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Abstract

This paper proposes and illustrates a framework for analysis of the recent events  
in Middle Eastern and North African countries (the so-called Arab Spring) by  
bringing into dialogue recent theoretical advances in democratization theory with the 
comparative-historical literature on the political development of the MENA region. 
We advocate two analytical shifts from conventional approaches in the analysis of the 
Arab Spring: first, reconsider the temporalities of democratization processes; second, 
focus on struggles over specific institutional arenas rather than over the regime as a 
whole. The former recommendation draws attention both to the strategies used by  
key actors in the political, economic, and civil society spheres, and to the historical 
legacies that built the influence and resources of these actors over time. The latter 
allows us to consider the institutional safeguards for old elites that are likely to be 
included in the post-authoritarian regimes emerging in the region. Even though some 
of these safeguards are clearly anti-democratic, historical examples show that they do 
not necessarily preclude democratization. Indeed, in some cases, their introduction 
might be necessary to achieve democratic openings in other arenas. We illustrate these 
theoretical points with reference to the case of Egypt.
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	 Introduction

From Tunisia to Syria, Yemen, Egypt, and Libya, Middle Eastern authoritarian 
regimes that ruled for decades have been swept away by the winds of radical 
political change. The outcome of these quickly unfolding processes is still largely 
unpredictable. All newly emerging political actors declare allegiance to “democ-
racy”. However, it is far from clear at this stage whether democracy will take root, 
and if so, which kind of democracy will prevail in the area. Recent decades have 
shown that the enthusiasm for democratic opening can quickly be followed 
by  backsliding into various forms of “competitive authoritarianism”,1 where 
formally pluralist elections mask de facto authoritarian regimes. Even though 
pluralistic competition is established, unelected actors such as the military or 
the clergy may continue to yield tutelary power over elected officials, and 
authoritarian incumbents can entrench their positions of power by limiting or 
distorting competition. Some are already questioning the durability of the Arab 
Spring as protracted conflict engulfs even the most promising of transitions.

The purpose of this paper is to advance our understanding of these events by 
bringing two important literatures into conversation with each other: one on 
political change in the MENA countries and an emerging literature on the 
dynamics of historical democratization, what goes under the heading of the 
“historical turn” in democratization studies.2 If, on the one hand, the insights of 
the “historical turn” approach are useful for understanding recent develop-
ments in the MENA region, on the other hand, taking the history of the region 
seriously has important consequences for the theoretical approach of the his-
torical turn as well. From the “historical turn” approach we draw two theoretical 
insights that we consider important to make sense of the unfolding processes of 
regime change in the MENA region: first, the need to recast the temporalities of 
democratization processes so as to take into account the role of structural fea-
tures of societies and cultures as well as that of key actors at critical junctures, 
analyzed over the long run; second, the utility of shifting the analytical focus to 
developments in institutional arenas within the regime rather than the regime 
as a whole. At the same time, paying the due attention to developments in the 
MENA region as expounded in the rich literature on the region leads us to 
broaden our attention from the formal-constitutional institutions of democracy 
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which have been the focus of the historical turn. In addition to looking at insti-
tutions aimed at constraining and distributing political power such as formal 
rules on the extension of suffrage, the introduction of the secret ballot, of the 
institutionalization of the accountability of the executive branch, which have 
been important in the long-run development of democracy in the Anglo-Saxon 
countries and in Western Europe, we extend the analysis to institutional arenas 
encompassing the regulation of the economy and of civil society, both of which 
have been identified by MENA scholars as critical forums of contestation effect-
ing broader political development in the region. The result is a novel theoretical 
framework that incorporates key insights of both literatures: We argue that ana-
lyzing the episodes of asynchronous change of the institutional arrangements 
regulating the political, economic, and civil society arenas over the long run 
offers a fresh perspective on the process of regime change currently unfolding 
in the region. This perspective at once allows us to make analytically tractable 
the impact on institutional change of the structural determinants often empha-
sized in the literature on the region, and provides new insights for theorizing 
democratization processes in other areas of the world.

The article is organized as follows: we first discuss how developments in the 
MENA region have been analyzed in the light of traditional theories of democ-
ratization; in the subsequent section, we discuss our theoretical approach, 
which draws on the so-called “historical turn” in the study of democratization 
but modifies it with important insights deriving from the literature on the 
region; in the section that follows, we provide a brief illustration of how aspects 
of the “historical turn” approach could be used to analyze the contradictory 
process of regime change in Egypt; the conclusion summarizes our main points 
and offers general remarks on the implications of our analysis.

	 Democratization Theory and the MENA Region

Different approaches to democratization have been put forward over the past 
half century, each emphasizing different determinants and characteristics of 
the processes of democratization. One tradition of analysis, which includes 
modernization theory3 and classic macro-sociological analyses4 but which 
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stretches to recent influential political economy approaches,5 emphasizes 
structural determinants of democratization: democracy is seen as endogenous 
to specific sets of social conditions such as levels of economic development or 
of economic inequality, which engender class alliances and distinct paths of 
political development favoring or not favoring a democratic outcome. An 
equally important tradition of analysis in the field instead focuses on demo-
cratic transitions: democracy is seen as the outcome of strategic interactions 
between key actors after a crisis of an authoritarian regime.6 Political interac-
tions in phases of high uncertainty, effort at institution building and the 
unavoidable contingency that characterizes these processes in many countries 
are seen as more important than structural conditions, although the impact of 
the latter is by no means neglected by analysts in this tradition.7 “Transitologists” 
have mainly concentrated attention on post-1970 cases of democratization, the 
so-called “third wave” in which democratic institutions were introduced in 
contexts where the structural factors emphasized by previous literature were 
not always present.8

