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Abstract 

Historically, civil societies in the Arab education sector have been identified with the 
provision of education services for marginalised members of society, however, in the last 
decade, new groups have formed leading to a strengthening in the relationship between civil 
societies and education (Watkins, 2009).  Civilisation analysis (Arnason, 2003) offers a 
theoretical lens in which to consider the relationship between civil society and education, 
looking beyond the dependency, modernisation and rentier perspectives which have been 
traditionally used in the analysis of Arab civil society (Crystal, 2001, 1989; Krause, 2008).  
This conceptual paper considers how and why civilisation analysis can be used as theoretical 
framework for analysis of civil society in general and Arab civil society in particular, with a 
specific focus on higher education.  The significance of a broader theoretical approach in the 
analysis of Arab civil society is the ability to pursue a deeper approach to the examination of 
the power and impact of civil society within an educational setting. 
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1.Introduction and purpose 

Arab civil society, in concept and structure, is unique and complex to comprehend (Bardhan 
& Wood, 2015).  Civil society and how it is defined, in an Arab context, needs to be studied 
from within its own social, cultural and political contexts, all of which are grounded within 
their own historical trajectory (Armstrong & Gilson, 2011).  Traditional Western analysis of 
civil society separates it from, and places it in opposition to the holders of power, creating a 
space that is defined in a euro-centric manner. Western analysis of civil society, when 
transposed on the Arab region, recognises a modernity only in terms of its resemblance to 
the West and as noted by Armstrong & Gilson (2011:6) the objectives of civil societies in non-
Western states are different from those of the West.  A broader theoretical approach is 
needed in order to comprehend the concept and structure of Arab civil society, allowing for a 
deeper analytical approach which may be significant in terms of understanding civil societies 
and their ability to influence change for example. Secondly, it is recognised that civil society 
can develop in different ways.   Factors such as key symbols can be ascertained and with 
those symbols important “religious, ideological, primordial and historical aspects” 
(Eisenstadt, 2002: 159) can to be considered. Furthermore, the development of civil society 
can also evolve in different ways depending on inter-related aspects such as how political 
order is conceived, and the relationship of political order to other social orders; how political 
authority and its accountability is conceived; as well as the conception of the subject; and the 
“modes of centre-periphery relations” (Eisenstadt, 2002:159).  If these factors are recognised 
as influencing the development and structure of civil society, then how can they be accounted 
for without reverting to a Western orientated framework of analysis? Civilisation analysis 
(Arnason, 2003) as a theoretical framework allows the analyst the ability to consider the 
social, cultural and political contexts of Arab civil society thereby offering a means of 
accessing deeply entrenched sets of meaning and practices allowing for comparative 
interpretations of societal differences and a new way to understand similarity and 
differences, convergence and diversity in the modern world (Dale & Robertston, 2016). 

2. Conceptual definition of civil society and its application to the Arab Gulf 

Definitions of civil society are considered complex (Armstrong & Gilson, 2011) and are full of 
contradictions (Hann, 1996) with the term and concept remaining nebulous (Bardhan & 
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Wood, 2015).  One of the more significant concerns addressed with the term is that 
prominent conceptualisations are reflected from a Western ethnocentricity and a European 
tradition, the implications of which include viewing the world from a European perspective 
and thereby legitimising the pre-eminence of European culture and its theories   (Patel, 
2013). The Western view of civil society is often orientated in democracy and understanding 
the ways in which democracy can be augmented, and has come to refer to a wide range of 
activities external to and in opposition to the state (Armstrong & Gilson, 2011). However, as 
noted by Armstrong & Gilson, (2009, p. 6) the objectives of civil societies in non-Western 
states are different from those pursuing democratic change, therefore, civil society and how 
is it is defined has to be understood “within its own historical trajectory and studied within 
specific socio-cultural and political contexts”. Bardhan & Wood (2015) argue that the concept 
of civil society is not strictly emblematic of the West, but equally, the Western paradigm of 
civil society cannot adequately define Arab civic culture. Arab civil society should be 
approached in a cultural and context-specific manner as “civil society in the Arab region is 
characterised by its distinctive origins, a unique trajectory of development and is 
idiosyncratic in its nature, scope and functions (Bardhan & Wood, 2015, p. 119)”.   
 
