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1. Introduction 

Authoritarian governments in the Middle East, 
particularly in the region’s Arab core, have largely 
remained resistant to the processes of democratization 
that have engulfed other parts of the world since the 
1970s. This period is associated with the third wave 
of democratization that began in Southern Europe in 
the mid-1970s, spread to South America in the early 
1980s and reached East, Southeast and South Asia by 
the late 1980s. The end of the 1980s witnessed a rise 
of transitions from Communist authoritarian rule in 
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, as well 
as a trend toward democracy in Central America and 
South Africa.  This wave, however, did not reach the 
Middle East. In fact, the region is not only strikingly 
less politically free than any other region, but according 
to Freedom House’s annual reports, it is also slightly 
less so today than it was in the 1980s.  During the last 
quarter of a century, not one Arab leader has been 
removed from office through competitive elections. 
In this, the Middle East has experienced the fewest 
regime changes on average among predominantly 
non-OECD regions.

During the mid-and late 1980s, a number of 
countries in the Middle East had engaged in political 
liberalization and democratization. This was partly a 
result of escalating popular dissent with authoritarian 
leaders that caused major riots in opposition to the 
established political order. These domestic pressures 
led to political progress in such countries as Morocco, 
Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Jordan.  Each of 
these countries experienced an increase in political 
activity, in particular through elections that contained 
some degree of transparency. Yet, not only has progress 
towards genuine political change remained slow 
across the entire region, but it has also encountered 
steep decline. Countries that intended to liberalize 
their political systems have maintained restrictions 
on political participation and competition, hereby 
limiting opposition and guaranteeing the survival of 
the regime in place. There has also been a significant 
amount of backsliding. In the case of Algeria for 
instance, efforts of democratic progress were put on 
hold in the early 1990s, reverting back to authoritarian 
military rule.  Recent signs of political change in the 
region were equally followed by further backsliding in 
2010. In Egypt for instance, the parliamentary elections 
of 2005 were hailed as a major sign of democratic 
success. However, the limited pluralism that marked 

the 2005 elections soon deteriorated, giving way to 
widespread repression, opposition crackdown and 
fraud during the 2010 vote. Similarly, the Egyptian 
media, which had witnessed limited openings during 
the past several years, faced the closure of various 
publications and the arrest of several journalists.  In 
the Gulf States, Kuwait experienced a decline of its civil 
liberties since 2010, due to ‘restrictions on freedom 
of expression and freedom of assembly’  and Bahrain 
carried out a campaign of repression directed against 
the country’s majority population of Shia Muslims.

In December 2010, after a long period of absence, a 
strategic player returned to the political stage of the 
Middle East: the people. In Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria, 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Syria, Yemen, 
Bahrain, Oman, and Libya protesters flooded the 
streets demanding accountable government and in 
some cases, regime change. In Tunisia and Egypt, 
this populist wave overthrew two of the region’s most 
resilient dictators. Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali of Tunisia 
had been in power for 24 years and was ousted in 
January of this year. Similarly, Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak 
surrendered his powers in February 2011, ending 
his thirty year long presidency. Despite these recent 
stirrings, thirty years after the beginning of the third 
wave, political liberalization in the region has still 
largely failed to remove incumbent elites and empower 
their opponents.

In light of these events, the onset of the twenty first 
century shows an Arab world that has largely missed 
the opportunity to move towards democracy, human 
rights, and economic as well as social progress on a 
variety of fronts. However, domestic demands for 
democratic reforms are increasing and are likely to 
remain at the core of political life. For now, not one 
successful democracy has emerged in the Arab world, 
where one-party states continue to thrive.  Nor in 
the words of Lebanese journalist Hazem Saghia, ‘has 
a leader emerged amongst us that would have the 
modesty of Nicaraguan dictator Daniel Ortega who 
accepted without bloodshed the result of the peaceful 
elections that demoted him’. Freedom House’s 
Freedom in the World 2011 report, supports these 
assumptions, stressing that thirteen out of sixteen 
Arab countries classify as ‘not free’; the exceptions 
being: Lebanon, Morocco and Kuwait, graded as 
‘partly free’.  In this, Arab countries are recognised as 
commonly manipulating elections and the media, as 
well as oppressing non-governmental organizations.
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This story of the Middle East’s struggle with democracy 
and of the forces that have made the region resistant 
to democratization for such a considerable period of 
time, as well as those that are increasingly pushing for 
change today, is the subject of this paper’s investigation. 
What factors - external and internal - explain the 
current level of (non)-democratization in the Middle 
East? Moreover, given recent democratic stirrings, 
what are the prospects for successful transition to 
democracy? The basic answer of this study is that 
the contemporary weak state of democratization in 
the Middle East is as much a result of international 
influences as of domestic forces and calculations. For 
decades, external influences have provided financial 
and legitimacy resources that have supported 
autocratic regimes in the Arab world. Meanwhile, 
authoritarian governments in the Middle East have 
proved proficient at allocating power and wealth in the 
hands of the central state, heavily investing in coercive 
security apparatuses to suffocate external as well as 
internal pressures for democratic reform. However, 
international pressures for democratization coupled 
with the wide reaching effects of globalization and the 
tremendous changes in the region’s demographics, 
have increased political awareness throughout the 
Middle East and provoked a relentless momentum 
for change. Thus, although the region still faces major 
obstacles to successful democratization, demands for 
just and transparent government will likely remain a 
central part of Arab political life.

