in Tahrir 
Square and the march was unmatched to any protest movement since the 
January 25 Revolution.96 A weeklong clash between the protestors and secu-
rity forces forced the SCAF to withdraw the document. Protestors’ demands 
included the trial of Mubarak and all corrupt figures who served during his 
rule, dismantling the former ruling NDP, ending the state of emergency, 
immediate release of political prisoners, and replacing the incumbents in 
the local councils, governorates, and other state institutions appointed by 
the old regime.97 In addition, they demanded the SCAF to impose penalty on 
those accountable for the killings and injuries during the upheaval. Despite 
having pledged to protect the revolution and realize its objectives when it 
took reins of power, the SCAF failed to properly investigate the perpetra-
tors of the killings and injuries of thousands of protestors. As most cases 
were perpetrated by the old regime, the SCAF chose to turn a blind eye to 
the numerous incidents that needed investigation and trial. This, in turn, led 
thousands of protestors to retake Tahrir Square and organize protests, sit-
ins, and march in an attempt to condemn the policies of the SCAF.

Throughout the transition, the SCAF failed to initiate any meaningful 
action in line with the objectives of the revolution. Military response to the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



111Egypt’s Failed Revolution

public demands often arrived late and remained superficial in several cases. 
In fact, most of the meaningful steps were taken by the SCAF only under 
the mass pressure exerted by the revolutionary groups protesting at Tahrir 
Square or through court verdicts. For instance, Mubarak’s trial was a key 
demand of protestors in the months following his ouster. In response to the 
military’s reluctance to put Mubarak and other corrupt figures of the old 
regime on trial, on April 1 the “Save the Revolution” Day was launched by 
demonstrators who retook the Tahrir Square calling for the SCAF to respond 
to the objectives of the revolution. The protest was repeated on April 8 with 
the same calls, which eventually forced the SCAF to order Mubarak to stand 
trial on the charges of ordering the killings of protestors during the January 
uprisings.98

In a similar vein, the dissolution of the NDP and the NDP-dominated 
municipal councils materialized not by the SCAF but by the Supreme 
Administrative Court (SAC). On April 16, the SAC issued a ruling to dissolve 
the NDP and ordered its funds and properties to be handed over to the gov-
ernment.99 On June 28, the court further issued another verdict to dissolve all 
municipal councils dominated by the NDP. Similarly, a series of court rulings 
barred former NDP officials from running in the post-revolution parliamen-
tary elections. However, those decisions were overturned on appeal, and the 
SCAF refused to issue the decree blocking the old elite from public office.100 
Hence, despite siding with the protestors during the uprisings, the military 
kept aloof from realizing most of the critical objectives of the revolution. 
Members of the old regime were still remaining in their positions in several 
state institutions, companies and workers’ unions.

Notwithstanding protestors’ pleas for improvement in human rights, 
Egypt under the SCAF witnessed a serious derogation in human rights and 
individual freedoms. Mubarak’s repressive policies were preserved and even 
strengthened in the disguise of security and stability.101 The state of emer-
gency was not lifted and the SCAF was blamed for many charges of abuse, 
torture, and misconduct. These included unfair military trials of thousands of 
civilians, the arbitrary arrest and conviction of peaceful protestors, torture and 
abuse of detainees. According to the Human Rights Watch, in 2011 more than 
12,000 civilians faced unfair military trials which failed to provide the basic 
due process rights of civilian courts and the figure was more than the number 
of military trials of civilians during the thirty years of Mubarak’s rule.102

Most cases involving violence and the killings of protestors remained 
uninvestigated even after they were submitted to the prosecutor general. In 
the year following the January 25 revolution, there were over fifteen major 
incidents in which hundreds of protestors were killed and injured and the mil-
itary didn’t conduct any investigation adequately.103 More alarming was the 
escalating sectarian violence against Copts, often perpetrated by Salafists and 
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numerous Coptic churches were subject to attacks by the extremist groups. 
On the other hand, demonstrations and sit-ins carried out by peaceful protes-
tors were harshly suppressed by the military while the massacres perpetrated 
by the hard-line Islamist groups and the military didn’t receive any response.

In line with its antirevolutionary stance, the SCAF issued Decree 34 of 
2011 restricting freedom of speech and assembly by criminalizing strikes, 
sit-ins, and demonstrations that would impede public work. In the months 
following Mubarak’s ouster, protests organized by civil society organiza-
tions escalated as the SCAF entirely ignored the demands and recommen-
dations of civil society actors in its decision-making process. The SCAF 
sought to undermine the Egyptian NGOs by implicating that they were 
working on behalf of foreign agendas. Furthermore, the SCAF declared 
thirty-nine NGOs including many of Egypt’s oldest and most respected 
human rights organizations “illegal” on the ground that they were not offi-
cially registered and received foreign funding.104 Given that the declared 
illegal organizations’ common denominator was their focus on democracy 
and human rights, the military’s crackdown on these NGOs appeared to be 
rather politically motivated to silence and discredit its critics. It was also a 
tragic irony that the Egyptian military attacked human rights organizations 
for receiving foreign funding while by far the largest recipient of foreign 
funding in Egypt was the military itself.105 Since it assumed power, the 
SCAF took most critical decisions and issued decrees and amendments 
unilaterally without consulting to the public. Having vested economic and 
political interests in determining the trajectory of the transition, the military 
kept its stranglehold over the three branches of the government; the execu-
tive, legislative, and judiciary while the interim government under Sharaf 
played almost no role in decision-making and acted as the secretariat of the 
SCAF.

Post-Mubarak Elections and the Rise of the Muslim Brotherhood

The first parliamentary elections in post-Mubarak Egypt were held in late 
2011 and early 2012. Elections for the People’s Assembly were carried out 
under judicial oversight and with the participation of international observers 
including the International Republican Institute, the US-based Carter Center, 
the National Democratic Institute, and a European observation mission. The 
elections were deemed as free and fair, and the voter turnout was the highest 
in Egypt’s history with over 60 percent in all three rounds of the electoral 
process.

In compliance with the amendments to the electoral law by the SCAF, 
the election was carried out under a parallel voting system; two-thirds of 
seats were elected by party list proportional representation and the remaining 
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one-third was elected by individual candidacy. Following a three rounds 
of electoral process, the parliamentary elections resulted in an overwhelm-
ing victory for Islamists. The Freedom and Justice Party (FJP), the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s political arm, won 47 percent of the seats; 127 seats on party 
list and 108 seats on individual candidacy making up for 235 out of 498 seats 
in the People’s Assembly.106 The Salafist al-Nour Party won nearly 25 percent 
of the seats, which came as a surprise to many observers. Salafists weren’t 
involved in Egyptian politics prior to the uprisings and their leaders opposed 
the uprisings holding the belief that accepting Mubarak’s authority would 
be better than facing the risk of disorder and chaos that might result from a 
change of regime. The Wafd Party, the largest liberal party in Egypt, won 
7.5 percent of the seats while the Egyptian Bloc, an alliance of other liberal 
parties secured 6.7 percent of the seats in People’s Assembly. Ten seats were 
appointed by the SCAF including two women and five Copts.

Soon after the elections for the People’s Assembly, the Shura Council 
elections were held in two rounds in January, 2012. Shura Council has 264 
seats, two-thirds of which (176 seats) were elected in direct election, whereas 
the remaining one-third was appointed by the president after the presidential 
election was held. In Egypt, the Shura Council acted as a purely consulta-
tive and advisory body with very little influence on decision-making. Its role 
was further diminished by the SCAF’s interim constitution. Similar to the 
People’s Assembly elections, the Islamist parties gained a landslide victory 
in Shura Council elections. The FJP secured 58 percent of the elected seats, 
whereas the Salafi Al-Nour Party won 25 percent of the seats in the upper 
house of the parliament.107

The election results manifested the lengthy experience of the Brotherhood 
members who ran as independents under Mubarak and their superior organi-
zational skills contrary to the fragmented liberal parties and youth movements. 
Beyond the ideological outreach, the Brotherhood’s and Salafists’ electoral 
success lied in their deep penetration into the Egyptian society through the 
charities they had run as social organizations for decades. In the absence of 
effective social services provided by the state, the strong grassroots networks 
built up through charity services appealed to the masses of lower-class voters. 
On the other hand, liberal parties and opposition groups were not unified and 
well organized. Failing to understand the priorities and values of the lower 
strata of the society, they took a more elitist stance and appealed only to the 
educated, secular, and upper-income voters. As one taxi driver in Aswan put 
righteously: “The Islamists cater for our needs and understand our traditions 
while the liberals and secularists are talking to each other on Facebook.”108

The SCAF and the Brotherhood engaged in tacit alliance in the initial 
period of the transition. The Brotherhood members fervently campaigned 
for a yes vote in the referendum over the interim constitution and endorsed 
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the military amendments in the March 30 Constitutional Declaration. The 
organization opposed to the demonstrations and sit-ins organized by the 
revolutionary forces reacting to the military’s suppression of the protestors 
and unilateral decision-making process. This initial alliance came to a halt 
following the first parliamentary elections in post-Mubarak era. The first sign 
of this rift was seen when the FJP called for the dissolution of the incum-
bent government led by Kamal El-Ganzouri using harsh language for being 
incompetent and failing to fulfill its duties. The SCAF insisted on keeping the 
interim cabinet in place till the election of the president.

The legitimacy of this government was shady to most Egyptians support-
ing the revolution as it was composed of the politicians who served under 
Mubarak. The SCAF defended its impartiality and in a veiled threat, warned 
the Brotherhood to be aware of the lessons of history by implying the 1954 
military crackdown on the movement.109 Another setback to the Egypt’s 
transition to a civilian government was the Supreme Constitutional Court 
(SCC)’s ruling which declared the parliamentary elections in late 2011 and 
early 2012 unconstitutional on the ground that one-third of the seats elected 
through individual candidacy were invalid110. Based on this ruling, the SCAF 
dissolved five-month-old parliament. The SCC’s ruling and the SCAF’s 
move to dissolve the parliament were regarded as politically motivated steps 
to deny the Brotherhood the political power it had earned in the election.

The first round of the presidential elections took place following the 
approval of the approvals of the thirteen candidates belonging to a wide 
spectrum of political ideologies by the Presidential Election Commission in 
May 2012. The results of the first round brought the two candidates forward: 
Mohammed Morsi, a senior Muslim Brotherhood member and the president 
of the FJP and Ahmed Shafiq, a former air force general who briefly served as 
a prime minister at the end of Mubarak’s reign. Morsi obtained 24.8 percent 
of the votes, and he was followed by Shafiq with 23.7 percent. The run-off 
election was regarded as a contest between the remnants of the old regime 
emphasizing stability and Islamists who opposed to the three decades rule of 
Mubarak regime.

The campaigns for the presidential election was carried out in a politi-
cal setting polarized between seculars fearing of religious radicalism and 
Islamists deeply worried about a return to the police state. The results were 
alarming to the youth movements and liberal groups as both candidates were 
seen far from achieving the goals of the revolution. While many secular and 
liberal groups were suspicious of the Brotherhood’s intentions, Shafiq was 
the figure most associated with Mubarak-era politics and just like Mubarak, 
he campaigned with the rhetoric of providing stability. During the upris-
ings, Shafiq compared the protestors to a disrespectful child slapping his 
father.111 Therefore, fearing of a possible return to Mubarak-era politics youth 
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movements such as the April 6 movement urged its followers to vote for 
Morsi as the lesser of two evils.

On June 17, only a few hours before the closing of the polls, the SCAF 
issued a Supplementary Constitutional Declaration which included several 
amendments to the interim constitution limiting the coming president’s 
powers while granting the SCAF with broad legislative powers previ-
ously held by the parliament and complete control over all military affairs 
including appointments and budget without any civilian oversight. More 
alarming was the amendment granting the SCAF the power to form a new 
constitution assembly if the existing assembly failed to complete its work 
on time. In another amendment, the SCAF granted itself and the Supreme 
Judicial Council veto power on any article should it be in conflict with “the 
goals and principles of the revolution” or “principles agreed on previous 
constitutions.”112 The declaration was an attempt by the military to get the 
upper hand in the drafting of the new constitution. The amendments meant 
that the SCAF could demand the Constituent Assembly revise any article 
and should the assembly refuse the article, the article would be referred to 
the SCC whose decision would be final one.113 The declaration undermined 
the legislative power of the parliament and turned it into a consultative and 
advisory board. Hence, the tensions between the SCAF and the Muslim 
Brotherhood escalated as the Brotherhood officials called the constitutional 
declaration released by the SCAF null and unconstitutional. The military’s 
power grab through a constitutional declaration indeed acted as a soft 
coup. Having casted itself the role of the guardian and the sole arbiter of 
the transition, the military set the stage for a future confrontation with the 
president.

In June, the second round of the presidential election resulted in a victory 
for the Muslim Brotherhood. Morsi was elected as the president with around 
52 percent of the poll as against the 48 percent of the votes won by Shafiq. 
In his inaugural speech, Morsi promised to be a “president for all Egyptians” 
telling Egyptians that they were “the source of all authority” and declared that 
he would continue the revolution until all its objectives were met.114 As Morsi 
took office, he progressed to form a new cabinet, which many Egyptians had 
hoped, would be a milestone in country’s history. Contrary to the expecta-
tions, the makeup of the new cabinet included seven ministers that served in 
the outgoing cabinet and some under Mubarak and five ministers from the 
Muslim Brotherhood; namely, Information, Higher Education, Youth, Labor, 
and Housing. The cabinet was mostly made up of technocrat ministers indi-
cating Morsi’s effort to be conciliatory to the opposition. The new cabinet 
retained the Military Chief Field Marshal Hussein Tantawi, a key figure of 
the SCAF, as the defense minister while Hashem Qandil who served in the 
outgoing cabinet, was appointed as the prime minister by Morsi.
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Morsi’s cabinet was criticized for lacking diversity and failing to be 
inclusive as the cabinet included only two women, one of whom was also 
a Christian. Also, the cabinet didn’t include any of the iconic figures of the 
youth movements. As for the liberal and leftist parties, they expressed their 
unwillingness to work with a government led by Morsi.115 In the first cabinet 
formed following the election, key positions including finance and foreign 
affairs still remained in the hands of ministers who served in the interim gov-
ernment backed by the military. Evidently, the new cabinet seemed to be an 
outcome of compromise between the SCAF and Morsi. Faced with a series 
of mounting crises, Morsi made cautious moves to avoid antagonizing the 
military which still held most of the power following the elections.

Only a few days after Morsi assumed power, Egypt faced an attack in Sinai 
on the Israeli-Egyptian border by a Jihadist group leaving sixteen soldiers 
dead. In a highly unexpected move, following this attack, Morsi forced the 
retirement on several key SCAF members including the Minister of Defense 
Field Marshal Hussein Tantawi and the Army chief of staff, Sami Anan and 
the chiefs of the navy, the air force and the air defense branch of the armed 
forces, and he appointed a younger generation of officers in their place. As 
the forced retirements were associated with the failure in maintaining secu-
rity on the Israeli border, they were deeply embarrassing to the generals and 
weakening them politically.116 Morsi appointed Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi, the 
former chief of military intelligence, as the new defense minister of Egypt, 
who would later play a critical role in military’s power grab.

At the outset of Morsi’s presidency, several critical issues remained 
unresolved including the status of the dissolved parliament and the political 
power seized by the military. The administrative court, having ruled over the 
unconstitutionality of the newly elected parliament, also put the resolution 
of the Constituent Assembly into doubt as the assembly was chosen by the 
members of the parliament. As a response, the Brotherhood formulated its 
own strategy to protect its electoral gains and reclaim the political power 
allocated to the president previously. To this end, Morsi invalidated the 
June 17 Supplementary Constitutional Declaration by the SCAF and issued 
a new Constitutional Declaration consisting of four articles on August 12. 
The new constitutional declaration allocated full legislative and executive 
powers to the president and granted the president with the power to draw 
up a new assembly representing the full spectrum of Egyptian society who 
would draft a new constitution in case of the dissolution of the current one. 
The Muslim Brotherhood argued that this declaration would keep the con-
stitutional drafting process on its track preventing any intervention from the 
SCAF and the SCC.

The alarming signs of Morsi’s authoritarian imposition emerged on 
November 22 when he issued the constitutional decree that granted him broad 
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powers and placed himself above law by making his decisions immune from 
judicial oversight until a new constitution was passed. The decree cleared 
the way for retrial of political and executive officials from the former regime 
including Hosni Mubarak for the killings of protestors and the use of violence. 
It also extended the Constituent Assembly’s timeline for drafting the constitu-
tion by two months. However, the three articles in the decree raised doubts 
about Morsi’s intentions. The Article 2, being the most controversial part in 
the decree, stipulated “All constitutional declarations, laws and decrees made 
since Morsi assumed power on 30 June 2012 cannot be appealed or canceled 
by any individual, or political or governmental body until a new constitution 
has been ratified and a new parliament has been elected. All pending lawsuits 
against them are void.”117 In a similar vein, according to Article 5, “No judi-
cial authority can dissolve the Constituent Assembly or the Shura Council” 
and Article 6 asserted, “The president is authorized to take any measures he 
sees fit in order to preserve and safeguard the revolution, national unity or 
national security.”118

Evidently, Morsi encountered numerous obstacles that had been thrown 
his way by the remnants of the former regime deeply engrained in the 
judiciary, military, and interest groups. This was reflected in their attempts 
to dismantle the first democratically elected parliament and block Morsi’s 
appointments to significant positions. Morsi supporters defended the 
decree by arguing that it aimed to speed up a protracted democratic transi-
tion that had been hindered by legal obstacles and sweeping power grab 
by the president would be temporary until a new parliament was elected. 
Nonetheless, with this decree, Morsi concentrated too much power in his 
hands as the guardian of the revolution in a very fragile political setting 
plagued by polarization and mistrust between Islamists and all other groups. 
The liberal and secular opposition severely opposed the degree portraying 
it as imposition of new authoritarianism. The decree was reminiscent of 
some of the extra-constitutional practices that had characterized the former 
regime. Opposition groups in Egypt as well as outside observers portrayed 
the decree as a return to Mubarak style presidency under the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

In the days following Morsi’s November Decree, a coalition of opposition 
parties and prominent political figures announced the establishment of the 
National Salvation Front (NSF) as an umbrella organization that united more 
than thirty-five political parties and social movements from a wide politi-
cal spectrum in their rejection and resistance to power grab by Morsi. The 
Front demanded that the constitutional decree be rescinded, the referendum 
be postponed, and a new and more representative constituent assembly be 
formed. To these ends, the NSF instigated nationwide demonstrations and sit-
ins that lasted for several days across Egypt. Moreover, the Egyptian Judges 
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Club severely condemned Morsi’s constitutional declaration stating that it 
represented “an assault on the rule of law and judicial independence” and 
would push Egypt back to the “prehistoric era.”119 The Judges Club further 
threatened to close the courts across country in protest against Morsi’s con-
stitutional declaration and demanded the resignation of the Attorney General 
appointed by Morsi.

Amid protests and sit-ins, Egypt drifted into a state of chaos. The crisis 
escalated when hundreds of Morsi supporters besieged the SCC to prevent 
judges from convening to consider the constitutionality of the elections law. 
Egypt’s political crisis was further deepened by a new wave of violence when 
thousands of Morsi supporters forcibly dispersed a sit-in around the presiden-
tial palace and tore down their tents resulting in death and injuries of several 
protestors.120 The Brotherhood leaders failed to calm down rising tension 
in the country, instead, they exacerbated the ongoing crisis by denouncing 
protestors as thuggish minority striving for ousting of an elected president. 
Meanwhile, the military called for a national dialogue to resolve the constitu-
tional crisis and annulment of the controversial decree by Morsi warning that 
failing to reach a consensus would drag the country into a dark tunnel, which 
the military would not allow.121

Under this intense pressure, Morsi rescinded the November Decree while 
keeping the referendum date unchanged. At this critical juncture, Morsi’s 
decided to hold the referendum instead of postponing it as the opposition 
demanded. Since the first presidential and parliamentary elections, much 
of Egypt’s political tensions revolved around the formation of the constitu-
ent assembly and the constitutional drafting process. The tensions that sur-
rounded Egypt’s constitutional crisis merit particular attention since it was 
the process of constitutional drafting in which most ideological clashes came 
to the fore and deeply politicized the transition.

The Constitutional Drafting under the Muslim Brotherhood

Following the elections, the most pressing issue was the formation of the 
Constituent Assembly. On March 25, 2012, the two houses of the parliament, 
the People’s Assembly and the Shura Council met jointly to establish the 
Constituent Assembly, 100-member committee in charge of drafting Egypt’s 
new constitution. In this process, the main issue revolved around the Article 
60 of the March 30 Constitutional Declaration which remained unclear as 
to whether the members would be elected from the parliament and Shura 
council or from the electorate. While leftist and liberal groups argued that 
electing members from the parliament and the Shura council would promote 
favoritism and bring about a politicized organ, Islamists asserted that mem-
bers of the parliament and the Shura council held the legitimacy in drafting 
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the constitution as elected representatives of people. Eventually, both camps 
agreed on a formula that 50 percent of the assembly would be from within the 
parliament and Shura council and the rest would be from outside the parlia-
ment.122 The makeup of the first constitutional assembly with around 70 per-
cent of the members from the FJP and Al-Nour Party members was criticized 
by liberal and leftist members who resigned en masse to protests Islamists’ 
dominance. This led to a vacancy in a third of the seats in the assembly. On 
April 10, the Constituent Assembly was dissolved by a court ruling on the 
ground that it was unrepresentative involving very few women and members 
from minority groups.

Once the first constituent assembly was dismantled, the SCAF and political 
parties embarked on negotiations on member selection process for the next 
constituent assembly. On April 28, the SCAF and political parties agreed on 
six criteria for forming the assembly. These included proportional represen-
tation for each societal group, the approval of each article by a two-thirds 
majority (if such a majority can’t be reached then a 57 members out of 100 
would be sufficient), the appointment of representatives by relevant par-
ties, efforts to finish the drafting of the new constitution before presidential 
election was completed, a joint meeting to elect members of the constituent 
assembly and formation of a supervising committee to include representatives 
of each party.123 Despite the agreement on the technical details, formation of 
the constituent assembly was at a stalemate. The political deadlock lied in the 
Constitutional Declaration of March 30 issued by the SCAF which left many 
critical issues regarding the composition of the constituent assembly unre-
solved. The declaration didn’t specify whether the constituent assembly was 
meant to reflect the political composition of the parliament or the makeup of 
the Egyptian society and whether the members would be chosen from within 
the parliament or outside.

After months of gridlock, on June 5, the SCAF declared that it would take 
matters into its hands and amend Article 60 of the interim constitution and 
unilaterally intervene to form a new constitutional declaration of its own 
unless political parties came to an agreement in two days.124 Despite the reluc-
tance to obey the rules set by the SCAF in April, under this intense pressure, 
Islamists were forced to negotiate with other parties in a meeting on June 6 
to determine the formulation of the new Constituent Assembly. Eventually, 
the FJP was forced to agree with liberal and leftist political parties on a 50–50 
ratio dividing the seats equally between the two groups in the constituent 
assembly.

Based on the agreement, the number of assembly seats reserved for 
members of the parliament was reduced to thirty-nine from fifty, a conces-
sion made by the Muslim Brotherhood to those struggling to curb the influ-
ence of the Islamist-dominated parliament over the constituent assembly. 
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As for the remaining seats, the assembly would be composed of fifteen 
judges, five representatives from Al-Azhar, four from the Coptic Church, 
ten revolutionary youth representatives, seven members from workers and 
farmers unions, seven members from professional syndicates, fourteen 
representatives from the unions and syndicates, ten public figures, and 
one member from the military and the police and the Ministry of Justice 
each.125 In the meeting, it was also agreed that any article drafted by the 
assembly would require the approval of the 67 percent majority and unless 
this majority was reached, a fifty-seven member approval would suffice.126 
While the compromise initially seemed satisfactory to all parties, contro-
versy emerged over whether the 50–50 ratio would be applied to the seats 
allocated to the nonparty affiliated members. Both the interim constitution 
and the agreement among political forces remained vague over the compo-
sition of the members outside the parliament given that representatives of 
unions or public figures might also be Muslim Brotherhood or the Salafist 
party affiliated.

Amid the controversy, on June 12, a hundred members of the constituent 
assembly were elected in a joint meeting between the People’s Assembly 
and the Shura Council. In the new constituent assembly, thirty-five elected 
MPs belonged to Muslim Brotherhood and Salafi Al-Nour Party while an 
additional twenty-five members identified as Islamists were elected within the 
other 50 percent of the seats allocated for independents.127 Thus, around 60 
percent of the constituent assembly was composed of Islamist members. Both 
the composition of the assembly and old ideological divisions and distrust 
between the two camps culminated in a highly polarized political atmosphere 
in the assembly. Of the 688 parliamentarians voting fifty-seven members of 
the parliament withdrew from the session including representatives of several 
leftist and liberal parties as well as independent candidates. Thereafter, the 
High Constitutional Court withdrew from the assembly arguing that there 
were many conflicts among political forces in the assembly and it didn’t 
want to be forced to take sides.128 The non-Islamist members of the assembly 
frequently asserted that the assembly was not representative of the Egyptian 
society in its entirety and accused Islamists of their efforts to monopolize the 
constitution drafting process.

Eventually, the constituent assembly gathered the sufficient members and 
on June 18 held its first session. The constitutional drafting process took place 
in five different committees; state and society, rights and freedoms, public 
authorities, independent authorities, and a fifth one consisting of legal experts 
in charge of editing draft articles. All drafts were to be discussed within the 
committees first, submitted to the fifth committee later for editing, and finally 
put together to be presented to all members in the assembly for preliminary 
discussion within the plenary session.129 After the articles were discussed and 
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amendments were made, a final draft was brought to final voting in a long 
plenary session of the assembly.

Throughout the constitution writing process, non-Islamist members criti-
cized the assembly’s Islamist majority on the grounds that there was lack of 
transparency in the process of constitutional drafting, and the process was 
rushed up. It was the manner in which constitution was adopted rather than 
its content that became the focal point of protests within the assembly and on 
the streets. Islamist members were accused of showing no real willingness to 
reach a consensus on major disagreements and of placing specific emphasis 
on religion in state affairs. According to leftists and liberal members, the ini-
tial draft didn’t fulfill the demands for social justice and the goals of the revo-
lution. For instance, labor rights were not included in the draft while the draft 
allowed legislators to shut down newspapers with administrative decrees.130 
The draft also failed to end military trials of civilians, which was a key issue 
following the wide-scale detentions and arrests both under Mubarak and the 
SCAF’s rule. They demanded an extension of another three months for the 
drafting to engage in more discussion and debate.

