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Chapter 4 

What Do the Post-Communist Transitions Imply for the Post-Arab 

Spring MENA?* 
 

Ayfer Erdogan* 

Abstract 

Until the wave of uprisings that have ousted some long-entrenched autocrats in the 

MENA region in 2011, conceptual debates on the region revolved around the 

absence of democratization trend observed in other parts of the globe. The long 

history of robust authoritarianism in the Arab politics led most scholars of Arab 

politics to label this region as exceptionalism in terms of democratic change. 

Eventually, in 2011 the outbreak of mass protests culminated in the ouster of the 

autocrats once believed to be very strong and resilient. This unexpected tide of 

popular protests which spread from one country to another in the region was 

reminiscent of the revolutionary wave of 1989 that brought an end to the communist 

rule in Eastern Europe and beyond. Just like the set of revolts against the communist 

regimes in 1989, initially the Arab spring seemed to be a move in the direction of 

democracy as it reflected the populations’ demand for freedom and democratic rule. 

Seven years in retrospect, mass movements that sparked in the aspiration of 

democracy, justice and freedom resulted either in a new wave of authoritarian rule 

                                                 
* This paper is an updated version of the article “From the Fall of Communism to the Arab 

Spring: Lessons for Democratic Transition” which was published in  “The Arab Spring: 
Comparative Perspectives and Regional Implications,” ed. Philipp O. Amour, Special issue, 
Alternatives: Turkish Journal of International Relations, Vol. 12, No: 3, (Fall 2013). 
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or protracted civil war. Tunisia, as an exception, is the only country that is 

successfully moving toward democracy. Rather than treating the whole region as 

one category, this paper attempts to analyze prospects and challenges for 

democratization by referring to the post-communist transition experiences. In this 

regard, exploiting democratization theory and comparing the Arab spring to the fall 

of communism, this paper aims to identify particular characteristics that seem to 

affect the political outcome of regime change in the so-called Arab World. A deeper 

analysis of the former transition experience in the post-communist world allows us 

to figure out the variations in the outcome of the political transition in the Middle 

East following the 2011 Arab uprisings.   

Keywords: democracy; autocracy; transition; fall of communism; Arab spring 

 

Introduction 

A wave of democratization originated in Portugal and Spain with the fall of 

dictatorships in the 1970s. Then this democratization trend spread over Latin 

America where military regimes gave up power to civilian governments and 

continued into the 1990s. In the 1989, the disintegration of the Soviet Union and 

the collapse of communism paved the way for stunning transformation in the 

former communist regimes particularly in Central and Eastern Europe, some of 

which have become consolidated democracies over the last two 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 

                                                 
1 The first wave included establishment and strengthening of the Western democracies 

(USA, UK, France and North European countries) during the era between the French Revolution 
and the First World War. The second wave of democratization took place following the Second 
World War with the democratization of Germany, Italy, Japan and some post-colonial countries. 
Finally the third began in the mid-1970s in Southern Europe and more than 60-70 countries 
throughout Europe, Latin America, Asia and Africa underwent some form of democratic transition.  
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respectable alternative to democracy any longer and democracy has advanced both 

normatively and practically since 1970s. Francis Fukuyama is one of those leading 

political scientists who put forward his theory on the rise of liberal democracy as 

the final form of human government and the endpoint of mankind’s ideological 

evolution, widely known as ‘The End of History’.  

For decades record of democracy in the Arab World was ranked poor 

compared to the other regions of developing world. Whereas many countries of the 

developing world progressed towards some form of democracy, if not fully fledged 

one, the Arab World saw a trend which was totally opposite to the global trend 

toward political liberalization. Many of the Arab countries have taken steps 

backward in terms of political liberties and electoral democracy. Given the political 

passivity and resilience towards democratic change in the region, political analysts 

came up with the term ‘Arab exceptionalism’. Then, to the astonishment of most 

scholars and analysts broke out the Arab uprisings. On 17 December 2010, the 

street vendor Tarek al Tayeb Mohammed Bouazizi set himself on fire in Sidi 

Bouzid, in Tunisia. The self- immolation of Bouazizi was an act of protest against 

the police and municipal officials his wares and mistreated him, but more 

importantly it was a protest to the long-standing injustice and oppression. This 

became a sparkle which initiated demonstrations, spread to neighboring cities in 

Tunisia and finally put an end to the long lasting Ben Ali’s dictatorial rule. The 

overthrow of Ben Ali in Tunisia was a breakthrough for the Arab publics since they 

could witness that the authoritarian regimes were not as tough and robust as they 

were once believed to be, and that the mass mobilization could make a great change 

in history. Only eleven days after the toppling of Ben Ali regime, thousands of 

protestors gathered in Tahrir Square demanding the resignation of the President of 

Egypt Hosni Mubarak. In two weeks, Mubarak stepped down transferring his 

powers to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. Meanwhile, the President of 

Libya, Muammar Gaddafi and the President of Syria, Bashar al-Assad were 

exposed to a wave of mass protests which turned into bloody civil war in the 

subsequent stage. Mass protests also erupted in Yemen, Oman Morocco and 



Chapter 4: What Do the Post-Communist Transitions Imply           84 
 
Algeria. The Arab Spring movements left virtually no country in the region 

unaffected, yet the degree and extent to which each country were influenced by the 

uprisings differ considerably. Whereas mass protests led to the removal of autocrats 

from power in Egypt and Tunisia, protests escalated to civil war in Libya, Syria and 

later in Yemen and political unrest left most Arab authoritarian governments intact. 