The literature on Arab civil society can be placed in three categories (Carapico, 1998) and 
includes the Western view that Islamic beliefs and the patriarchal tribal organisation restrict 
values such as tolerance and personal freedom. The political science literature takes the view 
that Arab states block civil society and civic participation, which is achieved through 
distribution of rents in the rentier economy framework. The third perspective associates civil 
society with non-government organisations (NGOs) and private voluntary associations 
(PVOs). The NGO literature suggests that the legitimation of civil society occurs where 
governments set the parameters of action in conjunction with donors in a bid to achieve 
gradual social reform. Previous work on Arab civil society—written from dependency, 
modernisation and rentier perspectives—views independent groups as unimportant with a 
sparsely populated public space sitting between the family and state (Crystal, 2001; Krause, 
2008). Krause, (2008) expands the theoretical concept of civil society, moving away from 
dichotomous frameworks that view the “state as an entity completely separated from society” 
and where the “power struggle against a dominant force is categorised as either resistance or 
compliance orientated” to take into account religious, social, and political forces. 
  
In other work, Crystal, (2001) used social stratification as a means to comprehend the civil 
society concept allowing identification of an array of groups as well as the mechanisms that 
connect independent groups to each other and to those in power. Broken into an economic, 
social and politically orientated ensemble, Crystal, (2001) classified a number of dimensions 
that constitute civil society. From an economic point of view, dimensions such as class and 
sector and the emergence of new middle class are important. Membership of social groups 
such as tribes or sects, extended family, gender, age and generational changes, are 
significant. Finally, political groups are important and are identified in terms of those with 
access to state resources—which includes those with direct access to rulers—and to the 
bureaucrats and technocrats that work for the state. All these dimensions intertwine in 
complicated and unknown ways in terms of “how they connect to each other and to those in 
power (Crystal, 2001, p. 261)”.  The significance of a broader theoretical civil society concept 
allows for a deeper approach to the examination of the power and impact of civil society 
within a critical account of education. 

3. Arab civil society and higher education 

As stated above, civil societies in the Arab education sector, are traditionally identified with 
the provision of education services for marginalised members of society. Watkins, (2009) 
notes that in the last decade, new groups have formed which has led to more active and 
powerful relationships between civil societies and education, as well as an increase in the 
power of regional networks. For example, the Arab Network for Literacy and Adult 
Education participated in the Arab League Summit in 2007.   The participation of the 
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network was significant in that this was the first occasion a social issue was on the agenda at 
a summit meeting. Subsequently, the Arab Network for Literacy and Adult Education was 
raised to co-author of the Arab states region first report on education as well as acting as the 
Vice-President of the International Council for Adult Education (ICAE), leading to a 
strengthening of regional NGO coalitions in the Arab states (Arab Network for Literacy and 
Adult Education, 2009). While the main focus of the Arab Network for Literacy and Adult 
Education, (2009) report is related to the Education For All discourse, the issues it raises in 
relation to civil society partnership and the limitations of the region’s legal, social, cultural 
and economic characteristics are noteworthy. For example, the existence of legal frameworks 
allowing a wide series of interventions by government, which includes government consent 
and the approval to set up, as well as high levels of bureaucracy. In relation to cooperation 
with governments, often declarations of participation and involvement of civil society groups 
by government is nothing more than a declaration of intent and sometimes is not followed 
up with tangible results. Central authorities often limit decision making powers of Ministries 
of Education, leading to a dominance of a few government actors. The development of open 
and balanced partnerships between civil society and governments is further complicated by a 
‘needs-based approach’ to collaboration linked to education and development issues 
recognised as requiring immediate attention. In many cases civil society organisations 
cannot form and act independently of state powers, while there is a lack of legislation at a 
regional level, limiting the establishment of civil society networks and coalitions (Watkins, 
2009).  
  
However, while issues and challenges exist in the field of civil society and education, Lamine, 
(2010, p. 39) concludes that across the Arab region, including the GCC, there is agreement 
for cooperation in the field of higher education. The areas of agreement include quality 
assurance and accreditation at an Arab level; degree equivalence and recognition including 
an Arab qualifications framework; exchange (of information, expertise, students, study 
grants); joint programs and projects (Arab protocol on patents and intellectual property); 
networking and databases. Lamine (2010) notes the establishment of the NGO Arab Network 
of Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ANQAHE), which works in cooperation with 
International Network of Quality Assurance in Higher Education (INQAHEE) and in 
partnership with the Association of Arab Universities (AAU) as well as range of other groups 
including Arab Organisation for Quality Assurance (AROQA), the Association of Quality 
Assurance Agencies of the Islamic World (AQAAIW), and the Arab Quality Assurance and 
Accreditation Network for Education amongst others.   