At the time, the SCC announced that it would rule on the lawsuits regard-
ing the constitutionality of the constituent assembly. Although November 22 
Decree extended the timeline of constitutional drafting another two months, 
the FJP and other Islamist members decided to rush the final draft through 
voting. In response, seventeen members of the assembly including the rep-
resentatives of the Coptic Church and liberal and secular parties, withdrew 
from the assembly to protest over Islamist members’ avoiding to engage 
in serious debates, ignoring their suggestions and hastening the process.131 
This wave of withdrawals was followed by another wave when Morsi issued 
November 22 Decree stating that his decisions were to be final and unchal-
lengeable until a new constitution was ratified. The decree led to the with-
drawal of Wafd Party leaders and Ghad Al-Thawra representatives, leaving 
four parties represented in the assembly; the Freedom and Justice Party, the 
Nour Party, the Al-Wasat Party, and the Civilization Party, the only secular 
party.

The rushed nature of the writing of the constitution hardly left any time for 
a nationwide debate and discussion among legal experts. Despite the boycott 
of the leftist and liberal members of the assembly, voting took place without a 
total of a hundred members in the final session. The ratio of the voting needed 
for the approval of the draft constitution also played a role in Islamists’ igno-
rance of the boycotts. Given that 57 percent of the votes would be sufficient 
in the second round to approve the draft constitution in the assembly, Islamist 
groups ensured the approval of the draft at any case with their 60 percent 
majority. The constitution was approved in the assembly on November 29, 
in less than two months after the first draft had been submitted. Then, it was 
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quickly approved by the Shura Council and ratified by the president announc-
ing that the referendum would take place in two rounds. Despite the approval 
of the constitution with 63.8 percent of the votes, the turnout was only 32.9 
percent of total electorate which means that the constitution was approved by 
a mere 21 percent eligible voters.132

The 2012 constitution brought a number of improvements in the system of 
government and protection of certain rights, yet it also failed to fulfill much 
of the revolution’s demands. The Constituent Assembly opted to use the 1971 
constitution as the basis for the new constitution, thus, the new constitution 
failed to mark a clear departure from the autocratic past. An important factor 
in using the former constitution as a starting point, rather than starting from 
scratch was the challenge faced by the assembly in meeting the timeframe 
imposed by the SCAF. The six-month timeframe was not sufficient in the 
Egyptian context to draft a modern constitution that would be both concilia-
tory and responsive to the past’s failures. In the end, the constituent assembly 
made more effort to meet the deadline than struggling for solutions to Egypt’s 
chronic problems.

In terms of the system of government, the 2012 constitution put an end to 
all-powerful presidency by limiting presidential terms and granted the parlia-
ment with a significant authority in the formation and dismissal of govern-
ment. The parliament was also protected from arbitrary dissolution and the 
president’s authority to declare state of emergency was restricted, which was 
one of the much-touted objectives of the constituent assembly from its incep-
tion. The new constitution also imposed restriction on the presidential power 
that could be exercised during state of emergency. On the other hand, the 
president still had more power and was above checks and balances in many 
respects. The new constitution authorized the president to appoint 10 percent 
of the upper chamber of parliament giving the president much leverage over 
legislative process.

Another unjust distribution of power was the president’s responsibility 
for appointing the heads of every independent agency in the country includ-
ing those charged with supervising the president (Article 202), which would 
inevitably limit independence of these institutions while creating challenges 
for transparency resulting from increased nepotism. The president was also 
granted with the power to appoint and dismiss civil and military person-
nel (Article 147), appoint the judges of the SCC including its Chief Justice 
(Article 176) and veto laws legislated by the parliament (Article 104). Hence, 
the president would emerge as a dominant political power and some observ-
ers pointed to the risk of perpetuated authoritarianism under a new form.

Like Tunisia, one of the most controversial issues over the new Egyptian 
constitution was the role of religion in state affairs. During the constitu-
tional drafting process, the opposition camp frequently accused the Islamist 
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majority of their intention to create a religious state instead of a civil one. 
However, a close reading of the constitution gives the notion that while 
putting more emphasis on religion than former constitutions, it could not 
establish an Islamic state per se. Out of 236 articles, only seven contain an 
explicit reference to religion and a mere three refer to Islam.133 According to 
the Article 2, which remained the same as in the 1971 constitution, Islam is 
the religion of the state and “the principles of Islamic Sharia are the principal 
source of legislation.”134 The article was not changed by the Islamist members 
of the assembly to assure that Egypt was not headed toward becoming an 
Islamic state. However, this clause remained vague as to the meaning of the 
term “principles of Islamic Sharia,” and the authority which would interpret 
those principles.

According to Article 219, the principles of Islamic Sharia included “gen-
eral evidence, foundational rules, rules of jurisprudence, and credible sources 
accepted in Sunni doctrines.”135 In addition, Article 4 stated that Al Azhar, 
Egypt’s oldest university and the most prominent institution in Sunni Islam, 
“is to be consulted in matters relating to Islamic Sharia.”136 While the new 
constitution manifested that the new Egyptian legislation would be heavily 
inspired by Islamic Sharia, it became clear that Al-Azhar would assume a 
critical role in observing the application of law. Article 4 didn’t specify the 
weight that would be attributed to court’s consultation to Al-Azhar while stat-
ing that the opinions of Al-Azhar would not be legally binding. Contrary to 
the allegations of the opposition camp, Egypt wasn’t directed toward becom-
ing an Islamic state. The new constitution made limited reference to religion 
notwithstanding the dominance of Islamist members in the constituent assem-
bly. Clerics were bestowed with counseling role rather than any hard political 
power and sovereignty was granted to citizens rather than God. Therefore, the 
constitution could not be said to lead to theocratic state, yet evidently religion 
would play a significant role in inspiring legislation and many state affairs.

In the 2012 Egyptian constitution, dozens of articles appealed to individual 
rights and liberties while individuals were portrayed as the objects of the state 
that needed to be cared and protected. The conservative, patriarchal, and stat-
ist worldview of the assembly was reflected in several articles. For instance, 
according to Article 10, the state and society shall commit to the genuine 
character of the Egyptian family, its cohesion, stability, and the consolidation 
and protection of its moral values. Similarly, Article 11 stated that the state 
would safeguard ethics, public morality and public order. The constitutional 
draft promised to reinforce a social contract, reminiscent of the Nasserist 
period and subsequent governments.137

Much of the controversy on individual rights focused mainly on freedom 
of expression and the status of women. Despite the objections of the liberal 
members of the constituent assembly, a provision that pointed to women’s 
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obligations toward family appeared in Article 10 while attributing no such 
role on men. In addition, the constitution’s conservative and patriarchal 
worldview was openly reflected in its introduction part where women were 
depicted as “sisters of men.”138 The 2012 constitution didn’t introduce 
any specific provision to forbid discrimination on the basis of gender and 
provide safeguards for gender equality, which disappointed civil society 
organizations. The constitution calling for freedom from discrimination in 
general terms also didn’t specify any measure for the protection of religious 
minorities.

In a similar vein, freedom of expression under the new constitution was 
another point of contention among Islamist and non-Islamist members of the 
assembly. Article 45 guaranteed freedom of thought, opinion, and expression; 
however, blasphemy was forbidden by Article 44 which stated, “defaming all 
religious messenger and prophets is prohibited.”139 This article could lead to 
several restrictions on speech such as preventing theological debates between 
religious denominations.140 Finally, freedom of religion was guaranteed by 
the state according to Article 43, yet the article limited the right to practice 
religion and establish places of worship for heavenly religions; namely, 
Islam, Christianity, and Judaism while excluding non-Abrahamic religions 
such as Egyptian Bahais, Ahmadis, and Shia. Hence, freedom of religion was 
biased in favor of the three religions resulting in discrimination toward some 
of Egypt’s religious minorities.

The darkest side of the constitution lied in the provisions on civil–mili-
tary relations. The articles regarding military and defense remained largely 
unchanged including the stipulation that the military’s budget would be 
free from parliamentary oversight and it would be entered as a single line 
in the national budget. Likewise, the establishment of a national defense 
council consisting of eight military members and seven civilians, and the 
powers granted to the council aimed at maintaining military’s autonomy. 
The national defense council would be responsible for discussing the armed 
forces budget and the council must be consulted in relation to draft laws on 
the armed forces (Article 197). In addition, the defense minister, according 
to the new constitution, must be a military officer who would be approved by 
the SCAF (Article 170). Another pitfall regarding the 2012 constitution was 
that it didn’t end military trial of civilians. In the previous drafts, the relevant 
article stated “no civilian shall be tried before the military justice system,” yet 
the provision was deleted when military justice officials formally objected.141 
The new constitution stated “civilians can’t stand trial before military courts 
except for crimes that harm the armed forces” and the article went on to state 
“members of the military judiciary are autonomous and cannot be dismissed” 
(Article 198).142 The article was open to manipulation as the broad statement 
“crimes that harm the armed forces” might be interpreted in different ways. 
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Hence, 2012 constitution didn’t lay the groundwork for bringing military 
under civilian oversight, instead, its powers and immunity were preserved.

Overall, the 2012 constitution had several shortcomings. The language 
used in drafting was mostly vague and open to interpretation. The text left 
much of the revolution’s goals unfulfilled and didn’t point to a complete 
rupture from the autocratic past as the president was still granted with a great 
authority and the new constitution created imbalanced civil–military relations 
favoring the latter. Above all, the drafting process of the constitution was 
tainted from its inception given the withdrawals of most of the liberal and 
leftist members and the time limitation. In that regard, Egypt’s new constitu-
tion didn’t bring about a social contract based on a broad consensus.

The June 30 Uprisings and the Military Coup

Throughout constitutional drafting and its aftermath, Morsi emphasized sta-
bility which he thought, would be achieved through the ratification of Egypt’s 
constitution. The biggest threat in the way of the new constitution, according 
to Morsi, was the judiciary made up of Mubarak-era appointees who would 
dissolve the constituent assembly tasked with the drafting of the constitution. 
It was under this assumption that Morsi, as the Muslim Brotherhood put it, 
passed the November Decree and took much of the political power into his 
hands temporarily to hasten the constitutional drafting and its ratification. 
Egypt’s hastily drafted and approved constitution further exacerbated ten-
sions that had already plunged the country into a political chaos. Egypt fol-
lowing the constitutional referendum was marked by political uncertainty, 
mounting ideological polarization, a weak economy and violent street pro-
tests. The majority of Egyptians were not satisfied with the trajectory of the 
transition in their country and the public opinion was turning increasingly 
negative.

Various public opinion polls manifested Egyptians’ dissatisfaction with 
the ongoing political and economic situation in their country. The approval 
rating of presidential performance after his one year in office sharply declined 
according to opinion polls. The results of a poll conducted by the Egyptian 
Center for Public Opinion (Baseera) indicated that the percentage of respon-
dents who approved the president’s performance declined from 78 percent at 
the end of his 100 days in power to 42 percent after eleven months in office 
and further to 32 percent at the end of one year.143 The poll also displayed 
that if elections were to be held the next day, only 25 percent intended to 
reelect him while 62 percent didn’t intend to reelect him and the remaining 
13 percent stated that reelecting Morsi depended on the other candidates.144 
In a similar vein, a poll conducted by the Pew Research Center evinced only 
30 percent of Egyptians thought the country was headed in the right direction 
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in May 2013, a figure down from 53 percent in 2012, and 65 percent in 2011 
following the uprisings.145 Roughly three-quarters of Egyptians stated that the 
economy was in decline and optimism about the country’s economic situation 
went down significantly. In addition, 49 percent of the respondents viewed 
the nation’s new constitution as a source of division for Egyptians.146

Similarly, the findings of the Zogby Research Services based on a poll 
conducted between April 4 and May 12 revealed that the two main Islamic 
parties—the FJP and the Nour Party—had the confidence of just under 
30 percent of Egyptian adults and the major opposition groups had a support 
base of almost 35 percent of the adult population while the remaining 
40 percent had no confidence in either the government or any of the political 
parties.147 The research further indicated overall only about one-quarter of 
Egyptian respondents were satisfied with the performance of the Morsi 
government with respect to guaranteeing rights and freedoms, creating 
economic opportunity, maintaining safety and order and providing social 
services.148

There were a series of political mistakes by Morsi that led to a fall in his 
approval ratings in the polls. Indeed, the January 25 uprisings were rallied 
against torture, human rights violations, lack of freedom, corruption, pov-
erty, and unemployment. Nonetheless, each of these political deficiencies 
maintained and even intensified since the accession of Morsi to power. For 
instance, one of the most important slogans of the January 25 uprisings was 
hurriya (freedom), and the protests were declared against Mubarak’s mount-
ing authoritarianism. The November Decree which led him to assume sweep-
ing powers was regarded as regeneration of a new form of authoritarianism 
by the opposition parties In addition, individual freedoms including freedom 
of expression, media, and assembly were restricted through legal arrange-
ments by the Brotherhood. The constitution recognized military trials of civil-
ians while it was not openly recognized even in 1971 constitution despite its 
application in various cases.

In May 2013, the FJP proposed a bill on civil society organizations that 
would impose harsh restrictions on them and subject civic entities to execu-
tive oversight through a coordinating committee including representatives 
from the security apparatus and endowed with powers to interfere in all 
matters related to foreign funding of local civil society groups and the licens-
ing and operations of foreign NGOs working in Egypt.149 Thereafter, forty 
Egyptian NGOs, severely criticizing the draft law, issued a joint statement 
entitled “The Muslim Brotherhood lays the foundations for a new police 
state by exceeding Mubarak-era mechanisms to suppress civil society.”150 
In the same vein, press freedom faced a serious crackdown under Morsi. 
Nearly, seventy articles in eight different laws that restricted freedom of 
press and expression in the former constitution were left intact by the Morsi 
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government. Various aspects of public discourse were limited under a legal 
framework including prohibitions against blasphemy, anti-state propaganda, 
insults to public officials, and the state, incitement to disobedience in the 
army and disruption of national peace. The number of journalists arrested 
went up dramatically and a great many of journalists were wounded while 
reporting on the street protests. An analysis by the Committee to Protect 
Journalists found that Brotherhood supporters unleashed a wave of criminal 
complaints against media critics on vague allegations of “spreading wrong 
information,” “disrupting peace,” insulting the president,” and “insulting 
religion,” and six hundred criminal defamation cases were reported in the first 
nine months of Morsi’s presidency, a figure that far outpaced the rate of such 
cases during Mubarak’s rule.151

Torture and abuses of individual rights were at the core of the political 
grievances that poured people to the streets during January 25 uprisings. 
Thus, one of the goals of the revolution was to put an end to torture and 
ensure fair trial of individuals under detention. Despite the concrete propos-
als made by Egyptian lawyers and human rights activists on how to reform 
security establishment including new laws that delineated role for the police 
force, shifting hierarchies at security bureaus and the appointing of civilian 
regulators and lawyers at police stations, Morsi lacked political will to imple-
ment such reforms in the security apparatus. Instead, the Ministry of Interior 
pursued the same policies toward protests and extorted disproportionate use 
of force under Morsi as it did under Mubarak. A report by El Nadeem Center 
for Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence documented 359 cases of torture 
and 217 cases of torture-related deaths during the eleven months of Morsi’s 
tenure while the report didn’t include those victims who didn’t report or 
weren’t identified because of threat or fear.152 Likewise, a joint press release 
by twenty rights organizations in Egypt harshly accused Morsi regime of 
mounting authoritarianism and of brutal suppression of social and political 
protest movements. The release stated153:

One year after Morsi became president, it is now clear that the priority of the 
presidency—and, of course, the Muslim Brotherhood—was to firmly establish 
the underpinnings for a new authoritarian regime in place of the Mubarak 
regime. It is no surprise, therefore, that the past year witnessed widespread 
human rights crimes, on a scale that rivaled than under the Mubarak regime. 
The brutal suppression of political and social protest movements did not cease; 
indeed, the security forces are no longer the only party to use of excessive force 
against demonstrators, as MB supporters have also been given free rein to use 
violence to punish and intimidate their opponents, including through torture and 
even killings, whether at the gates of the presidential palace, in front of the main 
MB headquarters in Muqattam, or in squares in other governorates.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



128 Chapter 4

Another source of public discontent was economic stagnation that didn’t 
indicate any sign of progress. On the eve of the uprisings, economy was the 
top priority for Egyptians with 82 percent emphasizing improved economic 
conditions as their most-immediate concern for Egypt’s future. A poll con-
ducted by the Pew Research Center in March 2013 illustrated that 56 percent 
of respondents believed their standard of living was deteriorating in contrast 
to 12 percent of respondents who reported improvement while 30 percent 
reported that there was no change in their standard of living.154 Indeed, 
immediately after coming into power, Morsi issued a 15 percent raise to all 
public sector employees and increased the minimum social security pension 
by 50 percent to the benefit of more than a million and a half citizens. On 
the other hand, Egyptian annual GDP growth was only 2.2 percent in the first 
quarter of 2013, which was far below 7 percent for several years before the 
uprisings. The fall in the tourism revenues and foreign investment caused by 
protests and political instability accounted for much of the GDP fall, hence, 
the government projected a deficit of 135 billion pounds for the year under 
Morsi’s tenure and by the end of May 2013, the total deficit had already 
reached 202.9 billion pounds.155 The deficit was exacerbated by the rise in 
civil servant labor costs and the system of food and fuel subsidies, by which 
Morsi aimed to minimize public discontent and appease the street. Structural 
reforms including cutting off the subsidies and reducing public spending were 
needed to tackle with the budget deficit, yet Morsi avoided to implement such 
reforms as it would prove politically risky.

While it could not be denied that the Brotherhood made a series of tactical 
mistakes in the transition, it was often overlooked that Morsi faced a formi-
dable opposition from the “deep state” engrained in the bureaucracy, military, 
judiciary and the security services. The Muslim Brotherhood held fulool, 
the remnants of the Mubarak regime, responsible for the street protests and 
undermining government’s effort to implement reforms. To the Brotherhood, 
it was the fervent resistance from the judiciary, bureaucracy, and media that 
obstructed Morsi from changing the country in the targeted direction. From 
the onset of the political transition, the SCC was used by the SCAF to restrict 
and control Morsi’s efforts to restructure the state or expand his power. The 
SCC acted in a politicized and obstructionist manner in various junctures as 
it was the case with its controversial decision to dissolve the country’s demo-
cratically elected parliament. Brotherhood members argued that it was the 
“deep state” that allowed law and order to lapse, religious violence against 
Coptic Christians to go uninvestigated and notorious thugs called beltagaya 
to be sent out to cause chaos on the streets.156

Evidently, Morsi government didn’t have full control over the intelligence 
services, the military, police, judiciary, banking institutions, the diplomatic 
corps which were staffed under Mubarak. As David Kirkpatrick noted, 
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“Morsi was sort of perched on top of the machinery, of the old regime, the 
bureaucracies of the old regime and security forces of the old regime- and 
he was gradually trying to change that . . . But there was always an element 
of at least foot dragging in every part of bureaucracy and open revolt among 
the security forces.”157 For instance, during the last few weeks of Morsi’s 
tenure, public discontent was aggravated with the shortages in fuel resulting 
in long queues in petrol stations and daily electricity cuts. The sudden end to 
the crippling energy shortages immediately after Morsi’s downfall seemed to 
support the conspiracy that the artificial interruption of energy sources was 
intended to undermine overall quality of life by the bureaucracies of the old 
regime.158 The real powerbrokers were the elements of the old state looking 
forward to a set of conditions and popular support for a counterrevolution and 
the Brotherhood’s critical decisions at various junctures and failure to address 
to revolutionary demands played into their hands for such a move. In the end, 
the public discontent and widespread opposition was used by the military to 
stage a coup and legitimize its actions. Ashraf El-Sherif noted159:

With the military, police and judiciary on its side, the old state could knock the 
Brothers out. However, such a step needed popular support and backing from 
key non-state actors, such as the business class, private media, political elites, 
prestigious national religious institutions (al-Azhar and the Coptic Church) and 
revolutionary movements. Ultimately, the old state was able to secure this sup-
port thanks to the Brother’s policy of alienating all other actors.

In response to Morsi government’s failure to fulfill revolution’s goals, declin-
ing living standards and deteriorating public quality services, in May 2013 
a grassroots opposition movement in the name of “Tamarod” (rebellion) 
was founded by a number of youth activists calling for early presidential 
elections. The movement quickly garnered support from the elements of the 
deep state -judiciary, military, police, and bureaucracy—along with the main-
stream opposition groups such as the NSF, the April 6 movement, and the 
Kefaya movement, much of the Mubarak-era public media and some Muslim 
and Coptic religious leaders. By the end of June 2013, Tamarod movement 
announced that they had collected over 22 million signatures in their petition 
to withdraw confidence from President Morsi and hold early presidential 
elections.160 The movement accused Morsi and the FJP of their attempt to 
“Brotherhoodize” the state institutions, appointing seven governors from the 
Brotherhood and one from the Gamaa Islamiyya, the extremist group known 
for a notorious massacre at Luxor in 1997. Their accusations also included 
the issuing of a constitutional decree that sacked the prosecutor general and 
immunized presidential decisions from judicial review, failing to fulfill elec-
tion pledges to reform the security sector, and failing to build consensus.161 
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The campaign further blamed Morsi for the sale of Suez Canal to Qatar, dete-
rioration of economic conditions, and lack of security. In hindsight, it became 
clear that the movement was heavily financed by the business elite who pros-
pered under Mubarak, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Saudi Arabia.162

Tamarod movement proposed a six-month transitional roadmap calling 
for transfer of power to an independent prime minister to head a techno-
cratic government and assigning the duties of the president to the head of 
the constitutional court until the holding of presidential elections. On June 
30, the first anniversary of Morsi’s election, wide-scale uprisings took place 
in many cities across Egypt demanding the ouster of their first democrati-
cally elected president. On July 1, violent clashes broke out in several cities 
around the country leaving at least eight people dead and injuring hundreds. 
Protestors ransacked Brotherhood offices around the country and set the 
empty Brotherhood headquarters on fire, yet the police and security forces 
did nothing to counter the assault and the arson.163 Tamarod called Morsi to 
resign by 17:00 on the next day or face a civil disobedience campaign and 
it also rejected the president’s offer of national dialogue.164 Thereafter, the 
Egyptian Armed Forces issued an ultimatum that gave forty-eight hours to 
all political parties to meet the demands of Egyptian people, or else the mili-
tary would intervene and impose a roadmap.165 On the following day, Morsi 
addressed Egyptians announcing his rejection of the ultimatum and called on 
people to guard democracy and the legitimate government that came to power 
through democratic elections. The Muslim Brotherhood and some of its allies 
established the National Coalition for Supporting Legitimacy, an umbrella 
group of forty Islamist parties and groups to call on opposition leaders to 
condemn the ongoing political violence and break ties with corrupt figures 
of the Mubarak regime.166 The coalition released a statement asserting that 
Egyptian people wouldn’t accept anything less than democratic legitimacy 
nor the reproduction of the corrupt Mubarak regime.

On July 3, military officers ousted the country’s first democratically 
elected president. The defense minister and military chief Abdel-Fattah 
Al-Sisi unveiled Egypt’s political roadmap which included the suspension 
of the constitution, the formation of a new technocratic government, and the 
appointment of Adly Mansour, the Chief Justice of the SCC as the interim 
president.167 The proposed roadmap was advocated by the old state, the NSF, 
April 6 Youth Movement, Al-Azhar, the Coptic Church, and the Salafi Nour 
Party. On the other hand, the generals surrounding themselves with religious 
leaders and the spokesman of opposition movements on the media gave the 
image that the overthrow of Morsi had a broad consensus by civilian and 
religious leaders.168 In a similar vein, protests were depicted as an analog to 
the uprisings that ousted Mubarak in 2011 on the media, thereby pointing to 
a second revolution by the Egyptian people. In hindsight, it became clear that 
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the military coup marked the launch of a “counterrevolution” by the military 
junta, the elements of the deep state in security apparatus, judiciary and the 
bureaucracy who made use of Egyptians’ dissatisfaction with Morsi regime 
on several grounds. In July 2013, the Egyptian military ensured that no civil-
ian government would rule Egypt in the near future and dimmed prospects for 
democratization in Egypt over the long haul.

EGYPT UNDER SISI: REASSERTION 
OF AUTHORITARIANISM

Egypt under Sisi is a continuation of electoral authoritarianism that was 
an important tool for regime survival for many decades under Sadat and 
Mubarak who manipulated multiparty elections to maintain status quo. 
Electoral authoritarianism served the interests of the military junta aiming to 
depict Egypt as en route to democracy. Having seized power on July 3, Sisi 
portrayed himself as “the savior of democracy.” In a similar vein, the political 
roadmap declared by Sisi aimed to create a democratic facade that was remi-
niscent of the liberal autocracy under Mubarak. Therefore, the holding of the 
elections and the drafting of a new constitution were high on Sisi’s agenda. 
Creating a democratic facade was apparently important for the military junta 
to maintain military’s legitimacy as “the defender of the nation” for another 
generation. Furthermore, the military junta had to satisfy the youth groups 
and revolutionary movements who were at the forefront of the June 30 upris-
ings and gave a green light to the military to intervene. The proposed road-
map also enabled Sisi to consolidate his “democracy rhetoric” and appease 
Egypt’s Western allies.

The political roadmap issued after Morsi’s ouster required the drafting of 
a new constitution and the holding of a referendum in the first place.169 The 
constitution drafted in 2013 and adopted by popular referendum in early 2014 
was based on the Egyptian constitution of 1971. The manner in which the new 
constitution was drafted could in no way be defined as consensual or inclu-
sive. Contrary to the original promise, only parts of the political spectrum 
were involved in the amendment process, whereas Salafists only received one 
seat in the fifty-member committee despite having a broad public base. The 
committee was composed of the representatives of state institutions and youth 
movements, while liberal groups didn’t have representation.170 Egypt’s 2013 
constitution expanded the powers of the country’s three key institutions—the 
military, the judiciary, and the police—which had served as the cornerstones 
of the deep state for several decades.