After seven years, in retrospect, it became clear that democratic transition 

prospects were dashed by military coup in Egypt; the fall of authoritarian regime 

was succeeded by protracted civil war among rival factions seeking control over 

territory in Libya and Syria; the protests movements were suppressed to consolidate 

a minority led regime in Bahrain with the military intervention by neighboring Gulf 

Arab states; and internal conflict emerged in  Yemen in 2015 as two factions 

(Houthi forces supported by Iran and the Yemeni government supported by United 

Arab Emirates 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 longstanding 

Arab winter.   

Two decades ago, the former communist regimes of the Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe were experiencing a set of uprisings reminiscent of the Arab Spring 

today in many ways. Young people were enthusiastic about democracy and a future 

that is dependent on free market economy, political rights and freedom from 

security-obsessed autocrats. The West was optimistic about the post- Soviet 

transition and the widespread expectation was that Russia and former Soviet Union 

Republics would adopt a free market economy and progress towards democracy 

with civil rights and free elections. Yet, in the current situation throughout the post-

Soviet space, elections held are sham and the economies are entirely resource 

dependent, as in Russia, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan or very vulnerable to turmoil 

as in Ukraine or Uzbekistan. Two decades after the fall of communist regimes, 

Freedom House findings have indicated that post-communist states out of the 
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European Union don’t rank better than ‘partially free’ today.2 However, the former 

communist republics of the Eastern Europe have almost reached the level of fully 

fledged democracies with free elections and civil rights and well- functioning free 

market economy.  

The former democratization wave in the 1990s has indicated that democratic 

transition does not happen overnight but rather it is a process dependent on many 

factors that either contribute to or hinder democratic outcome. The successful 

democratic transition experienced by Eastern European states in contrast to the 

states of the former Soviet Union following the fall of communism provided some 

useful lessons for political scientists regarding the conditions that allow speedy and 

smooth transition and make democracy work. These conditions could be cited as a 

pacted transition3 in which the elite reach a consensus on the basic tenets of the 

transition, a diversified economy with little dependence on natural resources, an 

ethnically or religiously homogenous society, a military with a neutral role during 

political transition, a vibrant civil society and a favorable external environment. By 

identifying these conditions and analyzing similarities and differences in the 

transitions following the fall of communism and the Arab Spring, this chapter 

attempts to assess democratic divergence in the Arab countries affected by the 

recent wave of uprisings. 

 

 

                                                 
2 Susan Glasser, “Revolutions End: Looking at the Arab Spring through 20 years of 

Post- Soviet History,” Foreign Policy, August 8, 2011.  
http://foreignpolicy.com/2011/08/08/revolutions-end/. 

3 Pact can be defined as a set of negotiations that include both incumbent and opposition 
groups attempting to bargain over the transition to move it away from authoritarian rule towards 
democracy. O’Donnell and Schmitter define pact as “explicit, but not always explicated or justified, 
agreement among a select set of actors which seeks to define (or, better, to redefine) rules governing 
the exercise of power on the basis of mutual guarantees for the “vital interests” of those entering 
into it”. See Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter, Transition from Authoritarian Rule: 

Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 1986), 37. 
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The Mode of Regime Change 

The mode of transition and distribution of power during and after regime change 

play a central role in leading the transition towards democracy, autocracy or a 

hybrid regime. The Arab uprisings and revolts of 1989 are differ from each other 

in terms of how power has changed hands. At their initial stage, transition to 

democracy began with mass protests in both sets of revolts except Hungary, where 

the communists were willing to jump on to the democratic bandwagon even before 

regime change.4 A top-down (elite controlled) regime change including negotiated 

reform of the regime and the government took place in Eastern Europe whereas the 

Arab uprisings were a reflection of a change from below with no political ideology 

or leadership.  

A central argument in transition literature is that democracy is most likely 

to come out when power between different political forces (supporters of the 

authoritarian rule vs opposition groups) is distributed relatively unequally or in an 

uncertain manner. The main reason for this is that no political force has the capacity 

to implement its preferences through the use of force on its own, which enables all 

sides to opt for negotiation and power- sharing arrangement.5 These power sharing 

arrangements called as “pacts” could be later institutionalized into a new 

democracy. In that respect, transitions in Eastern Europe can be classified into three 

broad types; regime-initiated transitions, society-initiated transitions and violent 

overthrow. 6 Hungary, Poland and Bulgaria set example for regime-initiated 

transitions where the impetus for change came within the regime itself and it 

actually initiated and led the transition. For instance, in the Polish transition, efforts 

to liberalize began prior to the transition. With the deepening of political and 

economic crisis in Poland, the Communist Party agreed to hold roundtable 

                                                 
4 Valerie Bunce, “Rethinking Recent Democratization: Lessons from the post-communist 

Experience,” World Politics 55 (January), 171-2. 
5 Michael McFaul, “The Fourth Wave of Democracy and Dictatorship Noncooperative 

Transitions in the Postcommunist World”, World Politics 54, No.2, (January 2002), 213. 
6 Laurel E. Miller et al. Democratization in the Arab World: Prospects and Lessons from 

Around the Globe (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2012), 181. 
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discussions with Solidarity in 1989 expecting to gain Solidarity’s support for its 

economic program. These talks culminated in an agreement to hold parliamentary 

elections and the formation of a noncommunist government. The Communist Party 

was not totally eliminated from power, rather it shared its power with the Solidarity 

forces initially. By the 1990, with the erosion of the Soviet power in Eastern 

Europe, the leader of Solidarity reshuffled his cabinet removing the remaining 

Communist ministers. Thus, initial transition phase was rather smooth and 

peaceful. Adding to the success of Polish transition was a strong, well-organized 

and popular opposition and the role of Catholic Church which mediated between 

the government and opposition for several years in the 1980s.  