While these general works largely ignored the Middle East, a rich body of 
scholarship emerged to explain why the third wave of democratization had 
seemingly left the Arab world behind.9 Consistent with the structuralist 
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approaches found in the broader literature, early explanations of this demo-
cratic deficit in the MENA region focused on the absence of various cultural, 
social, and economic factors necessary for democratization, often painting a 
picture of marked regional exceptionalism. For those focused on cultural 
determinants, religion has been the most fiercely debated issue. Following 
Huntington’s influential and controversial claims of incompatibility of Islam 
and democracy,10 scholars have analyzed the relationship between Islamic val-
ues and democratic institutions, and have come to essentially mixed results, 
ranging from the identification of a negative impact of Islam on the chances  
of democratization,11 to analyses that find greater ambiguity in the statistical 
evidence.12 Other scholars working within the same “pre-requisites” school 
have identified the source of the democratic deficit in the endurance of  
traditional social structures, such as patrimonial and tribal allegiances, which 
inhibit the development of broad-based national parties and civil society  
organizations, considered as important building blocks of democratization.13  
In addition, the dominance of certain sectarian groups in many MENA coun-
tries has been  identified as a hindrance to democratization as it creates a 
strong divide between regime elites and outsiders.14 Related to this, some have 
focused on the dynamics of the rentier state as a constraint on the emergence 
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of democracy in the region. The availability of valuable resources – oil in  
particular – has obviated the need for states to extract large amounts of reve-
nue from the population, thus removing what has historically been a focal 
point for social mobilization in the process of democratization.15 Moreover, 
the rentier state dynamic often results in very wealthy regime elites ruling over 
very poor populations, adding a significant class cleavage to the elite-mass 
divide. Even for those countries that are not resource rich, moreover, other 
forms of rent persist (the most significant of which is foreign aid), perpetuat-
ing the logic of “no representation without taxation”.

Following the emergence of the “transitions” approach to democratization, 
a new wave of scholarship on MENA countries has sought to move away from 
the emphasis on pre-requisites and the sense of regional exceptionalism which 
it engendered. While focusing on elite bargaining, however, much of the schol-
arship in this vein has challenged the (often implicit) expectation of transition 
theory that liberalization will lead to democratization. Many saw the liberal-
ization taking place in MENA countries as essentially a façade whereby author-
itarian elites conceded the bare minimum necessary to appease critics.16 
Though some maintained that elites may not be able to control the openings 
that they created,17 as time wore on, it appeared that the authoritarian regimes 
that liberalized were becoming more stable, not less. The adoption of liberal 
institutions, it has been argued, was part of a process of “authoritarian upgrad-
ing” where regimes responded to social and economic pressures by changing 
their modalities of control.18 Focusing especially on the role of elections under 
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authoritarianism, scholars have argued that some forms of liberalization may 
in fact strengthen authoritarian regimes, managing economic pressures and 
diffusing public anger.19 Often, elections initially adopted as a concession to 
democratizing forces have quickly been incorporated into the logic of the 
regime, serving an important role in the management of internal conflict and 
in the distribution of patronage among the ruling elite.20 Building on this line 
of inquiry, others have sought to add greater nuance by taking seriously the 
extensive institutional variation found among these regimes, exploring the 
consequences of different constitutional designs, electoral systems, and party 
systems for the prospect of democratic transitions.21 While this literature has 
been more optimistic about the prospects for transition under certain institu-
tional arrangements, its findings also generally ran counter to the received wis-
dom of the transitions school, showing that more liberalized and inclusive 
polities were more likely to endure. Some have argued that the Arab Spring in 
fact represents a continuation of this pattern and that rather than thinking of 
it as a rupture in the historical progression of these regimes, we would do well 
to look at the enduring institutional features that may be overlooked in the 
effort to explain the anticipated transitions.22 As will be discussed below, these 
themes have important implications for our theoretical framework.
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	 Theorizing the Arab Spring

Given the wave of political change spreading through the Middle East, the 
time is ripe to re-evaluate our theoretical frameworks for understanding 
democratization in the region. A more recent scholarship in the analysis of 
democratization processes, labeled the “historical turn in democratization 
studies” has developed an approach that in part bridges the insights of struc-
turalist accounts and transition analyses, with primary reference to the histori-
cal Western European experience.23 The historical turn approach focuses on 
asynchronous change within key institutional arenas of the political system, 
and seeks to relate each episode of (actual or attempted) reform to subsequent 
episodes of reform in the same or in connected institutional arenas over the 
long run. In general, this approach adopts an explicitly historical view of cau-
sality, reading history “forward” and not “backwards”.24 Rather than explaining 
democratization by looking at outcomes at a single moment in time and their 
relationship with their contemporaneous correlates, or retrospectively explain-
ing contemporary variations, the advice is to go back and investigate the 
moments when fights over democratic openings took place, and undertake a 
thorough analysis of the ideologies, resources, and legacies shaping the choices 
of actors involved in struggles over institutional change.25 Indeed, the fights 
over such democratic openings are often shaped by the values, incentives, and 
resources of key actors that themselves have deep historical roots. Past experi-
ences of successful or failed democratization (from other countries as well as 
within the same country) arm democracy’s opponents and proponents with 
competing causal narratives or “lessons” from the past, thus significantly shap-
ing their behavior. The above suggests that our analytical focus should be 
directed at those corporate actors (parties and other political organizations, 
the military, religious establishments) that actually fight the fights over institu-
tional reforms, rather than the social classes or groups that are sometimes cast 
as directly driving regime change.26 As a consequence, the historical turn 
approach to democratization requires, first, that the temporalities of democra-
tization be revisited and second, that the theoretical focus shift from the whole 
regime to the analysis of its internal institutional variety.
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	 Recasting the Temporalities of Democratization
Capoccia and Ziblatt underscore that it is important to adjust our theorization 
of the temporalities of democratization to make better sense of both the “slow 
moving” processes that characterize social, cultural, and economic transfor-
mation, and “fast moving” political dynamics that may define institutional 
change.27 The critical junctures when key institutions of democracy are fought 
over are moments in which different choices are possible and different social 
coalitions can form, potentially shifting away from past equilibria. At the same 
time, past developments endow actors – to adapt Toynbee’s old metaphor of 
international history – with a good or a bad “hand” to play in the political strug-
gle over new political institutions.28 The resulting institutional “collage” of a 
democratic or quasi-democratic regime is therefore both a function of how key 
actors – themselves selected and given their political identity by the previous 
struggles on democratic reform – play their “hand”, and of the “cards” that they 
have in their hand in each round of struggles over democratic institutions. To 
understand the former we need to focus on the strategic interaction of key 
actors in fighting over institutional innovations; to understand the latter, we 
need to give due attention to historical legacies.29