1.1 Methodology of Research

This paper seeks to contribute to the aforementioned 
literature on democratization in the Middle East by 
analyzing the interplay of internal as well as external 
factors that has shaped the political environment 
in the Arab world. It dismisses the assumption that 
democracy is incompatible with the Middle East 
because of cultural reasons. Instead, it argues that the 
lack of democracy in the Arab world can be explained 
by its strategic situation that has attracted foreign 
involvement, the ever-lasting presence of regional 
and international conflicts, as well as deep rooted 
economic and social factors that have inhibited 
democratization. On the other hand, contemporary 
forces shaping political change in the Middle East 
are increasingly emanating from the inside and are 
pushing for greater political participation and just 
representation. To investigate these assumptions, a 
qualitative research methodology is used, relying 
on the analysis of primary and secondary academic 

sources. This is done through textual and content 
investigation of books and articles published by 
academics specialized in Middle East politics, as 
well as through the examination of reports, print 
and web-based, of such organisations as the United 
Nations that actively shape the political environment 
of the Middle East. In this, the yearly Arab Human 
Development Report and the Freedom House criteria 
are particularly relevant in understanding the issue of 
democracy in the Middle East.

For the purpose of this study, the terms Arab Middle 
East and Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
-region are used interchangeably, representing the 
following countries: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, 
the Palestinian Authority, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, 
Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen. This 
paper therefore uses the membership of the Arab 
League as spatial delimitation, excluding the following 
five countries that are located further south on the 
African continent: Comoros, Djibouti, Mauritania, 
Somalia and Sudan.  The Middle East is understood as a 
historical, social as well as geographical concept. It has 
witnessed Islamic conquests and Arabic empires, the 
Crusades and Western and Mongol invasions. It was 
under Turkish and then European domination before 
becoming home to a variety of new nations in the 
twentieth century including Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, 
Iraq, Yemen, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, the United Arab 
Emirates and Saudi Arabia. This definition of the area 
that is being studied provides the spatial delimitation 
of this dissertation. Temporally, the study focuses 
on the current state and level of democratization 
in the early 21st century. However, explaining this 
requires going back in time, and analyzing events 
and developments that have affected the current 
circumstances. Thus, the paper relies on orthodox 
historical and contemporary analysis. Historically, it 
will therefore go as far back as the 1970s, the beginning 
of the third wave of democratization that saw more 
than five dozen countries throughout Europe, Latin 
America, Africa and Asia undergo some form of 
democratic transition.

1.2 Theoretical Framework

The aim of this study is to make clear the interplay of 
external and internal forces that explains the Middle 
East’s democracy deficit as well as the recent push for 
democratic change. To a certain extent, the difficulty in 
explaining the source of the Arab world’s democracy 
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deficit resides in the complex meaning of the term 
democracy itself. Therefore, it is crucial to first make 
clear some of the basic terminology and assumptions 
of this paper – starting with the terms ‘democracy’,  
‘democracy deficit’ and ‘democratization’.