The core of the constitution ensured a strong president and a powerful 
army with an economic and political role. The new constitution consolidated 
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the presidential system to the extent that the president would have the right to 
appoint 5 percent of the members of the legislative body and the key posts of 
ministries of interior, defense, foreign affairs, and justice. The president was 
also granted with the right to call for a referendum to dissolve the parliament. 
Some articles calling for checks on the presidential powers were inserted in 
the new constitution, to a great extent, due to the youth activists’ advocacy. 
Article 159, for instance, opens the way to impeachment of the president 
on the charges of violating the provisions of the constitution, treason and 
any other felony which must be based on a motion signed by at least the 
two-thirds majority of the parliament and an investigation carried out by the 
prosecutor general.171 Likewise, Article 161 enables the parliament to with-
draw confidence from the president and holding of early presidential elections 
based on reasoned motion to be signed and approved by the two-thirds major-
ity of the members of parliament.172

The 2013 constitution obliged all decrees issued by the president to 
be approved by the parliament within fifteen days of their first session. 
Ostensibly, the articles seemed to give greater role to the parliament, yet in 
hindsight, it became clear that the fragmented and weak parliament served 
only to legitimize the policies of the military-backed government. Given that 
the parliament approved almost all of the 342 presidential decree laws issued 
by then Interim President Mansour and the President Al-Sisi without revision 
manifested how submissive the legislative branch is to the executive power.173 
Similar to the 2012 constitution, the military retained its political power and 
its economic privileges and guaranteed its right to try civilians in military 
courts for the undefined concept of “national security.”174 Moreover, with the 
new constitution, the military retains more decisive power over the issues of 
national security, military budget, and military justice. Particularly, Article 
234 which stipulates that the minister of defense should be appointed with the 
SCAF’s approval is an indicator of the military’s efforts to ensure its institu-
tional autonomy within the emerging political order.175 In 2013 constitution, 
the responsibility to appoint the prosecutor general shifted to the Supreme 
Judicial Council instead of the president.

The 2013 constitution differs from the former constitution mainly in its 
removal of the Islamist-leaning provisions inserted under Morsi and its 
expansion of rights and freedoms to women and religious minorities. Both 
2012 and 2013 constitutions stated, “the principles of sharia are the principal 
source of legislation”; however, the 2013 version eliminated an article that 
sought to define the “principles of sharia” which the secularists severely 
objected fearing that it could be used to impose a specific understanding of 
Islam. In addition, the 2013 constitution removed the provision which granted 
Al-Azhar a legislative role requiring lawmakers to consult in matters pertain-
ing to the Islamic law. Similarly, the controversial provision on blasphemy 
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which criminalized insulting any prophet was eliminated in the 2013 constitu-
tion. Indeed, the provision was indeed severely criticized for being contradic-
tory to the freedom of speech by liberals in 2012. The new constitution also 
explicitly forbids the foundation of political parties on the basis of religion. 
The 2013 charter explicitly states that women are equal to men and “the state 
is committed to the protection of women against all forms of violence and to 
empower women to balance their family and work duties.”176 As to religious 
minorities, the new constitution paves the way for building and renovating 
churches and guarantees Copts the freedom to practice their religion. Overall, 
despite some improvements in individual freedoms, the new constitution 
didn’t indicate a fundamental change compared to the previous constitutions.

Almost a year after Morsi was ousted, presidential elections were held on 
May 26, 2014. The new constitution made it more difficult to run for presi-
dential election for potential candidates. It mandated the support from at least 
twenty-five thousand voters instead of twenty thousand and in at least fifteen 
governorates instead of ten to be accepted as a candidate for presidency.177 
These tough requirements combined with shrinking space for political dissent 
left only one opposition candidate, Hamdeen Sabahi who ran against Sisi in 
the presidential election in stark contrast to the 2012 elections for which nine 
candidates vigorously competed. Just like under Mubarak, the emergence of 
Sabahi created a democratic facade while for many Egyptians Sabahi was 
destined to lose.

Sisi won the presidential election with 96 percent of the votes. The voter 
turnout was reported to be around 47. 5 percent by the electoral commission 
while the figure’s accuracy was a matter of debate according to some outside 
observers.178 Despite the military coup and violent crackdown on political 
dissent and the member of the Brotherhood, President Sisi remained popular 
among millions of Egyptians. The most likely reason for Sisi’s popularity 
was that Egyptians were in need of an individual leader who would manage 
to control all state agencies and bring much-needed stability to the country. 
Given the political turmoil and state of chaos since the fall of Mubarak, the 
initial euphoria surrounding thousands of Egyptians in the hope of freedom, 
justice, and economic welfare had vanished, and it gave way to expecta-
tions for stability and social order, which to millions of Egyptians, could be 
restored by a powerful man from the military.

Parliamentary elections marked the end of Egypt’s transition roadmap 
adopted by the interim government following the coup. Adly Mansour, before 
handing authority over to Sisi, issued a new parliamentary election law for the 
upcoming parliamentary elections. The new electoral law tilted the balance 
toward the president and undermined prospects for a strong parliament while 
abolishing the upper house of the parliament (Shura Council) and expand-
ing the number of seats in the People’s Assembly.179 The most controversial 
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provision was the imbalance in the distribution of seats for individual candi-
dates and party representation. Under the new legislation, out of 567 seats, 
a significant majority—420 of them—would be elected by an individual 
candidate system while 120 would be elected via a party list system and the 
remaining twenty-seven would be appointed by the president.180 The new law 
discarded the proportional representation which was also used in 2012 elec-
tions and it stipulated that only the list that won an absolute majority in each 
district would receive seats in the parliament. Independent candidates were 
allowed to form their own lists and compete within the quota allocated for 
party list system.

Candidates elected to independent lists would enable cooptation by the 
regime and facilitate the return of the rent-seeking old elite and the powerful 
figures who served under Mubarak while undermining party politics. Political 
parties were further weakened by diversity quotas imposed exclusively on the 
party lists; out of 120 seats, 56 were women, 24 Copts and 16 workers and 
farmers, 16 youth, 8 Egyptians abroad, and 8 Egyptians with disabilities.181 
Smaller political parties that could not fulfill the diversity quota requirement 
due to having insufficient numbers of members in all categories weren’t able 
to run for parliamentary elections. Hence, most of Egypt’s political parties 
opposed the electoral law campaigning for greater weight to be attributed 
to party representation. Opposition movements and leftist parties called for 
boycotting the election.

The new election system had been designed in such a restrictive way for 
party representation that it virtually eliminated ideological competition and 
policy debate. It only facilitated a throwback to Mubarak-era politics bring-
ing Sisi loyalists to a legislative body to rubber-stamp the president’s deci-
sions. Many candidates were the former members of the ruling party under 
Mubarak, the military officers who served under Sisi and powerful local 
figures without known ideologies or platform. An alliance of socialist parties 
and some liberal parties representing the main opposition choice withdrew 
from the parliamentary elections in an attempt to boycott the new election 
system.182 Thus, the election results came as no surprise and served the ulti-
mate goal of Sisi’s government to reinforce authoritarianism while creating a 
democratic facade. No political party was able to guarantee enough seats to 
create a majority in the 2015 elections. The Free Egyptians obtained sixty-
five seats, the Nation’s Future Party won fifty-three seats, and the New Wafd 
Party secured thirty-six seats in the new parliament. All political parties when 
combined obtained around 40 percent of the total seats. Besides, former army 
and police officers gained an unprecedented ground in the parliament with 
seventy-five seats.

The 2015 elections recalled the parliamentary elections under Mubarak 
in many ways. In the elections under Mubarak, the dominance of individual 
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candidacy resulted in the weakening and marginalization of political parties 
and money, family, and tribal loyalties were key elements of a successful can-
didacy. Likewise, the parliamentary elections under Sisi led to a weak party 
politics and prioritized wealthy, powerful elite over party competition with a 
political agenda. As was the case with the elections held under Mubarak, the 
voter turnout was low with 28.3 percent of the voting population according to 
the High Election Committee, and it was speculated to be around 10 percent 
by some outside observers.183 This low voter turnout came out despite the 
fact that the government encouraged voter participation by declaring half day 
holiday for state workers on the Election Day and threatening a fine for not 
voting. In addition, the 2015 elections were marked by vote buying as notified 
by local and international election monitors.184

EGYPT’S FAILED REVOLUTION: REVERSION 
TO THE ANCIEN REGIME

What has been taking place in Egypt from July 2013 onward signified the 
restoration of the ancien regime, or counterrevolution. In Egypt, for many 
decades, the military was a political and economic force that had effectively 
steered the country’s politics behind the curtains; however, following the 
coup, the generals are now at the helm. The widespread public discontent 
due to political instability and economic stagnation under Morsi government 
played into the hands of the military. Many politicians in the opposition 
naively held the belief that the military would turn to the barracks, set the 
stage for a civilian rule and Egypt’s failed democratic transition would be 
back to track. As events unfolded, it became clear that the military had no 
intention of leaving the political stage to civilians; instead, generals replaced 
Mubarak’s crony business elite with a crony military elite. Thus, as Sahar 
Aziz aptly put it, Egypt shifted from a civilian electoral authoritarian system 
to a military electoral authoritarian system.185

Two key differences distinguish Sisi’s reign from his predecessors: First, 
civilians under Sisi have much less control over governance and the national 
economy than Mubarak. Second, the parliament is controlled by the military 
elite composed primarily of individual rent-seeking individuals and weak 
small parties having little potential to mobilize the citizenry against the 
regime.186 The Egyptian state imposed control over all state and non-state 
institutions including the parliament, judiciary, party politics, civil society, 
and the media. In many respects, restrictive policies and decree laws that 
were frequently resorted during Mubarak’s rule reemerged under the mili-
tary-backed government. However, in stark contrast to the relatively liberal-
ized authoritarianism of the Mubarak era in which there was limited space for 
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political opposition, civil society, and media, under Sisi regime, public space 
has shrunk dramatically, and the state has attempted to monopolize all aspects 
of politics and economy.

The military takeover on the first anniversary of Morsi’s election marked 
not only a fatal blow to Egypt’s short-lived democratic experience but 
also an end to the moderate political Islam within Egypt’s electoral arena. 
Immediately after the military takeover, the regime launched a violent crack-
down on the Muslim Brotherhood, prosecuted the FJP, suppressed anti-coup 
protests, and issued presidential decrees to gain legal image to their regime. 
The Muslim Brotherhood was outlawed upon being declared a “terrorist” 
organization, its assets were frozen by a court order, and its activities were 
criminalized. Programs and channels belonging to the Brotherhood and other 
Islamist groups as well as the two channels of Al Jazeera were suspended. 
The wide-scale arrests and death sentence of its members once again forced 
the Brotherhood underground. By closing down all the channels for the 
Brotherhood to express itself, the military regime incited the movement to 
marginalize and to develop its own strategies to counter the state-sanctioned 
crackdown.

The military regime perpetrated several mass killings of the protestors 
denouncing Morsi’s ouster. One of the first signs of the bloody face of the 
military regime was witnessed on July 8 when the army massacred fifty-one 
Muslim Brotherhood supporters protesting at the Republican Guard, where 
they believed Morsi was in detention. Upon this incident, the Brotherhood 
took an unyielding stance in its defiance to the military-backed govern-
ment and declined any potential offer to join the interim government.187 The 
security forces routinely opened fire with live ammunition on crowds of 
protestors opposing the military coup. Meanwhile, thousands of Morsi sup-
porters called for counter-protests and established sit-in protest camps in two 
districts of Cairo, at al-Nahda and near Raba’a Al-Adawiya Square.188 The 
protestors assumed that the sit-in would succeed pressuring the military to 
reinstate Morsi as president. On August 14, 2013, the military-backed gov-
ernment ordered the dispersal of the protest camps in Raba’a Al-Adawiya and 
Al-Nahda which envisioned opening fire and large-scale and disproportionate 
use of force on largely peaceful protestors. Human Rights Watch documented 
817 people killed in the August 14 dispersal of the Raba’a Al-Adawiya sit-
in camp alone, and given the strong evidence of additional deaths without 
accurate record or known identity as well as individuals still missing, it is 
very likely that more than a thousand civilians were killed in a single day.189 
Security forces detained more than 800 protestors from the sit-in, some of 
whom were beaten, tortured, or executed. Kenneth Roth, the executive direc-
tor of Human Rights Watch, pointed to the scale of ferocity of the incident 
with these words190:
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In Raba’a Square, Egyptian security forces carried out one of the world’s largest 
killings of demonstrators in a single day in recent history. This wasn’t merely a 
case of excessive force or poor training. It was a violent crackdown planned at 
the highest levels of the Egyptian government. Many of the same officials are 
still in power in Egypt and have a lot to answer for.

The Egyptian authorities failed to hold even a single officer from the army 
or the police accountable for the killings and the security forces continued to 
brutally suppress dissent while enjoying complete impunity for their actions. 
The secular elite and leftist groups which had a sort of hysteria toward the 
Brotherhood tried to excuse the military attack by depicting the Brotherhood 
supporters as armed criminals. On the side of the Brotherhood, the dark leg-
acy of the Raba’a massacre developed a powerful narrative of martyrdom and 
established a ground for the young Brotherhood members to vow for revenge 
against the regime and its people. As Ashraf El- Sherif stated Raba’a mas-
sacre “closed of the possibility of reconciliation between Islamists and the 
state and of national cohesion and stability.”191 Though violent suppression 
and mass killings of the Brotherhood members has been prevalent under the 
military rule in Egypt, the Raba’a massacre, given the extent of mass killings, 
is probably the most iconic and will continue to be a tragedy whose legacy 
would not erase over decades.

With the military-backed government in power, there is a revival of 
Mubarak-era policies which relied on the political rhetoric of emphasizing 
stability. The elements of the deep state made use of the stability rhetoric 
to shield the status quo from the potential gains of the revolutionary unrest. 
Egyptian authorities engaged in unprecedented repression including impos-
ing legal restrictions on freedom of association, expression, and assembly, 
carrying out mass arbitrary arrests, torture, and sentencing political opponents 
to long-term jail or death. Egyptians’ strong support for the military in their 
urge for stability and economic growth and the absence of a parliament dur-
ing the three years after the coup allowed the interim president Mansour and 
President Sisi to issue hundreds of presidential decrees unilaterally.

In line with the security and stability rhetoric, the interim government 
adopted a number of legislative and legal measures to effectively isolate 
voices of dissent and fend off citizens from the public space. First, the new 
protest law issued on November 24, 2013, also known as “anti-protest law,” 
required Egyptians to seek approval days in advance before organizing a 
demonstration. While in theory, the law didn’t outlaw demonstrations and 
protests, it gave the Ministry of Interior discretion to prohibit any protest 
on vague grounds such as violations of public order and disrupting public 
interests, even any action that could impact the flow of traffic.192 The protest 
law failed to adequately define what would constitute an act of violence in 
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demonstrations or what would lead to the violation of public order specifi-
cally, hence, the vague provisions enabled the authorities to arbitrarily use 
the law to close channels for peaceful opposition. Besides, the new protest 
law allowed the police forcibly disperse the protests at the slightest indica-
tion of disorder giving the government much-needed pretext for widespread 
crackdown on dissent.

Second, on October 27, 2014, following a deadly attack on North Sinai, 
Sisi issued a military jurisdiction law that placed all public and state facilities 
under military court jurisdiction and directed prosecutors to refer any alleged 
crimes occurring on public land to their military counterparts. In June 2016, a 
presidential decree was passed to expand the military jurisdiction to include 
public lands up to 2 kilometers from the nation’s public roads. Human Right 
Watch reported that since Sisi issued the decree, nearly 4,000 civilians have 
been charged or sentenced in military courts that deprived civilians of basic due 
rights including the right to be informed of the charges against them, the right to 
access a lawyer and to be brought promptly before a judge following arrest.193

Another law that paved the way for rights abuse is counterterrorism law 
enacted on August 15, 2015. The major pitfall with the law is that it defined 
a terrorist act so broadly as to encompass acts of civil disobedience and 
enhanced authorities’ power to impose heavy sentences including death pen-
alty for crimes under the definition of terrorism. Under the new law, incite-
ment to terrorism and propagating ideas that advocate terrorism were treated 
just like perpetrating terrorist acts. However, linking incitement to the vague 
and broad definition of terrorism would inevitably have the risk of extending 
to civil disobedience or peaceful opposition to the regime under the same 
category. Egyptian authorities have prosecuted and arrested thousands of 
Brotherhood members as well as human rights activists on terrorism charges 
for engaging in sit-ins or blocking roads during protests.

The new terrorism law heavily restricted freedom of expression and media 
through Article 35 which criminalized publishing or promoting news about 
acts of terrorism that contradict the Defense Ministry’s official statement and 
authorized the courts to temporarily ban journalists from practicing their pro-
fession for having violated the law. Press freedom was further undermined by 
another law ratified by Sisi which ordered the creation of a Supreme Council 
for Administration of the Media, a state institution authorized to revoke 
media licenses and fine or suspend publications and broadcasters. These laws 
made it almost impossible for news agencies and channels critical of Sisi’s 
government to operate.

In a similar vein, the freedom of association was heavily restricted with 
a draconian NGO law ratified by Sisi in May, 2017. The new law prohib-
its NGOs from conducting opinion polls, publishing the results of a sur-
vey or study and cooperating with an international organization without 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 7:43 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



139Egypt’s Failed Revolution

obtaining permission from the authorities.194 Under the new law, NGOs are 
only allowed to engage in activities in line with national development plans 
while engagement in human rights work is banned under the veil of national 
security, law and order, and public morals. Besides, NGOs are required to 
register and operate under the National Authority for the Regulation of Non-
Governmental Foreign Organizations, a body composed of representatives 
from several state institutions including army and intelligence representatives 
who would monitor the foreign funding received by Egyptian NGOs and the 
activities of foreign NGOs. The state authorities were granted with broad 
powers to control NGO activities and budget and to impose harsh punishment 
and fine in case of violation of the NGO law. Under the disguise of national 
security, the new legislation has attempted to bring civil society under state 
control and silence all independent voices.

Egypt’s counterrevolution has been highlighted by deterioration in human 
rights conditions, mass arrests, and trials civilians in military courts, death 
sentences, and closure of the space for all democratic forces. Under Sisi, 
Egypt has been gradually turning into a police state. The lengthy periods of 
pretrial detention for the accused Brotherhood members and the dramatic 
increase in the number of people imprisoned or sentenced to death were 
some indicators of the severity of human rights abuses in Egypt. According 
to various human rights organizations, from 2013 to 2017, the number of 
those imprisoned has reached approximately 60,000, a figure far above the 
capacity of Egypt’s prisons.195 Local and international human rights organi-
zations documented reports of forced disappearances at an average of three 
to four cases a day.196 Incidents of torture and ill-treatment in police stations 
and prisons became systematic and routine. Numerous secular activists also 
fell victim to the crackdown and arrest campaign that began after the coup. In 
February 2015, a judge sentenced 230 activists to life in prison for participat-
ing in December 2011 protests.197 The April 6 youth movement was banned 
while Ahmed Maher and Mohamed Adel, two of the movement’s leaders, 
were jailed. More alarming was a pair of court rulings issued by a judge in 
March and April 2014 sentencing 720 Muslim Brotherhood members to death 
and the remaining 429 to 25-year jail terms.198 The mass trials were carried 
out upon rushed proceedings without basic guarantees of a fair trial.

The counterrevolution in Egypt seems to be at its height when Mubarak, 
his sons, and political and business elite under his rule were acquitted of 
charges including murder, embezzlement, and corruption by the court. The 
prominent figures of the old regime are holding on to key positions under Sisi 
who surrounded himself with former Mubarak advisors and officials. While 
some of the most prominent activists, who were the backbone of the revolu-
tion in 2011, are in prison and the thousands of Brotherhood members and 
supporters, who won the first free democratic elections, are jailed, the release 
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of Mubarak and several corrupt figures of his era and the return of many 
Mubarak-era figures back to their positions dashed Egyptians’ dimmest hopes 
of a democratic change and justice in their country.

On the other hand, the economic situation has deteriorated dramatically 
under the governance of Sisi. Sharp decline in tourism revenues, lack of eco-
nomic growth and foreign investment due to the political instability resulted 
in economic stagnation and huge budget deficit which the government has 
tried to overcome by receiving IMF loan. The government embarked on an 
economic program designed to address structural issues as a prerequisite for 
the loan. However, despite the IMF program which targets attracting foreign 
investment and increasing employment through enlargement of private sec-
tor, the military regime is consolidating its monopoly over many parts of the 
economy and adopting policies that run counter to opening the market to 
competition and investment. Egypt’s external debt has been on the rise and 
the poor segments of the population are suffering from high inflation rates 
and sharp price rises as a consequence of the IMF program.

Many of the government’s economic and development policies failed to 
produce a favorable outcome to reduce poverty. The government invested 
massive public resources in funding mega building projects such as the 
Second Suez Channel and the New Administrative Capital managed directly 
by the military. These projects haven’t generated expected economic returns 
despite having cost massive amount of money for the state. The economic 
malaise has further been exacerbated by the decline in the financial support 
which Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait have provided to the Egyptian 
government since the 2013 coup.

As time progressed, it became clear that the priorities of the ruling junta 
have never matched to the expectations of the revolutionary forces. Sisi’s 
governance failed to bring prosperity while closing all the channels for 
democratic participation. Thus, the legitimacy of the ruling junta has relied on 
inducing fear among citizens particularly as to the so-called “Islamist threat.” 
Furthermore, the political instability surrounding the Middle East, rising ter-
rorist attacks in the region, and the ongoing civil wars in countries swept by 
the Arab Spring such as Syria, Yemen, and Libya also inflicted heavy blows 
to Egyptians’ democratic aspirations. The long-lasting instability and chaos 
in the countries following the authoritarian breakdown reinforced Egyptians’ 
demands for stability and security in the first place.

NOTES

1. The Egyptian Revolution of 1952 was initiated by the Free Officers 
Movement, a group of army officers led by Muhammed Naguib and Gamal Abdel 
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Arab Spring initially instilled hope as to the fundamental change of political 
systems from authoritarianism toward democracy and freedom. These hopes 
were dashed only a few years after the outbreak of the Arab uprisings in all 
the countries where giant masses of people revolted against their rulers. With 
the exception of Tunisia, in each of those countries, the Arab Spring was 
brought to a halt with the engagement of the counterrevolutionary forces 
designed and financed by local, regional, and international actors. Democratic 
transition prospects were overthrown by a military coup in Egypt in 2013; the 
uprisings in Libya, Syria, and Yemen were succeeded by protracted civil wars 
among rival factions seeking control over territory; the protest movements 
were suppressed to consolidate a minority-led regime in Bahrain. In the Arab 
states affected by revolutionary protests, political and economic instability 
has taken root and violence has become normalized, and no progress has been 
witnessed as to democratic reforms and freedoms. In other words, the Arab 
Spring gave way to the long-standing Arab winter.

In the initial period after the revolution, both Tunisia and Egypt raised opti-
mism, given their success in toppling their former regimes in rather a short 
time, and relatively peacefully. Their transition from authoritarianism hosted 
a number of referendums and elections with participation of various political 
forces. Both countries followed transitologists’ classical pattern for democ-
ratization. The authoritarian breakdown gave way to increased pluralism, 
the enacting of a new constitution, and the holding of competitive elections 
in both countries. Yet, almost a decade in retrospect, transitions in Tunisia 
and Egypt present divergent outcomes in terms of democratization. While 
democracy began to take root in Tunisia, the model of democratic transition 
carried out in Egypt hasn’t really allowed a regime change, and eventually 
generated a hegemonic military authoritarianism. According to the Freedom 

Chapter 5

Democratic Divergence between  
Egypt and Tunisia in the  
Post-Arab Spring Context
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House ratings in 2020, Tunisia is rated as “Free” with overall freedom rating 
of seventy out of hundred (political rights are rated as thirty-two out of forty 
and civil liberties are rated as thirty-eight out of sixty), while Egypt is rated as 
“Not Free” with overall freedom rating of twenty-one out of hundred (politi-
cal rights are rated seven out of forty and civil liberties are rated fourteen out 
of sixty).1

Given that the uprisings’ starting point and the initial transition bear strik-
ing similarities in Tunisia and Egypt, why democratic outcome has diverged 
substantially between the two countries is an important question for transi-
tion studies and comparative democratization. Before moving to a compari-
son between the two countries, the chapter follows with an overview of the 
similarities between Tunisia and Egypt in terms of their historical, political, 
social, and economic aspects. The following section continues with an analy-
sis of the divergence in democratic outcome between the two countries in the 
post-Arab Spring context. In the next section, democratic divergence between 
Tunisia and Egypt is investigated in relation to the structural approach con-
cluding that structures alone don’t suffice to account for the complex charac-
ter of a transition process. Finally, an extensive analysis is carried out as to 
the divergence in the democratic outcome between Tunisia and Egypt based 
on the assumptions of the transition theory (or agent-centered approach).

The analysis comes to the conclusion that it is the agents and the nature of 
interactions and compromises among them that make democracy come out, 
yet those agents, to some extent, can be encouraged or constrained by a set 
of structural conditions while designing the transition process. While agent 
lies central to success or failure of democratization in a transition, structures 
are vital in determining the choices, interactions, and consensus-making 
tendency of those agents. In other words, the structural context in which the 
transition takes place, such as the power equilibrium among political forces, 
institutional setting, civil society mobilization, and external factors, influ-
ences attitudes and decision-making process of the political elite.

WHAT DO TUNISIA AND EGYPT HAVE IN COMMON?

Of all the states swept by the popular protests and faced regime change in 
2011, Tunisia and Egypt share many features in common, and they witnessed 
similar trajectories in the initial phase of their transition. To begin with, mass 
street protests toppled the long-entrenched autocrats in a rather short period 
of time without significant violence involved in street protests. Compared 
to other Arab countries which underwent regime change, uprisings in both 
countries were largely peaceful.2 Not surprisingly, the peaceful nature of both 
revolutions and the short time span in which the authoritarian regimes were 
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ousted in Tunisia and Egypt were largely due to the role played by the armed 
forces in two countries. In both Tunisia and Egypt, the generals decided to 
side with people in the face of growing public anger and gave a very clear 
message to the rulers that the armed forces were no longer a guarantee for 
their protection.

In both countries, youth took the lead in the uprisings, and they shaped 
the trajectory of the protest movements. Besides, the use of social media was 
an important feature of the Arab Spring movements, and those revolutions 
were portrayed as “Twitter revolutions” by many observers. Efforts by the 
Tunisian and Egyptian governments to suspend the Internet and preclude 
people from communicating through social media failed and activists found 
different ways to communicate and mobilize people. The widespread use of 
social media during the uprisings gained new momentum to the revolution-
ary change, and for the first time in history, social media was regarded as an 
important aspect of a revolution.

