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For much of the past four decades, a central puzzle of Arab politics had
been a striking persistence of authoritarianism. No other part of the world
had proven quite so resistant to the so-called third wave of democratiza-
tion, which transformed Latin America and Eastern Europe in the 1980s
and 1990s and which also had significant effects in Asia and sub-Saharan
Africa. In 2010, the advocacy organization Freedom House classified 59
percent of countries around the world as electoral democracies. Of these, not
one was to be found in the Arab world.1

In 2011, however, the authoritarian status quo was shattered by the Arab
Spring—a series of Arab uprisings that unseated long-standing dictators in
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen, generated mass protests and counter-
vailing repression in Bahrain and Syria, and affected almost every other
regime in the region in some way.2 Clearly something very important
changed, with lasting repercussions for the politics of the region.

The Arab Spring will be the focus of a great deal of scholarly debate in
the years to come, both because it emerged so suddenly out of a context of
apparent authoritarian stability, and because of its widespread and lasting
implications for Middle East politics. The affected societies will struggle
with the challenges of transition to uncertain futures as contending political
and social forces seek to influence the emerging political order. Some will
undoubtedly prove difficult: democratic transitions do not always succeed,
and violence often leaves legacies of continued civil strife. Some authori-
tarian regimes will weather the storm. Others may not. And still others, in
adapting to the new regional environment, may change in significant ways.

This volume has emerged from a long-standing interest on the part of
the authors in issues of authoritarianism and democratization in the Arab
world, one that dates back to the early 1990s.3 For reasons that will be ex-
plored later, we resist the temptation to treat the current wave of antiauthor-
itarian protest as disconnected from the dynamics of prior authoritarian
maintenance, but instead treat them as fundamentally linked. Consequently
this volume confronts two sets of questions. First, what have been the dy-
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namics of authoritarian persistence in the region? Second, why did many of
these systems so suddenly fail in 2011? In addition, we also identify some
of the transitional challenges that newly emerging postauthoritarian regimes
will face, although we do so only tentatively given the uncertainties of the
current era.

Although we sometimes make reference to the broader Middle East,
our focus is the Arab world.4 In part this is because only so much can be
dealt with in a single volume. More fundamentally however, it is because
the existence of a common language, shared political narratives, and
transnational Arabic media renders the Arab world especially permeable to
transnational political influences, including the various demonstration and
neighborhood effects associated with authoritarianism and democratiza-
tion.5 It was very much in this “public space” that the echoes of change re-
verberated so powerfully in 2011.6

In reflecting on these issues we are not inclined to offer any especially
parsimonious theorizing about either the persistence or the collapse of Arab
authoritarianism, and will similarly not offer a definitive account of the Arab
Spring. For a start, we are far from convinced that there was or is a single
Arab authoritarianism; rather, there is an array of political settings with his-
tories, structural conditions, and dynamics that share both similar and strik-
ingly dissimilar characteristics. The politics of Ben Ali’s Tunisia were very
different from those of Saleh’s Yemen or the Khalifa monarchy in Bahrain,
and nothing anywhere quite resembled Qaddafi’s Libya. The dynamics of
opposition and protest in those countries, although linked, have also been
quite different.

We tend to the view that it was a complex multiplicity of factors (and
interaction between them) that buttressed regimes and undermined them.
We also believe that processes of change in the region have often been sub-
tle and gradual, with pressures mounting until the point where new forms
of politics suddenly become possible. As Ellen Lust has suggested, there is
value 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.”7

In doing so, our intellectual inspirations and methodological prefer-
ences are unabashedly eclectic. Too often scholars have, in their desire to set
their work within a certain intellectual tradition, prioritized a focus on the
Weberian state and its formal boundaries at the expense of the transnational,
emphasized one set of causal factors to the exclusion of others, preoccu-
pied themselves with formal politics at the expense of less formal processes,
or looked for that which is quantifiable while ignoring the insights of qual-
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itative research (or vice versa). While our eclecticism is probably more the
result of personal orientation than anything else, we find some vindication
in research that suggests that the predictive accuracy of political scientists
is inversely proportional to their preoccupation with “one big idea.”8 We
also recognize that, as Charles Kurzman has argued with regard to Iran, po-
litical upheaval is particularly resistant to theorizing. The collapse of the
established and internalized rules of the game results in rapid and unpre-
dictable shifts in political preference structures as individuals are suddenly
called upon to respond to developments that once seemed almost unimag-
inable.9 In the transition from authoritarian settings (where individuals have
every reason to keep their political views private) to transitional ones (in
which the individual risk of expressing dissent declines as increasing num-
bers of people do so), the character of public discourse and behavior can
change quickly.10 Perceptions of political opportunity structures change in
unanticipated ways, and “informational cascades” reshape what people
choose to do.11