For the purpose of this paper liberal democracy 
is defined as a type of regime that secures personal 
freedom and private property, and governs according 
to the rule of law through representative government 
responsive to the people in regular elections.  There 
is, however, wide disagreement among scholars of 
international relations on the current definition of 
the term democracy.  Payne argues that the word 
democracy has become indefinable because it has too 
many meanings.  Whereas, Williamson advocates the 
importance of Plato’s Republic for anyone seeking to 
understand the enduring challenges facing democratic 
societies.  In the words of Alain Touraine, democracy 
‘does not reduce human beings to the status of mere 
citizens’ but ‘recognizes them as free individuals who 
also belong to economic or cultural collectivities’.  An 
accurate investigation of the debate surrounding the 
term democracy would of course require a massive 
volume. In the context of this study, however, one can 
explore the term’s popular conceptions in order to set 
the scene for a proper analysis of the Middle East’s 
democracy deficit.  Despite the variety of pertinent 
definitions regarding the term democracy, the most 
significant aspect for this investigation remains that 
it is a form of political system in which the ordinary 
citizen is endowed with the right to influence the 
course of his government through the process of free 
elections. Put briefly, “democracy is a system in which 
incumbents lose elections and leave office when the 
rules so dictate’.  It is a form of government ‘in which 
political freedom is guaranteed and in which members 
of the democracy have equal, effective input into the 
making of binding collective decisions[…] it thereby 
combines the notions of “government by the people” 
and “government for the people”’.  In other words, 
democracy is a political system whose legitimacy 
stems from the principle of popular sovereignty. This 
being that ordinary citizens have the right to govern 
themselves.

Given this definition of democracy, the notion of 
democracy deficit must be viewed in terms of a question 
of legitimacy. Legitimacy is defined as the right to 
govern based on public consent.  In other words, the 
notion of democracy deficit implies the exclusion of 

citizens from the political process. It entails a process 
of decision making from above that does not represent 
the interests of the people and finally, it suggests 
limited accountability of government leaders. Thus, 
a democracy deficit insinuates a form of government 
that does not provide for a minimum of delegation 
and a maximum of information and transparency.

Political democratization on the other hand, entails 
‘an expansion of political participation in such a 
way as to provide citizens with a degree of real and 
meaningful collective control over public policy’.  
It is also important to distinguish this notion of 
democratization from that of political liberalization. 
Political liberalization in fact, involves ‘the expansion 
of public space through the recognition and protection 
of civil and political liberties, particularly those 
bearing upon the ability of citizens to engage in free 
political discourse and to freely organize in pursuit 
of common interests’.  The distinction is important 
given that elements of one can exist independently of 
the other. Political repression can be relaxed without 
simultaneously increasing political participation. In 
fact, far from accompanying democratization, such 
methods of political liberalization can be used to avoid 
genuine democratic reform. Likewise, governments 
can restrict political freedom whilst claiming 
widespread popular participation.  Political freedom 
however, is essential to a functioning democracy. 
Without political liberty citizens are unable to 
effectively organize and take part in the decision 
making process. Moreover, elections are viewed as 
a crucial part of a democratic system. However, the 
existence of elections must not be confused with the 
substance of democratic politics. Elections conducted 
under ‘highly distortional systems of electoral 
representation or amidst widespread electoral fraud 
may not in fact provide citizens with any effective say 
in political decision making’. 
 
In sight of current democratic stirrings in the 
Middle East, there has been an increase in academic 
interest in the processes and prospects of democratic 
transition. This has become apparent in the upsurge 
of publications and discussions on the subject. In this, 
while partial case studies abound, there have been 
relatively few attempts to identify the key issues arising 
from the study of political change in the Arab world. 
This project is an attempt to address this deficiency 
by paying particular attention to the interplay of 
international and domestic forces in shaping the 

 34



International Relations Insights & Analysis Middle East and Challenges Ahead

course of political change in the Middle East.

The following analysis of the Middle East’s democracy 
deficit rests on the assumption that states and regimes 
are not isolated entities, but that they exist in an 
international system that can both undermine as well 
as support political change.

Moreover, the contemporary international system is 
shaped by the process of globalization that creates a 
diffusion of democratic values, raising the prospects 
of regime transition whereby political events in one 
country trigger effects across international borders. 
Thus, explanations of domestic political dynamics 
require reference to forces emanating from an external 
environment. Nevertheless, despite the growing 
influence of external forces, their ability to manipulate 
regimes of sovereign states is limited. Therefore, the 
paper suggests that it is impossible to analyse the 
political situation in the Middle East in isolation 
from domestic actors, institutions and events. In 
fact, although regime incumbents and their domestic 
political opponents may be influenced by external 
forces, political developments in the struggle for state 
power are largely to be explained in terms of domestic 
forces and calculations. In the case of the Middle East, 
this has become particularly apparent during this 
year’s Arab revolts that have occurred in the name of 
democracy and were triggered by domestic actors.