Unlike other Arab states shaken by popular protests in 2011, Tunisia and 
Egypt didn’t face direct external intervention and threat of civil war for some 
reasons. First, the two countries, unlike Syria and Libya, enjoyed a coherent 
and unified national identities and strong statehood which relied on the his-
torical legacy of state building from the Ottoman Empire to the postcolonial 
period.3 Second, in both countries, the ethnic makeup of population seems 
to be homogenous. Approximately 98 percent of Tunisian population are 
Sunni Arabs. Likewise, about 90 percent of the population of Egypt are Sunni 
Arabs. However, though Tunisia and Egypt appear to enjoy homogeneity in 
their societal composition, they remain largely stratified along tribal, regional, 
sectarian constituencies. A number of different religious, tribal, and sectar-
ian groups exist in Tunisia and Egypt including Amazigh, Copts, Nubians, 
Bedouins, Salafis, Sufis, Bahais, Ahmadis, and Egyptian Shia, coastal and 
rural. Despite the stratification along tribal and sectarian lines, the protest 
movements in 2011 neither diverted from aspirations for democracy and 
freedom to ethnic and sectarian issues nor played into the hands of the former 
autocrats to garner support from a portion of population by appealing to their 
sectarian or tribal affiliations as happened in Syria, Libya, and Yemen. On 
the other hand, Egypt faces the divide between Salafis and other Sunni groups 
as well as between seculars and Islamists which is just as visible. Secular 
tendencies are even far stronger in Tunisia along with an established leftist 
political tradition including labor unions and leftist political groups.

In terms of their political systems and economy policies prior to the Arab 
uprisings, Tunisia and Egypt had several distinctive features in common. The 
two countries were governed by republican systems, and the former regimes 
in both countries were portrayed as “liberal autocracies” in which civil liber-
ties were granted by facially liberal constitutions, multiparty elections were 
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held, and a certain degree of freedom was allowed for civil society and the 
media. An important feature of these liberal autocracies is to allow a set of 
liberties that wouldn’t affect the survival of the regime and in no way bring 
about any radical change in the political system. In that regard, controlled 
elections, selective repression, and partial inclusion of Islamists (in Egypt), 
guided pluralism were used both as a survival strategy by the former regimes 
and a type of political system that would defy any linear model of democ-
ratization.4 Civil society and opposition political parties were persistently 
manipulated by the state, and they remained inherently weak. Most nongov-
ernmental organizations were co-opted by the government and determined 
their policies in line with the government’s agenda while opposition non-
governmental organizations and unions were either delegitimized by state 
corporatist practices or precluded from operation.5

Both Ben Ali and Mubarak regimes took refuge behind political openings 
initiated during periods of political liberalization while ensuring their rul-
ing party’s dominance over political life without any real rotation of power. 
Besides, they both engaged in a protracted cycle of liberalization and delib-
eralization in which rulers widened or narrowed the boundaries of participa-
tion and expression in response to changing social, political, economic, and 
geostrategic challenges facing their regimes.6 Political reforms were often 
carried out in order to stave off crises of legitimacy, challenges to the rulers’ 
hold on to power or under serious pressure from Western allies to stick to 
their democracy promotion programs. These reforms aimed to manipulate the 
public by introducing some superficial and cosmetic changes. To illustrate, 
Mubarak regime had to introduce some political reforms in the face of grow-
ing Western pressure in 2005. The ruling party amended the constitution to 
allow for multicandidate presidential elections for the first time in Egypt’s 
history. Nonetheless, it also imposed certain restrictions in a way that con-
trolled liberalization would not risk its dominance over politics. It was clear 
to all parties from the outset that the NDP would not allow free and fair elec-
tions where all candidates had equal opportunities.7 In a similar vein, with 
Ben Ali’s accession to power in 1989, a form of electoral democracy took 
root in Tunisia, but it was through a carefully tailored and constitutionally 
mandated opposition integrated into parliament since 1994 elections.8

In the absence of associational life, free press, and freely organized oppo-
sition, electoral democracy only served the ruling parties to maintain power 
without altering their authoritarian structures while giving a facade of democ-
racy to its Western allies. Behind the veneer of democracy, the autocrats in 
both countries sought to control civil society, thriving patronage networks, 
economy, and media ,while judiciary and government agencies were highly 
influenced to serve the ruling elite’s interests and help to ensure monopoly of 
power. The outcome of political liberalization were routinely held elections 
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without any chances for alternation of power, effective political parties, inde-
pendent judiciaries, and freedom of press and organization. The two countries 
were examples of a facade democracy where the ruling regimes prevented 
emergence of democracy with genuine deepening (contestation) and widen-
ing (participation), the two dimensions of Dahl’s polyarchy by manipulating 
the trappings of democracy.9

In addition, Tunisia and Egypt were remarkable examples of economic 
liberalization over the last three decades till the outbreak of the uprisings. 
Egypt under Anwar Sadat initiated the trend for open-door policy in the early 
1970s which marked the beginning of a new wave of economic liberaliza-
tion followed by Morocco, Jordan, and Tunisia. Both Ben Ali and Mubarak 
regimes adopted neoliberal economic policies as a response to the economic 
crisis of the early 1970s and 1980s, the failure of the state-planned economies 
and reliance on the public sector. The two countries were continuously hailed 
as success stories by the IMF in terms of economic reforms and economic 
growth. The IMF praised the Mubarak regime for implementing successful 
neoliberal policies prior to the global financial crisis, remaining committed 
to resuming financial consolidation broadly and its adjustment to preserve 
macroeconomic stability.10 Similarly, in 2007, the IMF endorsed Ben Ali 
regime’s economy policies proclaiming “efficient economic management has 
helped achieve relatively strong growth while preserving macroeconomic 
stability, thereby positioning Tunisia among the leading economic perform-
ers in the region.”11 Ironically, only few months before the uprisings, both 
countries were praised by the IMF for having sound economy policies and 
market reforms.12

There are a number of similarities with regard to effects of neoliberal 
programs in Egypt and Tunisia. First, neoliberal economic reforms aimed 
to shrink government and encourage competitive market and private enter-
prise to pave the way economic growth and create more jobs. While markets 
became more capitalist and freer since the 1990s, they were not competitive. 
Neoliberal policies were manipulated to serve the interests of a small circle 
of political and economic elite. In both Tunisia and Egypt, privatization 
concentrated in the hands of a class of crony capitalists with close connec-
tion to the regime. Thus, neoliberalism and privatization in particular bred a 
new class of business elite whose interests became increasingly interwoven 
with the ruling elite.13 The business tycoons surrounding Gamal Mubarak in 
Egypt and the Trabelsi clan in Tunisia made use of their political power to 
acquire wealth. Second, an important consequence of the neoliberal reforms 
over the three decades in the lead up to the uprisings was the material decline 
of the middle and working classes accompanied by decline in real purchasing 
power, uneven wealth distribution, growing regional disparities, and rising 
poverty.14 The neoliberal program in Tunisia and Egypt eliminated the state 
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subsidies for basic provisions and job security especially for the educated 
young people. Meanwhile, neoliberal policies exacerbated the gap between 
the rich and the poor, creating tensions that manifested itself in the years 
leading to the uprisings. For instance, Egypt was cited as one of the top ten 
reformers in the world based on its economic growth by the World Bank from 
2006 to 2008, while over 40 percent of its population was noted as extremely 
poor in the given period.15

Neoliberal policies led to the erosion of political legitimacy of the regime 
as the social contract which relied on state developmentalism and co-optation 
of the working and middle classes by provision of material wealth and job 
security in return for their allegiance to the regime was no longer valid. As 
a consequence, urban mass protests called “Bread Riots” broke out in Egypt 
(in 1977) and Tunisia (1984) as an expression of growing discontent with 
neoliberal policies and austerity measures including government cuts to bread 
subsidies. In addition, since the late 1990s, Egypt and Tunisia experienced 
numerous labor strikes in response to growing inequality caused by widen-
ing gap between the classes and uneven regional development in the case of 
Tunisia.

Tunisia and Egypt shares common features with respect to the composi-
tion of political parties and ideological division between secular and Islamist 
factions in the society. In both countries, the two major Islamist movements, 
namely Ennahda in Tunisia and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt consti-
tuted the main opposition groups for several decades. Both movements were 
subject to repressive measures by their respective governments. Since inde-
pendence, Habib Bourguiba was deeply attached to the vision of Tunisian 
state strictly secular and nationalist in nature and he viewed Islamists as 
an existential threat to the very nature of the Tunisian state. Ben Ali took a 
similar path and both leaders never attempted to co-opt Islamists by allowing 
their participation into the political system, instead, they entirely excluded 
them from politics.16 Unlike their counterparts in Tunisia, Anwar Sadat and 
Hosni Mubarak were willing both to utilize Islamic imagery to gain legiti-
macy to their rule and to accommodate Islamists in the political system, albeit 
in a limited scale, and keep them under control. In Egypt, Mubarak initiated 
periods of political liberalization in which Islamists were relieved from harsh 
repression yet these periods were succeeded by harsh crackdowns on the 
Islamist movements.

In the first free and fair elections, the two major Islamist parties, the FJP 
and Ennahda won an electoral victory and morphed from an opposition 
group which mainly engaged with resistance and survival into ruling parties 
in charge of shaping their countries’ political transition. In both Tunisia and 
Egypt, in a short while after the revolution, the political debates surrounding 
constitution drafting revolved around the question of adopting Sharia as a 
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basic source of legislation. The political tensions that arose during constitu-
tional and electoral processes unveiled the long-standing ideological divide 
between seculars and Islamists and turned out to be an important challenge to 
national unity in the two countries.

The origins of the uprisings have also much in common in Tunisia and 
Egypt. The former authoritarian regimes ran short on political legitimacy. 
Rampant corruption, repressive policies, lack of equal economic opportu-
nities, political freedoms, and independent judiciaries were pervasive. In 
both countries, long-entrenched autocrats were viewed as inept and corrupt 
with no ability to provide progress in social and economic welfare. A broad 
coalition of opposition groups from all segments of society, rural and urban, 
Islamists and seculars, lower and upper classes unified to mobilize against the 
regime demanding its ouster. In both countries, the success of revolutions lied 
to a large extent in the military elite’s support for peaceful protestors.

HOW HAVE TUNISIA AND EGYPT DIVERGED  
POST-ARAB SPRING?

Tunisia has emerged as the only country where Arab uprisings ended up in 
transition to democracy and the political goals of the revolution were largely 
attained. It has successfully evolved from an authoritarian state to an elec-
toral democracy whose political actors are committed to moderation, civil 
liberties, and the rule of law. In Tunisia, since the fall of the Ben Ali regime, 
power changed hands through free and fair elections and the elected govern-
ment runs the country free from any tutelage. Civil society has blossomed 
and important steps have been taken to tackle corruption and ensure press 
freedom. From the point of democratization, there are a few prerequisites of 
democratic transition to be regarded as complete, and Tunisia seems to have 
fulfilled each of these criteria. First, a sufficient agreement has to be reached 
about political procedures to produce an elected government.17 The Tunisian 
interim government established Ben Achour commission that provided a 
significant platform for political parties and civil society actors to negotiate 
about the sequencing and timing of the elections and constitution drafting as 
well as the procedures governing the elections for the NCA. Second, demo-
cratic transition is complete when a government comes to power as the direct 
result of a free and popular vote.18 In Tunisia, in 2011, a constituent assembly 
was elected to be in charge of the writing of the new constitution. In 2014, 
Tunisia elected a pluralist and inclusive parliament and a president through 
free and fair elections. The 2014 elections was an indicator that Tunisia 
passed the “Huntington two-turnover” test; that is, the party that dominated 
the government after the ouster of Ben Ali peacefully handed power over to 
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the opposition and all political actors accepted the results of the ballot box.19 
Third, transition to democracy is achieved “when the government de facto 
has the authority to generate new policies, and when the executive, legisla-
tive and judicial power generated by the new democracy doesn’t have to 
share power with other bodies de jure.”20 The new Tunisian government has 
generated policies since the elections and it doesn’t share power implicitly or 
explicitly with any authority such as a religious leader or military. In 2014, 
despite difficulties, Tunisian political parties and civil society managed to 
draft a constitution that provides civil and political rights unambiguously.

Tunisia can be said to have successfully completed its transition to democ-
racy and now faces a more protracted challenge which is democratic consoli-
dation. Nonetheless, it still remains premature to come to a conclusion that 
Tunisia will consolidate its democracy. Given the turmoil and the strong, if 
not the dominant, participation of the old guards in the new parliament and 
government, the political situation remains volatile in Tunisia where struc-
tural reforms face stiff resistance from the old guards. In addition, economic 
problems and security challenges could lead the society to prioritize stability 
over democratization, requiring additional precautions in attributing final suc-
cess to democratic consolidation in Tunisia.

Egypt provides a stark contrast to the case of Tunisia in all several respects 
surrounding the transition. Soon after Mubarak was ousted, the country found 
itself engulfed in a protracted conflict between the military tutelage that has 
ruled the country behind the curtain for decades and the Brotherhood support-
ers who have the deepest bonds with the society but were isolated from the 
political sphere under Mubarak. Egypt failed in every single step regarded as 
condition for a democratic transition. Political parties and civil society actors 
didn’t reach a consensus about the rules and procedures that would govern the 
transition. The country moved into electoral politics immediately after the fall 
of the regime with little attention paid to the electoral law and constitutional 
drafting process. Egyptians were called to the polls for a total of five national 
elections or referenda, some of which had multiple rounds between 2011 and 
2013. None of the elections or referendums paved the way for designing the 
country’s political transition along the popular will. Each election and ref-
erendum only helped to magnify the polarization between the two opposing 
camps. Since the fall of Mubarak, the country drafted and ratified two con-
stitutions neither of them was an outcome of a broad national dialogue and 
truly reflected popular will. The result was the country’s reversion to a fully 
fledged military authoritarianism.

Despite various similarities between the two countries, the divergence 
between Egypt and Tunisia in their post-revolution period has stimulated a 
wide-ranging debate among political scientists and observers. Some political 
scientists have found the explanation in structural factors such as a relatively 
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well-educated population, a large middle class, and higher industrialization 
levels in Tunisia. Others have pointed to a fundamental difference between 
the leading Islamist movement in the two countries; Ennahda party in Tunisia 
and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Still others have tried to explain this 
divergence by looking at the institutions of those countries, such as military 
and judiciary and concluded that Tunisia accommodates institutions that are 
more hospitable to democratic transition.

In the light of those arguments, the next section offers an analysis into the 
inadequacy of structural factors in accounting for the democratic divergence 
between Tunisia and Egypt. In the upcoming section, agency is brought to the 
core of the research and the democratic divergence between the two countries 
is investigated through the agents’ role in designing the transition as well as 
their identity, historical evolution, interests, and restraints. It is also important 
to note that during the initial phase, while agents are central to the success or 
failure of the transition as their decisions, interactions, beliefs, and commit-
ment to democracy enable the unfolding of the democratic processes, struc-
tures could create a political environment more conducive to democratization 
in the long run.

THE INADEQUACY OF THE STRUCTURAL APPROACH

While trying to account for the divergent trajectories of Tunisia and Egypt in 
the post-Arab Spring context, Tunisia’s greater success in democratic transi-
tion could seem to originate from the country’s superior structural factors 
and better socioeconomic standing. It is assumed that democratization would 
follow from socioeconomic development. Lipset’s theory correlates demo-
cratic progress with higher economic development. To his theory, economic 
development goes hand in hand with societal modernization, urbanization, 
industrialization, rising levels of literacy and education, and rising national 
income, which make up an environment conducive to democracy.21 More 
recently, Huntington indicated a different correlation between democracy 
and development suggesting that regimes gain legitimacy by prospering 
economically.22

As indicated in figure 5.1, modernization theory is concerned with struc-
tural and societal conditions especially in the socioeconomic domain that 
would pave the way for democratic governance. Lipset’s modernization 
theory broadly argues that various aspects of economic development such 
as industrialization, urbanization, wealth, and education are “so closely 
interrelated as to form one major factor which has the political correlate of 
democracy.”23 The underlying logic behind the correlation between economic 
development and democratization is that higher per-capita income and GDP 
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growth would create structural and societal conditions conducive to democ-
racy, though these conditions are not necessarily causes for democracy. In 
other words, modernization is assumed to bring the ideal conditions that 
would result in mass political participation. First, economic development 
goes hand in hand with industrialization and urbanization which lead to 
physical mobility of citizens. According to Lerner, industrialization leading 
to urbanization and physical mobility of citizens (migration) eventually gen-
erates social mobility. Social mobility, in turn, breeds high levels of empathy, 
a crucial skill for moving out of tradition.24 Second, industrialized societ-
ies inevitably needs more investment in human capital through education 
and upgrading workforce to produce high-tech goods, which results in the 
enlargement of educated middle class.25 Modern societies are also assumed to 
shift from traditional to secular-rational values. Third, a viable middle class 
acts as a catalyst to democracy. Being stronger in human capital and espe-
cially education and exposed to wider and diverse audiences (e.g., voluntary 
organizations and trade unions), workers in developed countries, are more 
receptive toward democratic values.26 The increased levels of literacy and 
education are prerequisites of democracy as educated people are more likely 
to take part in the rational compromises that democracy requires. It is the 
middle class that internalized norms and values such as tolerance, empathy, 
secularism, openness to new ideas that allow democratic culture to material-
ize. Thus, once the middle class becomes large and empowered, it is assumed 
to push for liberal democracy.

Looking through the prism of modernization theory, by some analysts 
Tunisia’s successful transition to democracy was attributed to factors such 
as wealth, urbanization, education, population, and the dominance of the 

Figure 5.1 Lipset’s Modernization Theory. Source: Author
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middle class. Tunisia is a small country with a population of about 11.6 mil-
lion, while Egypt is the Arab world’s most populous country with a popula-
tion of over 98 million. In addition, Tunisians are on average wealthier than 
Egyptians, and in 2010, their GDP per capita was almost twice as high as 
that of Egyptians.27 At the time of the uprisings, the Tunisian middle class 
amounted to nearly 81 percent of the population, while in Egypt, the size of 
the middle class declined substantially to just under 10 percent by the end 
of 2010.28 Besides, Tunisia is more urbanized than Egypt, given that 66.5 
percent of the Tunisian population was urbanized (as of 2012) as opposed to 
Egypt’s 43.6 percent.29 Tunisian population also seems to be more educated 
than that of Egypt based on adult literacy rate and attendance in secondary 
education though the difference in figures has been slight.30 Eventually, statis-
tics illustrate that Tunisia is wealthier, more urbanized, more developed, and 
more educated than Egypt, and many political scientists have put emphasis 
on these structural factors that are assumed to make Tunisia more conducive 
for democracy to take root.

The assumptions of the modernization theory, on the other hand, don’t 
apply to the Arab world when looked into the region from a socioeconomic 
perspective. The countries with highest per-capita income in the region are 
the Arab Gulf states, where social mobilization for democratic aspirations 
were nonexistent or not of any particular significance, if any. In addition, 
when we look at Egypt and Tunisia, both countries fall into the category of 
lower-middle-income developing countries—a category that many analysts 
consider an “indeterminate zone” for political transition and the political tra-
jectory of the countries in this zone could go either way, as Eva Bellin noted.31 
In 2010, Egypt maintained an average 5 percent annual GDP growth rate and 
in Tunisia, the average GDP growth rate was slightly lower at 3.5 percent.32 
The similarity in the growth rates eliminates the alternative explanation 
that economic well-being fostered democratic transition in Tunisia. Third, 
modernization theory assumes that the high level of urbanization would be 
accompanied by rising levels of literacy and education, which would inevita-
bly make people receptive to common correlates of democratic attitudes and 
demand democracy over other systems of governance. However, the data 
obtained from the Pew Research Center, indicated that support for democ-
racy was high in both countries with little difference in the support ratings 
for democratic governance between two countries. In 2012, 67 percent of 
Egyptians supported democracy over other kinds of government and the 
support for democracy in Tunisia was rated as 63 percent in the same year.33

From 2012 to 2014, support for democracy declined in both countries: in 
Egypt, from 71 to 59 percent between 2011 and 2014, and in Tunisia, from 
63 to 48 percent between 2012 and 2014. As of 2014, a quarter of interview-
ees contended that a nondemocratic government could be preferable in both 
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countries. In addition, people’s preference shifted from democracy toward 
stability over the three years succeeding the uprisings. Economic stagnation, 
political and economic instability accompanied by rising unemployment 
and inflation were the roots of citizens’ grievances and, to a large extent, 
determined people’s priorities favoring economic and political stability over 
democracy in the post-Arab Spring Tunisia and Egypt. The findings of the 
Pew Research Center indicate that support for stability over democracy rose 
in both countries. In Tunisia, 62 percent of respondents preferred stable 
government even without democracy in 2014, while the figure was only 
38 percent in 2012.34 Likewise, in Egypt, the supporters of a stable govern-
ment rose from 32 percent in 2011 to 54 percent in 2014.35 Consequently, we 
see similar rates and patterns in people’s support toward democracy in both 
countries though the middle class is substantially larger and more empowered 
in Tunisia, and the country is more urbanized than Egypt. According to the 
modernization theory, Tunisians are assumed to be more inclined to support 
democracy at all costs. The similar ratings in both countries in 2014 indeed 
illustrate that the assumption that urbanization and high education rates which 
accompany modernization would lead to attitude change in people doesn’t 
account for the democratic divergence between Tunisia and Egypt.

While it could be acknowledged that higher economic development, indus-
trialization, urbanization, and education could create a political and social 
environment that is more conducive to democratic transition and consolida-
tion, socioeconomic factors alone don’t determine the fate of democratic or 
authoritarian regimes. Based on their extensive study on the experiences of 
135 countries between 1950 and 1990, Przeworkski et al. came to the conclu-
sion that democracies come into being with similar chances at all levels of 
development and economic development doesn’t generate democratic transi-
tion, however, they also found that democracies are more likely to survive in 
wealthy societies.36 In a similar vein, the third wave of democratization expe-
riences have indicated that the fall of authoritarian regimes led countries with 
low socioeconomic development to transition to democracy and consolidate 
their democratic system while some countries with much higher socioeco-
nomic development reverted to authoritarianism or became hybrid regimes.

TRANSITION THEORY AND THE 
CENTRALITY OF “AGENT”

In 1970, Dankwart Rustow criticized modernization theory on the ground that 
it mistakes the functional feature of mature democracies—what make them 
flourish—for genetic causes of new democracies— brings them into being.37 
In contrast, he argues that the only prerequisite for democracy is a unified 
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national state: “the vast majority of citizens in a democracy-to-be must have 
no doubt or mental reservations as to which community they belong to.”38 
In his seminal work Democracy’s Third Wave, Huntington also noted that 
economic development is a driver for democratization, but it is the political 
leadership that is a must to make it real.39 For democracies to come into being, 
future political elites must at least be convinced that democracy is the least 
bad form of government for their societies and for themselves. In addition, 
those elites also need the skills to bring about transition to democracy, while 
radical oppositionists and authoritarian hard-liners would possibly seek to 
undermine their efforts.40

In examining transitions to democracy or reversion to authoritarianism, the 
determinant of political change first and foremost lies in choices, behaviors, 
and strategies of principal political agents. Transition theorists appreciate 
the complex interaction of elites and institutions in the process of democra-
tization. To understand what leads to democratic transition or authoritarian 
revival, it is essential to investigate the way how regime change takes place, 
negotiation or clash among the political elite, and the way new system, insti-
tutions, and political norms are settled. Giuseppe di Palma explored the con-
ciliatory political undertakings, termed as “democratic crafting,” a process 
that involves negotiated agreements between ruling and opposition elites. 
For democratic crafting, there are various reasons such as stalemate, the high 
costs of repression, a loss of goals, international constraints that may encour-
age all parties to accept democracy as the best possible regime form under 
given conditions.41 The Third Wave of Democracy illustrates that successful 
democratic transitions took part in countries which accommodated negotia-
tions and pacts among the political elite. These former transition experiences 
also proved that elite commitment to democracy is the key to a smooth and 
successful transition, while their resistance to change would lead to falling 
back to an authoritarian regime or a failed state.

In the same vein, the different paths taken by Egypt and Tunisia could 
be best analyzed by looking at the agency-based factors such as important 
decisions taken at strategic points of transition, political actors’ commitment 
to democracy, and their compromises at the critical junctures. Besides, inter-
actions between the hard-liners-old regime forces—revolutionary factions 
and whether they opted to accommodate or exclude each other in designing 
transitional phase have been an important aspect of democratic outcomes. 
However, while elite commitment and support to democratic transition is 
key to a successful transition, the roles played by political actors during the 
transition are not isolated from structural factors. Political actors often make 
calculations and take their decisions considering structural contexts and con-
straints. For instance, civil society is not thought to be an agent in the con-
struction of democracy, yet associational life and a vibrant civil society have 
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the potential to make pressure on political actors to fulfill essential reforms 
on the way to democratization. Likewise, external influence is not regarded as 
an agent; however, political actors’ behaviors are greatly influenced by exter-
nal political or financial support for democratic transition or reversion to the 
old regime. Similarly, balance of power among political forces significantly 
impacts the willingness of political actors to negotiate with their opponents. 
Those structural factors indeed help us to understand the underlying reasons 
why actors make certain choices but not others and conditions under which 
they make those choices. Hence, political and historical structures lie central 
to agents’ decision-making processes as they allow agents to become more 
compromising or remain firm in their political decisions. Against this back-
drop, analyzing structural factors interwoven with calculations of political 
actors helps us to bridge the gap left by the transition theory.

EXPLAINING DEMOCRATIC DIVERGENCE 
BETWEEN TUNISIA AND EGYPT

This section investigates the drivers or factors that eroded Egypt’s path to 
democratic transition in contrast to a negotiated and consensual model of 
democratic transition in Tunisia. To this end, there are mainly six factors 
that account for the democratic divergence between the two countries in the 
post-Arab Spring context: (1) elite consensus, (2) leadership styles of the 
transitional actors, (3) civil society, (4) institutional endowment, (5) power 
equilibrium among the political forces, and (6) external influence. The for-
mer two variables directly indicate the significance of choices, decisions, and 
compromises among political actors, while the latter four variables manifest 
the structural constraints or strengths that drastically alter interactions among 
them and thus, significantly influence their strategic decisions. The two mod-
els of transition with their key variables are examined in figure 5.2.