Given this, and in light of the uncertainty in the region’s political devel-
opment, it seems wise for scholars to be appropriately humble about the an-
alytical claims that they make. Instead, we should see the present moment
as a historic opportunity for review, reflection, and critical dialogue about
what the Arab Spring represents.12 In this sense, we invite readers to dis-
agree with us as well as agree, for it is such an intellectual and critical con-
versation that scholarship aims to develop. To the extent that this book
reflects some of our own intellectual curiosity and excitement, we also hope
to render the challenges of writing amid uncertain times into an asset rather
than a liability.

From Authoritarian Persistence to
Political Change in the Arab World

As noted earlier, the political history of the Middle East was hardly one
of flourishing postcolonial democracy. Upon independence, those states
that featured some form of elective, parliamentary, or quasi-democratic
political system soon found these systems toppled by military coup
(Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Sudan) or beset by civil war (Lebanon, Sudan). In
others, independent states emerged firmly under the grip of authoritarian-
constitutional monarchies (Jordan, Morocco, Kuwait, Bahrain) or abso-
lutist monarchies (Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates).
In still other cases, successful national liberation movements (Algeria,
South Yemen) established single-party states in the aftermath of violent
decolonization.
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There was nothing particularly unusual in all of this. The decoloniza-
tions of the interwar and post–World War II years often resulted in author-
itarian politics or produced the politics of fragility and internal
violence—and in many cases a bit of both. What was somewhat striking,
however, was how long it all lasted. Certainly, third wave democratization
was far from universal, especially in Asia and Africa. Not all political tran-
sitions of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s resulted in real democracies. In many
cases, old authoritarianisms recycled themselves as quasi-democracies in
hybrid regimes that combined the trappings of pluralism and electoral
process with deep-seated centers of authoritarian power that remained be-
yond the reach of popular control.13 Nonetheless, the era did mark an im-
portant change in modern politics.

But that important change largely bypassed the Arab world; or put an-
other way, the so-called third wave of democracy never really reached Arab
shores. Indeed, in contrast to the regime changes in many other parts of the
world, the four decades after 1970 were the most stable in the modern Mid-
dle East. The persistence of Middle Eastern authoritarianisms was fully ev-
ident in data published by Freedom House, which each year rates countries’
political and civil liberties on separate 7-point scales, with 1 indicating the
greatest freedom and 7 indicating the least. By this measure, Africa’s com-
bined Freedom House rating (the sum of both political and civil liberty
scores) improved from 11.9 in 1980 to a high of 8.2 in 2006, before deteri-
orating somewhat to 8.6 in 2010. Asia improved from 8.4 in 1980 to 6.8 in
2010. Because of the transformation of authoritarian regimes in Latin Amer-
ica, the Americas overall shifted from a rating of 6.8 in 1980 to 4.6 in 2010.
But in the Middle East and North Africa as a whole, the Freedom House
rating changed hardly at all, from 10.5 in 1980 to 10.6 in 2010, marking
this region the most authoritarian in the world.14

This is not to say, however, that the underlying politics of the region
were unchanging. Indeed, a strong argument can be made that authoritarian
persistence in the region was not simply due to immobilism and political sta-
sis, but was rather an adaptive process of “authoritarian upgrading” whereby
regimes responded to social, economic, technological, and international
changes by modifying their modalities of rule and configurations of power.15

In some cases this involved partial or periodic political openings—a con-
trolled degree of political liberalization and limited political pluralism that
was intended by regimes as a substitute for, rather than a step toward, fuller
democratization.16

Such limited reforms became increasingly common from the late
1980s onward. In Egypt and Tunisia, the Mubarak and Ben Ali regimes
promised more liberal politics than those of their predecessors. Jordan re-
newed parliamentary elections in 1989, legalizing a return to multiparty
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life soon thereafter. Algeria underwent a political opening too, one that
commenced in November 1988 with the adoption of a number of politi-
cal reforms that seemed to open the way for the dismantling of single-
party rule. In Kuwait, parliament was reestablished after the Iraqi
occupation ended in 1991, with some hope that this might encourage
change elsewhere in the Gulf. A decade later, however, the limited nature
of the reform processes had become clearly evident. Egypt’s limited mul-
tipartyism remained tightly controlled. Tunisia soon clamped down
against political opponents. Political opening in Jordan stalled, as it did in
other countries, and then quickly eroded. Algeria had slipped into a decade
of bloody civil war after the military aborted the electoral process. In
Kuwait, limited parliamentarianism evolved slowly, but there was much
less change elsewhere in the Gulf.