4.Civilisation analysis as a means to interpret civil society 

If conceptualisations of civil society are orientated in eurocentrism, then civil society and 
how it is defined in an Arab context has to be studied from within its own social, cultural and 
political contexts all of which are grounded within a historical trajectory (Armstrong & 
Gilson, 2011). The challenges of this viewpoint are threefold. Firstly, it is necessary to define 
what is understood by culture and society, as they are open to different interpretations 
derived from various ontological and epistemological positions. Secondly, the dynamics of 
culture, religion, values and traditions are recognised as converging in complicated ways and 
is generally not well understood. In the Arab context, the understanding of cultural and 
social dynamics is outdated, under-theorised and is considered to be an undervalued area of 
study (Sholkamy, 2006). If the dynamics of culture, religion, values and traditions are not 
well understood, it becomes difficult to recognise the full and true extent of the role of global, 
geo-regional and national institutional structures and dynamics and their impact on civil 
society or vice versa for example. Thirdly, the cultural problematic of meaning—not in the 
sense of being restricted to semiotics and the dominant view of world polity theory—remains 
difficult to explain and outcomes difficult to determine. In order to find and address the 
social, cultural an political questions—the basis on which Arab culture and society is 
interpreted—the analyst can engage with civilisation analysis (Arnason, 2003) as an 
epistemic space.  Analysing Arab modernity, culture and societies, using civilisation analysis 
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(CA) as a theoretical framework, offers a means of accessing deeply entrenched sets of 
meanings and practices allowing for a comparative interpretation of societal differences in 
education (Dale & Robertson, 2016).   
 
Civilisation analysis is witnessing a rejuvenation, particularly in the field of sociology. 
Arjomand & Tiryakian (2004) note that civilisation analysis originated in the work of Weber, 
Durkheim and Mauss; a group consisting of Sorokin, Elias and Nelson continued the 
development which was followed up with the more recent civilisational analysis 
conceptualisations developed by Huntington, Eisenstadt, and Arnason. The primary claim 
for the development of a civilisation analysis approach within analysis of civil society and 
education is that it provides a means of comparison which recognises the characteristics and 
meaning of “deeper cultural sources of current institutions, practices, and justifications, 
without which we cannot fully understand current educational institutions, issues and 
practices” (Dale & Robertson, 2016).  The overarching ambition of using civilisational 
analysis is therefore grounded in the aim of producing a more complete theory of the 
characteristics and effects of civilisational forms and legacies.  
 

5.Alternative paradigms 

While Johann Arnason provides a mechanism of analysing civilisations and modernity, it is 
necessary to note other notable paradigms that may be useful. Some of these paradigms are 
limited in terms of the spatial and temporal situation of Arab culture, while it can also be 
argued are also ultimately lacking in terms of suitability as methodologies that allow 
comparisons across global education systems. Competing paradigmatic and methodological 
approaches appropriate for Arab sociology orientated research include Orientalism, 
Occidentalism, Neopatriarchal Society, Historicism, Foucault’s Archaeological Method, Arab 
Cultural Studies and Modernisation Theory.   
 
Orientalism as a conceptual framework focuses on the appropriation of the Orient through 
colonialism and imperialism encounters (Said, 1977).  Occidentalism, as a framework to 
study Arab conceptualisation of the West, much of which has been about the idealisation of 
the western ‘Other’, ‘the desire to become the other or at best become like the other’ (Enany, 
2006, p. 7). Sharabi, (1988) neopatricarchal society is a concept with multiple applications; a 
model; an analytical tool; a means of interpretation; and a theory.  Sharabi states that 
ideologically the concept can be used at the macro level of society, state and economy to the 
micro level of family.  
 