ELITE CONSENSUS

Democratic transition in any country is successful to the extent that political 
elites reach a consensus on the ultimate objectives of the transition and choose 
to collaborate and compromise to accomplish those objectives. Transition 
from an authoritarian regime takes place through two phases: extrication 
from the authoritarian regime and crafting a democratic constitution.42 In 
this initial phase, extrication could be achieved when political actors in the 
transition support democracy and hold the view that democracy is the system 
that would benefit them most. Another precondition of extrication would be 
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building trust and carrying out negotiation among elites, particularly, moder-
ates and reformers (soft liners). On the other hand, hard-liners are likely to 
resist to transition and hold on to the status quo which they believe would 
serve their interests best.43 A successful extrication from the old regime is 
feasible when political actors build a political pact, reach a consensus on shar-
ing power and office, and on a roadmap that would move the country toward 
democracy. A crucial factor determining the success of transition is whether 
prodemocracy forces remain united against the old regime. Especially if 
they divide at an early stage, democratic transition would be jeopardized as 
it would play into the hands of the incumbents of the old regime who would 
take advantage of this division and play one actor against the other.44

The consolidation of democratic transition entails more than removing 
the authoritarian ruler; it necessitates a conciliatory stance by the respec-
tive political elite to build accountable institutions and determine post- 
authoritarian transitional policies. When an authoritarian regime breaks 
down, the challenge lies in paving the way for more permanent arrangements 

Figure 5.2 Models of Transitions in Tunisia and Egypt. Source: Author
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for the resolution of potential conflicts. O’Donnell and Schmitter regards 
initial elite pacts as central to democratic transition. They define a pact as 
“an explicit, but not always explicated of justified agreement among a set of 
actors which seek to define or redefine rules governing the exercise of power 
on the basis of mutual guarantees for the vital interests of those entering into 
it.”45 A pact is built on negotiated compromise through which actors eliminate 
violent confrontation as an alternative to handle disagreements. At the core 
of a pact lies a situation that no social or political group is dominant enough 
to impose its ideal project, yet competing groups are interdependent, and 
they can’t unilaterally determine the rules of the game following the regime 
breakdown. Therefore, they have to address each other’s divergent interests 
and the outcome is often the “second-best solution” that doesn’t completely 
satisfy one particular actor while offering something which all of them can 
agree.46 Pacts foster abstention from violence and commitment to resolving 
future disputes by dialogue thereby closing the space to nonpolitical elite. 
Pact-making is a substantial sign of political will among the elite to create 
mechanisms for democratic governance and to build effective and account-
able political institutions.

On the other hand, pact-making essentially requires a political culture that 
involves political maturity among the political elite to make compromise to 
come to terms with one another. While it is of great significance to maintain 
dialogue and take a conciliatory stance in the post-authoritarian setting, the 
political culture of the MENA region has rarely witnessed such cooperation 
and consensus building. Instead, the region accommodates winner-takes-
all political mentality which eliminates chances for creating a platform to 
 reconcile divergent ideologies. In the region, power parties that promise to 
remove illiberal regimes viewed losers in the electoral game “not as minori-
ties to be protected but as enemies to be silenced.”47 This political mental-
ity limits democracy only to the realization of electoral politics which is 
only democratic in the strictest procedural sense. In Egypt, for instance, the 
Brotherhood and the military viewed electoral politics as a zero-sum game 
where the winner is entitled to take all and the loser is destined to acquiesce 
to the ruling faction. The absence of toleration and compromising is what 
accounts for the inability to generate and maintain a democratic government 
in Egypt.

Ideological moderation is vital for religious parties to engage in talks and 
negotiations with their ideological opponents, which allows them to embrace 
the norms and values essential for emergence of pluralist democratic culture. 
Schwedler defines moderation as “movement from a relatively closed and 
rigid worldview to one more open and tolerant of alternative perspectives.”48 
In this context, moderates can be defined as those political actors who 
aspire for gradual change by working within the existing political system 
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contrary to radicals who seek to overthrow the entire system. Ideological 
moderation, in this light, can be viewed as a gradual change from radical to 
a moderate standpoint on which religious parties respect and adopt liberal 
notions of individual rights and democratic notions of tolerance, pluralism, 
and cooperation.49 As Schwedler notes, mere participation in elections and 
democratic processes is not sufficient as an indicator of moderation since 
political actors might adopt this behavior for purely strategic purposes while 
pursuing a more radical political agenda.50 Ideological moderation requires 
substantive commitment to democratic principles, including peaceful alter-
nation of power, ideological and political pluralism, and citizenship rights.51 
In other words, the prospect of democratization is in line with the capabil-
ity of religious parties to moderate their political discourse and behaviors 
so as to enable coexistence with ideological opponents in political setting 
peacefully.

In Tunisia and Egypt, in the post-authoritarian setting, party systems were 
characterized by cleavages along religious lines—secular versus Islamist 
forces—ideological lines—mainly, liberal, leftist, and conservative. The 
societies in both countries were also highly polarized and fragmented. 
However, despite this fragmentation, Tunisia had a higher level of elite 
consensus; political elite were able to form alliances not only along their 
ideological affinity but also with political forces that were on the other end 
of the political spectrum. Transition in Tunisia was built on consensual 
politics and bargaining among the elite, particularly between seculars and 
Islamists on the basic rules of the transition. In Egypt, on the contrary, tran-
sition started in a partisan manner and focused on electoral politics rather 
than taking a process-first view approach and unifying political actors from 
political spectrum to decide on the key issues regarding the future of the 
new Egyptian state. Hence, political actors made use of their bargaining 
skills to reach a consensus in Tunisia whereas in Egypt they opted to use 
their institutional weight to force a transition in line with ideological and 
political interests.

The first requirement of democratic transition, according to Linz and 
Stepan, is “sufficient agreement on procedures to produce an elected 
government.”52 Tunisia has accomplished transition to democracy since 
political actors reached consensus on the procedures on how to design the 
transitional phase to produce a representative, inclusive and accountable 
government that came to power through free and fair elections. In addi-
tion, political elite in Tunisia, both Islamists and seculars, had a shared 
desire to break with the authoritarian past and its remnants, and to embrace 
free and fair elections which was evident both in their declarations and 
political choices. To illustrate, soon after the ouster of Ben Ali, the Higher 
Authority for the Realization of the Objectives of the Revolution, Political 
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Reform, and the democratic transition was established. This commission 
involved members from all political factions in addition to legal experts, 
civil society groups, intellectuals, and business elite who agreed on a tran-
sitional roadmap identifying the key decisions over the timing, sequencing 
and the model of the transition. The commission decided to suspend the 
1959 constitution, to hold elections for a constituent assembly to draft a 
new constitution and to create the ISIE, an independent electoral commis-
sion. In addition, commission members privileged decisions that concerned 
electoral system, voting rules, and guarantees of electoral freedom and 
fairness. The creation of the High Commission enabled critical decisions to 
be taken based on consensus among divergent political forces and the insti-
tutionalization of the transition. As Alfred Stepan aptly put it, the Higher 
Authority for the Realization of the Objectives of the Revolution, Political 
Reform, and the democratic transition turned out to be “one of the most 
effective consensus-building bodies in the history of crafted democratic 
transitions.”53

In the same vein, following the first elections for the Constituent Assembly, 
Ennahda party which gained plurality of the votes but fell short of a major-
ity, formed a coalition government with two secular parties, the Congress for 
the Republic (CPR), and Ettakatol. The three parties also reached a deal on 
sharing power and the appointment of leading positions. Moncef Marzouki 
from the CPR was appointed as the interim president of Tunisia, Mustafa Ben 
Jafar from Ettakatol became the president of the Constituent Assembly, and 
Hamadi Jamali from Ennahda was appointed as the interim prime minister. 
On the other hand, the ease with which divergent political parties were able 
to establish the troika government resulted from the gradual construction of a 
dialogue that began in 2003 when representatives from Tunisia’s four oppo-
sition groups met in France to negotiate on the two fundamental principles 
of a future government: sovereignty of people as the source of legitimacy 
and ensuring liberty of beliefs to all while respecting people’s Arab-Muslim 
values.54

An important aspect of the dialogue between seculars and Islamists in 
Tunisia is that both camps came to an agreement on the shared values and 
principles regarding the state-religion-society; that is, the seculars agreed the 
Islamists would be part of democratic politics and the new government would 
be free from any form of tutelage, whereas the Islamists agreed that the new 
Tunisian state would be a civic and democratic state whose legitimacy would 
be popular sovereignty. In the words of Stepan, in Tunisia political elite, 
whether seculars or Islamists embraced “twin tolerations,” that is, an agree-
ment that ensures religious authorities won’t intervene in the political sphere 
as longs as democratic officials act constitutionally while democratic officials 
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won’t interfere in the religious sphere so long as religious actors respect other 
citizens’ rights.55

Another characteristic of the Tunisian transition was that opposition forces 
whether Islamists or seculars, managed to remain united in the face of the 
efforts by the old regime’s vestiges to seize the revolution and restore their 
privileges. The secularist and the Islamist camps participated jointly in dem-
onstrations at the Casbah plaza to demand the resignation of the interim prime 
minister Mohamed Ghannouchi, a veteran of the old regime and a holdover 
from Ben Ali’s party— RCD.56 The Casbah protests opened the way for the 
dissolution of Ben Ali’s party, the legalization of Ennahda, and holding of the 
election for a constituent assembly. These protests illustrated how Tunisian 
demonstrators managed to turn street activism into concrete political objec-
tives by remaining united and saved the revolution from falling into the hands 
of the old regime.

In July 2013, the Tunisian transition reached a complete impasse given the 
political deadlock surrounding the drafting of the new constitution, the assas-
sination of the political opponent Mohamed Brahimi and continual street pro-
tests demanding the resignation of the troika government. At this critical turn, 
it was the Tunisian National Dialogue Initiative launched by the four main 
trade unions of the country that saved the revolution. The Tunisian National 
Dialogue Initiative serves as a successful example of pact-making and offers 
an important lesson on how the elite bargaining and pact-making advanced 
democratic transition. The national dialogue served as a vital platform for 
elite talks allowing Islamists and secular forces to overcome the political 
stalemate and mounting street protests.

During the summer 2013, the bloody coup that overturned the revolu-
tion in Egypt enabled the Tunisian political elite to learn from the Egyptian 
experience and come to the conclusion that parties can’t win by confronta-
tion and violent conflict, and thus, must choose dialogue and compromise 
instead.57 The Tunisian national dialogue drew a “Road Map” for the coun-
try and managed to convince political parties to accept it in order to take 
part in the national dialogue. The deal paved the way for the resignation of 
the Islamist-led troika government, the creation of new interim government 
of technocrats and a calendar for the completion of the new constitution 
and the upcoming parliamentary and presidential election. The initiative 
succeeded to bring the political deadlock to an end by finding a middle 
ground between the Islamist-led government and the left-wing and secular 
opposition.

The success of the national dialogue in relieving Tunisia from the deadlock 
has greatly altered the two leading opposing parties’ policy priorities. While 
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soon after the revolution Islamists have chosen to use ideological polarization 
to their advantage, they realized that they would lose the thread and might 
face the risk of exclusion from the political arena. Therefore, through the 
national dialogue, they came to the conclusion that a negotiated approach 
undermining ideological issues enabled them to stay in the game.58 Likewise, 
during his party campaign, Essebsi stated that Nidaa Tounes would not 
govern alone even in the case that the party received an absolute majority.59 
Following the 2014 parliamentary elections in which Nidaa Tounes won 
eighty-six seats and Ennahda sixty-nine seats in the 217 seat legislature, both 
parties chose to cooperate and came to a power-sharing agreement in which 
Nidaa Tounes assumed the presidency of the parliament and one of the vice 
presidential post was allocated to Ennahda while the other one went to the 
UPL. This reconciliatory attitude between parties became an important trait 
of the Tunisian political culture.

On the other hand, the case of Egypt following the uprisings stands in stark 
contrast to that of Tunisia in terms of elite bargaining and compromise. What 
the Egyptian transition has taught us has been the simple fact that elections 
alone don’t guarantee a democratic transition.

The Egyptian case illustrated how limited agreement and compromise 
between the opposition groups thwarted prospects for a successful demo-
cratic transition. This was partly because Egypt didn’t experience a political 
platform in which opposition political forces came to a common understand-
ing on the principles of a new state, similar to the October 18 Coalition in 
Tunisia. The lack of consensus and negotiation among the political elite, 
first and foremost, resulted from the lack of a common understanding as to 
the meaning of democracy and the form of state they aspired to build. The 
Brotherhood, unlike Ennahda, was not eager to compromise on the character 
of the state, and when they talked about democracy, they referred to Islamic 
democracy which draws its legitimacy from Sharia and the sovereignty 
of God rather than sovereignty of people. In contrast, Ennahda leadership 
asserted that Sharia would not be the source of legislation and embraced a 
civic democratic state that guarantees freedom of religious practice.

In this regard, the form of Islamic constitutionalism that appeared in 2007 
draft party platform of the Muslim Brotherhood was a clear indication of the 
restrictive and exclusive approach adopted by organization’s hard-liners.60 
The draft party platform raised three controversial positions: First, the draft 
proposed a body of religious scholars to review draft legislation to determine 
its compliance to Sharia. Second, the draft opposed a female candidate for the 
office of presidency. Third, it opposed allowing a Copt to hold the office of 
presidency or prime ministry on the ground that the state plays a fundamental 
role in implementing Sharia and building the Islamic character of individuals 
and society.61 Despite the calls from the reformist wing of the organization, 
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the Brotherhood’s senior leaders were not eager to align themselves with a 
political platform that would drastically differ from their agenda. Without a 
common understanding on the type of state to be established and the root of 
legitimacy it would derive from, Egypt’s transition strayed from its intended 
path and faced precarious setbacks.

From its outset, post-Mubarak Egyptian politics focused exclusively on 
electoral politics instead of creating a platform for political elite to decide on 
the principles of the Egyptian state and its institutions. The deep problems 
embedded in the long-authoritarian system and the institutional endowment 
in Egypt were not to be overcome by elections, but by building a broad agree-
ment among the political elite on the rules of the transition. From the ouster 
of Mubarak to the military coup, a total of five national elections or referenda 
were held. Indeed, after the authoritarian breakdown, frequent elections with 
short intervals aggravated the country’s political woes by deepening the 
existing polarization and undermining prospects for dialogue among political 
actors to reconcile their differences. Exclusive focus on elections also deep-
ened divisions rather than resolving them. While in Tunisia, political elite 
and civil society groups merged to establish institutions to talk about how 
to achieve a democratic system and a constitution, Egyptians were left with 
successive elections and referenda.

Elections by their nature mean parties’ interests in maximizing their elec-
toral gains. They also meant the exclusion of nonpolitical elite, youth move-
ments, and labor unions from the political process in the Egyptian context. 
The outcome was a great imbalance between the Brotherhood and other 
political forces in terms of social base, organizational capacity and the lack 
of a political force that would counterbalance them, which facilitated the run-
alone attitude of the Brotherhood, on the one hand, and exacerbated suspicion 
and fear on the part of secular circles, on the other.62 In the end, a vicious 
circle arose in Egyptian politics in which Islamists blamed non-Islamists for 
refusing to accept election results while non-Islamists charged Islamists with 
using those elections to impose their political agenda unilaterally and under-
mine the development of democratic processes.63

In Egypt, the chances for elite consensus and compromise were under-
mined in the initial stage of the transition when the MB engaged in a tacit 
alliance with the military considering that Brotherhood’s political interests 
would be ensured by a tacit alliance the military. To the Brotherhood’s mind-
set, the military served as the sole political force that could challenge the 
organization and thus, a power-sharing agreement with the military would 
secure its interests in the long run. To this end, the Brotherhood carried out 
a campaign in favor of the interim constitution issued by the SCAF.64 Once 
revolutionary groups took to the streets demanding investigation and fair tri-
als of individuals killed by security forces during the uprisings and an end 
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to trials of civilians in military courts, the Brotherhood organized pro-SCAF 
demonstrations and portrayed protestors as foreign agents aspiring to divide 
the country. Yet, the honeymoon between the SCAF and the MB came to 
an end shortly after the SCAF issued Al-Selmi document which granted the 
SCAF with broad powers while weakening the powers of the future president.

The initial alliance between the military and the Brotherhood divided the 
prorevolutionary forces, Islamists, and secularists who stood against the old 
regime together during the uprisings. It also allowed the military to take an 
advantage of this division and eliminate any prospect of a strong and united 
revolutionary force as it happened during the 2011 protests. To put it another 
way, if Muslim Brotherhood chose to reach a compromise with the revolu-
tionary groups and other political parties and make concessions at critical 
points of the transition, the military would have harder time mobilizing the 
street against the Brotherhood and staging a coup would have been too costly 
for generals.

On the other hand, opposition parties and revolutionary groups failed to 
come up with a common strategy to stand against Morsi while protecting the 
revolution from the military tutelage. For instance, in Tunisia, under the 18 
October Coalition, secular parties and opposition groups as well as Islamists 
came to an agreement that the new state would be free from any tutelage. 
Besides, secular parties united under an umbrella party Nidaa Tounes to 
counterbalance Ennahda in the elections. In Tunisia, the political elite were 
committed to stay within the realm of democratic processes. On the contrary, 
in Egypt secular political parties and revolutionary movements were too frag-
mented to unite against the Muslim Brotherhood while the umbrella organiza-
tion the National Salvation Front made up of a number of opposition groups 
only operated as an agent for street protests and mobilizing people against 
Morsi and the Brotherhood. Just like in 2011 when the political stage was left 
to the military council after Mubarak was ousted, revolutionary groups and 
secular parties reprised the same mistake in 2013 by handing the revolution 
over to the military. Hence, Egypt suffered not only from the lack of consen-
sus between Islamist and secular political elite against the old regime but also 
from the lack of a united opposition against the military.

LEADERSHIP STYLES OF THE 
TRANSITIONAL ACTORS

One of the underlying factors that determined the course of transition in 
Tunisia and Egypt has been Islamist parties’ sudden and unexpected move 
from being political outsiders under the former authoritarian regimes to 
the political center in the new political system. Both the Brotherhood and 
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Ennahda emerged as underground movements to resist the authoritarian 
injustice with a religious agenda to establish Islamic society through grass-
roots activism. Unlike traditional political parties, these movements were 
not designed for open participation in a pluralist political landscape and 
democratic competition in their origin. When they moved to the political 
center, it was essential for their leaders to transform their movements from 
being an Islamic organization that aims at proselytism to a political party that 
both embraces democratic norms and conservative sensibilities of their base. 
Without such transformation, it would be very unlikely for Islamist parties to 
find a common ground with their ideological rivals and to engage in dialogue 
to establish democratic institutions.

Despite the fact that Ennahda and the Brotherhood share many common 
features and Ennahda is thought to be an offshoot of the Brotherhood, over 
decades the two movements have evolved in different directions and with 
different understandings of Islam and its relations to state and society. The 
crackdown on Islamists in Tunisia in 1989 forced Rachid Ghannouichi, the 
founder of Ennahda together with several leading figures of the movement 
to leave Tunisia for exile for two decades till the uprisings. Under Ben Ali 
regime, Islamists were banned from founding a party and taking part in poli-
tics, thus, the political space for Islamists was totally closed. In Egypt, on the 
contrary, despite brutal crackdowns on the Brotherhood, Mubarak regime 
granted the movement a limited space for political participation. Though the 
Brotherhood members were not allowed to found a political party, they man-
aged to run as independent candidates in the legislative elections. Through 
their electoral success, Brotherhood members were able to obtain a certain 
degree of political clout in the Egyptian parliament. Nonetheless, the inter-
nal governance of the organization was tight-knit, inward-looking, and full 
of suspicion regarding the outside world.65 In the years leading up to the 
uprisings, the Brotherhood’s reformist wing aspiring for the evolution of the 
movement toward a more open, democratic, and pluralist movement was 
either repressed or excluded from the organization.

The Brotherhood’s senior leaders were too concerned with ideology. In 
line with the movement’s slogan “Islam is the solution,” they maintained an 
Islamist ideology of state and society. Under the Guidance Bureau dominated 
by the Supreme Guide and the old guard, the Brotherhood held a strict and nar-
row minded worldview particularly on issues regarding the rights of women 
and non-Muslim minority groups. Morsi was a reflection of this current and 
in his speech, he continually stated his personal opposition to a women or 
Copt candidate for the presidency. Morsi also advocated for a constitution in 
which the role of Islam is dominant and Sharia is the source of legislation. On 
the contrary, despite the emergence of different factions within the Ennahda 
movement, Rachid Ghannouichi managed to reconcile different currents 
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within the party and adopted a more consensual and pragmatic vision in his 
party’s relation to the secular opposition. Under Ghannouichi, the movement 
portrayed itself a civic organization.

The Islamist discourse and practice witnessed in Tunisia and Egypt indi-
cated considerable divergence. In Tunisia, Ennahda went through substan-
tial moderation in the decade leading up to the uprising and the movement 
aspired for the establishment of a new system which reconciled Islam and 
democracy while ensuring the rights of women and religious minorities. 
Ghannouichi and other senior leaders reached out to the wider Tunisian 
public to ensure that if elected, they would not alter the civil character of the 
state into a religious state. Besides, Ennahda’s discourse was in compliance 
with the political culture of the Tunisian society at large and the party laid the 
groundwork for pragmatic alliances with liberal and leftist parties. According 
to an analysis by the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies (ACRPS)66:

Renaissance (Ennahda) presented a clear-cut political platform that defined its 
preferred form and principles of government, and adopted a general approach 
despite the intellectual variations within its vast political spectrum. It also gen-
erated a political discourse that is open to secular parties and seeks to preserve 
the real national gains of both Tunisian society and the Tunisian state, including 
the establishment of institutions during the country’s modern history. The party 
also addressed the Code of Personal Status and the rights of Tunisian women.

Ghannouchi is a farsighted leader who has internalized both the teachings 
of Islam and the principles of democracy. His life in exile in Europe for 
two decades might have also contributed to his broad vision of Islam and 
democracy. Under his leadership, Ennahda movement transformed itself 
from an underground resilience movement to a political Islamist party. 
With the ratification of the constitution in 2014, Ghannouichi announced 
that the new constitution ruled out the need for political Islam and the 
party was rebranded as a party of Muslim democrats.67 The evolution of 
the movement’s identity ensured Islamists would embrace the principles of 
democracy and democratic culture. Ghannouchi was aware that after Ben 
Ali’s fall, one of the biggest challenges facing Tunisia’s democratic transi-
tion was the polarization between Islamist and secular forces. To fend off 
secular circles’ fears regarding Ennahda, he continually stated that the new 
Tunisian state would be a civil one and include all citizens.68 Ghannouichi 
gave precedence to the build-up of a pluralist democratic system and vibrant 
multiparty politics in which Ennahda would be one of the political players 
within the system. Ennahda’s discourse reflected their desire for a demo-
cratic state that could coexist with Islam. To this end, Ghannouichi advo-
cated for an electoral formula (PR with Hare Quota-Largest Remainders 
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Formula) which substantially reduced the number of seats won by Ennahda 
in the Constituent Assembly. Ghannouichi convinced the party base that 
during the transition Ennahda wasn’t ready to govern alone expressing that 
Tunisia should not be ruled by one dominant party and even an absolute 
majority was not enough in the times of transition.69 Ghannouichi’s sup-
port for coalition government after the first parliamentary elections saved 
Ennahda from being the scapegoat for the ills of the country during the 
transitional period.

On the other hand, Morsi’s discourse was ideological and his leadership 
was shortsighted. While the Ennahda party approached politics in a con-
sultative manner and didn’t allow divisive ideological issues to jeopardize 
the continuation of dialogue, the Brotherhood brought ideology to the core 
of political agenda and focused more on consolidating power. Besides, the 
Brotherhood’s political discourse was alarming to a great many seculars. 
The Brotherhood together with other Islamist parties issued a statement in 
2011 in which it threatened opposition groups for calling for the introduc-
tion of supra-constitutional principles to govern the drafting of the future 
constitution with “unbearable consequences if they persisted in articulating 
these demands.”70 Sobhi Saleh, one of the senior leaders of the Brotherhood, 
threatened Al-Selmi, the deputy minister in the first interim government who 
drafted Al-Selmi document, that he should resign or else he “would bear 
the consequences of his nonresignation.”71 Al-Selmi had to resign after this 
explicit threat. Likewise, Azab Mustafa, a member in the Political Bureau of 
Ikhwan, also threatened that if any Brotherhood member were excluded, the 
Brotherhood would sabotage elections.72

The Brotherhood leaders at times labeled secular forces as anti-Islamic 
(kafir). The divisive and threatening political discourse used by the Brotherhood 
leaders closed the doors for dialogue with secular forces. One of the biggest 
mistakes of the organization was to underestimate the opposition groups’ 
resistance to its policies and to ignore the demands of the revolution. Instead, 
the Brotherhood wrongly assumed that a power-sharing agreement with the 
military would ensure their governance based on election results. This was 
simply a wrong assumption. Though Mubarak was removed from power, the 
legacy and the holdovers of the old regime were still powerful. Behind their 
power lied the fact that the deep state (military, the security forces, and the 
judiciary) had much stake at a regime change while preserving the status quo 
served their political, economic, and ideological interests. Morsi undermined 
any type of policy disagreement with the political opposition as violation of 
the will of the Egyptian people or an attempt by the old regime supporters to 
overthrow the revolution.73 By doing so, he detached the Brotherhood from 
any potential coalition against the old regime and found themselves in com-
plete isolation when the transition reached an impasse.
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Morsi didn’t try to reach out to opposition groups and broader Egyptian 
civil society to find a common ground on the constitution drafting, the single 
most important document which would act as the basis of the future Egyptian 
state. Instead, confident of their social base and electoral success, the 
Brotherhood chose to dominate the Constituent Assembly with Salafists and 
struggled to finalize the constitutional process to meet the deadline despite 
the unrest and dissatisfaction continually expressed by opposition groups. 
The attempts to form a constituent assembly created several frictions as it 
was heavily dominated by Islamists. While the first assembly was dissolved 
by a court order for not being truly representative, the second assembly ended 
up with a similar outcome as most of the nonpartisan drafters who were sup-
posed to be representatives of various institutions were chosen from people 
with Islamist inclinations. This nonconciliatory attitude of the Brotherhood 
aggravated the already existing gap between the two camps.