A second round of attention came in the aftermath of the September
2001 terrorist attacks and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. The
Western world expressed a newfound interest in promoting democracy in
the region. Thus in December 2002 the United States unveiled the
US–Middle East Partnership Initiative, a series of programs intended to
“support the expansion of political opportunity throughout the Middle
East.”17 According to the George W. Bush administration, this—together
with the overthrow of Saddam Hussein—would constitute part of a “for-
ward strategy of freedom to promote democracy throughout the Middle
East.”18 The European Union also placed greater emphasis on promoting
political change in the region.19 The June 2004 meeting of the Group of
Eight (G8), the largest industrialized countries, saw the declaration of a
common interest in reform in the Middle East. Greater funding also became
available for research on the issue, and new research institutions and initia-
tives proliferated.

Sustained Western foreign policy emphasis on democratization of the
Middle East would not last the decade, however. The importance of Arab co-
operation in the global “war on terror” meant that Washington was reluctant
to push its Middle Eastern allies too far or too fast. The Bush administration
did little to protest fraud within the Egyptian government and its manipu-
lation of the country’s 2005 parliamentary elections—effectively, Egypt was
deemed too important to alienate or risk instability, and there was little US
or European desire to help the opposition Muslim Brotherhood, which likely
would have been the biggest beneficiary of political reform. In the occu-
pied Palestinian territories, the 2006 Palestinian Legislative Council elec-
tions led to the establishment of a Hamas-led cabinet. Almost immediately,
Western donors, Israel, and the Fatah party (which had previously held a
monopoly on power in the Palestinian Authority) worked to undermine the
cabinet. In Iraq, the US invasion and occupation as well as subsequent gen-
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eralized violence within the country hardly represented a shining example
of the benefits of postauthoritarian politics.20 Although a new US adminis-
tration took to the world stage in 2009 without much of the regional baggage
of its predecessor, it initially did little to highlight the issue of regional au-
thoritarianism beyond offering a few rhetorical statements.21 Up until the
end of 2010, Barack Obama and his administration were largely silent on
human rights abuses by Arab regimes. For example, when the November
2010 parliamentary elections in Egypt saw the ruling National Democratic
Party strengthen its overwhelming majority through fraud and intimidation,
Washington did little more than express dismay, calling it a “cause for con-
cern.”22

The ebbs and flows of the discourse on political reform in the Arab
world were paralleled by similar shifts in the academic literature. Prior to
the late 1980s, there was very little scholarly attention paid to the possibil-
ity of democratization in the Middle East. Scholars of the region tended to
focus on other things, while scholars of democratic transition tended to ig-
nore the region, or cast doubts on its potential for change.23 Michael Hud-
son was among the first to suggest, in 1987, that state-society relations,
political economy, and public attitudes were changing in a way that threat-
ened to delegitimize authoritarian regimes and open up the possibility of
eventual political transitions in the Middle East.24 Thereafter, and especially
following the 1990–1991 Gulf War, a growing number of scholars began to
seriously examine the prospects for political liberalization and democrati-
zation.25 This was paralleled, within the region itself, by increasing levels
of political discourse framed in terms of human rights, political participa-
tion, civil society, and democracy.

Much of this literature quite explicitly hedged its bets, arguing that at
best the prospects for democracy had entered the stage of “maybe” or “in-
teresting possibilities” rather than representing an inexorable trend or an in-
evitable outcome. Nevertheless, by the end of the 1990s the failure of
limited political reform to deliver much more than a reconfiguration of au-
thoritarian power was generating ever-growing levels of analytical cyni-
cism. Had scholars overreacted to the limited openings of the early 1990s?
Had the attention to political liberalization and democratization been so
much wishful thinking, underpinned by normative preferences? Or perhaps
it had been driven by third wave “envy” of sorts, having more to do with ac-
ademic fads than with real trends in the Arab world?