In society-initiated transitions, the impetus for democratization came from 

within the society. German Democratic Republic (GDR) and Czechoslovakia set 

example for this type of transition. In these two cases, regimes resisted introducing 

meaningful reforms and were forced to make sweeping changes as a result of 

pressure from below. The transitions in Eastern Europe were generally prominent 

in their peaceful transfer of power with one exception, which is Romania. The 

initial transition phase of Romania was marked by violent overthrow of Nicola 

Ceausescu by force and later execution. In that respect, Romania may provide the 

closest Eastern European parallel to modes of regime change in the Arab World, 

given the violent rupture experienced there.7 However, the general trend in the 

regime change in post-communist transition was by negotiation between ‘soft-

liners’ within the ancien régime and moderates within the democratic opposition.   

On the contrary, the overthrow of the ruling elite in the Arab World took 

place with the pressure of the mass protests calling for the ouster of the former 

autocrats. While the former authoritarian leaders were ousted, the economic and 

political elite belonging to the ancien regime remained intact and they were part of 

the transition process. In Tunisia and Egypt, the authoritarian leaders were deposed 

and an interim government comprised of both the incumbents of the old regime and 

                                                 
7 ibid., 186. 
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the opposition politicians introduced substantial reforms while persevering their 

own positions of power. In the case of Libya, despite the violent resistance by the 

ancient regime, the ruling autocrat was defeated and replaced by new elite. The 

common denominator of the Arab transitions was the absence of liberal opposition 

groups and elite consensus among different political forces. The hypothesis in 

democratization theory is that revolutionary modes of transition are less likely to 

culminate in consolidated democracy while pacted transitions through elite 

consensus lead to a smoother and more successful transition phase. In the Arab 

countries, the view looked much gloomier in the absence of elite consensus and 

liberal opposition groups ready to succeed the old regimes. In other words, there is 

no Arab equivalent of Polish Solidarity movement and the democratic forces are 

remarkably weak and not unified in the Arab world. They also lack well-established 

organizations that could penetrate into their societies and mobilize consistent 

political support. In the absence of unified liberal opposition groups, Islamist filled 

the void by their decades-long history of organization and close-knit networks.  

In both Tunisia and Egypt, Ennahda (Renaissance) Party and Muslim 

Brotherhood, the best organized opposition groups, rooted in Islamic faith and 

practice, gained an electoral victory in the first free and fair elections carried out a 

year after the ouster of authoritarian regimes. In Tunisia, despite their electoral 

victory, Islamists won plurality of the votes rather than the majority. Besides, 

Ennahda adopted consensual politics and chose to cooperate with leftists and 

liberals in constitutional drafting and deciding on key policies regarding the future 

of Tunisia. Despite deadlocks and deep polarization between Islamists and seculars, 

Tunisia managed to move from authoritarianism to democracy thanks to the 

conciliatory role played by the Islamists and the neutral role of the military. The 

Egyptian case was in stark contrast to Tunisia as it moved from liberal autocracy 

under Mubarak to militarized authoritarianism under Sisi.  

In Egypt, in the aftermath of the first free and fair elections, Islamists’ 

monopolization of power and controlling all three branches of government 

naturally raised fears about Islamization within the secular circles. Islamists 
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enjoyed a dominant position in the advisory council composed of 17 individuals, a 

presidential team and finally the most debated one, the Constitutional Committee, 

which seemed to serve Morsi’s attempt towards monopolization of Islamists’ 

power. In November 2012, President Morsi issued a decree that granted himself 

extensive powers above any Egyptian court as the guardian of Egypt’s revolution 

and this move was obviously regarded as a threat against legitimacy and the rule of 

law by the secular and liberal members of dissolved parliament.8 During the 

election campaigns Morsi promised to make Constitutional Committee more 

balanced between Islamist and secular representatives and to appoint four vice-

presidents, two of whom would represent women and Coptic community, 

nonetheless, he failed to fulfill any of these pledges. After his inauguration, Morsi 

drafted a predominantly Islamist constitution which was formally adopted and 

signed by the Constitutional Committee and approved by the President. The 

reaction that came from the opposition groups, namely seculars and liberals, was to 

mobilize people in massive demonstrations called ‘Tamarrod movement’; yet, they 

were unable to push Islamists to the bargaining table and reach a consensus with 

the ruling elite. The outcome was a military coup dashing hopes for democratization 

in Egypt over a long haul. 

What the post-communist transition experience has indicated was that the 

rejection of the ancien regime and the emergence of power vacuum in the aftermath 

of mass protests were critical in determining the democratic outcome. As McFaul 

pointed out, the post-communist experience indicates that rejection of the leaders 

and functionaries of the ancien regime helped to produce democracies.9 In all of 

the Eastern European cases, the former communist system together with its 

supporting institutions was completely rejected, which brought about a democratic 

                                                 
8 David Kirkpatrick & Al- Sheikh, “Citing deadlock, Egypt’s Leader Seizes New Power 

and Plans Mubarak Trial,” The New York Times, November 22, 2012. 
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2012/11/23/world/middleeast/ egypts-president-morsi-gives-himself-
new-powers.html?from=world&_r=0. 