A further polarizing move was the November Decree issued by which 
Morsi granted himself broad powers and declared himself above any court in 
Egypt as the guardian of Egypt’s revolution. The Brotherhood members tried 
to legitimize this decree by expressing the need for protecting the Constituent 
Assembly from a forced dissolution by the Supreme Constitutional Court. 
The effect was to ignite a new wave of protests, this time not against the 
military and the old regime but against the Brotherhood and the president. 
The decree also opened the way for mobilization of the street demanding the 
resignation of Morsi by opposition groups united under an umbrella organi-
zation, National Salvation Front (NSF) and those street protests set off the 
process which would culminate in military coup.

Islamists in both Egypt and Tunisia were confronted with similar set of 
problems, yet the way how the leadership of the power parties, Ennahda and 
the FJP, approached these problems made difference in the course of the tran-
sition. To begin with, in order to assure secular groups of their not having the 
intention to monopolize power, during their electoral campaign both Ennahda 
and the FJP announced that they would not run for presidency. Ennahda 
abided by its pledge and looked more credible and consistent in the eyes of 
opposition groups. On the other hand, the Brotherhood nominated Morsi for 
presidency. Furthermore, prior to the elections, the Brotherhood announced 
that they would compete for only half of the seats in the parliament and aimed 
to win roughly one-third of the seats.74 The Brotherhood failed to keep this 
promise as well and raised suspicions as to the sincerity of the organization 
in the eyes of secular circles.

In addition, two parties took divergent paths during the political impasse 
in the constitution drafting process. Once the secular opposition threatened 
Ennahda to withdraw from the Constituent Assembly, Ennahda made a com-
promise and gave up any reference to Sharia in the constitution. In contrast, 
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the Brotherhood simply turned a blind eye to all objections of the opposition 
and inserted Sharia to the constitution. When the opposition walked out of the 
Egyptian Constituent Assembly en masse, the Brotherhood went on to work 
alone and hastened the process to have a constitution written and ratified. In 
Tunisia, each time the opposition objected to certain articles, the work of the 
assembly slowed down and Ghannouichi and other senior figures engaged in 
dialogue with the opposition parties’ leaders.

The most critical turning point emerged in both Tunisia and Egypt when 
the political impasse reached its climax in 2013. In Egypt, the opposition 
insisted on a governmental reshuffle, yet Morsi refused to compromise and 
he added more Brotherhood affiliates when a new ministerial reshuffle took 
place.75 A political deadlock emerged and continuous street protests chal-
lenged the legitimacy of the president. Despite massive street protests, Morsi 
neither attempted to call for a broad national dialogue nor was willing to 
make concession to soothe the opposition. When the conflict reached to a 
point of no return with several violent clashes across the country and the 
military issued an ultimatum announcing that all political parties should meet 
the demands of the people or the military would intervene, Morsi rejected the 
ultimatum and responded by calling the Brotherhood members to the streets 
to guard democracy and confront the old regime forces. Increasing violence, 
in turn, handed the military the golden opportunity to take the matters into its 
own hands on a silver platter.

On the contrary, during the climax of the political crisis in Tunisia, 
Ennahda took part in the national dialogue initiated by the UGTT and three 
other unions. The national dialogue was not a linear path, and it was full 
of ups and downs. Even though the party base and several party members 
initially opposed the roadmap drawn by the Quartet, following the anti-
Ennahda demonstrations and the second political crisis that erupted after the 
assassination of secular opposition leader Chokri Belaid, the party leadership 
agreed to step down and leave power to a technocratic interim government. 
Ghannouichi had an important role in convincing his party base that it was 
necessary for Ennahda to make compromise and to lose in the short term in 
order to win in the long one. By leaving the stage to the technocratic govern-
ment till the next election, Ghannouchi assured that Ennahda would maintain 
its presence in the electoral game while at the same time he prevented his 
party from losing vote in the ballots when the country was facing a real politi-
cal and economic instability.

The Egyptian transition indicated that a majoritarian democracy through 
which a political party governs based on the “will of the majority” argument 
at the expense of the sensitivities and demands of a sizeable minority doesn’t 
allow for a smooth democratic transition. One important miscalculation of 
the Brotherhood leadership was perhaps their assumption that they would be 
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allowed to govern based on their electoral success in the ballot box as long 
as they didn’t confront the military. To this end, the Brotherhood legitimated 
and even mobilized public support for the military’s interference in constitu-
tion writing when prodemocracy groups took to the streets protesting against 
the SCAF’s constitutional declaration in March 2011.76 Likewise, when 
military suppressed civilian protestors violently and tried around ten thousand 
civilians in military courts, or when virginity tests were conducted on female 
protestors detained, the Brotherhood didn’t break their silence.77 Morsi 
failed to challenge the status of the military elite and hold them account-
able for the attacks on peaceful protestors, which were among the central 
goals of the revolution. The effect was that the public opinion sharply turned 
against the Brotherhood, and many liberals and non-Islamists who voted for 
Morsi in the second round of the presidential elections turned to the military 
for intervention.78

POWER EQUILIBRIUM AMONG POLITICAL FORCES

An important factor in transition from authoritarianism to democracy is 
equilibrium among existing power structures; in other words, democracy 
flourishes best in a country where power is evenly distributed among politi-
cal forces. As early as 1939, Walter Lippmann noted that the survival of the 
national unity of a free system depends upon “a sufficiently even balance of 
political power to make it impracticable for the administration to be arbitrary 
and for the opposition to be revolutionary and irreconcilable; where that bal-
ance no longer exists, democracy perishes.”79 This kind of power equilibrium 
which offered competing political forces the opportunity to come to power 
didn’t exist in Egypt. Instead of a vibrant political arena where divergent 
political parties and interest groups operated, in the aftermath of the uprisings 
Egyptians were faced with well-organized Islamists, on the one hand, and old 
regime forces, on the other. Non-Islamist and liberal parties had just begun 
organizing their networks and had a long way to reach out to Egyptians and 
gain their confidence. This was the very reason for the secular and leftists 
parties’ constitution-first approach in contrast to Islamists’ elections-first 
campaign.

The Egyptian social fabric is mostly composed of poor, conservative, and 
rural population whose traditional values go hand in hand with the Islamist 
institutions based on faith and family. In addition, Islamists enjoyed much 
better organizational skills and resource advantage given the long history of 
the Brotherhood. The political forces that could serve as a counterweight to 
Islamists were the secular left and labor unions as their backbone. Yet, the 
secular left was far from building ties among the political groups belonging 
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to the same ideology and labor unions were weakened by the former authori-
tarian structure to be made to serve as a tool for surveillance. Thus, both 
groups were weak and fragmented, and they had little chance to counter the 
Brotherhood in the ballot box. The only force that could provide counter-
weight in this power equilibrium was the former ruling NDP with its well-
organized political networks and business elite who could reach out to the 
party base. Nonetheless, the NDP was dissolved by a court order after the fall 
of Mubarak and the incumbents of the former regime were scattered along 
other political parties and didn’t have the capacity to coordinate a unified 
electoral campaign that would challenge Islamists.

Eventually, the ouster of Mubarak created a political landscape where 
Islamists would dominate with Egyptian politics under a democratic system 
and their opponents would continually seek military intervention.80 From the 
outset of the transition, the uneven balance of power favoring Islamists dis-
couraged the secular leftist parties from confining their political aspirations 
to democratic means. Having realized that their parties had very little chance, 
if any, to grab power under democracy, those parties aligned themselves with 
the deep state and sought to overturn the democratic gains of the Brotherhood 
by undemocratic means. This uneven distribution of power explains why the 
courts intervened in political processes to impose some horizontal account-
ability on Islamists and opposition parties resisted Islamists’ calls for parlia-
mentary elections. In other words, Islamists’ possible domination of Egyptian 
politics seemingly for a long time to come led the secular opposition to 
become revolutionary and irreconcilable as observed in the Tamarod move-
ment’s campaign and the military coup on July 3, 2013.81

The electoral outcome and power distribution among political forces in 
Tunisia created a context which gave incentives to divergent political groups 
to negotiate very early in the transition process. Ennahda won a plural-
ity rather than a majority of the votes with 37 percent while 60 percent of 
Tunisian voters chose to support secular parties. Ennahda had to seek allies 
with secular parties and could only play a role in governance and the drafting 
of the constitution. Ghannouchi convinced his party members and the party 
base to seek reconciliation with secular parties, initially by referring to the 
fate of the political Islamists in Algeria in the 1990s and later to the Egyptian 
experience after the 2013 coup. Therefore, the distribution of power encour-
aged both seculars and Islamists to negotiate and come to a compromise on 
the key political issues surrounding the new constitution.

In the Egyptian case, uneven power distribution among political forces pre-
cluded all parties to play a role within the rules of the democratic game. FJP 
won an overwhelming victory in every electoral constituency they contested 
since March 2011. While it is true that they didn’t get a massive majority, the 
electoral results clearly indicated that they could count on the support of their 
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ideological fellows, Salafists.82 The FJP and the Al-Nour Party together won 
78 percent of the vote on the constitutional referendum in March 2011; 73 
percent of the vote in the first parliamentary election in late 2011 and early 
2012; 51.7 percent of the vote in the second round of the presidential elec-
tions in June 2012 and 64 percent of the vote in the constitutional referendum 
in November 2012.83 These electoral outcomes convinced the Brotherhood 
leaders that they could easily win an absolute majority with the support of 
Salafists and thus, they didn’t really manifest political commitment to negoti-
ate with secular parties. They believed that their electoral gains gave them 
the legitimate authority to come to terms with the military on the direction 
of Egypt’s transition.84 Seeing the military as an opposition to their rule, they 
substantially ignored the secular and Coptic Christian communities’ concerns 
while setting their political program.

The divergence in the democratic outcome between the two countries 
could also be attributed to the emergence of a breakdown in the mechanisms 
that generated and maintained the old distribution of power. Marina Ottaway 
notes a transition from an authoritarian regime to a democratic regime requires 
a redistribution of power, thus, a break in the status quo.85 The removal of 
the president itself doesn’t constitute a break in the status quo. In Tunisia, the 
ouster of Ben Ali created a power vacuum that no single actor could fill on 
its own, whereas the deposition of Mubarak didn’t. In Tunisia, three compet-
ing social forces intervened in the transition process after the outbreak of the 
uprisings and the departure of the president: the UGTT, Ennahda, and a small 
group of veterans of the Bourguiba period.86 Since Tunisia has a small and 
nonpoliticized army both unable and reluctant to have control over politics on 
the one hand, and divergent political forces and a robust civil society, on the 
other, a political context in which no single group could eliminate the others 
came out. This, in turn, facilitated the emergence of a pluralist society and 
political culture of negotiation and consensus making.

Contrary to Tunisia, Egypt had a giant military which was both able and 
willing to intervene in politics. Immediately after the departure of Mubarak, 
the SCAF assumed executive and legislative powers for the interim period 
until the election of a president. With the election of Morsi as the president, 
those powers were transferred to the president in theory. However, in reality, 
the military together with the elements of the deep state, the intelligence, the 
police, the judiciary, and the bureaucracy, had the upper hand in controlling 
politics and daily governance of the country. While the military allowed 
Morsi to govern for some time, the deep state was working behind the scene 
to turn public opinion against Morsi.

In Egypt, there existed a well-embedded state with a powerful and politi-
cally engaged military and the judiciary and unlike Tunisia, there was one 
socially embedded political force outside the state. Secular parties didn’t 
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have much popular support and mostly addressed to a small circle of elite. 
No political context came out like that of Tunisia where no actor was able 
to dominate and set rules on its own and thus, divergent political forces with 
similar chances had to compete for power. Hence, the Egyptian transition 
turned into a zero-sum game between the Muslim Brotherhood and the mili-
tary and the other elements of the deep state.

INSTITUTIONAL ENDOWMENT

Institutional endowment, or state structure and character of the state insti-
tutions, is central to account for the different trajectories of transitions in 
Tunisia and Egypt. In terms of institutional design of the state bureaucracy, 
military stands as the most pivotal institution that matters to state survival 
and no revolution can succeed without the backing of the military. Theda 
Skocpol once argued that the success of a revolution lies in the state’s capac-
ity to maintain monopoly on the means of coercion.87 In other words, if a 
state’s coercive apparatus remains coherent and it has the capacity and the 
will to crush popular protests, a revolution has no chance to occur. Similarly, 
Eva Bellin argues that democratic transition can take place successfully only 
when the state’s coercive apparatus lacks either the will or the capacity to 
suppress any sort of protestation from the public.88 Accordingly, the very 
reason why the MENA region had been an exception in terms of democratic 
transition for decades lies in the robust coercive apparatus in these states. 
Bellin explains the variations in the outcomes of the Arab uprisings by the 
divergence in these states’ coercive apparatus’ will to repress the popular 
movements.89

In the context of the Arab Spring, the role of military has been a determin-
ing factor to the success or failure of revolutions. In each country, the ruler 
ordered the military to suppress protests by using force, however, the Arab 
militaries didn’t respond uniformly. The uprisings only culminated in the 
demise of the authoritarian regime in relatively short time and peacefully 
in Tunisia and Egypt, where the armies sided with the protestors or at least 
didn’t intervene in favor of the regime’s survival. Tunisian and Egyptian 
militaries acted as rational actors based on cost-benefit calculations and sided 
with people calculating that it would be more costly to fire against their 
people in terms of legitimacy in the eyes of people since the size of popular 
protests had reached an unprecedented level.

Transition from an authoritarian rule to a democratic system can be carried 
out by the establishment of democratic civil-military relations. Even if demo-
cratic transition takes place and free and fair elections are held, a full-fledged 
civilian authority will not emerge and democracy will hardly consolidate 
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unless democratic civil-military relations are established and the military 
steps down entirely out of the political sphere. Nonetheless, military’s return 
to barracks doesn’t ensure establishing democratic civil-military relations 
per se particularly if the military establishment tends to retain a measure of 
autonomy. The case of Egypt has manifested how officers in the Middle East 
can rule but not govern without ever having to step beyond the boundaries of 
their barrack.90

There seems to be a correlation between the military’s departure from gov-
ernance and politics and the process of liberalization and democratization.91 
The third wave of democratization indicated that those countries that have 
established a balanced and democratic civil-military relations and where the 
military establishment has focused primarily on external threats and national 
territorial integrity (e.g., former Communist States of Eastern and Central 
Europe) managed to undergo swift and successful democratic transitions. 
On the other hand, strong military forces and robust security apparatus have 
been generally regarded as a main obstacle to political reform and democratic 
transition. The previous transition experiences in the globe also indicate that 
militaries have often proved to be the last institution willing to allow for 
democratization.

Military establishment in much of the Middle East has acted as the guard-
ian of authoritarian regimes and shared vested interests interwoven with 
those of the regime. Besides, in the Middle Eastern societies the image of the 
military as the guardian or the defender of the fatherland played into hands 
of military officers who have aspired to position themselves within the realm 
of politics. Military institutions often acted above politics and beyond civilian 
control fulfilling many functions which go beyond their standard mandate of 
defending the country. Military has often acted as the most resistant institu-
tion toward democratic change as such a change indeed involves potential 
dangers to the military’s institutional interests. Thus, society-led revolutions 
are likely to culminate in a caretaker military junta which pledges to organize 
elections while not being interested in extricating themselves from power.92

Establishing civilian control over military has been the most arduous task 
of democratic transitions. Military officers attempt to retain as much control 
as they could at the expense of civilian authorities who struggle to design 
a new political system and determine military policies in the aftermath of 
a regime breakdown. In addition, a fully fledged democratic regime should 
outline military’s role and its subordination to elected government officials in 
the constitution, leaving no space for provisions suggesting military tutelage. 
The central challenge for democratic consolidation lies in whether the transi-
tion succeeds in ruling out or preventing the emergence of a military coup. 
Nikolay Marinov and Hein Goemans have found that “three out of every 
four failures of democracy are the result of a successful coup d’état” posing 
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the biggest threat to the success of democratic transitions following a regime 
breakdown.93

The resistance of militaries toward democratic change depends on the 
degree to which they are professional, institutionalized into authoritarian 
regime, and they are directly involved in policy-making and repression; in 
other words, the degree to which they are politicized. Institutionalized mili-
tary has a corporate identity distinct from the state and the regime, and it is 
rule-governed, predictable, and meritocratic. In such military establishments, 
career advancement and promotion is based on performance, discipline is 
maintained through enforcement of merit-based hierarchy.94 Military profes-
sionalism, on the other hand, requires a military establishment to be politi-
cally neutral and controlled by civilian authorities. According to Huntington, 
military professionalism involves three attributes such as expertise referring 
to education of military personnel, responsibility referring to the role of mili-
tary as the defender of state, and corporatism which indicates the existence of 
a shared sense of unity among military personnel.95

Military institutionalism and professionalism often go hand in hand, that 
is, institutionalized militaries are the ones that are professional. The level of 
military institutionalism and professionalism determines the will of military 
establishment to disengage from power and allow political reform to proceed. 
Institutionalized military establishments assume that their power would not 
be ruined by political reform and are more likely to transfer power to a civil-
ian authority to save the institutional integrity of military.

Politicization of a military also determines the extent to which civilian con-
trol over the military establishment could be achieved. Politicized militaries 
are characterized by the fact that the military elite exercise effective control 
over governance and play a role within extra-military areas within the state 
apparatus.96 As it was the case in Egypt where the military is professional and 
institutionalized, if the military has historical legacy by successfully deliver-
ing on public goals like national defense and economic development, it is also 
likely to hold on to power by popular election. In general, politicized militar-
ies have often played an important role in a country’s independence struggle 
and have held the executive power through a military coup. The politicization 
of military poses a major threat to the consolidation of democratic processes 
and institutions as they are more likely to stage a coup when a civilian politi-
cal party in power runs counter to the military elite in terms of ideological 
and political interests.

There are some more variables that enable necessary or sufficient condi-
tions for the retreat of military from political power such as fiscal health, 
international support, popular mobilization, and the existence of a credible 
threat.97 First, military establishment would be forced to open up the political 
space for democratic change when it can no longer maintain fiscal health. 
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Second, international support is also an important indicator of the robustness 
of security apparatus. High level of international support in the form of mili-
tary aid by the Western countries to assure oil and gas supply security and to 
contain the Islamist threat has played into the hands of the military elite who 
aspire to position the military within politics and make them more unlikely to 
compromise for reform. Third, high level of popular mobilization for reform 
enable the military elite to give way to gradual implementation of demanded 
reforms as repressing thousands of people violently is costly for military 
risking its institutional integrity, international support, and domestic legiti-
macy. Fourth, the existence of a credible threat posed by a neighbor, such as 
the threat posed by Israel to its Arab neighbors, makes it more likely for the 
military to grow in size and enjoy broad popular support while reinforcing its 
robustness in the face of reform demands.

The high level of institutionalization and professionalism of the Tunisian 
and Egyptian militaries played a critical role in the removal of the autocrats. 
Generals in the army supported mass protests not because of their commit-
ment to democratic norms and values but because they calculated that their 
interests would be served better in the case of a regime breakdown while 
siding with the regime in the face of massive popular mobilization might cost 
their legitimacy and popular support. Yet, once the authoritarian leader was 
deposed, Tunisian military elite announced that they would leave the political 
scene to civilian control, whereas the SCAF in Egypt was determined to take 
the matters into its own hands and run the country alone. While the Tunisian 
transition is characterized by civilian-led transitional mechanisms, the SCAF 
shaped the course of the transition by considerably liming the space left to 
civilian mechanisms. Even when space for civic interaction among political 
forces was created, the SCAF continually stepped in the transition as an arbi-
trator. The different roles played by the two armies have remarkably changed 
the destination of the two countries’ political transition.

The military establishments in Tunisia and Egypt have different character-
istics in terms of their size, historical legacy, political engagement, and insti-
tutional capability. Tunisia has a small, professional, and depoliticized army 
with little experience in political engagement and over time it has acquired 
an institutional culture that accepts civilian supremacy.98 Tunisian indepen-
dence didn’t take place through a military coup and military officers played a 
negligible role during the independence and instead, it was driven by civilian 
resistance fighters led by Habib Bourguiba who was a lawyer. To fend off the 
threat of a military coup, Bourguiba intentionally kept the military small and 
granted it a minimal role, if any, in the political affairs of the country. Once 
in power, Ben Ali also maintained this strategy and kept the military on the 
periphery while relying on internal security forces which were more gener-
ously funded and bigger in size. On the other hand, the Tunisian military is 
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poorly equipped and funded and Tunisia has the least defense spending in 
North Africa.99

The military in Tunisia acted on the sole mandate of border defense and 
aid supply to civilians in need. Since independence, Tunisian Armed Forces 
didn’t engage in a major war and ward off a security threat that could gain 
the army prestige and popular support. Therefore, historically the Tunisian 
military hasn’t stood as an institution that is of great significance and weight. 
Besides, the army enjoyed weak relationship with the presidential family, 
which paved the way for the army’s increased institutionalization and profes-
sionalism and little incentive on the generals’ side to protect the president and 
his family on the eve of the uprisings. Decades of deliberate policy to starve 
the military of resources and to limit its operations by Bourguiba and Ben Ali 
paid off following the regime breakdown. Once Ben Ali was removed from 
power, the Tunisian military had neither the political will nor the capacity to 
impose itself as the sole authority and to reap the benefits of the revolution. 
Instead, early in the transition, the Tunisian military withdrew to its barracks 
and left the political scene to the interim government made up of civilian 
political elite.

By contrast, Egypt possesses a very large military that is highly institution-
alized and professional with a long history of political engagement and an 
institutional culture that doesn’t accommodate the notion of civilian suprem-
acy. To begin with, the politicization of the military in Egypt is closely linked 
to the leading role played by the military officers during the independence 
struggle of the country. British colonizers were dismissed from the country 
after the Free Officers Coup in 1952. Since then, the military’s strongmen 
took control of the country’s political life. Second, under Nasser the Egyptian 
military nationalized economic enterprises of the country and carried out 
massive infrastructure and development projects, thus, the military acted as 
the vanguard of economic modernization and progress. The military also 
developed vested economic interests by building economic enterprises and 
having them managed by its own cadres. The Egyptian military is predicted 
to control around one-fifth of the economy.100 Third, thanks to Egypt’s stra-
tegic position in the Middle East and the security threat posed by the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, the Egyptian military enjoyed a long-standing political 
support and financial aid by the United States, which strengthened the army’s 
role in political affairs. Therefore, Egyptian military had various economic 
and political interests at stake on the eve of the uprisings.

Bringing the SCAF as the main powerbroker, the military-led transition 
in Egypt was tainted from the outset. At this point, Atef Said pointed to two 
paradoxes: First, the army leaders could be seen as part of the regime that the 
revolution was aimed at replacing. Second, it was the military which is an 
institution based on hierarchy, strict regulation, and obedience, leading the 
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transition to democracy.101 The military’s institutional interests were embed-
ded in preserving the status quo. It was the massive size of the popular mobi-
lization against Mubarak that left little choice to generals but reluctantly bow 
to people’s will. To protect and further its privileged position and institutional 
interests, it took the reins of power once Mubarak was toppled.

During the transition, the SCAF has taken significant steps to ensure that 
ultimate power, be it political or economic, lies in the hands of the military. 
First, it refused any call to share power with civilian representatives of politi-
cal forces in a presidential council.102 Instead, the SCAF assumed executive 
and legislative powers until the presidential elections of June 2012. Ahead 
of the elections, the SCAF issued Al-Selmi document which outlined supra-
constitutional principles that gave the military immunity from civilian over-
sight and enabled it to dominate the constitutional process even after election 
of a new parliament. In addition, the SCAF shaped the transitional period by 
appointing successive technocratic governments composed of SCAF loyalists 
and Mubarak-era incumbents so that the power structures of the Mubarak era 
could remain largely intact. It also acted as a veto player through its coopera-
tion with the judiciary. The Supreme Constitutional Court passed a contro-
versial verdict by announcing the dissolution of the elected parliament on the 
ground that part of the electoral law was unconstitutional granting the SCAF 
full legislative powers until the election of a new parliament. The attempt by 
the judiciary to disqualify the Brotherhood dominated parliament from oper-
ating was indeed a judicial coup and it was an outcome of the long-standing 
engagement of the judiciary in politics with its politically motivated and 
ideologically driven court rulings. The judiciary acted in line with the mili-
tary given that the institution was dominated by Mubarak-era holdovers with 
its political and ideological interests embedded in preserving the status quo.

From the standpoint of democratization, what matters to democratic transi-
tion is not the military itself, but the nature of civil-military relations. Stepan 
noted, “the less inclined civilians are to abdicate their right to rule to soldiers 
in exchange for military protection against the perceived threats from class 
or sectarian rivals newly empowered by democracy, the better the chances 
for a successful democratic transition not constrained by excessive influ-
ence or privileges in the hands of the military.”103 As indicated in various 
opinion polls, average Egyptians viewed the military as a symbol of unified 
national power, determination, and a remedy to the problems of civilian 
disunity, partisanship, and uncertainty. A closer look into the larger political 
scene reveals a problem that is deeply engrained in the Egyptian politics: a 
widely shared belief that the arbitration role of the military as a strongman is 
essential to have things on track. Almost all political parties and groups not 
only acquiesced but also embraced the SCAF as the leader of the transition 
process. The Brotherhood’s attempts to ally itself with the SCAF in 2011, the 
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opposition political forces’ turning to the military for a takeover in 2013 and 
the rise of Al-Sisi to presidency as a national hero all reveal the problematic 
nature of civil-military relations in Egypt. In addition, pro-democracy groups 
and political forces refused to meet the President Morsi during the political 
crisis of 2012, instead asked to meet with the defense minister who is chosen 
from among the top generals in the military.104 The fact that SCAF emerged 
as an arbiter between increasingly polarized political factions stamped out the 
potential emergence of civilian-led mechanisms and coalitions like the Ben 
Achour Commission in Tunisia.