Socioeconomic conditions and cultural inclinations in the mass public typi-
cally change very slowly and often provide crucial background conditions for 
social and political change. Scholars have illustrated the long-run continuity of 
important socio-economic and cultural factors and their impact on contempo-
rary political outcomes such as voting alignments30 or institutional perfor-
mance.31 A related body of literature shows how socialization processes 
through mass education32 or religious communities33 can preserve private 
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attitudes and values that can be mobilized politically when external condi-
tions change. However, the political effects of such structural continuities are 
contingent on the institutional constellation and the political interactions at 
each moment in time. In other words, macro-structuralist analyses cannot 
provide a full explanation of the variety of institutional configurations neces-
sary for democracy to exist and survive in different historical contexts. By defi-
nition, the analysis of institutions is about situations in which more than one 
behavior are physically and structurally possible.34 This means that different 
institutional configurations are compatible with a stable or slow-changing 
social underlay. Hence, it is necessary to focus on the politics of institutional 
and democratic change and the role that structural constellations play in the 
political interactions that lead to the creation or reform of democratic or 
proto-democratic institutions. The temporality of politics, however, is different 
from that of socio-economic and cultural conditions, being sensitive to factors 
such as the electoral cycle (in democracies as well as in authoritarian systems 
where elections are held), the succession of political leaders, and exogenous 
international or domestic events. Moreover, the political actors that interact 
when political change is possible generally have a short-term political horizon, 
acting in primis to maintain or enlarge their personal power or that of their 
organization. Thus, we need to consider consequences of the superimposition 
of punctuated short-run political dynamics aiming at reforming the institu-
tional setup of a polity on an underlay of socio-economic and cultural condi-
tions slowly changing in the long run. In this view, the long-run in the process 
of democratization is best conceived as “a sequence of big and small episodes 
of reform” in which pre-existing structural conditions and events, decisions, 
and contingencies interact to reach a new stage of institutional equilibrium.35

	 Contradictions of Democratization
Importantly, this approach also suggests that the institutional landscape at 
every point in time may contain unresolved ambiguities and contradictions.  
It is therefore crucial to take seriously, in our analysis of democratization  
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processes, the internal institutional variety of political regimes at each point in 
time. Analyses of democratization have generally concentrated attention on 
the regime as a whole as a unit of analysis, considered dichotomously (as 
democracy vs. non-democracy, at times with the addition of an intermediate 
class, dubbed “partial democracies” or similar). This view presupposes, among 
other things, that the internal institutional configuration of democratic 
regimes is of little consequence.36 By contrast, an important insight of the his-
torical turn approach is that many institutional features that appear inconsis-
tent with democratic reforms may in fact be essential for regime stability. In 
particular, it shows that important institutional features of authoritarian 
regimes often constitute part of the complex institutional collages that emerge 
from clashes over democratic institutional reform in important arenas. More 
often than not, the outcome of an episode of democratic reform is the combi-
nation of reformist institutions with institutional safeguards that protect  
pre-democratic elites who would otherwise oppose democratic openings.37 
Unelected upper chambers, institutional privileges to the military or the 
clergy,38 dependence of the judiciary on the executive,39 independent central 
banks protecting business interests,40 limits on land or property restitution,41 
biased electoral systems,42 and other institutional arrangements are often 
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crucial in making possible the democratization of other institutional arenas 
(such as competitive elections and universal suffrage). In some cases, such 
institutional safeguards may be temporary and ultimately give way in subse-
quent waves of reform. In other cases however, they may become entrenched 
in the system, forming a permanent part of a new politico-institutional order.43 
Moreover, the historical turn approach underscores that although the episodes 
of institutional reform refer to the development of particular institutions, 
friction or complementarity between different institutional arenas,44 or the 
different timing in their development, may have important consequences  
for democracy as such, generating different types of democracy and different 
levels of regime stability.

Before we expand on this point, two important clarifications are in order: 
first, we certainly do not mean to say that MENA countries can only attain 
“diminished” or stillborn democracy, marred by institutional arrangements that 
protect the inextirpable power of anti-democratic traditional elites. On the con-
trary, the presence of institutional safeguards at each beat of the syncopated 
process of institutional change that characterizes the conflicted and protracted 
construction of democratic regimes is typical of many democracies that today 
we consider “models” of democratic quality and stability – not least the Western 
European ones. Second, we certainly do not mean to say that all institutional 
safeguards are equally “democratic” in a normative sense. Some of them clearly 
are not, at least according to most conceptions of democracy. Rather, our point 
is merely empirical: institutional safeguards that are initially put in place as pro-
tections in favor of segments of traditional elites, with time may become essen-
tial parts of the immensely varied institutional landscape of democratic regimes.

Hence if we take a long-run view and we abandon the focus on the regime 
as a whole, the central role of institutional safeguards in making democratiza-
tion possible by inducing pro-authoritarian actors to “buy into” the new dem-
ocratic regime becomes apparent. As such, the introduction of such safeguards 
should be considered as part and parcel of the process of democratization 
and cannot always be seen as authoritarian backsliding or anti-democratic 
backlash. At the same time, we should not fall into the teleological trap of 
thinking that all safeguards will eventually give way to the irresistible force of 
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democracy. Some will; others may come to be “converted” to new functions45 
and incorporated in the new democratic order; and others still may prove 
impregnable bastions of authoritarianism. Further theorization and empiri-
cal analysis is needed to firm up the distinction between those safeguards that 
stand in the way of genuine democratization and those that may not. For now, 
we propose one general provisional criterion to distinguish between safe-
guards that are more or less safe for further democratization: the extent to 
which they inhibit democratization in other arenas of politics. For example, 
electoral safeguards that make representative assemblies reflect extant power 
relations among social groups have often left room for future adjustments in 
the direction of further democratization.46 By contrast, safeguards that con-
solidate power in the hands of a single branch of government or lead to the 
political disenfranchisement of large groups may hinder the ability of actors 
to fight battles in other arenas and undermine prospects for further democra-
tization in the future. In this view, what is crucial is less a certain status quo 
that reflects (or not) wholesale democratization, but the continued ability of 
social and political actors to fight battles for democratization in various insti-
tutional arenas. While this perspective may at times challenge our normative 
sensitivities, the experience of historical democratizers tells us that democ-
racy can withstand such ambiguity and in fact may in some cases even thrive 
because of it. We return to this point in our discussion of the Egyptian case.

To sum up at this stage: the main implication of the historical turn is that we 
need to make more room for politics – and in particular the politics of institu-
tional change47 – in our understanding of democratization over the long run, 
while giving due importance to structural legacies. Such politics generally con-
sist of struggles over institutional arrangements. Once institutional reform is 
achieved (and even when reform may be narrowly missed), this sets the stage 
for the next struggle on democratic reform, empowering certain actors and 
disempowering others, favoring the formation of certain social coalitions over 
others, and providing both “winners” and “losers” with powerful narratives to 
mobilize their supporters. In the continuous reshaping of the internal institu-
tional collage of democratizing regimes, which is best conceived as a long-run 
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process punctuated by moments of change of different institutions, the intro-
duction of, and the fight over, elite safeguards may play a crucial role in regime 
stabilization.