In order to address the question pertaining to the forces 
shaping the current state and level of democratization 
in the Middle East, this paper is divided into three 
sections. The first section explores the external 
forces that have played a major role in stalling as 
well as advancing democratization in the region. In 
particular, it looks at US foreign policy, which has 
shaped the contemporary political environment in 
the Arab world.

The second section analyses the domestic forces that 
explain the region’s resistance to democracy, as well 
as those internal dynamics that have been pushing 
towards democratization. Finally, the third section 
looks at recent developments in the Middle East in 
an attempt to examine the prospects for democratic 
transition and the changes that have occurred 
throughout the region. The paper concludes that any 
examination of democracy in the Middle East must 
take into account the complexity of this political 
geography - international and domestic interaction of 
forces – as well as the prospects and challenges that 

face the progress of democratization in the region.

2. External Influences and Middle East 
Democratization

2.1 Stability verses Democracy
This part sets out to explore the external forces that 
have shaped the democracy deficit in the Middle East. 
In this, the focus is on US foreign policy towards the 
region and the ways in which it has inhibited political 
change. US policy has played a major role in shaping 
the contemporary political environment of the Arab 
world, in particular because of the US’ historical 
involvement in the Arab-Israeli peace process and 
the articulation of the global War on Terror in 2001 
that centred on a ‘forward strategy of freedom’ in the 
Middle East.  This involvement translates into the 
fact that for many years the region has received the 
bulk of US bilateral foreign aid. In 2008, the share of 
US foreign assistance consumed by the Middle East 
amounted to 34%.  Moreover, out of the six primary 
recipients of US foreign aid, four countries are located 
in the Middle East: Israel, Egypt, Jordan and Iraq.  
On the other hand, this analysis also shows that to a 
certain extent, US policies have provoked increased 
political awareness in Arab countries. Similarly, the 
chapter demonstrates that globalization as an external 
force has allowed for the diffusion of democratic 
values in the Arab world.

Contemporary Western and especially US attitudes 
toward Arab democratization and international 
support for authoritarian regimes are a core 
impediment to democratization. In this, Western 
strategy in the Middle East has helped maintain the 
stability of authoritarian regimes by providing material 
and legitimacy resources. In fact, external actors 
have long favoured policies of stability over regime 
change, given that, regardless of the character of the 
opposition, political change is always accompanied 
by a period of turmoil and insecurity. This could 
threaten Western economic and security interests by 
a disruption of energy supplies, lesser collaboration 

Western strategy in the Middle 
East has helped maintain 

the stability of authoritarian 
regimes by providing material 

and legitimacy resources.
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in the fight against terrorism and migration control. 
Moreover, the fear of the rule of Islamist groups, 
understood as ‘parties and political organizations that 
promote social and political reform in accordance 
with Islamic religious principles that may lead them 
to oppose US or EU foreign policy’ , has long provided 
a rationale for supporting authoritarian regimes. 

In their extensive study of Middle East authoritarianism 
Sean Yom and Mohammad Al-Momani use the case 
study of Jordan to explore the relationship between 
international support and domestic regime stability. 
They find that the cessation of the democratic reform 
program initiated in Jordan after the 1989 financial 
crisis is directly linked to mounting levels of foreign 
assistance provided by the US and its allies.  During 
the 1990s, a wave of civic unrest swept across Jordan, 
threatening the authority of the ruling monarchy 
through growing political opposition. For the US and 
its allies ‘the prospect of executive power turnover 
from the conservative state apparatus to a potentially 
hostile, Islamist oriented ruling alternative ran counter 
to long term strategic interests’.  In fact, Jordan was 
to play a crucial role in American political endeavors 
across the Middle East, particularly with regard to 
the Arab-Israeli conflict. When the monarchy signed 
the peace treaty with Israel in 1994, the US poured 
substantial amounts of economic aid and security 
assistance into Jordan. Thus, regime stability was 
upheld in order to maintain the peace accords with 
Israel at the expense of any democratic agenda in 
Jordan, especially because major democratic groups 
in the kingdom voiced their opposition to the truce. 
For the monarchy, external assistance reinforced its 
fiscal capability and security apparatus, enabling the 
regime to constrain the opposition without fearing 
international repercussions. Since 2001, Jordan’s 
collaboration with Washington’s War on Terror further 
increased the amount of economic and military 
support to the country and weakened prospects for 
change.   