9 Michael McFaul, “The Fourth Wave of Democracy and Dictatorship: Noncooperative 
Transitions in the Postcommunist World,” 223. 
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outcome whereas in the most of the post-Soviet countries, former members of the 

Communist Party or KGB enjoy key positions in state institutions. Despite the 

overthrow of some Arab governments, the interlocking systems of political 

patronage, security forces and raw physical coercion what political scientists refer 

as “deep state” is holding on to some parts of their privileged role in the new 

system.10 It is hardly plausible to start building democratic institutions from scratch 

in a country where the legacy and the structural underpinnings of the former regime 

are still strong. In Egypt, new political forces such as the Muslim Brotherhood tried 

to accommodate remnants of the old regime and the military as the protector of the 

status quo, yet the old regime successfully managed to overturn the democratic 

experience gained after the first free and fair elections. According to Way, the 

contradictory results of the Arab Spring so far- including authoritarian 

retrenchment in Bahrain, civil war in Syria and instability in Libya and Yemen- 

illustrate that as long as the structural underpinnings of authoritarianism remain 

strong, diffusion is unlikely to result in democratization.11 Thus, the Arab Spring 

acted as a catalyst for pressure for political change, but the outcome of political 

transitions largely depends on how the holdovers from the old regime are positioned 

within the new system. 

A transition from authoritarian to a democratic system involves a break in 

status quo and redistribution of power. In the post-communist transition, when the 

Soviet Union terminated its military aid to the satellite regimes in Eastern Europe, 

they started to fall apart and could not survive without Soviet financial and military 

support. Thus, the fall of communism involved a break in status quo and created a 

power vacuum which was to be filled by new actors engaging in power-sharing 

agreements. On the contrary, in the Arab countries the authoritarian regimes created 

their own survival mechanisms and didn’t depend on external forces for survival. 

                                                 
10 Thomas Carothers, “Think Again: Arab Democracy,” Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, March 10, 2011. http://carnegieendowment.org/2011/03/10/think-again-arab-
democracy-pub-42991. 

11 Lucan Way, “Comparing the Arab Revolts: The Lessons of 1989,” Journal of 

Democracy, 22 (4) (October 2011), 18. 
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In the aftermath of the uprisings, in Arab countries which underwent the ouster of 

former rulers, elements of the old regime (military, judiciary and bureaucracy) were 

so powerful that the ouster of autocrats didn’t mean a total rupture from the legacy 

of the former authoritarian regimes. This was clearly the case in Egypt. The 

deposition of President Mubarak didn’t create a power vacuum as the military and 

judiciary was strong enough to impose their own rules in the new game. Even when 

Morsi came to power, he didn’t control the police, military, judiciary and the top 

levels of bureaucracy, in other words, all the forces which were totally against him. 

In the case of Libya, Syria and Yemen, the tribal and sectarian affiliations were 

strong enough to guarantee significant support for the authoritarian leaders and 

therefore, the ouster of authoritarian leaders would not mean a complete departure 

from the former regimes. Only in Tunisia, the departure of President Ben Ali 

created a power vacuum which no single actor could fill on its own; instead three 

competing forces; namely, Union Generale Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT), the 

labor union federation, Ennahda, the moderate Islamist party and a group of 

veterans of the Bourguiba period came to an agreement as to the basic rules of the 

transition as well as constitution drafting.12 This power-sharing agreements among 

different political forces paved the way for a democratic constitution and 

mechanisms that would consolidate democracy in Tunisia.  

 

The Role of the Military 

One of the key factors contributing to or hindering democratic outcome is the role 

of military during and after regime change. The past transitions in Latin America 

and Southern Europe have proved that one of the biggest threat to democracy is the 

military intervention. In much of the post-communist world, military operated 

under civilian rule and no officer or general had political aspirations in contrast to 

the Arab militaries in the post-independence period, which is a tradition dating far 

                                                 
12 Marina Ottoway, “Democratic Transitions and the Problem of Power,” Middle East 

Program Occasional Paper Series (Spring 2014), 1-4. 
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back to the pre-Bolshevik Revolution. This tradition was maintained at home and 

after the World War II, it was projected outward to the members of the Soviet 

Bloc.13 During the revolts of 1989, military played almost no role in transition 

process, with the only exception of Romania where the military played a central 

role in toppling the old regime.14 The militaries in Eastern Europe were strictly 

controlled by the Communist Party and had no tradition of acting independently, 

which made it easier for the new noncommunist elites to neutralize the army and 

keep it confined to the barracks during the transition. In that regard, civil-military 

relations appear to be one area where the authoritarian past proved to be beneficial 

rather than a burden for democratization in the post-communist transition. 

The role of militaries in the Arab countries in the awake of the uprisings 

diverged significantly. Both the Tunisian and Egyptian militaries didn’t use force 

against demonstrators whereas in Libya, Bahrain and Syria, military chose to 

intervene for the survival of authoritarian regimes. In Libya, the rebels with NATO 

assistance successfully defeated Qaddafi; in Syria violent reactions from Assad 

regime towards peaceful demonstrations resulted in civil war which in seven years’ 

time evolved into a proxy war with interference from various state and non-state 

actors and in Bahrain the military crushed the protest movement with the Saudi 

Arabian assistance. Steiman suggests that in the Arab uprisings, the decision by the 

military whether to intervene in protests was dependent on the relationship between 

the military and the regime, in other words; whether the military viewed the 

survival of regime to be indispensable to their own survival, upon which they would 

chose to use repressive force against protesters. 15 On the other hand, if the military 

concluded that they could survive the overthrow of the regime or even benefit from 

regime’s fall, they refrained from using force against the protesters. This actually 

                                                 
13 Valerie Bunce, “Rethinking Recent Democratization: Lessons from the post-communist 

Experience,” 175. 
14 Laurel E. Miller et al. Democratization in the Arab World: Prospects and Lessons from 

Around the Globe, 202. 
15 Daniel Steiman, “Military Decision-Making During the Arab Spring”, MUFTAH, May 

29, 2012. 
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indicates the reluctance of military to intervene against protesters in Egypt and 

Tunisia. In addition, in these countries military enjoys a certain degree of autonomy 

from the central civilian leadership. In contrast, the military in Libya, Syria and 

Yemen is not an autonomous institution, but rather a part and parcel of the ruling 

regime. In Libya’s and Yemen’s case, Qaddafi and Saleh never built truly modern 

or autonomous government institutions but rather they secured their rule through 

tribal alliances. In that sense, in both regimes, military leadership and ruling 

regimes were essentially the same and their survival was connected to each other. 