Significant Arab intellectuals such as Adonis, Laroui, & Al-Jabiri (2011) have discussed in 
different ways the significance and relationship between Arab subjectivity, history, and 
modernity (Sheedi, 1997, p. 42). Al-Jabri uses Foucault's Archaeological method  to 
fundamentally question the theory of tradition and history while dismissing “the idea of a 
unitary Arab reality or singular Arab Islamic tradition (Sheedi, 1997, p. 42)”. Laroui uses 
historicism, deeming it to be the most adept measure in determining Arab identity. 
Pormann, (2013) examines the influence of Graeco-Roman classics on contemporary Arabo-
Islamic culture. Sabry, (2010) suggests that Arab cultural studies, as an episteme, is useful in 
the pursuit of the present cultural tense of Arab culture, and draws on the work of Al-Jabri 
and Abu-Lughod. On this note, Abu-Lughod (1963) began a new era in terms of modern 
Middle East as a field of study, focusing on the Arab world, its intellectual history and history 
of ideas as opposed to Islam and the larger Ottoman Near East (Khalidi, 2011). Along with 
Hourani (1983), both their works are impacted by modernisation theory and a set of theories 
about Westernisation and progress. 
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5.1Civilisation Analysis as a means of unlocking the social,  

cultural and political  questions 

Civilisational analysis as a term signifies the amalgamation of theoretical and historical 
approaches to the comparative study of civilisations with a specific focus on the constitutive 
patterns and long-term dynamics of civilisations. These fundamental patterns and dynamics 
are accepted to exist as maco-cultural, macro-social and macro-historical units as well as 
questions related to how these patterns and dynamics are involved in modern 
transformations (Arnason, 2009). A ‘paradigm in the making’ (Arnason, 2009) civilisational 
analysis has become more accepted as a specific mode of social and historical inquiry, 
particularly in the new phase that began in the 1970’s following the contributions of the 
Durkheimian school and Max Weber in the first two decades of the twentieth century. The 
early work of Durkheim and Mauss distinguished civilisations as ‘large scale and long term 
formations which include multiple societies, both contemporary and successive’; this period 
also coincides with Durkheim’s systematic turn towards the sociology of religion (Arnason, 
2009, p. 2)’. At the same time, Max Webber’s comparative studies were focusing on the 
major world civilisations and their religious traditions. The importance in educational terms, 
is that civilisations do matter—particularly in comparative education—where their “traces 
continue to shape processes and outcomes” (Dale, 2016).By accessing the cultural, political 
and social questions through civilisational analysis, researchers can determine specific 
social, cultural and political aspects  and in turn consider how they shape processes and 
outcomes.   
 
Arnason (2004) outlines that his provisional model of defining civilisations is, in the most 
part, not identifiable with any particular existing version of civilisation theory, but that the 
components have been thematised—in connection with each other—and form important 
contributions to the debate.  The six aspects of the civilisation analysis paradigm draws on 
“various lines of argument in sociological theory as well as comparative history (Arnason, 
2009, p. 106)”. The changing roles and weights of these six thematic foci or “inventory of 
civilisational components” underline the need for flexible conceptualisation, particularly in 
relation to variety of historical contexts. The first three components form the internal 
structures of civilisations, while the remaining three relate to their expansion spatially and 
temporally. Arnason, (2009) identifies that understanding the distinctive and formative 
cultural orientations as the most pivotal question of civilisational theory and may give the 
analyst the foundation to a specific universe of meaning and compares to Eistenstadt’s 
cultural ontologies or visions of cosmic and social order. This cultural problematic or 
‘constellation of meanings’ are of particular importance in terms that understanding and 
defining the cultural problematic can point to the way in which a civilisation constructs, 
represents and transforms social order. Therefore, when meaning is combined with the 
concepts of wealth and power a framework can be formed that allows for theoretical 
synthesis and comparative enquiry.    
 
The second aspect of the model—institutional structure and dynamics—is deemed by 
Arnason to be the least developed part of civilisational analysis and argues that drawing a 
distinction between cultural, political and economic structures may prove useful, allowing 
analysis of the civilisational connections between them by drawing on the cultural 
interpretations of power and wealth and how these interconnected problematics link to both 
political and economic institutions. Through the cultural interpretation of power, the 
political sphere is connected to the cultural sphere. The cultural interpretations of power, 
comparatively speaking allow the analyst to focus on the “integrative, preservative or 
transformative” aspects (Arnason, 2009, p. 107). In terms of the economic structures and 
dynamics, Arnason, (2009, p. 108)notes various angles in terms of the analysing the 
comparative civilisation aspect including modes of accumulation, capacities used to sustain 
commercial development as well as Braudel’s analysis of capitalism (Arnason, 2003), 
however the overall view is that economic aspects are more difficult to theorise. Arnason 
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suggests that using Braudel’s three categories or levels of economic life—material civilisation, 
domain of circulation and pursuits of profit through trade—allows for ways of investigating 
civilisation backgrounds. In this context  and  due to the fact that state power structure is 
specifically engrained in Braudels concept of capitalism allows for analysis of the interplay 
between political and economic dynamics.    
 