	 Multiple Arenas of Contestation
As important as these insights are in potentially fostering our understanding of 
democratization processes, they don’t warrant mechanical application to 
other regions. The historical turn approach can be adapted to the analysis of 
democratization in different regions – and be developed in the appropriate 
way in the process. To be sure, some socio-economic and cultural legacies have 
been shown to hinder democratization in several contexts – e.g. the preva-
lence of large uncommercialized landholdings in the economy48 or the 
absence of mass media.49 Here, however, we share the approach of those 
scholars who have analyzed the impact of historical legacies by concentrating 
attention on regional, rather than global, factors.50 In other words, different 
factors may hinder or favor the establishment and consolidation of democratic 
institutions in different regions of the world. This obviously does not mean 
that we should abandon comparison. On the contrary, it means concentrating 
on those legacies that may have an impact on the politics of democratization 
in a certain spatial and temporal context, which allows structured-focused 
comparisons and at the same time avoids the dangers of “conceptual stretch-
ing.”51 Thus, instead of considering the Arab Spring as a potential “fourth wave” 
in a global process of democratization, we propose to ground comparative 
analysis in the region and concentrate on the modalities of contestation and 
the socio-political cleavages common to most countries in the region, while 
being sensitive to different national pathways of regime change.

Besides bounding the scope of comparison and generalization, such 
regional specificities introduce important adjustments to the historical turn 
approach itself. As discussed in the previous section, MENA specialists have 
underscored the importance for understanding democratization of a view that 
takes into account the multiplicity of institutional arenas – and in particular 
the institutional frameworks regulating the economy and civil society – that 
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are mobilized to bring about political change. Ellen Lust has argued that “the 
answer lies in shifting our focus from a search for immediate causal factors to 
a greater recognition of micro- and meso-level transitions—that is, gradual, 
interrelated changes in political, economic, and social spheres that, like slowly 
moving tectonic plates, eventually create the conditions conducive to earth-
shattering events.”52 In a similar vein, Lust and Ndegwa have argued for a 
framework which sees change as “the cumulative result of intricately interre-
lated political, economic and social changes (rather than simply additive 
effects of discrete reforms).” Such a framework would require us to move 
beyond the traditional understanding of what represents significant political 
change as well as the unidirectional arrows of causality. What elsewhere they 
have referred to as “micro-transitions”53 can occur in the social, economic, or 
political sphere, forming a complex web of intuitional change. This is because, 
as they point out “economic crises fostered economic reform, but also political 
and social change in response; social changes-including increased urbaniza-
tion and demographic shifts-created economic and political pressures (e.g., on 
welfare regimes) as well as the impetus for further changes in the policy land-
scape (e.g., rise of welfare NGOs); and political changes have both resulted 
from and created catalysts for transformation in all three spheres.”54

The importance of taking seriously institutional change in the economic 
and civil society realms for processes of democratization has been noted by a 
number of scholars. Regarding the economic sphere, scholars have sought to 
understand the impact of economic liberalization on the organizational 
capacity and independence of business elites. Though the expectation is that 
economic liberalization produces a strong and independent business class 
capable of challenging the state, the extent of state-sponsorship of business 
throughout the region has been shown to stifle this potential.55 Noting varia-
tions in the level of independence, some have pointed to pre-reform condi-
tions, as the key to understanding the impact of reform on business elites.56 
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Others have identified the role of western donors in allowing business elites 
some distance from their reliance on state contracts.57 Within the civil society 
arena as well, scholars have shown the importance of institutional change for 
understanding broader political patterns. Often these changes have gone 
hand-in hand with economic liberalization.58 As the state recedes from the 
public sphere under pressures of privatization and austerity, other actors, 
especially Islamist organizations, have increasingly taken on important roles 
in the provision of social goods.59 This has also opened the door for secular 
organizations to assert their presence, especially in philanthropic and profes-
sional circles. And beyond the realm of formal civil society, some have looked 
to changes within the public sphere which facilitated the rise of protest and 
contestation within authoritarian regimes to show increasingly diverse forums 
of popular deliberation and advocacy.60 The proliferation of civil society orga-
nizations is not taken to uniformly favor democracy. For example, it has been 
shown that such associations when embedded in the clientelistic networks of 
authoritarian governments often served to reproduce rather than contradict 
the logic of the regime.61 Thus what is important in this context is not the pro-
liferation of organizations per se, but that changes to the regulation of civil 
society have served to mobilize certain actors and marginalize others, poten-
tially contributing to broader political change.

These perspectives underscore a potential weakness of the historical turn 
approach when travelling from the original context (Western Europe) to other 
contexts and areas: namely that the original focus of the approach on the for-
mal institutions of democracy may be insufficient, and that if this framework 
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is going to be useful for the study of political change in the MENA, the  
theoretical view needs to be expanded to institutions regulating the economy, 
on the one hand, and civil society, on the other. MENA scholars have empha-
sized the importance of these arenas for broader institutional change.  
And although the insights of the historical turn discussed above can prove 
useful in understanding the role of structural conditions and political interac-
tion in the protracted and difficult regime change in the MENA, the approach 
must complement the analysis of asynchronous change in the political realm 
with the analysis of similar episodes of institutional change in the regulation 
of the economy and civil society. Hence, while keeping the analytical tools for 
the study of the temporalities of democratization and of the internal institu-
tional variety of regimes, we broaden our view to the study of such change 
and variety not at the level of single political-constitutional institutions but at 
that of whole institutional arenas, distinguishing between changes in the reg-
ulation of the economy, of civil society, and of the political regime.62 While it 
would be tempting to see these institutional changes as building progressively 
towards a democratic tipping point, the perspective advanced here seeks  
to move away from overly broad claims of wholesale regime change, to a  
view in which democratization is understood to happen in the various 
moments of institutional change whether they happen during the “authori-
tarian” or “democratic” stage. In other words, the institutional changes in 
question – elections, liberalization of the economic realm the loosening of 
civil society regulations, etc. – are not understood to lead up to democratiza-
tion; they are rather best understood as episodes of democratic reform.  
Such an approach seeks to move past the binary oppositions of regime type  
in order to appreciate the complexity of authoritarian and democratic insti-
tutional arrangements.

Below, we illustrate the combination of insights of the MENA literature with 
the historical turns’ view of political change in a single theoretical framework 
through the discussion that charts institutional change within the political, 
economic, and civil society arenas over successive historical episodes in Egypt. 
Applied to the case of Egypt’s ongoing political transformation, this analysis 
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helps to make sense of the ambiguities and contradictions that characterize 
this process.