In Syria, in key institutions such as military, intelligence and security services, 

Assad’s family, members of his tribe and fellow members of the Alawite sect were 

positioned and naturally their interests depended on the regime’s survival. 

Likewise, the role of military in each of these countries has been pivotal in 

determining the success of mass movements in early transition phases.   

While the military’s decision to remain loyal to the ruling regime or to side 

with protestors heavily shaped the outcome of the uprisings, it is, to a large extent, 

the role of military during the transition that determined the course of transition. In 

both Tunisia and Egypt, protests were rather peaceful and resulted in the ouster of 

authoritarian leader in relatively short period of time. However, it was the role of 

the military that either contributed to or hindered democratic transition in Tunisia 

and Egypt in the aftermath of the uprisings. Whereas military ceded power to an 

elected civilian transitional body soon after regime fell in Tunisia, the Supreme 

Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) didn’t allow the real transfer of power to 

civilian rule even after the elections. Given the military’s strong institutional 

interests, be it political or economic, its political influence behind the curtains for 

many decades and its historical legacy, the biggest challenge has been bringing 

military under civilian control for Egypt’s transition. The fact that military acted as 

a state within the state in Egypt for decades and was reluctant to operate under a 

democratic civilian rule hinders prospects for democratization over a long haul. 

External Actors 
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The post-communist transition in Eastern Europe occurred in a much more 

favorable external environment compared to the Arab Spring in terms of democratic 

breakthrough. At the time when the Communist regimes broke apart, the West 

enjoyed much better economic prosperity, welfare state and social equality. Those 

countries going through transition were much motivated since their expectation was 

to end up being richer. However, today Western liberal democracy is no longer so 

closely linked with economic prosperity and social welfare. Particularly, over the 

last decade, the social and economic inequality has increased dramatically in 

contrast to the diminishing economic growth rates in the West. Local and national 

economies have become more vulnerable due to the transnationalized producers 

and the welfare states which linked democracy and capitalism through 

‘redistribution’ have been downsized.16 In contrast, China, as the world’s most 

rapidly developing economy sets a successful example which combines state 

capitalism with autocracy. All these would mean that being more democratic would 

not necessarily bring a better economic prosperity for the Arab countries in 

transition process.  

Viable regional organizations play a key role in facilitating democratic 

transition. When the Communist regimes disintegrated, there were wide range of 

opportunities for not only the post- communist states of Eastern Europe, but also 

the EU and NATO for eastward expansion. By means of Copenhagen criteria, the 

EU was able to implement the principle of conditionality affirming that only 

consolidated democracies with market economies were to become members. To 

gain membership into the Western Club, the post-communist states in Eastern 

Europe had to achieve various political and economic reforms. In return, they 

would benefit from rapid economic growth and foreign investment as well as being 

part of a viable security community. In other words, the EU membership served as 

a golden carrot for these states. This was an important explanation for the rapid and 

comprehensive transition process in Eastern Europe, contrary to the Post- Soviet 

                                                 
16 Philippe Schmitter, “Amidexterous Process of Democratization: Its Implications for the 

Middle East and North Africa,” European University Institute Unpublished manuscript, 2012, 9. 
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states with the absence of possibility to join the EU. In addition, Eastern European 

states benefitted from the generous financial and technical assistance over long 

periods to facilitate transitions in the region. 

The Arab world has some regional organizations such as the League of Arab 

states, the African Union and the Gulf Cooperation but none of these organizations 

have political unity and the financial capacity to intervene in an Arab country to 

promote or preserve democracy. They remained inefficient in providing regional 

security, crisis management or economic arrangements. The Arab League has 

suspended Syria’s Arab League membership in November 2011 and it condemned 

the disproportionate use of violence of the Syrian and Libyan regimes during mass 

protests.17 Later the Arab League’s initiative was to bring the issue to the United 

Nations, but all these efforts failed to prove any desirable outcome. Besides, the 

Arab League has historically been more interested in the regimes’ survival and 

protecting the sovereignty of its member states. On the other hand, the authoritarian 

state systems in member states of the League don’t make Arab League decisions 

towards supporting democracy credible. It is rather the pressure of revolutions and 

the interests among the member states that make the League take a ‘democratic 

stance’. This is also clear from the League’s support for Sudanese President Omar 

Al-Bashir, despite the International Criminal Court’s charge against him with 

crimes against humanity.18 

In contrast to the Eastern European states which received vast democratic 

assistance from the West, both the EU and the US have seen their interests in 

supporting the Arab autocrats in the Arab region as long as those autocratic leader 

served Western interests. Lucan Way has observed that both the threat of radical 

Islamism and 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 

                                                 
17 Muge Kucukkeles, “Arab League’s Syrian Policy,” SETA Policy Brief  56, (April 2012), 

4. 
18 BBC News, “Arab Leaders Back Wanted Bashir,” March 30, 2009,  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/7971624.stm. 
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support to the autocrats in the rest of the Arab world in some time to come.19 In 

explaining why there are no Arab democracies, Larry Diamond stresses the external 

support for the authoritarian Arab regimes, which came from the Soviet Union 

historically and for decades mainly from Europe and the United States. Diamond 

states that by conferring crucial economic resources, security assistance and 

political legitimacy, US aid acted as oil, another source of rents regimes use for 

survival.20 In that regard, the external support to the military beclouded attempts by 

revolutionary forces towards democracy in Egypt and Arab publics turned out to 

be suspicious of the sincerity of the West in respecting and supporting people’s free 

will. On the other hand, the Gulf monarchies played a pivotal role in the 

entrenchment of the military rule in Egypt through their financial and political 

support to the military-backed regime as a shield against non-authoritarian regimes 

in Egypt. Eventually, it became clear that unlike Eastern Europe, democratic 

transition in the MENA countries will depend almost entirely on their own internal 

dynamics and domestic balance of power between democratic and anti-democratic 

forces. 