To take one example, Lisa Anderson suggested that scholars had been
“searching where the light shines” in their treatment of the issue, driven
more by the exigencies of US foreign policy and disciplinary preoccupations
than by the actual content of politics in the region:
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There is an old joke that captures the dilemma confronting political scien-
tists who studied the Middle East. One evening, a passer-by chances on a
fellow searching for his lost house key under a streetlight. Hoping to be
helpful, the spectator asks the searcher where he dropped the key. “Across
the street,” comes the reply. Then why is he searching on this side of the
street? “The light is so much better over here.”

For more than fifty years, the policy and scholarly community of the
United States looked for glimmers of democracy in the Middle East. And
occasionally they found them—small traces of hope glinting in the bright
light of US policy and American social science. . . .

Political science’s disciplinary bias toward democracy and American
foreign policy’s emphasis on democratization cast a bright light that con-
fused and distorted the research agenda in the study of Middle East poli-
tics, thereby preventing it from contributing as much as it might to a
genuinely comparative science of politics.26

Other scholars characterized earlier scholarship as a “demo-crazy”
era of “democracy spotting,” suggesting that analysis needed to adopt a
“post-democratization” approach that would focus on the real dynamics
of politics-as-it-is rather than speculation on the absence of politics-as-
it-might-be.27 Much of the scholarly attention thus shifted from trying to
understand the potential sources of reform in the Middle East to trying to un-
derstand the roots of authoritarian persistence in the region. Accordingly, a
special issue of the leading journal Comparative Politics on the topic in
2004 explicitly asked: “Why have the Middle East and North Africa re-
mained so singularly resistant to democratization?”28 Questions were raised
about the sources of the Middle East’s “democracy deficit” and the region’s
apparent political exceptionalism.

Such oscillation between the tentative, hopeful literature of the mid-
1990s and the authoritarian persistence–centric focus of a decade later was
both helpful and unhelpful in terms of its contribution to scholarly under-
standing of Arab politics. At its most useful, it represented a thoughtful de-
bate over how analysts might best appreciate the inevitable struggle between
those social, economic, and political forces that might hasten the pace of
change, and those factors (both structural and adaptive) that might preserve
the authoritarian status quo. As Steven Heydemann noted:

Authoritarian upgrading consists, in other words, not in shutting down
and closing off Arab societies from globalization and other forces of po-
litical, economic, and social change. Nor is it based simply on the willing-
ness of Arab governments to repress their opponents. Instead, authoritarian
upgrading involves reconfiguring authoritarian governance to accommo-
date and manage changing political, economic, and social conditions. It
originated in no small part as a defensive response to challenges con-
fronting Arab autocrats during the past two decades.29

New Horizons in Arab Politics 7



In its more counterproductive form, however, this oscillation reflected the
frequent tendency in academic debates to miscast and simplify earlier liter-
atures so as to emphasize the newness and superiority of later accounts.
After all, it was far from clear that a focus on the sources of political change
in the Middle East necessarily came at the expense of understanding how
those changes were managed, manipulated, controlled, or repressed. On the
contrary, the two ought to have been intimately linked, and indeed they were
in the work of a great many scholars.30

Consequently, instead of a sort of dialectic engagement of ideas that
might have produced a superior analytical synthesis, the result was some-
times a firm attachment to the notion of authoritarian persistence that lost
sight of the potential vulnerabilities and fragility of that construct. As Bah-
gat Korany presciently argued mere months before the Arab Spring
erupted:

Mainstream vision and analysis of the Middle East seem to disregard this
dynamism and to insist that the region, one of the most internationally
penetrated, does not change. Is this another case of the widely held belief
in “Middle East exceptionalism”? On the surface, this static vision seems
justified. . . .

For some analysts, however, this overemphasis on continuity and the
neglect of aspects of change are evidence of an inherently conservative
bias in social analysis. Bias in favor of continuity also indicates an intel-
lectual laziness, since it is easier to analyze the status quo than its counter-
part, change and transformation.31

Part of the problem might also have been that scholars often lost sight
of the role of politics at the level of citizens and potential protesters, or fo-
cused on the former without linking it to institutions and shifts in broader
political economies. As Asef Bayat has shown, our understanding of pol-
itics needs to include the ways in which ordinary people make adjustments
to their pattern of life that accommodate, challenge, or substitute for the
power of the (authoritarian) state.32 Ideational notions of legitimacy,
which at one time had been central to many analyses of Arab politics,
had fallen by the wayside, often reduced to more material incentives and
disincentives.33 Lisa Wedeen’s focus on compliant, participatory, and
identity-affirming acts at the individual and group level also pointed to the
importance of everyday symbolic and ideational factors.34 Such work has
proven particularly significant in the light of Arab protest movements that
started in large part from the bottom up and asserted the illegitimacy of au-
thoritarian rule as a central part of their message, and in which symbols
(such as atrocities or victories recorded by mobile phone, or the public
mocking of authoritarian power) often proved important indeed.
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Linking Past and Future: The Analytical Challenges