	 An Empirical Illustration: The Un-Ended Transition in Egypt

On Feb 11th 2011, after weeks of demonstrations and an 18-day occupation of 
Tahrir Square by an unprecedented mix of social actors, a leaderless revolution 
displaced one of the strongest leaders of the Middle East. A number of factors 
came together to bring an end to Hosni Mubarak’s 30 year reign: a genuinely 
grassroots democracy movement that had been gaining momentum in the 
past decade, the Islamist organization of the Muslim Brotherhood which had 
established itself as the primary vehicle of regime opposition, the support of 
labor union activists who declared their independence from the official state-
run governing body, and finally, military leaders that refused to repress the 
uprising. Events leading to this moment began with a familiar protest on the 
occasion of police day (January 25th), a national holiday established by 
Mubarak in 2009 to commemorate the death of 50 police officers killed resist-
ing British orders to evacuate a police station in 1952. This day had become a 
focal point for human rights and democracy activists who wished to draw 
attention to the abuses of Mubarak’s police. On previous occasions, the regime 
had tolerated such protests because of their marginal impact.63 In 2011, 
however, protests steadily grew throughout the day, bringing in bystanders and 
ordinary citizens with no connection to the organizing groups. By the end  
of the day 75,000 protestors had gathered in Tahrir Square. Demonstrations 
organized for a few days later drew out even more protesters and also a more 
drastic response by state officials who used a combination of violent repres-
sion and a blanket media blackout to put down the uprisings.

This confrontation took place against a backdrop of contention within the 
regime, in particular between Mubarak and the majority of the ruling National 
Democratic Party (NDP) on the one hand, and the military establishment on 
the other, respectively supporting and opposing the succession of Mubarak’s 
son, Gamal, to the office of the presidency. Fears that such a succession  
would establish a tradition of dynastic rule were compounded by the clear 
threat posed by Gamal Mubarak’s plan to modernize the Egyptian economy, 
which included a scheme to dismantle many of the military’s industrial  
holdings. When protests broke out in 2011, the military took advantage of the 
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opportunity, seeking to distance itself from the Mubarak regime and ally with 
civil society organizations, joined now by the Muslim Brotherhood and newly 
formed independent labor unions, forming a coalition that the Mubarak fam-
ily and the NDP had little power to resist.

The two prevalent schools in democratization studies would likely have 
very different readings of the dynamics of the democratic opening. The pre-
requisites approach would look at changes in material conditions, from 
increases in per capita income to the proliferation of social media, as pivotal in 
undermining traditional affiliations and leading to higher levels of mobiliza-
tion. The transitions approach would look instead at the strategic interaction 
of key players, beginning with the split within the regime over succession to 
the presidency, and ending with the low-intensity coup that ultimately dis-
placed the elder Mubarak. Evidence can be found to support both perspec-
tives: the role of economic conditions is certainly crucial, and the role of social 
media was important in overcoming collective action problems;64 similarly, 
one could tell a compelling story about the democratic opening that begins on 
January 25th 2011.65 However, we are unlikely to capture adequately the deter-
minants and dynamics of political change in Egypt unless we ask how the NPD, 
the military, civil society organizations,66 the Muslim Brotherhood, and labor 
unions came to play their roles in the events of Tahrir Square and their political 
fallout? How could civil society organizations exist and operate under a restric-
tive authoritarian regime? How did the military accrue such power within  
the regime? How did embattled labor unions come to occupy such a strong 
position in the reform movement? Last but not least, how did the officially 
banned Muslim Brotherhood emerge as such a dominant force on the scene? 
Approaches focusing either on macro-trajectories or on short-term strategic 
interactions have difficulties in answering these central questions of the 
Egyptian political transition. A more fruitful approach is to place the 2011 upris-
ing in the context of past episodes of institutional change that created space 
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for the empowerment of these actors over time. To that end, we identify sev-
eral pivotal episodes of institutional reform over the past decades: First we 
consider the implementation of neo-liberal economic reforms or “Infitah” 
under Anwar Sadat from 1974 to 1979. This episode is often identified as the 
beginning of political liberalization in Egypt; we emphasize its multifaceted 
consequences in laying the foundations for successive episodes of institutional 
change, each containing both democratic and undemocratic features. A sec-
ond political initiative that led to important episodes of reform in different 
institutional arenas is the 1984 institutionalization of multi-party competition 
that emerged from the political confrontation between the regime and the 
Wafd Party. Furthermore, the implementation of a World Bank restructuring 
program in the 1990s also led to consequential episodes of institutional change. 
Another important episode of institutional change resulted from the introduc-
tion of more competitive elections for the presidency and parliament in 2005. 
Finally, in this perspective, 2011 is to be considered not as a moment of whole-
sale regime change, but as yet another struggle that brings about important 
institutional change, with contradictory consequences.

Below, we discuss these long-term developments focusing, on the one hand, 
on the asynchronic patterns of change in different institutional arenas, their 
interconnections, and their role in inducing actors to enter “atypical” social 
coalitions, and on the other hand, on the institutional safeguards that charac-
terize each stage of the punctuated and open democratization process.

	 Asynchronic Institutional Change: Five Episodes, Three Arenas
We distinguish between institutional change in the regulation of the economy, 
civil society, and political society (see Figure 1), focusing both on “big” changes 
(such as Sadat’s Infitah) that affect all three arenas, and smaller episodes cru-
cial for single institutional arenas. Different institutions develop at different 
times and for different reasons, hence institutional change of the type consid-
ered here has an asynchronic character. Regarding economic institutions, 
Sadat’s Infitah inaugurated a broad range of neo-liberal reforms designed to 
dismantle Nasser-era statist economic institutions and strengthen the private 
sector in order to attract foreign investments.67 Although these reforms did  
not “democratize” the economy – indeed they kept economic power in the 
hands of a small elite group – they did initiate a process whereby economic 
power shifted away from the NDP towards a new class of businessmen whose 
allegiance to the regime was regularly rewarded with exclusive contracts.  
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The military establishment, and particularly its professional cadres, was also 
enlisted in Sadat’s effort to transform the economy. They were offered lucrative 
contracts which supported a proliferation of both defense and civilian indus-
tries. By the late 1980s, military industries produced everything from arms to 
refrigerators and were valued at hundreds of millions annually.68 The cause of 
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Figure 1	 – Institutional change in the economy, civil society, and political regime in Egypt.
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neo-liberal reform was further advanced in the 1990s with a new wave of IMF 
restructuring programs, which further empowered business elites with ties to 
the regime. The rise of the so called “government of businessmen” signaled the 
emergence of a new cadre of business elites who sought more direct political 
influence.