 

Civil Society 

Democratic transition goes hand in hand with civil society as it promotes political 

participation and develops sense of democratic values. Civil society organizations 

could make pressure over the government and limit its power. In democratization 

literature, tabula rasa approach is rejected and prior experience with political 

pluralism and space for civil society development are regarded as crucial elements 

for democratic transition in order not to start from scratch. The former communist 

regimes penetrated into the society both ideologically and institutionally, however, 

in some parts of the former communist bloc, some forms of civil society emerged 

                                                 
19 Lucan Way, “Comparing the Arab Revolts: The Lessons of 1989,” 24. 
20 Larry Diamond, “Why Are There No Arab Democracies?,” Journal of Democracy 21 

(1) 2010, 101. 
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before the fall of communist regimes. For instance, in Poland and Hungary, civil 

society and independent groups had flourished in the period before the fall of 

communism and they were able to play critical role in the negotiation among 

different parties during the transitions allowing a more peaceful and smoother 

transition phase. In contrast, Bulgaria and Romania had the most chaotic transitions 

as communist regimes in both countries maintained strict control over civil society 

and used harshest methods to repress the opposition, thus, they left no space for 

civil society groups to take on a role as mediators.21 After communist regimes fell 

down, civil society organizations started to flourish throughout Eastern Europe 

largely by means of the European integration and the Western financial assistance 

contributing to democratic transition in this region. In contrast, in the absence of 

strong civil society and liberal opposition groups, countries in the post- Soviet 

Space have suffered from setbacks in post-communist transition. 
Looking at the MENA region through this prism, we see that civil society 

organizations and actors have long been constrained by government policies. One 

reason for that was that after gaining independence, new regimes feared that their 

attempts to consolidate power would be threatened by pluralistic, independent 

associative life. Thus, tight state control was applied to independent civic activity 

and civil society organizations were transformed into state dominated institutions 

or in some cases, were repressed. From 1980s onwards, civil society organizations 

witnessed relative liberalization in Tunisia and Egypt, to a great extent owing to the 

spread of Islamist movements leading to proliferation of religious groups active in 

civil society, the rise of global prodemocracy movements and governments’ 

attempts to provide limited economic and political liberalization to stay in power.22 

This is also regarded as an adaptive process of “authoritarian upgrading” through 

which authoritarian regimes respond to social, economic and international changes 

by modifying their modalities of rule as a substitute for, rather than a step forward 

                                                 
21 Laurel E. Miller et al. Democratization in the Arab World: Prospects and Lessons from 

Around the Globe, 182. 
22 Amy Hawthorne, “Middle Eastern Democracy: Is Civil Society the Answer?,” Carnegie 

Papers, Democracy and Rule of Law Project, No. 44 (March 2004), 6. 
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fuller democratization.23  

Despite many constraints on civil society in Tunisia and Egypt, Mubarak 

and Ben Ali regimes promised more liberal politics than their predecessors. In both 

countries civil society organizations flourished and enjoyed some space despite 

limitations imposed under authoritarian rule. In Syria civil society organizations 

were much more restricted due to emergency laws imposed in 1963 while Qaddafi 

regime closed the whole space for civil society in Libya. Upon a closer inspection 

in the civil society in the Arab World, Egypt seems to enjoy having thousands of 

registered NGOs (16000 civil society organizations in 2002) and in Tunisia, the 

number of NGOs increased in the 80s and in both countries they are prohibited by 

law from engaging in political activity.24 In Syria, there was only one federation of 

trade unions and one federation for women with branches across the country. No 

independent civil society organization has been allowed to be established under the 

Assad regime. Likewise, there has been no truly independent organization in Libya. 

Both countries face the challenge of building their civil society organizations from 

scratch, however, divisions along ethnicity, sect in Syria and tribe in Libya and lack 

of any prior experience with civil society engagement and political pluralism 

inevitably obstruct the emergence of a vibrant civil society unified along one 

common goal to build democracy. 

In mid-2012, a comparative analysis carried out by William Boose indicated 

that a robust civil society in Tunisia before 2011 would make it more likely to 

achieve successful transition, whereas in Libya state transition might become a 

failure in the absence of any civil society.25 Seven years in retrospect, it became 

clear that civil society groups and trade unions took a prominent role during critical 

turning points in the Tunisian transition.  Civil society organizations directly 

                                                 
23 Rex Brynen et al., Beyond the Arab Spring: Authoritarianism and Democratization in 

the Arab World. (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2012), 4. 
24 Mervat Rishmawi and Tim Morris, “Overview of Civil Society in the Arab World,” 

International NGO Training Research Centre Praxis Paper, No.20 (October 2007), 14-22. 
25 Jason W. Boose, “Democratization and Civil Society: Libya, Tunisia and the Arab 

Spring.” International Journal of Social Science and Humanity 2, No. 4 (July 2012), 310-5. 
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worked together with lawmakers to lead constitution drafting process and mediate 

among political parties when the process was gridlocked. Besides, in 2013 four 

trade unions, known as the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, launched a national 

dialogue presenting a roadmap and setting a timeline for the ratification of a new 

constitution and setting the dates for elections.  The national dialogue eventually 

culminated in an independent interim technocratic government, and independent 

election commission and a consensual constitution. It was largely due to the 

constructive role played by the unions that Tunisia was able to get out of the 

political deadlock that lasted for several months.  