The Jordanian case alone cannot provide for a general 
causal explanation of the democracy deficit in the 
MENA. However, it is helpful in that it demonstrates 
the extent to which foreign forces play a role in 
shaping the domestic balance of power between the 
ruling regime and the opposition in Arab states. In 
fact, external economic and military assistance can 
strengthen the power of ruling elites and ensure the 
continuity of the autocratic system. 

Prior to September 11, 2001 US policy towards 
the Middle East viewed authoritarian regimes as a 
bulwark against Islamist opposition movements that 
were spreading during the 1990s. Brown and Shahin 
argue that even unfriendly repressive establishments, 
for instance Syria’s, Libya’s and Iraq’s, were favoured 
by the US to Islamist alternatives. 

Nevertheless, democratization was not completely 
ignored. During the George H. W. Bush administration, 
small scale Arab world democracy aid programs 
were launched. They were designed to encourage 
accountability, good governance and the rule of law. 
The underlying principle of these projects was that 
they would support the market-based economic 
modernization policies that at the time were the top 
of the US’ agenda in the Middle East. The Clinton’s 
administration’s emphasis on democracy promotion 
later gave rise to various larger projects in Egypt, the 
West Bank and Gaza, drawing on funds from the 
massive share of financial aid allocated by the US 
to these places. These long-term projects aimed to 
develop parliament, the court system and NGOs. They 
reflected the general sense that democracy promotion 
would weaken Islamic fundamentalism and advance 
economic liberalization. Nonetheless, these projects 
remained largely superficial, avoiding controversial 
issues, such as political Islam, that could be perceived 
as an intrusion into domestic politics and upset 
friendly regimes. 

Paradoxically, countries receiving immense amounts of 
US aid have succeeded in dissuading democratization 
initiatives. Since 1975, economic and development 
assistance to Egypt through the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) amounts to over 
$28 billion. It is the largest US development assistance 
program in the Middle East. Additionally, US military 
aid to Egypt totals over $1.3 billion annually since 
the wake of the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty in 1979.  
However, according to the terms of the bilateral aid 
relationship, the Egyptian regime had the right to veto 

Paradoxically, countries 
receiving immense amounts 
of US aid have succeeded in 
dissuading democratization 

initiatives.
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all democracy promotion projects, putting democracy 
initiatives directly under the control of former 
Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak. According to 
Brown and Shahin, democracy and human rights 
issues were never placed on the agendas of meetings 
with Arab leaders prior to September 11.  Former 
director of policy planning at the US Department 
of State, Richard Haass, asserted that previous 
administrations have not attributed sufficient priority 
to democratization and declared that: 
the United States has avoided scrutinizing the internal 
workings of countries in the interest of ensuring 
a steady flow of oil; containing Soviet, Iraqi, and 
Iranian expansionism; addressing issues related to the 
Arab-Israeli conflict; resisting communism in East 
Asia; or securing basing rights for the U.S. military 
[…] yielding to what might be called a “democratic 
exception” in parts of the Muslim world – the United 
States has missed an opportunity to help these 
countries adapt to the stresses of a globalizing world. 
In this, he claimed that continuing to make this 
exception in the Arab world was no longer in the 
interest of the US and that future policies ‘will be 
more actively engaged in supporting democratic 
trends in the Muslim world than ever before’.  Thus, 
to a certain extent, the attacks of 9/11 triggered a 
re-orientation of Middle East policy, consigning 
democracy promotion to the forefront of the debate 
surrounding the fight against global terrorism. By the 
same token, Powell announced the creation of the US-
Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) in 2002 
that would provide American support for various 
democracy promotion programs, encouraging civil 
society and political participation. Then, in November 
2003 Bush announced a ‘new policy’ toward the 
Middle East: ‘a forward strategy of freedom’.  This new 
policy included initiatives such as the MEPI and the 
Broader Middle East and North Africa Partnership 
Initiative (BMENA) announced in June 2004 at the 
G8 Summit, both aiming to promote reform in the 
political, social, cultural and economic sphere of Arab 
nations. Efforts of democracy promotion were also 
made on the level of public diplomacy, encouraging 
bilateral meetings between US officials and their 
Arab counterparts. Former US Secretary of State, 
Condoleezza Rice, held a speech at the American 
University of Cairo in June 2005 declaring that ‘for 
60 years, the United States pursued stability at the 
expense of democracy in the Middle East -- and we 
achieved neither.’  The most drastic expression of the 
Bush administration’s interventionist foreign policy 
was the military invasion and subsequent occupation 

of Iraq in 2003. The core rationale for the war in 
Iraq was pre-emptive self-defence against presumed 
weapons of mass destruction and global terrorism. 
Yet, democratization was also part of the rhetoric 
surrounding the invasion, given that a democratic 
Iraq was perceived as an example that would promote 
reform across the entire region.   