At the same time, neoliberal economic reforms required a curtailment of 
the rights of workers, and during this period, unions experienced unrelenting 
repression. The labor law of 1976 established the Egyptian Trade Union Council 
(ETUC), a national association of syndicates and labor’s governing body,  
which worked more to control labor than to represent its interests.69 Efforts to 
organize independent unions were stymied and labor actions deviating from 
the ETUC’s platform were often met with violent repression. In the 1990s, a 
World Bank economic restructuring program reinforced neo-liberal policies 
through a new wave of privatization and stricter austerity measures. Unlike the 
1970s however this wave of neo-liberal reforms emboldened the workers’ 
movement, mainly due to the influence of the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
began running candidates in syndicate elections as of the 1980s (see below). 
Labor activists began openly flouting ETUC directives and organizing strikes 
and work stoppages, which grew steadily in the following decades.70 Thus, 
when protests broke out in 2011, labor was in a position to quickly respond by 
forming several independent unions and mobilizing in support of democratic 
reforms.71

The neo-liberal reforms of the 1970s also had important consequences for 
the regulation of civil society. In the effort to impress new allies in the West that 
motivated his economic reforms, Sadat reduced state control in the social 
sphere, thus creating space for a variety of non-governmental organizations. 
NGO activity flourished producing over the following years a robust associa-
tional life that included business associations, cultural organizations, student 
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unions, and a varied advocacy network focusing on everything from promoting 
civil rights to preserving cultural heritage.72 This included both Islamist and 
secular organizations to whom the state increasingly ceded authority over a 
number of social services73 provided they did not directly challenge presiden-
tial authority.74

Like the economic reforms, the openings to civil society had important ram-
ifications, not always necessarily positive, for the prospects of the prevalence 
of pro-democratic forces, in particular for its consequences on political institu-
tions. The 1970s saw the beginning of an electoral process in Egypt and the rise 
of new political actors. Most notable among them was the Muslim Brotherhood, 
which after decades of political exile and persecution, was brought back to 
political life by Sadat, who found in them allies in his fight against the Nasserists 
and Socialists within the regime. This opening however was accompanied by a 
strict regulation of parliamentary competition, from which the Muslim 
Brotherhood was excluded (only three parties were allowed). Independent 
candidates were also allowed to contest elections, but the electoral system in 
force heavily favored the established parties. Another important episode of 
institutional change came in the 1980s when the Wafd party, one of Egypt’s old-
est parties, which had also been banned from political competition, challenged 
the ban in a lawsuit and won. Thus, the elections of 1984 saw the beginning of 
more open multi-party competition. The Wafd party formed an electoral alli-
ance with Muslim Brotherhood individual candidates, and won 58 seats in par-
liament – the largest showing for any opposition parties at the time.75 Finally, 
another episode of institutional change in 2005 ushered in an important wave 
of political reforms. The first important change was to the law governing elec-
tions to the presidency, which previously was restricted to a member of the 
NDP. An amendment introduced by Mubarak opened elections to “qualified 
candidates” from other established parties. Though the definition of qualified 
candidate was highly restrictive, practically eliminating independent candi-
dates and candidates from smaller parties who could not collect the requisite 
number of signatures, the changes to the law did in fact lead to the first multi-
candidate presidential elections in the country’s history, with Ayman Nour of 
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the Ghad party receiving 10% of the vote.76 Changes to the laws governing the 
formation of parties in this year also opened up competition in parliamentary 
elections. Although these changes were also undercut by restrictions intro-
duced post-hoc, the reforms resulted in important electoral shifts. In the 2005 
parliamentary elections, the Muslim Brotherhood, whose members still  
operated as independents, won 20% of the seats, by far the strongest showing 
for any opposition group in Egypt’s history.77 The impact of these institutional 
changes was limited, as the elections were quickly followed by a regime crack-
down on outside competitors. Within our framework of analysis, however, 
their significance lay in the fact that they mobilized new actors in the political 
arena whose impact would be felt several years later during the revolutionary 
uprising of 2011.78

The events of 2011 have had the greatest impact in the political arena, lead-
ing to fully competitive elections and the establishment of a civilian govern-
ment, after the military stepped aside in the summer of 2012. However, the 
passage of a constitution that has been criticized as hindering the rights of 
women and religious minorities, undermining the independence of workers, 
and limiting speech through censorship laws meant that democratic reform of 
political institutions following the 2011 uprising, like previous episodes of 
reform, also produced several ambiguities and contradictions. The significance 
of events after 2011, and especially the coup which displaced the first demo-
cratically elected government will be discussed below, but for now, we wish to 
emphasize that within this framework, 2011 is not seen as the watershed 
moment for democracy, but rather as another episode of institutional change 
that produced both democratic reforms and institutions in need of reform.

	 Structural Legacies, Strategic Interactions and Social Coalitions
An important consequence of these interconnected changes in different insti-
tutional arenas is to shape the social coalitions that in turn push for further 
institutional change. For example, the infitah was driven by imperatives having 
to do with the state of the economy, but Sadat’s response to these conditions 
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was anything but structurally determined, enlisting the help of businessmen, 
which might be expected, but also of the Muslim Brotherhood, long under-
stood to be enemies of the regime. These conservative forces were seen as 
important counterweights to the Nasserist and Socialist influences within the 
regime that represented obstacles to change. Furthermore, the political 
realignment of this period enabled acts of political creativity in later episodes 
and empowered actors to seek further institutional change. In the 1980s, the 
Muslim Brotherhood sought to advance its political status through another 
unholy alliance with the left-leaning Wafd party. Though structural cleavages 
may have suggested an alliance with other conservative forces, the MB, 
deprived of an official legal status, identified an important political opportu-
nity. In a situation in which independent candidates were heavily disfavored 
by the PR system in place at the time, by working with the Wafd Party, the 
Muslim Brotherhood could enjoy many of the privileges of party status. At the 
same time, the Wafd Party, which due to years of political exile could not count 
on broad popular support, found it advantageous to enter into such an alliance 
as it would enable them to overcome the 8% threshold imposed by the elec-
toral law. The union, though short-lived, proved useful for both parties and 
ushered in a period of limited multi-party competition and unexpected suc-
cess of the opposition,79 which, some have suggested, undermined a psycho-
logical barrier to political contestation.80