The contrasting cases of Egypt and Tunisia served as striking examples for 
potential constraints and opportunities posed by the strong legacy of military 
during transitions. A well-institutionalized military and security apparatus 
in Egypt encouraged political actors with divergent ideologies to separately 
negotiate with the military rather than with themselves in an attempt to 
maximize their political gains while alienating other political actors from the 
negotiation process.105 The political crisis at the end of 2012 and early 2013 
allowed the military to easily manipulate the democratic processes by posi-
tioning itself as the guardian of the revolution as each opposition party turned 
to the military for intervention. In Tunisia, on the other hand, a full autocracy 
that lacked the legacy of a similar arbiter before the uprisings created a con-
text in which opposing political forces had to either fight or negotiate, thus, 
increasing their incentives for pact-making process.106

Under the patronage of the military, the transition implemented in Egypt 
has not allowed a real regime change, instead, it brought a structural change 
to the regime replacing the political and business elite associated with 
Mubarak with those of the military in the post-revolution. The authoritarian 
institutions and the way how they operated were kept intact. Political actors 
solely focused on power grab rather than creating democratic mechanisms 
and essential checks and balances over legislative, executive, and judiciary 
branches of the government. Without these checks and balances, elections 
alone didn’t bring a genuine power transfer to a civilian authority. On the 
other hand, the long-standing legacy and political engagement of the military 
makes it extremely costly for political actors to struggle to bring the military 
under civilian control. The strong and politicized military establishment 
easily stepped in to overturn the democratic transition for the fear that the 
new president would strip them of their powers. As Stepan and Linz aptly 
noted, should the coercive apparatus find it difficult or unpleasant to coexist 
with democratic elements, a transition toward fully fledged authoritarianism 
via military coup is the most likely scenario.107 The result was reversion to 
ancien regime in Egypt where the emergency law is reinstated, military trials 
of civilians were expanded, civil society and opposition forces are repressed, 
and human rights violations become more of a norm rather than the exception.
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CIVIL SOCIETY

Since the end of the Cold War, Western scholars have embraced the concept 
of civil society as a precondition for democratic transition. The successful 
transition experiences of Latin American and Eastern European countries in 
the 1980s and 1990s, respectively, demonstrated that civil society is an impor-
tant agent of democratization. Later, from 2000 onwards, popular upheavals 
in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan, and more recently in the Arab world 
have once again manifested people power versus the power of authoritarian 
rulers. Both democratic transition and consolidation entails a vibrant civil 
society through which political participation is promoted, space for public 
engagement is opened, the power of government is controlled and in certain 
ways limited and above all, a sense of democratic values is developed.

In broader terms, civil society can be defined as an open public sphere, 
where individuals discuss and coordinate their interests, identify with the 
common good and reconcile their conflicting interests by making use of 
voluntary associations. Hence, three elements are vital to the concept of civil 
society: being independent from the state and the market, unrestrained space, 
and a set of shared values and interests. Nonprofit organizations, religious 
organizations, labor unions, business associations, interest, and advocacy 
groups as well as more informal political, social, and religious movements 
fall into the sphere of civil society.

Civil society offers various social and cultural underpinnings that set the 
stage for democratic governance. Through involvement in civil society, 
citizens acquire and disseminate certain values fundamental to democratic 
participation and collective action. Larry Diamond points to the two generic 
ways civil society advances democracy: First, it helps to generate a transi-
tion from authoritarian rule to at least electoral democracy. Second, it helps 
to deepen and consolidate democracy once it is established.108 Various types 
of civic organizations play a key role in how transition occurs, violently or 
peacefully, gradually or abruptly and whether it results in democracy or to 
some new form of authoritarian or hybrid regime.

Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba stressed the connection between democ-
racy and civil society in that democratic order requires civil culture which 
develops through civic engagement. They argued that civil society organiza-
tions can be considered as micro-constitutions as citizens get accustomed to 
the formalities of democratic decision-making through them.109 Besides, civil 
society allows individuals the opportunity to express, institutionalize, and 
mediate their divergent interests by means of voluntary associations, hence, it 
enables peaceful settlement of conflicts by reconciling conflicting interests.110

Civil society and democratization thesis assumes that an energetic asso-
ciational life composed of voluntary organizations distinct from the state, 
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economy, and family can trigger democratic transitions by challenging 
autocratic leaders and forcing the state to accept liberal reforms. This thesis 
has been challenged by various tactics of the entrenched autocrats in the 
MENA region. Civil society has witnessed a renaissance by the late 1980s 
in much of the Arab world when economic regression, rising youth popula-
tion, and increasing level of education combined to bring about widespread 
frustration with the state. However, the increase in civil society activism in 
the region could rather be seen as state-led processes of controlled liberaliza-
tion instead of autonomous associational activity. This was more a function 
of authoritarian rulers’ strategy of “authoritarian upgrading” through which 
they responded to social, economic, and international changes by modify-
ing their modalities of rule as a substitute for, rather than a step forward full 
democratization.

Despite the fact that civil society was seen to boom in numbers, its effec-
tiveness was undermined by a number of factors. First, there was a restrictive 
legal framework under which civil society organizations (CSOs) were heavily 
regulated, restricted, and banned. Regimes often allowed the remaining CSOs 
to create a democratic facade and as a party of wider strategy of survival while 
using various strategies such as containment, control and cooptation to under-
mine the effectiveness of those organizations. In several states in the region 
including Tunisia and Egypt, CSOs must register with the Ministry of Interior 
or Social Affairs which make use of complicated “Associations Laws” to 
bring those organizations under tight state control.111 Besides, provisions 
related to maintenance of public order and national security granted authori-
ties the right to dissolve CSOs and harass activists. Authoritarian regimes 
also undermined the effectiveness of CSOs by creating a state-monopolized 
civil society framework in which civil society organizations were run by civil 
servants and relied on government funding, thus, their agenda were largely 
determined by the government. Finally, civil society in the MENA region is 
characterized by the secular-Islamist divide due to conflicting visions of both 
parties over various issues including liberal democratic norms and values, 
the role of Islam in state and society relations, and the role of women. The 
secular-religious divide in civil society has been exploited by the authoritar-
ian rulers to eliminate threats to the status quo.

In a similar vein, in the context of the Arab transitions, the existence of 
civil society both prior to and during the transition phase looms large. Indeed, 
a very powerful explanation for the divergent outcomes of the post-Arab 
Spring MENA countries lies in the existence and engagement of civil society 
actors in the transition. In the Arab countries, where the authoritarian regimes 
maintained the tightest control over the society and used the harshest methods 
to suppress the opposition, such as Syria and Libya, the regime change was 
the most chaotic with high level of violence involved or the country turned 
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into civil war. In contrast, in the countries which enjoyed a vibrant civil soci-
ety and trade unions prior to the uprisings despite the restrictions they faced, 
the transition phase was much smoother and promising. In that regard, both 
Mubarak and Ben Ali regimes pursued more liberal politics than their prede-
cessors. In turn, in both Tunisia and Egypt, civil society had tremendous role 
during the transition though there has been significant differences between 
the two countries, particularly in terms of the evolution of trade unionism and 
their impact on the transition process.

By the turn of the new century, controlled liberalizing reforms initiated in 
most countries stalled while in several countries like Egypt and Tunisia, they 
gave their way to tighter restrictions on civil liberties and political pluralism. 
Hence, neither the surge in civil society nor enhanced support from external 
actors culminated in any tangible outcome toward substantial democratic 
reform in the years leading up to the uprisings. The outbreak of the Arab 
uprisings were characterized by the emergence of new social movements that 
were leaderless, nonideological, and free from organizational structures.112 In 
both Tunisia and Egypt, popular participation in the protests was very het-
erogeneous including ordinary citizens without political affiliation, political 
parties, trade and labor unions, women’s associations, Islamic organizations, 
human rights movements, and other opposition movements. Once mass 
protests broke out, CSOs were mobilized against the regime, yet no group 
emerged as overwhelming or was in a position to set forth an alternative 
political project to the former regime.113

In Tunisia and Egypt, popular mobilization continued after the ouster of 
autocrats because of the deep divide between revolutionary factions and the 
transitional rulers, substantial deterioration in the economies, disruption of 
essential public services, as well as security challenges. In Egypt, in addi-
tion to these reasons, there were other factors lying behind demonstrations: 
violent sectarian attacks, the SCAF’s monopoly over the transition, disagree-
ment, and ideological clashes over the constitution. In Tunisia, there was a 
widespread civil political unrest due to dissatisfaction with the interim gov-
ernment’ little progress in line with the goals of the revolution, yet compared 
to Egypt, demonstrations remained more peaceful in nature and response 
from security forces didn’t involve much violence. Similar to Egypt, NSF, 
an umbrella of opposition parties and Tunisian Tamarod movement, albeit 
much smaller in size and weaker in effect, called for the resignation of the 
government and the dissolution of the parliament. Unlike Egypt, in Tunisia 
civil society groups, particularly labor unions, took a leading role in conciliat-
ing social unrest through bringing political actors to the table for negotiation.

Compared to Egypt, the civil society framework in Tunisia was better 
situated to contribute to its democratic transition. Tunisian civil society 
is heterogeneous in that it is composed of religious groups, nonreligious 
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organizations, and labor unions. This heterogeneity enabled mobilization of 
voters into the first democratic elections through civil society networks of 
political contestants from across the political spectrum. Besides, Tunisia’s 
vibrant civil society in which labor unions and non-Islamist civil society 
groups posed counterbalance to Islamist groups was well-grounded to ensure 
political pluralism and create a setting in which no single group could 
dominate the political and constitutional processes. By contrast, Egypt’s civil 
society was largely constructed around religious ideals and it predominantly 
relied on the Islamist communal activism and charities through mosques 
or Islamist NGOs. Islamist organizations had much stronger efficiency and 
social base compared to their secular counterparts. Yet, these organizations 
are guided by Islamist ideology, the belief that Islam should dominate social 
and political as well as personal life, and they have sought stricter religious 
observance and a revolutionary transformation of their societies in the light 
of Islam. The challenge in the Egyptian transition lay in the fact that a sig-
nificant portion of Islamist organizations, majority of which belonged to the 
Brotherhood, embraced democracy as far as it would bring them political 
power, hence, as a tool rather than an end. On the other hand, secular NGOs 
and human rights organizations were co-opted by the Mubarak regime and 
relied on either government funding or external aid. Most of those organiza-
tions are elitist in structure with weak ties with the society to coordinate with 
and they failed to channel the demands of the society, which was evident in 
their trivial role during the uprisings and its aftermath.

Alfred Stefan aptly points to the distinction between the tasks of resistance 
movements within the civil society that help to deconstruct authoritarianism 
and the tasks of political society that help to construct democracy. In Stepan’s 
terminology, a political society refers to organized groups of political activ-
ists who not only rally resistance to dictatorship but also negotiates among 
themselves on how to overcome mutual fear and agree upon the rules for a 
democratic outcome.114 A political society also helps to construct democracy 
by bringing opposition leaders into agreement on plans for interim gov-
ernment and elections that would generate constitution-drafting bodies.115 
Tunisia had a political society that developed in parallel to civil society 
whereas in Egypt political society was nonexistent.

In Tunisia, a political society flourished far before the authoritarian 
regime’s crackdown. The consensus-oriented tradition in Tunisia results 
from the gradual construction of a dialogue between the secular groups and 
Ennahda, a political rapprochement which began eight years before the fall 
of Ben Ali. In June 2003, representatives from four of Tunisia’s major non-
regime parties—Ennahda, the CPR, Ettakatol, and the PDP—met in France 
and signed “A Call from Tunis” (Appel de Tunis) in which they negotiated 
on fundamental principles of the future Tunisian state: any future government 
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would draw its sole source of legitimacy from the sovereignty of the people 
and the state while showing respect for the people’s identity and its Arab-
Muslim values would provide the guarantee of liberty of beliefs to all and 
the political neutralization of places of worship.116 This dialogue among left-
ist, liberal democrats, and Islamists enhanced and in 2005, “The 18 October 
Coalition for Rights and Freedoms” was formally established among political 
parties and CSOs of diverse, and even contradictory ideological orientations 
on the basis of a common goal: achieving the rule of law and basic rights and 
liberties. In its manifesto, the October 18 coalition stated that it struggled to 
“lay the foundations for a democratic transition aimed at ending dictatorship 
and building the institutions of the state on the basis of democratic legitimacy 
rooted in respect for the sovereignty of the people, free from any form of 
tutelage, the practice of democratic succession of leaders, intellectual and 
political pluralism, and the safeguarding of human rights” and the manifesto 
touched upon liberal family code and building a strong civil society.117

The manifesto illustrates that a dialogue among disparate political forces 
began far before Ben Ali’s fall and it enabled those actors to decide on the 
key issues surrounding the transition such as forming an interim govern-
ment and holding elections with much ease. This political society extended 
to the formation of the Ben Achour Commission soon after the authoritarian 
breakdown and the commission acted as a platform where representatives of 
civil society groups as well as political parties discussed critical issues on the 
electoral and constitutional processes at length and came to consensus on the 
general rules of the transition.

On the contrary, Egypt fell short of a political society that would enable 
a platform to reconcile the conflicting interests of political forces. In Egypt, 
in the absence of established CSOs that rallied people for democratic 
change, civic movements led by prominent activists such as Kefaya, April 6 
Movement, and the NCA took the lead in mobilizing people for prodemoc-
racy reforms in the years leading up to the 2011 uprisings. These prodemo-
cracy movements were not formally established CSOs, instead, they were 
loosely structured networks free from the hierarchical structure typically 
found in a traditional civil society organization. Thus, they managed to reach 
out to people from diverse ideological background and affiliations, and rally 
people for mass protests. In the post-Mubarak era, they organized numerous 
protests and sit-ins to push the SCAF to submit power to a civilian author-
ity and put an end to violations of rights and abuse of civilians. However, 
these pro-democracy movements failed to play a constructive role in the 
transition since they mainly coordinated their actions into street protests to 
oppose the policies of the interim government. They were not able to chan-
nel street activism into a united collective opposition force due to high level 
of fragmentation and weak internal cohesion within these movements. In 
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addition, these groups remained aloof from party politics and didn’t attempt 
to act as a mediator or arbiter between political parties. Their sole focus on 
street politics organizing demonstrations and protests led to their alienation 
and marginalization.

Civil society played a central role in moving the country toward demo-
cratic direction in Tunisia. Civil society played two critical roles during the 
transition: First, it acted as a watchdog keeping track of the performance of 
the interim government and the NCA on leading the transition and consti-
tutional drafting, respectively. For instance, when religiously conservative 
articles that ran counter to gender equality were proposed in the new con-
stitution, liberal and feminist organizations organized wide-scale protests in 
Tunis.118 Second, civil society acted as a mediator and arbiter between the 
two opposing camps by facilitating dialogue and compromise among political 
actors when the course of transition bogged down in the midst of ideological 
confrontations.

In Tunisia, the political deadlock emerged mainly due to two reasons: First, 
there was a continuous delay in the adoption of the new constitution because 
of ideological clashes between Ennahda and other parties. Second, the troika 
government was severely criticized for its low-grade performance in the 
economic field and deteriorating security conditions due to rising acts of vio-
lence perpetrated by hardline religious groups and two high-profile political 
assassinations. Against this backdrop, Tunisian politics was characterized by 
continuous demonstrations and protests on the streets while the outlook for 
democracy was grim due to lack of trust and ideological division among the 
political elite. It was in this context that the UGTT stepped in and initiated 
the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet in cooperation with other three key 
organizations; the UTICA, the LTDH, and the ONAT. Under the patronage 
of the UGTT, the national dialogue brought the political parties in the troika 
government on the table to discuss and agree on a plan that would lead the 
country out of the political impasse. The dialogue began in October 2013 and 
lasted for three months until political parties agreed on a roadmap that cov-
ered the governmental, constitutional, and electoral processes. Eventually, 
the unions’ efforts paid off and the dialogue succeeded in the management 
of the political crisis and opened the way for a consensual constitution and 
the establishment of a technocratic government till the holding of the parlia-
mentary elections.

In Tunisia, the success of the national dialogue is deeply rooted in the 
country’s organized labor movement whose organizational weight and his-
torical legitimacy have no parallel in the region. The UGTT, the national 
confederation of labor unions, was founded in 1946 following its break 
with the French CGT (General Confederation of Labor). The organization 
served as a cornerstone of the Tunisia’s independence movement during 
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the colonization period. Farhat Hached, the founder of the UGTT, learned 
union activism in the CGT, the French communist-leaning union where he 
had been a member for fifteen years before he founded the union in Tunisia. 
He resigned from the CGT due to its lack of support for Tunisians’ struggle 
to gain independence from France indicating that the UGTT has been more 
than a labor union from its inception.119 The union gained political legiti-
macy both nationally and internationally when Hached used the union to 
exert pressure on the French authorities for more social and political rights 
for Tunisia and casted a role for the union in the national liberalization 
struggle.

Once Tunisia gained its independence, the Tunisian president Habib 
Bourguiba attempted to mobilize the UGTT’s prestige to consolidate his 
legitimacy and establish his own domination thereby creating a complex 
relationship between the labor union and the Tunisian state.120 Unlike the 
other unions in the region which are entirely integrated into the state author-
ity, the UGTT has enjoyed a considerable degree of autonomy from the rul-
ing regime due to both its historical role and legitimacy gained through the 
independence struggle and its ambivalent relationship with the regime. The 
organization at times acted as a partner of the regime and other times as an 
opposition force mobilizing popular revolts against it. First, under Bourguiba, 
the union was integrated into the state machinery through several of its lead-
ing members appointed to important ministerial and bureaucratic positions 
in the state. Second, the union confronted the ruling regime during times of 
crisis and it supported various social movements structurally and politically. 
The UGTT was at the heart of the protest movements that created resistance 
to liberal economic reforms and massive privatization projects such as the 
general strike in 1978, the bread riots in 1984 and the protest movements 
demanding employment, better working conditions, and social justice in the 
Gafsa Mining Basin in 2008, the strikes in Ben Gardane in 2010, and Sidi 
Bouzid in 2011.

In a similar vein, one particular character of the Tunisian Revolution was 
that the protests originated in the offices of the UGTT where the union lead-
ers opened their offices to the protestors and took a leading role in organizing 
rallies, marches and regional strikes. It was the UGTT activists who passed 
footage of Bouazizi’s self-immolation to Aljazeera a day before organizing 
protests in Sidi Bouzid bringing the events of 2011 to the world attention.121 
After Ben Ali was removed from power, the UGTT continued to exert its 
influence over the interim government through the sit-ins, strikes, and pro-
tests it rallied. Therefore, during the climax of the political crisis, it came as 
no coincidence that the UGTT took on a mediating role between political 
actors and put pressure on them to accept its transitional roadmap to join the 
national dialogue.
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In contrast, Egypt never had a strong labor union that existed indepen-
dently from the regime. The Egyptian Trade Union Federation (ETUF), the 
leading labor union in Egypt was founded in 1957 by Gamal Abdel Nasser 
as a tool to bring labor activism under control. Under a state-controlled 
economy where several economic benefits and job security were provided 
to rank-and-file workers, there was no room left for the ETUF to play col-
lective bargaining role or voice labor’s demands to the regime. The union 
served as a state apparatus to maintain control over workers while mitigating 
economic benefits granted to workers under Nasser. During the last decade 
of Mubarak’s rule, the ETUF’s leadership became increasingly submissive to 
the regime and the regime interfered more heavily in the unions’ elections.122 
Having been co-opted by the regime, the ETUF’s executive board remained 
disconnected from rank-and-file workers, which forced labor activists to 
press for their demands outside the ETUF channels. The adverse effects 
of economic liberalization and massive privatization led Egyptian workers 
to stage unprecedented number of protests from 2004 to 2011. During the 
January 2011 uprisings, the ETUF leadership sided with the regime attempt-
ing to discourage workers from participating in the protests, however, labor 
activists mobilized workers and organized their own anti-regime protests 
independently from the union.123 Despite the labor protests that contributed to 
the mass protests in 2011, the lack of leadership in the union and poor orga-
nizational structure undermined workers’ power and precluded them from 
acting as a unified working class that would exert influence over transitional 
actors. In the post-Mubarak period, the successive governments attempted to 
take control of labor unions rather than negotiating with them for potential 
reforms.

In short, civil society mobilization was critical to the success of the upris-
ings in 2011 in both Tunisia and Egypt. However, in Tunisia civil society 
was central not only to the breakdown of the authoritarian regime but also 
to the maintenance of the democratic transition. CSOs and particularly labor 
unions acted as a catalyst in shaping the country’s political transition along 
the desired outcomes. Egyptian civil society, on the other hand, was poorly 
organized and was not unified and strong enough to emerge as an arbiter or 
mediator. Therefore, transition in Egypt turned into a mere political game 
between two dominant actors: the Brotherhood and the military.

EXTERNAL INFLUENCE

Although most scholars in democratization field have concerned themselves 
with internal factors influencing democratic transitions, since the 1990s there 
has been an increasing scholarly interest in moving beyond internal factors 
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when seeking to understand the specificities of political change. The end of 
the Cold War and the transition of several former communist states to democ-
racy in a rather short period was indicative of the interplay between internal 
and external factors. External influence, whether it is military, economic 
or political, is central to explaining the authoritarian resistance in the Arab 
world which has long been subject to foreign influence beginning with the 
rise of colonialism, and continuing with the Cold War.

International influence on democratic transition often takes place in two 
ways: Leverage emerges when a state or a group of states use(s) political, 
economic, or military power to encourage or discourage a state in transition. 
Linkage exists when civil society actors, political movements, and institu-
tions in a country are tied to those of democratic countries or Western led 
multilateral institutions.124 There are several mechanisms of leverage such 
as diplomatic pressure, democratic conditionality, military intervention, and 
economic integration, among which conditionality comes to fore in pushing 
a state in transition toward democracy. Individual states or regional or inter-
national organizations could impose democratic conditionality to facilitate 
democratic transition of post-authoritarian states by offering it “carrots” to 
protect democracy such as financial support, free trade or market access, and 
membership in desirable organizations. On the other hand, this conditionality 
also includes “sticks” to a country in transition in the case of noncompliance 
to desired progress in building democratic institutions such as the threat of 
sanctions, terminating membership of international or regional organizations, 
and suspending financial aid.

In the context of the post-Arab Spring Middle East, the Arab countries 
swept by the uprisings of 2011 has poor linkage to the democratic countries 
of the West. Given the lack of an Arab democracy, they also had no model 
to aspire to in the region. Besides, Arab publics have been suspicious of the 
democracy promotion agenda of the United States in the region as they have 
witnessed its destructive impacts on countries such as Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Yemen, and Libya. The U.S. policies in the region have led to substantial 
anti-American sentiments and suffered from legitimacy in the eyes of Arab 
citizens. According to the Arab Barometer carried out soon after the upris-
ings, Egyptians and Tunisians mainly consider American influence on their 
countries negative and they see foreign influence as an obstacle to reform.125

On the other hand, in terms of leverage, international actors have been 
unwilling or unable to provide the kind of financial and political support 
that was so helpful in promoting or facilitating political and economic 
reforms implemented in Eastern and Central Europe. Western actors have 
been ambivalent about Arab transitions and combined with the effects of 
economic crises and internal challenges, they focused primarily on whether 
transitions in the region would serve their interests, thus, their suspicions and 
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hesitancy tempered their response and prevented the mobilization of large-
scale resources.126 They failed to exert conditionality or diplomatic pressure 
to encourage democratic transitions in the region. Instead, Western support 
for the political change in the region has been defined by their strategic inter-
ests and security concerns.

From 2005 onwards, democratic elections held in the region meant the rise 
of Hezbollah in Lebanon, the victory of Hamas in the Palestinian elections, 
political Islamists in local elections in Saudi Arabia, and militias-backed 
Shiite Groups in the Iraqi parliament. These developments marked a sig-
nificant turning point in the American democracy promotion and freedom 
agenda. The U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East confronted a democracy-
stability dilemma, while the former was supposed to promote Western values 
and bring about more predictable governments with broad-public support, 
the latter was regarded as a more direct and likely outcome of supporting the 
existing military-backed autocrats in the region.

Western governments found their security interests in advancing their rela-
tionships with secular-minded autocrats aligned with the West due to their 
vested interests in the region such as ensuring the security of the oil supplies 
and energy corridors, containing Islamic fundamentalism, and protecting 
Israel’s security. To this end, fearing of any Islamist takeover, the United 
States and the European Union gave precedence to relations with the ruling 
autocrats and avoided making reference to derailing human rights and civil 
liberties under Mubarak and Ben Ali regimes for decades. In a similar vein, 
they watched the course of events as they unfolded in Tunisia and Egypt, and 
they gave political support to the ouster of autocrats only after their removal 
from power became inevitable. Therefore, by 2011, it was certain that Arab 
countries in transition would have to depend on their internal dynamics for 
democratic change and would not enjoy political and financial aid for achiev-
ing democratic transition as was the case with the Eastern European States 
from 1990s onwards.

With respect to Egypt and Tunisia, external influence has played a diver-
gent role. Foreign intervention has had stronger influence in Egypt when 
compared with Tunisia. Due to neighboring Israel, controlling the Rafah 
Gate and the Suez Canal and accommodating almost one-fourth of the popu-
lation of the Arab world, Egypt is thought to be a pivotal country enjoying 
substantial geostrategic significance in the region and thus, it is considered 
to be a vital ally for the United States. Tunisia, on the other hand, is a small 
country having a population of only eleven million with very little oil and 
gas resources. It is geographically disconnected from the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict and the politics of the Levant, which has made Tunisia a country of 
a less strategic influence in the region. On the other hand, Tunisia received 
much of its foreign funding from European countries both before and after the 
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uprisings. In Egypt, economic and social development aid and civil society 
funds from the European countries and international institutions have been 
remarkable both prior and after of the uprisings, however, it was the U.S. aid, 
both military and economic, and the financial aid from the Gulf States that 
have considerably impacted the course of the transition serving to protect the 
status quo.

In pre-revolution Tunisia, political foreign assistance was an exception 
rather than the rule. Under Ben Ali, of around 9,000 associations operated 
throughout the country, most concentrated their activities on social and 
cultural issues. By law, associations were banned from working on themes 
related to human rights or other political fields. The legally restrictive frame-
work forced the international donors to restrain from touching political sub-
jects, and steered them toward working more on cultural and social issues. 
Besides, prior to the uprising, Tunisia had not been an attractive destination 
for international donors due to both its narrow strategic importance and low-
impact potential arising from the repressive political environment. Before 
2011, major international donors active in Tunisia mainly consisted of the 
EU Institutions including the European Commission and several EU member 
states such as France, Spain, Germany, Switzerland, and Italy. France has 
stood out as the most important aid donor providing almost 30 percent of the 
total financial assistance Tunisia received from international donors. This was 
to be expected as Tunisia remained in France’s sphere of influence due its 
colonial heritage and the close bilateral relations between the two countries in 
cultural, social, and economic spheres. Besides, the European governmental 
and nongovernmental donors have enjoyed a great deal of reputation due to 
their contribution to Tunisian human rights defenders and civil society even 
before the revolution providing just below three-quarters of Tunisia’s Official 
Development Assistance (ODA),127 and the European presence in Tunisian 
civil society and other areas of development has expanded considerably after 
2011.