The third component, while belonging to the institutional dimension, is deemed important 
enough to warrant a separate discussion and focuses on the concept of dominant world 
views. While the importance of “formative ideas, texts and elites is not in question (Arnason, 
2009, p. 108)”. Arnason proposes in his model to treat them as “a derivative and variable 
aspect of civilisational complexes”. Arnason, (2009, p. 107) expresses concern that 
comparative studies have accepted as standard or authentic, dominant or exclusive world 
views without considering that these views are often “embodied in canonical texts and 
represented by cultural elites”. These texts—such as scared religious scriptures—and the 
cultural elites endeavour to “control their interpretations, share power with other elites in 
varying and unstable ways” and therefore have the ability to shape the characteristics of a 
civilisation through its central institutions. These first three aspects focus on the internal 
structure of civilisation, while the remaining three can be identified as traits of civilisation.     
  
Moving to the last three aspects of the model, the visibility of the multi-societal structure 
(families of societies) is a prime defining feature of civilisations and is the most evident in 
terms of the macro-formations mentioned above although there are some significant 
differences between them when considering the major civilisational worlds of pre-modern 
times such as Mesopotamia and Egyptian civilisation. These ‘families of societies’ can be 
thought of as sociocultural frameworks whereby  smaller groups (societies) can be more or 
less autonomous and expand “their variations on shared themes (Arnason, 2003, p. 109)”. 
The importance of this notion of a multi-societal structure is that if multi-societal structures 
exist, then political fragmentation prevails, with Arnason contending that “political unity of a 
civilisational area can only be envisaged as a very exceptional state of affairs (p. 109)”.   
 
The temporal and spatial meaning of successive generations of society (the multi-societal 
structure has a temporal and spatial meaning) and the fact that comparative studies need 
both the concept of a ‘multi-epochal civilisation’ and a ‘multi-civilisational sequence’ is the 
fifth aspect of the model and takes into account the complex factors that as civilisations 
“transition from one civilisational episode to another”,that transition can often “coincide 
with shifts of the geopolitical and geocultural centres, and interaction with other 
civilisational sequences (Arnason, 2004, p. 110)” .  These factors need to be taken into 
account in terms of analysing the modern civilisation.  Arnason, (2003, p. 304) suggests that 
this trait of civilisations is one of the least explored in civilisations analysis and is challenging 
in terms of its complexity.   
 
The final feature of the model is the regional basis of civilisational distinctions with 
“historical formation and transformation of civilisations taking place in geographical 
contexts” with different civilisation patterns occurring. The relationship between civilisation 
and regional aspects is not simple, taking into account the distinct and varying civilisational 
patterns, for example the Islamic world. The first Islamic conquests and subsequent 
formation of Islam as a worldwide religion came about as a result of the annexation of the 
Nile Oxus region—“the oldest and most central multi-civilisational sphere”—subsequent 
cultural unification, religious expansion and imperial conquests “led to the Islamisation of 
more remote regions” which were then “integrated into a supra-regional formation”, but still 
retaining sufficient unique characteristics “to give rise to more or less original variants of the 
universal model (Arnason, 2004, p. 111)”. On the other hand, enduring multi civilisation 
constellations exist in the regions such as the Mediterranean, which throughout its history 
“has been an arena of inter civilisational encounters (Arnason, 2004, p. 111)”.  
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Conclusion 

The intention of using civilisational analysis is to provide a systematic effort directed 
towards theorising and refining concepts aimed at addressing, in a contextualised and 
comprehensive fashion, questions related to if and how Arab civil societies have a role in the 
process of change within Arab and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) higher education. It 
allows questions of power and impact of power to be addressed, looking beyond the 
traditional dependency, modernisation and rentier perspectives. The six thematic foci of 
civilisation analysis allows for a deeper analytical approach in order to comprehend the 
concept and structure of civil society, unlocking the social, cultural an political contexts of 
Arab civil society. In doing so, civilisation analysis creates a means in which the researcher 
can recognise and embed meaning to the inter-related aspects of political order and its 
relationship with social order, how political order and accountability is understood, and it 
can also address analytical blindness in relation to symbolic and institutional framework of 
Arab civilisation such as the Islamic Umma and its dynamics. Civilisation analysis, as a 
theoretical approach, allows for a deeper analytical approach in considering the processes at 
play in the relationship between education and civil society.   
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