The implementation of a new package of neo-liberal reforms in 1991 reflects 
the consequences of prior episodes of institutional change in related institu-
tional arenas, but the consequences of these reforms demonstrate the interac-
tion of structural conditions and agency in the generation of political change. 
Following the economic liberalization and reductions of controls on private 
associations discussed above, important business organizations such as the 
Egyptian Business Men’s Association, The Egyptian-American Presidential 
Council, and the American Chamber of Commerce, were established with the 
goal of promoting liberalization and strengthening ties to foreign investors, 
particularly in the United States.81 The implementation of a new wave of neo-
liberal reforms in 1991 reflected the strength of these actors over the Egyptian 
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economy, and ushered in a period of more direct political involvement, for 
which the rise of multi-party competition in the 1980’s had created greater 
opportunities. Increasingly business elites sought public office as a means of 
gaining greater access to rents.82 However, the entrance of segments of busi-
ness elites into politics was in no way a given: as recently as 2002, a survey 
revealed that 70% of businessmen in Egypt preferred to stay out of politics 
entirely.83 The political ascendance of important businessmen was less an out-
growth of their economic power than the work of a particularly entrepreneur-
ial set of actors who sought to advance their interests through direct political 
participation, for the most part through the ruling NDP, but also successfully 
contesting elections as members of the Wafd party and as independents.

By 2005, government excesses and the capture of the NDP by business inter-
ests elicited a strong reaction from labor. Seeing this government-business 
nexus as a threat, some labor leaders pushed for a break with the regime. Long 
under the restrictive control of the state, beginning in the 1990s, organized 
labor sought greater independence from the ETUC, becoming more forceful in 
their demands and their tactics.84 The strength of the embattled labor unions 
can be linked to the ascendance of the Muslim Brotherhood within their ranks 
in the preceding decades – another atypical social coalition dictated largely by 
the constraints and opportunities that the pre-existing institutional landscape 
provided for these actors. In what some have suggested was a substitute strat-
egy, the Muslim Brotherhood began running candidates in syndicate elections 
in the 1980s. Though leadership of the ETUC remained within the control of 
the NDP, by the 1990s Muslim Brotherhood candidates were winning over-
whelming majorities in the five largest syndicates.85 Though in later years, 
the Muslim Brotherhood would come to play a repressive role over labor, for a 
time, it was critical in strengthening the labor movement, lending it much 
needed organizational resources. In the following years, labor would join 
forces with other civil society organization calling for democratic reforms and 
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together they would come to represent the core of the revolutionary move-
ment in 2011.

	 The Role of Institutional Safeguards
As is evident from the discussion above, episodes of institutional change  
often bring together contradictory impulses which combine inclusionary 
reforms and exclusionary safeguards aimed at protecting the vital interests  
of pre-democratic elites. Such countervailing forces are not unique to the 
Egyptian case but constitute a historically very common facet of democratiza-
tion processes. Existing theory offers few tools to help understand the role of 
safeguards in the process of democratization, even less to distinguish which 
safeguards are in fact dangerous and which are acceptable and maybe even 
helpful to furthering democracy. However, a crucial insight of the historical 
turn approach is that elite safeguards have always been a part of the process of 
democratization in every part of the world.86 In this view, democratic transi-
tions (even “revolutionary” ones) rarely constitute a total break with the past – 
nor is such a break necessary for successful democratization. Indeed, the idea 
of a full break from the past does not reflect the reality of historical democra-
tizers for whom democratization proceeded with many institutional contra-
dictions, some of which were remedied in successive waves of reform, while 
others became a permanent part of the new democratic order, only in some 
cases undergoing transformations that altered their original function. As men-
tioned above, the historical turn framework does not subscribe to an unduly 
relativistic “anything goes” view of democracy. However, it does suggest that 
we need to relax our assumptions about democratization moving toward a  
singular endpoint of greater inclusiveness where non-democratic institutions 
are progressively stripped away. Overall, the institutional landscape after each 
episode of reform involving only particular arenas is likely to be contradictory 
from the point of view of democratic inclusion. Hence, we need more nuanced 
ways of discerning what safeguards are detrimental to the endurance of demo-
cratic government and what safeguards can be accommodated in the demo-
cratic regime or its future evolution.

Clarifying which safeguards are “safe” for democracy or even favorable to 
development in the direction of further democratization, and which are likely 
to constitute continuing impediments to it is a theoretical frontier in democra-
tization research, and we don’t aim to settle the issue in this context. Here, we 
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propose a provisional criterion: the extent to which they inhibit democratiza-
tion in other arenas of politics. In the Egyptian case, analysts have decried the 
heavy manipulation of the electoral system which took place in anticipation of 
the first parliamentary elections.87 However, while such actions are norma-
tively undesirable, they are one way in which important political actors shape 
the system such that it reflects extant power relations. Historically, electoral 
safeguards that make representative assemblies reflect extant power relations 
among social groups have often left room for future adjustments in the direc-
tion of further democratization.88 In the Egyptian context this was the case 
with Islamist parties, Liberal parties, and former regime officials all taking part 
in the great deal of horse-trading that led to a heavily gerrymandered system 
that also suffered from significant malapportionment. The development of the 
Egyptian political system in the direction of fuller democracy is likely to require 
at some future stage the adoption of a fairer electoral system. However, to 
reject the current safeguards as simply undemocratic would fail to recognize 
that democratization is not a technical exercise, but a deeply political process. 
Its success rests above all on its ability to reflect political conditions such that 
they are deemed legitimate by all relevant political actors – at least those that 
would be in a position to unsettle the democratic regime. In some cases, this 
will require ad hoc minority protections to ease the anxieties of particular 
social groups that might otherwise opt out; in others it may require safeguards 
to ensure that pre-democratic elites do not fight against the new regime.