In the chapters that follow we are far more interested in the challenge of
synthesis than in staking out a narrow postauthoritarian paradigm that would
repeat some of the shortcomings of the earlier postdemocratization tenden-
cies. Clearly authoritarianism flourished in the Arab world for decades,
withstanding the effects of the third wave. Clearly many authoritarian
regimes in the region continue to survive despite the tumultuous events of
the Arab Spring. There is also the possibility that the difficult transitions
under way in the region could in time become new authoritarianisms,
whether populist, hybrid, Islamist, military, or nationalist. Understanding
how Arab authoritarianism has functioned from both a regional perspective
and a broader comparative perspective remains no less important despite
the events of 2011. At the same time, the events of the Arab Spring ought
to prompt reflection and indeed self-reflection, since clearly many analysts
got many things wrong, the authors of this volume included. Clearly too,
things have changed and new dynamics are being established across the re-
gion.

In Part 1 of the volume we examine the trajectories of authoritarianism
and reform in the Arab world through a consideration of recent develop-
ments in selected countries in North Africa, the Mashreq, and the Arabian
Peninsula. Our focus here is on social structures, elite and institutional struc-
tures, and immediate subregional settings. Institutions are particularly im-
portant because they reflect and embed social realities, as well as enabling
and constraining the social and political choices that actors have within po-
litical systems. And because they differ from country to country, the precise
dynamics of politics—while authoritarian—can vary in fundamentally im-
portant ways. To take but one of many possible examples, different institu-
tional patterns and configurations of state security forces and civil-military
relations proved to be of considerable importance in explaining the rather
different trajectories of political developments in Tunisia and Egypt (where
the military ultimately abandoned its president), Libya (where the military
was weak, with part remaining loyal to the regime while others defected to
the opposition), and Bahrain (where the security forces remained loyal and
were buttressed by outside assistance from other Gulf states).35

In Part 2 of the book we turn our attention to key thematic and theoret-
ical issues in the study of Arab authoritarianism, reform, democratization,
and political transition. These are not necessarily exhaustive treatments of
all potential topics, which would be far beyond the scope of a single volume.
Rather they are framed more as a series of debates, inquiries, and conver-
sations around our central questions of authoritarian stability and postau-
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thoritarian change, aimed at teasing out what we feel are the most promis-
ing sets of explanations for the trajectories of contemporary Arab politics.
Specifically, we have chosen to focus on eight main areas: debates over the
relationship between culture and politics; the particular role that Islamist
movements might play in political liberalization and democratization;
processes of electoral politics; the particular dynamics of Middle Eastern
monarchies; the political effects of oil wealth in the rentier economies; the
effects of economic liberalization; the importance of satellite television and
other Arab media; and the regional and international context of Arab au-
thoritarianism and postauthoritarianism.

Finally, in Part 3 in our concluding chapter, we pull these various
threads together, highlighting the complex and multidimensional ways in
which various factors interacted to sustain Arab authoritarianisms in the
decades preceding the Arab Spring. We revisit the myriad ways in which
regimes used a range of institutionally embedded policy tools—from re-
pression to patronage, controlled electoral process, and cultural symbol-
ism—to foster social and political compliance, as well as the ways in which
this matrix of control weakened or collapsed with the onset of Arab popu-
lar uprisings in 2011. We offer a limited look ahead to the challenges faced
by transitional regimes, as well as to the social and political dynamics that
will shape them.

We are fully aware of the immense challenges that still face those Arab
populations still struggling to reform or end authoritarian regimes, for whom
an Arab Spring has not yet come. We are equally aware of the challenges
faced by postauthoritarian societies that must now construct new, and hope-
fully inclusive, political orders. It will undoubtedly be messy as contending
views clash, or seek mutual accommodation. In some cases it might even fail.

However, it was for precisely these very processes—the freedom to de-
bate, disagree, contend, compromise, and shape new futures—that so many
have mobilized in defiance of long-standing dictatorships. Herein we hope
to offer some insight into how this new historic juncture came to pass, and
to reflect on where it might be headed.
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