The Tunisian case was in stark contrast to Egypt in terms of civil society 

participation during the transition. By means of social media, civil society groups 

mobilized thousands of Arab protestors to pour into the streets against Mubarak 

and even managed to remove a long-entrenched autocrat, yet they haven’t turned 

civil society movements into formal opposition groups which could come up with 

a common strategy. Civil society groups didn’t manage to be unified under a 

common goal and to turn collective responses into collective actions. In other 

words, civil society movements remained in the realm of street politics and didn’t 

collectively engage in formal politics after the ouster of Mubarak. Consequently, 

both the Tunisian and Egyptian experience illustrate that civil society lies central 

in the mobilization of people and the course of transition is largely determined by 

whether civil society groups and labor unions are unified a common goal and 

strategy to foster dialogue among different political factions and contribute to the 

democratic processes. 

Social Cohesion and Stateness 

The existence of social cohesion and national identity pave the way for more rapid 

and peaceful 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. In the post-communist transition, the countries with greater degree 

of cultural, linguistic and religious pluralism went through more chaotic transition. 
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The new regimes have been largely preoccupied with building a national identity 

in order to build a nation state and they fear that attempts towards democratization 

and pluralism might hamper their efforts towards creating national identity. 

Ukraine could provide a good example in that sense. The divisions between the 

Western and Eastern Ukraine in terms of national identity, the former favoring the 

European identity and the latter the Russian one,  have put the country in a total 

chaos and problems along linguistic and cultural identity has continued up till 

present. Among the post- communist states, the Central European states were the 

least troubled by the nation question and they were more homogeneous in terms of 

ethnic make-up since ethnic cleansing was carried out half a century ago in these 

states.26 Likewise, in Poland, Hungary where ethnic population is relatively much 

more homogeneous, transition has been smoother and more successful compared 

to ethnically diverse Croatia and Bulgaria.27 The post-communist states with 

cultural and ethnic pluralism had to put their energy in dealing with the challenge 

of nationalism while mono-ethnic post-communist states such as Hungary and 

Czech Republic could devote their energy to economic and political reforms. 

Therefore, the post-communist experience tells us that the diversity in ethnic make-

up and identity poses certain challenges for transition. 

Nation building and democratization are supposed to support and 

consolidate each other. That is, following the disintegration of the Soviet Union, 

the post-communist states where national identity is rather weak, such as Belarus, 

Ukraine have gone through consolidation of authoritarian, neo-Soviet type regimes. 

In addition, in some cases nation question and heterogeneity of ethnic makeup have 

been source of internal and bilateral conflicts and have led to serious democracy 

deficits. Ethnic conflicts and territorial disputes in former Yugoslavia, Abkhazia, 

South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh are some clear examples of volatile and 

                                                 
26 Jacques Rupnik, “The Post-Communist Divide,” Journal of Democracy, 10 (1) (January 

1999), 60. 
27 Steven M. Fish, “Post-Communist Subversions: Social Science and Democratization in 

East Europe and Eurasia,” Slavic Review 58, No.4, 796. 
 



101                                      The Middle East Reloaded 
 
instable regions faced with ethnic conflicts. Thus, prior settlement of nation 

question and managing social cohesion serve as prerequisites for a smooth and 

peaceful democratic transition.  

Looking at the Arab countries swept away by the uprisings, national identity 

seems strong particularly in Egypt and Tunisia, but it is less so in Syria and it is 

quite weak in Libya, where the populations identify themselves more with the tribes 

they belong to. In Libya, for the new regime, the main challenge would be to build 

a national identity to which all citizens feel attached. 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 due to Islamists vs. secular divide in Tunisia and Egypt, sectarian strife in 

Syria and Bahrain and clan divisions in Libya.28 In Tunisia, which is a relatively 

homogeneous country with well-educated population, cohesion problems are 

related mainly to the political sphere, in which moderate Islamist and secularist 

visions of governance are in conflict. In Tunisia, another key challenge relates to 

perceived inequalities between the interior, where more religious and tradition 

people live, and coastal areas, with a more secular minded population.  A similar 

civic strife has existed between the liberal-secular forces and the Muslim 

Brotherhood members in Egypt. Besides, religious strife between Egyptian 

Muslims and Coptic Christians emerged as an important threat to stability in the 

early period after the fall of the Mubarak regime. During Morsi’s office, numerous 

clashes leading to destruction of churches, loss of life and wide scale violence 

indicate increasing polarization between the two communities. 

Syria has one of the most heterogeneous populations in the Arab World. In 

Syria, sectarian division along with ethnic division (with thousands of Kurdish 

dissents in the North) has culminated in civil war, and even in the case of Assad 

regime’s fall, sectarian division might end up in permanent instability, which might 

                                                 
28 Anthony Shadid and David D. Kirkpatrick, “Promise of Arab Uprisings is Threatened 

by Divisions,” The New York Times, May 21,  
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eliminate prospects for democratization in the long term. The fragile nature of 

Syrian sectarian make- up is reminiscent of the civil war in Lebanon. Libya is 

another divided country along the lines of tribes and clans. There are more than 140 

tribes and clans, of which thirty are power brokers.29 After pledging for months that 

they would submit their arms to a central army after the overthrow of Qaddafi, 

many local military leaders later insisted that they would hold onto their weapons 

as the new guardians of the revolution. Several other divisions including Islamist 

versus secular, centralized versus federated and Arabs versus Berbers exist in 

Libya. Thus, democratic transition depends on whether the central government will 

be able to hold the country together following the 2011 civil war despite the 

conflicting interests among many groups and tribal differences. Given that a unified 

state is the first precondition of democratic governance, in both Syria and Libya, 

the sectarian, ethnic and tribal divisions would inevitably impede any prospect for 

democratic transition. 