Of course, not all safeguards are likely to be compatible with further democ-
ratization in Egypt. For example, President Morsy’s decree in November 2012 
that put his decisions above judicial review, had it become permanent, would 
have posed a serious risk to democracy, effectively creating an excessive con-
centration of power in the presidency, which would have likely constituted an 
obstacle to future struggles for democratic inclusion. More generally, safe-
guards that consolidate power in the hands of a single branch of government 
or lead to the political disenfranchisement of large groups are likely to hinder 
the ability of actors to fight battles in other arenas, and to undermine pros-
pects for further democratization. Even if it had just been a temporary mea-
sure, as the president insisted, the use of such extra-legal measures to overcome 
institutional hurdles and political opposition would have set a dangerous 
precedent.
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	 A Note on Recent Events
The popularly backed coup which ousted Egypt’s first democratically elected 
president represents another important episode of institutional change. 
Though it is too soon to offer a robust theoretical account of this turn of events, 
we do wish to indicate the ways in which the analysis we offer speaks to these 
developments. Existing theories can only explain this as authoritarian back-
sliding. Indeed the removal of a democratically elected president and subse-
quent crackdown against his supporters cannot be defended on democratic 
grounds. However, such a view does not adequately capture the complexity of 
the situation and in particular the unexpected alliances of pro-and anti-
democracy actors that brought down the Morsy administration. It was a coali-
tion of liberal elite actors represented by the National Salvation Front and old 
regime loyalists from within the “deep state” including, of course, the military 
that joined forces to oust Morsy. While the latter could be dismissed as oppor-
tunists seeking a way back to power, few would doubt the democratic creden-
tials of the former, many of whom played a pivotal role in the 2011 uprisings.

The liberal-conservative alliance that has emerged in Egypt may seem 
unusual, but in fact such coalitions are not uncommon in the history of democ-
ratization. In the face of mass democracy, liberals have often turned to conser-
vatives out of fear the very democracy they helped to established would 
eventually wipe them out.89 To dismiss this as authoritarian backsliding how-
ever would be a mistake; in many cases it was these coalitions that helped to 
stabilize democracy. Indeed the liberal-conservative alliance represents an 
essential part of the political dynamic we describe above, and has emerged as 
a result of the both the long term resources actors have brought to the table, 
and the short term dynamics of previous episodes of institutional change. The 
immediate post-transition period which effectively eliminated the NDP as an 
organizational focal point in Egyptian politics also eliminated the only force 
that would have been able to compete with the Muslim Brotherhood, leaving 
the latter as the dominant political force in the country and really the only 
organization capable of engaging in electoral politics. The Muslim Brotherhood’s 
domination of both houses of parliament as well as the presidency, combined 
with the absence of elite protections within the constitution meant that a 
small but powerful segment of the population never “bought in” to the estab-
lished democratic order. Unable to make any progress in their effort to contain 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the liberal elite sought out remnants of the old 
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regime to block the Muslim Brotherhood. This could be seen at several junc-
tures – the liberal parties stood by and in some cases sanctioned the supreme 
courts’ dissolution of Parliament. They also had little to say when the public 
prosecutor decided not to pursue cases against former regime leaders.

This alliance, which has been developing since the Muslim Brotherhood 
take-over, saw its natural conclusion on June 30th as millions poured into the 
streets calling for an end to a democratic order in which they had been 
excluded. Their grievance however was not with democracy itself, but with 
their exclusion from the process. To be sure, the two are related and we are 
likely to see stronger institutional safeguards protecting the liberal forces as 
well as old regime elites. However, we are also likely to see a great deal of insti-
tutional continuity because what we are witnessing is not a fight over the  
virtues of democracy; it is a fight over who will have a seat at the democratic 
table. This process does not always conform to the normative expectations of 
democratic competition, but it is this very struggle, and the resolution of these 
meta-political questions, that make familiar democratic institutions such as 
“free and fair elections” possible. To be clear, we are not saying that the current 
path will necessarily lead to a stable democracy, only that it does not preclude 
it and may in fact produce the political consensus necessary for the stability of 
a democratic regime.

	 Conclusion

The Arab Spring offers an important opportunity to test existing approaches 
to the study of democratization and to break new theoretical ground. In this 
essay we draw on the “historical turn” in democratization studies as well as 
recent scholarship on political change in the MENA countries, in the belief 
that the history of democratization holds important insights for its future. 
This emerging body of scholarship has taken its lead from re-examining the 
dynamics of democratic development among early democratizers. Because 
the experience of these historical cases has in many ways, implicitly or explic-
itly, informed theories of democratization, the historical turn approach has 
offered important correctives to the received wisdom on democratic develop-
ment. Based on the insights of this body of scholarship, in our approach we 
focus on institutional change in successive historical episodes and across mul-
tiple institutional arenas. This approach emphasizes two important points: 
The first is the need to adjust the temporalities of democratization so as to 
incorporate the importance of long term structural factors as well as more 
proximate actor-centric dynamics. While the existing literature tends to focus 
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on one or the other, we find that an accurate understanding of democratiza-
tion requires that we acknowledge the ways in which the enduring structural 
conditions and the strategic interaction of key players both contribute to 
shaping the dynamics of democratic development. The second important 
dimension is that the asynchronic and uneven institutional change of differ-
ent institutional arenas that results from the mobilization of actors in the  
context of existing structural conditions and institutional constraints provides 
a more compelling theoretical image of democratization than the one offered 
by established approaches. The outcome, at every point in time, is likely to  
be one of institutional arrangements that include democratic and anti- 
democratic features side by side in the same regime. Historical analysis shows 
that the contradictions resulting from this process of institutional change are 
a necessary part of the democratization process, as inclusionary democratic 
reforms are often accompanied by exclusionary safeguards. Not all institu-
tional safeguards for pre-democratic elites need necessarily be removed to fur-
ther democratization. While some will have to give way to inclusionary reforms 
in order for democracy to take hold, others may persist and be converted into 
a permanent part of the new democratic order. Further scholarly inquiry is 
necessary to determine more precisely which safeguards in different historical 
contexts may be compatible with further democratization and which may not. 
Recasting the temporalities of democratization and shifting the analytical 
focus from the whole regime to interconnected developments in multiple 
institutional arenas, our analysis helps to explain some of the unexpected 
coalitions and institutional arrangements that often emerge in the process of 
democratization.

Applied to the case of the Egyptian transition, this approach helps to make 
sense of the current transitional phase and offers important insights into the 
prospects of future democratization. We focus on critical episodes of institu-
tional change across three institutional arenas. In looking back to earlier epi-
sodes, our goal is not to reveal the “roots” of the Egyptian transition, but to offer 
a different way of conceptualizing it, which is neither limited to a single 
moment in time, nor bound by expectations of wholesale regime change, nor 
founded on structural determinism. We need to make room in our theoretical 
frameworks for the role of actors and the roots of their power, strategies, and 
ideologies, and account for the ambiguous and often contradictory nature of 
the process of uneven institutional change that constitutes democratization. 
The revolutionary uprising of 2011 will no doubt stand out as an important 
juncture in Egypt’s political development, but it is neither the beginning nor 
the end of the story.
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