Prior to 2011, the United States didn’t provide significant financial assis-
tance to Tunisia in the post-revolution era, and it didn’t appear to be among 
the top ten donors that provided ODA to Tunisia in economy, social and 
civil society sectors according to the 2010–2011 data of OECD Aid statis-
tics.128 Besides, the U.S. assistance to Tunisia differs considerably from other 
countries in the region where majority of assistance is for military and secu-
rity, yet military aid to Tunisia accounts for less than 15 percent of all U.S. 
assistance provided in 2011 and 2012.129 In addition, prior to 2011, while 80 
percent of the nonmilitary assistance is administered by USAID missions in 
the entire region, Tunisia didn’t have a USAID mission and majority of assis-
tance is received through U.S. programs such as the Middle East Response 
Fund (MERF), the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI), The Overseas 
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Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), and the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC).130 The relatively lower levels of U.S. development and 
military assistance to Tunisia largely explains the country’s low geostrategic 
influence and importance to the U.S. political agenda in the region.

The postrevolutionary Tunisia has been open to foreign funding and 
international donors among which European countries and Japan came to 
the forefront, and they mainly concentrated their aid, loans, and technical 
assistance on preparing the grounds for elections, constitutional drafting 
process, policy development, capacity, and institution building. Since 2011, 
above three-quarters of the development assistance to Tunisia was received 
from the European Institutions and European countries including France, 
Germany, Italy, the UK, and Switzerland.131 Furthermore, since 2011, the 
U.S. government has increased its funding and assistance for Tunisia consid-
erably and in 2015, the Congress decided to increase the bilateral package to 
$141.9 million which was more than double the previous year’s level of fund-
ing.132 Behind the Congress decision to increase the financial aid to Tunisia 
lied the mounting economic and security challenges that has threatened 
Tunisia’s political progress over the last few years. Nonetheless, the financial 
aid received by the Tunisian government from the United States was much 
lower compared to Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon, and the U.S. administration 
didn’t welcome the Tunisian government’s request for an Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) that would commit the administration to provide an 
increased financial assistance at specific levels over several years (similar to 
the MOUs signed with major Middle East Allies) in 2017.133

On the other hand, foreign assistance had a much more decisive role for 
Egypt. Foreign donors to Egypt were active prior to the 2011 uprisings, and 
they continue to provide Egypt financial aid after Mubarak’s fall. Based on 
the OECD Statistics 2015–2016 average, the top five ODA donors to Egypt 
include the UAE, EU Institutions, Germany, France, and Japan.134 The EU’s 
main donor is the European Commission which provided Egypt with €449.29 
million from 2010 to 2013 to support the competitiveness of Egyptian econ-
omy, democratic reform, human rights, and good governance and to realize 
development goals with more society and environmentally friendly policies. 
The European Commission continued to support Egypt financially after the 
military coup, and by 2017, the overall EU financial assistance to Egypt 
amounted to over €1.3 billion in grants with 90 percent of the grants target-
ing economic and social development, renewable energy, waste management, 
and environment, while 10 percent was dedicated to support good gover-
nance, human rights, justice, and public administration.135 The EU chose not 
to act on the conditionality clause within the framework of the association 
agreements of Euro-med Partnership Program that required the union to sus-
pend the EU financial aid to Egypt in the face of the coup. By this move, the 
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EU indeed turned a blind eye to human rights violations under Sisi. Besides, 
the union legitimated the Sisi administration when the foreign policy chief 
of the EU, Catherine Ashton paid a visit to the country announcing the EU 
support for the June 30 roadmap.136

Egypt has been among the top recipients of the U.S. foreign aid in the world 
along with Afghanistan and Israel. As a part of the Camp David Accords 
commitment, Egypt has received $1.3 billion military aid and approximately 
$250 million Economic Support Funds (ESF) annually since 1983. Besides, 
the Egyptian government has been the largest recipient of the USAID assis-
tance with approximately $250 million annually to support Egypt’s economic 
development and infrastructure improvement.137 After Mubarak’s fall, the 
Obama Administration maintained the same level of funding while additional 
funds were channeled to assist Egypt’s political transition. As of 2016, the 
portion of Egypt’s bilateral aid dedicated to military and security assistance 
made up 90 percent of the U.S. foreign aid in Egypt.138 The U.S. military and 
economic aid flew to Egypt interrupted even after the military coup in 2013 
despite the fact that the Foreign Assistance Act passed in 1961 stated clearly 
that no government whose elected head is deposed by a military coup is eli-
gible for the U.S. financial assistance.

For decades, the U.S. military and economic aid helped to maintain and 
expand the giant security apparatus and consolidated the successive military-
backed governments in Egypt. The American economic and political support 
to the status quo aimed to ensure the cessation of hostilities against Israel and 
the American interests including access to Egyptian airspace and the prioriti-
zation of U.S. naval vessels through the Suez Canal.139 To this end, in order 
to continue its financial aid to Egypt, the U.S. administration avoided defin-
ing the course of events during the violent removal of Morsi from power. On 
many occasions, the U.S. administration has undermined human rights abuses 
and even praised Sisi government for his so-called “democratic progress.” 
They have pursued a business-as-usual approach with Sisi mainly stressing 
security, counterterrorism cooperation, maintaining peace with Israel and 
economic issues.

In 2014, the U.S. Congress legislated conditions to sustain financial assis-
tance requiring Egypt to hold free and fair parliamentary and presidential 
elections, implement reforms to protect freedom of expression and associa-
tion and take steps to govern democratically.140 Egypt fulfilled none of these 
conditions, nonetheless, the U.S. administration only made some symbolic 
moves by expressing concerns about the death of civilians and ongoing 
violence in the country while remaining reluctant to suspend military and 
economic assistance to Egypt. What is worse, the U.S. officials described 
the current situation in Egypt as “the right path to democracy.”141 Sisi 
government remains fully confident that they will be able to protect their 
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legitimacy and popular support in the international community notwith-
standing the violent repression and various kinds of human rights abuses in 
the country.

On the other hand, most Egyptians consider the U.S. financial and military 
aid as a threat to achieving democracy in their country. The findings of a poll 
conducted by the Arab Forum for Alternatives in Cairo in 2012 found out 
that among Egyptians, European funding is perceived as the most positive 
(70 percent) followed by Japanese (63 percent), while two-thirds of respon-
dents (66 percent) expressed that funding from the United States and the Gulf 
States played a negative role in Egypt’s transition.142

Apart from the U.S. financial aid, the Gulf countries (with the exception of 
Qatar) worked fervently to maintain the status quo in Egypt. The Gulf States 
perceived the rise of the Brotherhood as a threat to their monarchies given that 
the Brotherhood enjoyed extensive organization with large popular support 
in those countries. Besides, the Brotherhood set a model that was perceived 
as a threat to the survival of Gulf Monarchies as they have reconciled Islam 
with democracy, which would ultimately challenge the Saudi Kingdom’s 
claim to be sole protector of Islam. While the Mubarak regime was clearly in 
the Sunni coalition with the Gulf States backed by the United States, under 
Morsi, Egypt began to align itself to Iran and challenge the regional balance 
of power. In order to prevent the expansion of the Brotherhood’s political 
model to the rest of the region and ensure its ideological interests, the Gulf 
States quickly moved to contain the spread of democracy and protect the 
regional balance of power by giving financial and political support to the 
military-backed regime. Saudi Arabia together with the UAE and Kuwait 
provided a combined aid package of $12 billion to the military regime imme-
diately after the coup, which served to provide Sisi regime with much-needed 
political legitimacy and financial aid during Egypt’s precarious transition.143

In conclusion, what was different in the case of Tunisia was the rela-
tive absence of external influence and its perceived lack of geopolitical 
importance including resource wealth. This enabled Tunisia to embark on a 
transition without any interference from foreign actors and forced divergent 
political forces to reconcile their differences. In contrast, the U.S. military aid 
and the aid package from the Gulf states reinforced the counterrevolutionary 
forces’ hand vis-à-vis groups urging for a democratic change.
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The outbreak of the popular protests in 2011 initially appeared to be an 
unstoppable course toward democratization. The popular protests raised 
many hopes for a new era of democratic regimes as they reflected Arab pub-
lics’ demands for freedom, justice, and democracy. The magnitude of protest 
movements was great enough to generate pressure over authoritarian rulers 
to step down. However, these hopes were quickly dashed as the downfall of 
authoritarian rulers failed to deliver on expectations of a more representative 
government, supremacy of law, and better living standards. Almost a decade 
after the uprisings broke out, protracted civil wars and chaos took precedence 
in the region while successful regime breakdowns failed to culminate in the 
establishment of democratic rule. In this gloomy political landscape, Tunisia 
emerged as a beacon of hope in the entire region as the sole Arab country 
that has successfully transitioned to democracy following the Arab Spring.

Though outside observers and analysts described the popular protests as 
“Arab Spring” with great expectations for democratic transitions, democra-
tization prospects faded in all cases except one almost as speedy as they had 
appeared. In general, three lessons transpire from the wave of popular pro-
tests in the Arab world in 2011. The first lesson is that authoritarian collapse 
is not destined to end in democratization. Egypt’s first democratically elected 
president and government were ousted in a military coup in mid-2013 and the 
country witnessed the reassertion of a new form of authoritarianism in which 
the military ruled at the helm rather than behind the curtain. The uprisings 
in Yemen, Libya, and Syria gave way to violent conflict that escalated into 
civil war and culminated in the breakdown of state institutions. In Tunisia, 
on the other hand, a functioning and relatively accountable political system 
was established, power was peacefully transferred from one political force 

Conclusion
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to another through free and fair elections and a democratic constitution was 
drafted with the inclusion of diverse political and civil society groups.

Second, the unfolding of the events in the MENA region indicated that 
there is no single universally acceptable route to democratization. Even when 
the origins of the popular protests and the initial phase of the transition indi-
cate remarkable similarities, two countries could take divergent transitional 
paths based on particular context-dependent factors.

Third, democratic transitions are assumed to be fulfilled when power is 
alternated peacefully between different political forces through free and fair 
elections, important steps are taken to ensure an independent judiciary and 
a democratic constitution is in place. However, it takes decades for a coun-
try that has transitioned from authoritarianism to democracy to consolidate 
its democratic governance while any country that is within the reach of 
democratic consolidation might fall into democratic regression and revert to 
authoritarianism. Therefore, it remains to be seen to what extent Tunisia will 
be able to shield its newly founded democracy from counterrevolutionary 
forces.

Whatever the domestic and international consequences of the Arab Spring 
protests are, the countries swept by the uprisings provide important cases 
to compare and test the widely accepted hypotheses in the field of com-
parative democratization. The downfall of the authoritarian rulers in both 
cases initiated transitions similar to those that took place in the third wave 
of democratization. Political groups previously suppressed by the regime, 
Islamist parties in the case of Tunisia and Egypt, moved into the centrum of 
political spectrum and were joined by dozens of newly formed opposition 
parties. Civil society organizations proliferated and interim governments led 
the transitional processes by organizing competitive multiparty elections and 
constitutional drafting processes. In both cases, constitutional drafting was 
marked by deep-seated ideological divisions as the main point of contention 
arose as regards to the adoption of Sharia as a source of legislation and thus, 
the future character of the state. Eventually, two years after the popular pro-
tests, both countries were plagued by political instability, insecurity, deepen-
ing economic crisis, and as a consequence, continuous street protests by civil 
society groups calling for the resignation of the incumbent governments and 
the holding of early elections.

Making use of the vast literature accumulated based on transition experi-
ences of the former waves of democratization, this research first compared 
Tunisia and Egypt in terms of the structural factors such as wealth, GDP per 
capita, levels of literacy, the composition of the population, and the levels 
of popular support for democracy. Upon investigating those structural fac-
tors, this research came to the conclusion that there is no meaningful dif-
ference between the two countries as both of them fall into the category of 
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lower-middle-class income developing countries and levels of support for 
democracy are alike. Therefore, the assumption of the structural approach 
that greater wealth, industrialization, higher literacy, and education levels 
would bring about democracy was inadequate to account for the divergence 
in the democratic outcome. While not eliminating the hypothesis that the 
level of development and wealth creates an environment that helps a country 
to maintain and consolidate its democracy, this research mainly indicates that 
democracy or reassertion of authoritarianism mainly depends on choices, 
behaviors and principal strategies of political agents.

On the other hand, historical and political structures largely determine 
decisions and political choices of agents, indicating that agents are deeply 
affected by structures while making certain choices. In this study, the level 
of elite consensus achieved in the two countries, the leadership styles of the 
transitional actors and their decisions seem to account for why Tunisia could 
achieve democratic transition but not Egypt. Nonetheless, in the context of 
post-2011 transitions in Tunisia and Egypt, decision-making processes and 
compromising or uncompromising attitudes of political agents are deeply 
affected by a number of structural constraints such as institutional endow-
ment, the potential of civil society to make pressure on political elite, the 
distribution of power among divergent political forces, and the influence of 
external actors. Hence, those variables are also investigated in relation to 
their effect on why political actors took certain decisions, but not others, or 
they were more apt to compromise on critical issues in one country but in 
the other.

Democratic transitions succeed depending on how far rules of the game 
are set clearly, transparently, and with broad consensus of divergent political 
forces from the outset. The designing of the transition, that is, the sequenc-
ing and timing of the elections and constitutional drafting process was both 
opaque and troublesome in Egypt. A critical turning point emerged when 
transitional actors decided to hold elections before enacting a new constitu-
tion despite the outcry of civil society groups and secular political parties. 
This decision meant that a new system was built based on the old set of rules 
that has been designed to monopolize and consolidate power. It also meant 
that the political forces that would win electoral victory would become less 
eager to come to terms with other political groups on critical issues regarding 
the future of the state and society due to their majoritarian mindset in relation 
to democracy. In contrast, the transitional process in Tunisia gave precedence 
to the drafting of the constitution first, in other words, setting the rules of the 
game before giving a start signal to the match. This strategic choice enabled 
divergent political forces to come to compromise on key issues that would 
define the character of the future state and the relationship between religion 
and state affairs, in particular.
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The designing of electoral and constitutional processes is of utmost sig-
nificance to facilitate a democratic outcome. The constitutional process in 
Egypt was designed without clearly defined rules and procedures that would 
be outcome of negotiations and bargaining among transitional actors. The 
ambiguities and loopholes that emerged as a result of those unclear processes 
gridlocked the transition in Egypt from its outset. The electoral process in 
Egypt was designed in a manner that would strengthen the hands of political 
forces having better organizational strength and higher popular support while 
eliminating equal chances for smaller and less powerful political groups. On 
the contrary, the electoral law used in Tunisia was based on proportional rep-
resentation with a 0-percent threshold, in other words, the electoral law was 
designed to promote pluralism and preclude one political party from gaining 
absolute majority. The electoral process was administered by an independent 
commission in Tunisia, and it was largely transparent. The initial decisions 
taken at the beginning of the transitional phase created more favorable condi-
tions for Tunisia to become a democracy while generating numerous setbacks 
in the Egyptian case.

Second, the success of any democratic transition is largely determined by 
the constitutional process, to be more precise, both the manner in which con-
stitution is drafted and its content. The Tunisian constitutional drafting pro-
cess is a perfect example of a national reconciliation that could be achieved 
through consensus building. The Tunisian constitution came into being with 
the participation of civil society organizations and an elaborate process of 
political bargaining and negotiations between the secular and Islamist groups. 
On numerous points of contention such as the role of Sharia in state affairs, 
blasphemy, and the status of women, parties come to consensus through 
intense political dialogue and much of the credit could be attributed to the 
Ennahda party for compromising on its several standpoints. The outcome 
was a rather progressive constitution that guarantees fundamental freedoms 
and reflects the key tenets of democracy. On the other hand, in Egypt consti-
tutional drafting was characterized by mistrust and ideological divisions. The 
constituent assembly tasked with the writing of the constitution was heavily 
dominated by Islamist members, which lead to distrust and suspicion among 
secular members. In terms of its content, both the 2012 and the 2013 constitu-
tions of Egypt were revised versions of the constitution under Sadat and had 
nothing to do with the demands of the revolution. The single most important 
document for the new Egyptian state failed to gain political legitimacy.

In transitions from authoritarian regime to democracy, the political elite 
need to reach consensus on the key objectives of the transition and their 
future state and to achieve this, they need to compromise on their ideological 
stances and privilege establishing a democratic system over their pure parti-
san interests. The Tunisian political elite, Ennahda, secular political parties, 
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and the chief labor union, acted on an understanding that monopolizing the 
political system was too heavy burden for one single group to carry and each 
of those political actors gave precedence to maintaining the country’s politi-
cal transition and moving it forward in line with the expectations of the larger 
society. Consensual politics became the new norm in Tunisia following the 
fall of the Ben Ali regime. First, the political elite came to sufficient agree-
ment on the procedures to design a transitional roadmap. Besides, consensual 
politics was institutionalized in the form of the Higher Authority for the 
Realization of the Objectives of the Revolution, Political Reform, and the 
Democratic Transition including legal experts, civil society groups, intellec-
tuals, and politicians. Third, Tunisian political elite reached an agreement on 
the character of the state, that is, the state would be a civic and democratic 
and its legitimacy would be drawn from popular sovereignty. This com-
mon understanding was achieved thanks to the ideological moderation by 
the Ennahda leadership who struggled hard to compromise the ideological 
stances of the hardliners within the party. Fourth, Ennahda leadership will-
ingly stepped down and handed political power to a technocratic government 
in the face of mounting political unrest and instability. By doing so, they 
saved Tunisia from a never-ending political stalemate that had the risk of 
reverting the country to a new form of authoritarianism.

By contrast, Egypt experienced little political dialogue between ideological 
opponents. The whole transition process was perceived as a zero-sum game 
in which gains by one political force would definitely be a loss by another. 
Hence, transitional actors gave precedence to electoral politics rather than 
establishing a political platform to decide on the key issues surrounding the 
transitional process. The outcome of this perception was too many elections 
in rather short period of time with little common understanding and agree-
ment on the future of the transition and thus, no meaningful outcome for a 
democratic transition.

Another important lesson that the divergence between the Tunisian and 
Egyptian transitional outcomes offered is how much the leadership styles 
of newly emerged political parties mattered to the democratic outcome of 
the transition. In both countries, political Islamists were faced with similar 
set of problems, yet how they approached those problems and their critical 
decisions made a difference in their transitional paths. Confident of their 
organizational strength and popular support, the Brotherhood leaders gave 
little weight to reaching out to opposition groups and embracing all frac-
tions within the society. Their perception of democracy was based on a 
majoritarian mindset. Rather than unifying with the revolutionary groups 
and opposition parties against the old regime forces, the Brotherhood leaders 
chose to engage in a power-sharing agreement with the military in the belief 
that it would be to their advantage to act with the military rather than with 
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the opposition groups against the old regime. By this fatal calculation, the 
Brotherhood alienated its potential allies and lost every single opportunity to 
build a coalition with revolutionary forces, which left them no ally to turn to 
when the military turned against them. Besides, Morsi’s political discourse 
was polarizing, divisive, and ideological. He took a nonconciliatory stance 
and mobilized thousands of Brotherhood members to the streets in the face 
of escalating popular unrest and a deeply polarized society. The mounting 
polarization and street protests, in turn, played into the hands of the SCAF 
which could easily revert the transitional path to the old status quo.

On the contrary, the leadership of Ghannouichi helped Tunisia to soothe 
ideological polarization and bridge ideology-driven conflicts to achieve 
national reconciliation. Ghannouichi and other key leaders in the party were 
committed to the establishment of a secular democratic state. To this end, he 
advocated for an electoral formula which could serve the interests of smaller 
parties rather than allowing Ennahda to gain a landslide victory. During the 
times of political crisis, Ennahda leadership acted in a conciliatory manner 
that would in no way pave the way for escalation of the crisis and strengthen 
the hands of old regime supporters. Tunisia achieved consensual politics that 
is very rare in the region thanks to Ennahda’s willingness to come to com-
promise at critical junctures.

In explaining the divergence in the democratic outcome between Tunisia 
and Egypt, perhaps the most important variable is the institutional endow-
ment of the state, the institutional pillars on which the state is structured. The 
divergent role played by the militaries in Egypt and Tunisia is embedded in 
their historical legacy closely linked to the military’s role in the country’s 
struggle for independence. Since Egypt gained its independence, it was ruled 
by the generals from the army, and thus, the military establishment emerged 
as a privileged and autonomous institution in the state enjoying a wide range 
of political and economic interests. Indeed, the military in Egypt acted as 
a state within the state with its dominant role in the country’s political life 
behind the curtain for several decades and its domination of almost two fifth 
of Egypt’s economy. Therefore, immediately after the removal of Mubarak 
from power, to protect its institutional interests and even enhance them, the 
SCAF took over political affairs and remained rather reluctant to leave the 
political stage to a civilian force. The continuous intervention of the military 
in the political realm precluded the emergence of a civilian democracy from 
taking root. It also led the leftist and revolutionary opposition groups to turn 
to the military to intervene rather than confronting the Islamists in ballot 
boxes. In stark contrast, the Tunisian military has not been an institution of 
high concern. The army was poorly funded and equipped by Bourguiba and 
Ben Ali, and it was kept in the periphery to preclude any potential coup. 
Unlike the giant military apparatus in Egypt, the minimal role allocated to the 
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military in Tunisia has been a blessing to the country’s democratic transition 
in post-Arab Spring.

Another pivotal variable that facilitates or hinders democratic transition is 
the distribution of power among political forces. The former democratic tran-
sition experiences have indicated that democracy best flourishes in a country 
where there is relatively even distribution of political power and this makes it 
less likely for the dominant political force to be arbitrary and the opposition 
forces to be irreconcilable. Tunisia’s transitional process took advantage of a 
relatively even distribution of power in the aftermath of the first elections in 
2011. Ennahda party won a plurality rather than the majority of votes, which 
forced the party to seek allies from the secular camp and encouraged both 
secular and Islamist members of the assembly to compromise and negotiate 
during the constitutional drafting and its aftermath. In contrast, in the first 
parliamentary elections in Egypt, the Brotherhood together with the Salafist 
Al-Nour Party won almost two-thirds of the votes, which made the political 
Islamists more uncompromising in the belief that they didn’t need to come to 
terms with the secular groups on the issues surrounding constitutional draft-
ing and the transitional process. In addition, for power to be evenly distrib-
uted among divergent political forces, there should exist power vacuum after 
the breakdown of the authoritarian regime. In Egypt, the removal of Mubarak 
didn’t generate a power vacuum that would be filled by a civilian political 
force as the military acted as the most powerful political force. Such a power 
vacuum emerged in Tunisia after Ben Ali’s ouster due to the military’s neu-
tral stance and nonintervention in the political sphere.

This research has also revealed the centrality of civil society activism 
in both Tunisia and Egypt in the post-Arab Spring context. Similar to the 
transition experiences in democracy’s third wave, civil society has loomed 
large in the deconstruction of authoritarianism in both Tunisia and Egypt. 
However, once the autocrats were ousted, civil society in the two countries 
played divergent roles. In Egypt, the role of civil society in the aftermath of 
the authoritarian breakdown was confined to street activism. They failed to 
channel street activism into a united opposition force in the political sphere. 
This was largely because civil society organizations had weak internal 
cohesion, and they were too fragmented to act as a collective force. Unlike 
Egypt, Tunisia had a vibrant civil society in which labor unions and secular 
civil society groups counterbalanced Islamist organizations. In Tunisia, civil 
society monitored the performance of the interim government and organized 
mass-scale protests when the transitional actors’ roadmap ran counter to 
the demands of the revolution. Another critical role of the civil society in 
Tunisia was mediation and arbitration between opponent political forces and 
between society and transitional actors at large. When the political crisis was 
approaching its climax in 2013, the Tunisian General Labour Union with 
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three other leading organizations stepped in to initiate a broad national dia-
logue and presented a transitional roadmap to the political actors declaring 
that they had to accept the roadmap to be involved in the national dialogue. It 
was this national dialogue that led Tunisia toward democracy.

Finally, the role of external actors has been decisive in the transition of 
the two countries. Egypt enjoys a great geopolitical power due to its strategic 
location neighboring Israel, controlling the Rafah Gate and the Suez Canal. 
The country has enjoyed substantial U.S. military aid for decades and it has 
been a beneficiary of financial aid from the Gulf monarchies. The financial 
aid provided to Egypt by external actors, be it economic and military, served 
to protect the old status quo and strengthen the economic and political status 
of the military, which in turn beclouded prospects for a civilian democratic 
rule in Egypt. To its advantage, Tunisia is detached from the quagmires of 
the Levant politics thanks to its distant location from the most conflict-ridden 
part of the Middle East. It doesn’t share a border with Israel or control a 
geostrategic canal and bridge, nor is it an oil producer. Tunisia’s perceived 
lack of geopolitical significance has been a blessing to the country allowing 
transitional actors to design a transitional roadmap free from any foreign 
influence. Unlike Egypt, U.S. military aid only constitutes a small portion of 
the total U.S. aid to the country. This also explains why the Tunisian military 
remained small and doesn’t have political aspirations.

Consequently, the divergence in the transitional outcomes between Tunisia 
and Egypt manifested that there is no linear and predictable path to democ-
racy. Transitioning to democracy is a complex and open-ended process that 
is not simply a matter of removing an autocrat from power, but rather a con-
tinuous process that develops a country’s mindset, principles, and democratic 
values. The key variables underlined in this study indicate that the outcome of 
a transition from authoritarian regime to democracy first and foremost hinges 
on political actors, their commitment to democratic values and determina-
tion to move their country to democracy. The decision-making processes of 
political actors are also closely linked to a set of political and institutional 
structures such as civil society, institutional endowment, and external actors 
that encourage them to make compromise at critical points or lead them to 
become nonconciliatory in the face of political disagreements. Finally, the 
findings of this research provide important insights into the transitions from 
authoritarian rule by comparing two cases of regime changes, yet the end 
point of these transitions is still far from being certain. Tunisia has still a long 
way to go to consolidate its democracy. On the other hand, the restoration of 
authoritarianism in Egypt could end up with an autocracy with a democratic 
façade or the country could maintain its military dictatorship for some time 
to come.
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