Political Economy and Resource Curse 

 Many political scientists increasingly believe that availability of natural resources, 

particularly oil revenues prolongs or even promotes authoritarian 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” claim is 

true. His key findings are that “oil impedes democracy” claim is both valid and 

statistically robust and it does greater damage to democracy in poorer states than 

rich ones. Ross finds three causal mechanisms linking oil with authoritarianism; a 

rentier effect that signals low tax rates used by governments to reduce pressures for 

democracy; a repression effect that refers to large security sector built by the 
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government to discard pro-democracy movements; and modernization effect that  

points at the reluctance by the population to move into industrial service sector jobs 

which keeps them vulnerable in the face of authoritarianism and less likely to push 

for democratic change.30 From the post-communist experience, it is clear that the 

countries which are highly dependent on natural resources such as Russia and some 

Central Asian states mostly failed to achieve democratic transition and develop 

market economies as these states don’t depend on their citizens’ taxation. 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 other economic sectors, volatility of 

revenues from oil and gas sector due to exposure to changes in the global market 

and governments’ mismanagement of resources in a heavily centralized system are 

endemic throughout the region. Resource curse influenced the oil and gas rich states 

in the post-Soviet space adversely and they all turned into some form of 

authoritarianism. 

In the Arab states whose economies are highly oil dependent, the profits 

obtained from the extraction of oil and gas flow directly into the states’ fiscal 

coffers and as they don’t require taxation bureaucracy, these states don’t feel 

obliged to project its power into domestic affairs of its citizens. What is worse about 

rentier state is that those elites who accumulate enormous wealth through oil rents 

are equipped with powerful technologies and military- repressive apparatus to ward 

off challenges to their rule.31 Based on Ross’ cross national evidence, in MENA 

region, resource rents promote authoritarianism without exception.  Similarly, 

Larry Diamond states that the deficit of democracy lies neither in Islam nor in its 

cultural and religious aspects. To Diamond, it is political economy, particularly the 

so-called ‘oil curse’ which accounts for the riddle of Arab democracy deficit. He 

argues that the problem is not the economic level but economic structure.32  
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Since the oil rich Arab states don’t depend on taxing 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 apparatus. From this point of view, countries like 

Libya, Yemen and Bahrain seem to be less advantaged than countries like Tunisia 

and Egypt which don’t export natural resources in terms of democratization 

prospects. On the other hand, democratization movements in the Arab states which 

are highly dependent on oil and gas such as Libya, Yemen and Bahrain would 

inevitably face setback in their transition process as oil and gas exports restrict 

chances for development of market economy which coexists with democracy. 

Besides, oil rents largely explain why the Arab uprisings bypassed the oil-rich Arab 

states in the Gulf region including Saudi Arabia and the Arab Gulf states. Gulf 

monarchies wisely used oil rents to forge their patrimonial networks and buy the 

loyalty of their people in exchange for stability and generous provision of services. 

It goes without saying that these states are unlikely to face any successful popular 

uprisings that could overturn the existing regimes in demand for democracy and 

freedom.  

 
Conclusion 
With the outbreak of the Arab uprisings in 2011, it has been widely debated whether 

this recent wave of uprisings fit into the third wave of democratization or it would 

be followed by a new wave of authoritarianism. Rather than making big bounded 

generalizations, this paper aimed to draw lessons on the past and to compare the 

recent wave of regime changes in the MENA region to the post-communist 

transition. Political transition in both regions offer significant lessons for 

democratization studies. There are a number of striking parallels as well as 

significant differences that shaped the outcome of democratic transition in two 

regions. Firstly, Eastern Europe was homogenous given the one party rule 
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dependent on communist ideology and the Soviet Union as a regional hegemonic 

power. In contrast, regimes in the Arab world are much more diverse and it is risky 

to approach these uprisings as one set of movement. Two regions also differed in 

terms of regime change given the fact that the regimes in the post- communist states 

changed with elite consensus and almost no role of military except Romania while 

the Arab uprisings took place as a bottom-up movement and the lack of elite 

consensus and a strong unified opposition has clearly dashed hopes for a 

meaningful change from the outset of the uprisings. More importantly, military in 

the Arab states enjoyed autonomy and vested political and economic interests, 

which inevitably made them reluctant to cede power to a civilian rule (except 

Tunisia) unlike the states in post-communist transition where the military didn’t 

have political and economic aspirations to retain power during the transition. In 

addition, the homogeneity of ethnic make-up and a more favorable external 

environment with the chances for the EU and NATO accession enabled a smooth 

and speedy transition in Eastern Europe. In the absence of any supranational entity 

or any equivalent of the EU in the Arab world, it is clear that democratic transition 

in this region would have to depend on internal dynamics rather than external aid 

or conditionality. Besides, the lack of social cohesion in the Arab world due to 

ethnic, sectarian and tribal divisions in Syria, Yemen, Bahrain and Libya, and deep 

ideological polarization and mistrust between seculars and Islamists in Egypt have 

posed serious threats to stability and eliminated prospects for democratization over 

the long haul. Finally, as the post-communist transition manifested, oil hinders 

prospects for democratic transition in oil rich Arab countries and this heavily 

accounts for the absence of pro-democracy movements in the oil-rich Gulf States. 
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