However, although the administration’s initiatives 
were hailed as ground-breaking they were very 
little different from those put forward by the 
Clinton administration and did not provide a major 
momentum for political change. In fact, Dalacoura 
argues that MEPI projects resemble those carried out 
by USAID, especially because USAID is responsible 
for the implementation of most of the MEPI programs.  
There are no indications that MEPI’s approach has 
profoundly altered US democratization strategy in the 
Middle East, also because the initiative only receives 
limited funds. The Brookings Institution noted in 
2004 that MEPI had received a total of $264 million, 
of which it had spent just over $103 million.  In this, 
it is dwarfed by US expenditure in Iraq, estimated at 
$806 billion, and the war on terror generally, which 
runs into more than one trillion dollars.  Besides, 
MEPI’s lack of a coherent strategy for pursuing 
reform initiatives and meeting its objectives has led 
to a general failure of gaining solid US government 
support for its programs.   Subsequently, this impedes 
the program’s ability to have a substantial impact on 
deeply ingrained social issues and uncooperative 
regimes. 

The intervention in Iraq has thus far not produced 
apparent results on the democracy front. In sight 
of deep ethnic cleavages dividing Iraqi society and 
their violent expression that has caused hundreds of 
thousands civilian casualties, prospects for a stable 
democracy in Iraq, eight years after the invasion, 
remain extremely doubtful.  Although the country 
no longer suffers under authoritarian rule, the post-
invasion period has been much more difficult than 
previously anticipated and the war has inflamed anti-
American sentiments across the region, ‘strengthening 
the hand of Islamic radicals and complicating the life 
of pro-Western Arab democrats.’  

The United States and Europe assert that pushing 
for democracy in the Middle East is part of a new 
security imperative and have introduced a variety 
of pro-reform policies, but Western governments 
remain inapt at putting this commitment into practice 
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through efficient policies.

2.2 Democratic Diffusion
To a certain extent however, external efforts of 
democratization, such as those pursued by the United 
States during the Bush administration have triggered 
a debate across the Arab world about the need for 
political change. Indeed, it has been argued that the 
Bush administration’s public democracy promotion 
rhetoric has ‘shaken the Arab world out of its apathy 
and forced reform on the agenda in an unprecedented 
way’- even though this debate is accompanied by 
criticism of US policies in the region.  Analysts argue 
that US emphasis on reform has made it possible 
for opposition movements in the region to act more 
boldly. The desirability of political change is also being 
discussed throughout the Arab media. Especially Arab 
satellite television channels, such as Al Jazeera and Al 
Arabiya, have defined democratic reform as a core 
Arab issue. Al Jazeera sought to give voice to a ‘deep 
Arab frustration with the perceived failures of Arab 
regimes. In 1999 alone, almost a dozen Al Jazeera 
talk shows criticized the absence of democracy in the 
Arab world’.  In this, Arab media today represents 
a powerful force encouraging a pluralistic political 
culture. Similarly, debates in the Middle East about 
political reform have ‘multiplied and taken on a 
freer, franker character’ even if there is still more talk 
about the imperative for democracy, than action to 
bring it about.  The debate on democracy has also 
prompted an examination of Islamist movements 
and their standpoint concerning democratic reform. 
Responding to the debate initiated by US foreign 
policy, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood revealed its 
own political reform initiative in March 2004. They 
demanded democratic freedoms, the limitation of the 
sweeping powers of the president, and the suspension 
of the emergency law. 

In May 2002, the publication of the United Nations 
Development Program’s Arab Human Development 
Report enhanced the legitimacy of reform as a pressing 
pan-Arab issue. The report condemned the deficits of 
education, good governance, freedom, and women’s 
empowerment and advanced political and economic 
reform as crucial to solving the multiple difficulties 
facing the Middle East.  The fact that it was drafted 
by well-respected Arabs and also had the expertise of 
the United Nations to support it, contributed to the 
authority of the report, leading Arab governments to 
establish a committee in the Arab League in order to 

study its recommendations.

External pressures have pushed certain Arab regimes 
to initiate democratic reform, albeit in a limited and 
highly controlled way. Restricted political openings 
have been introduced in Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, Algeria and 
Morocco, at different times and to various degrees, 
advancing civil rights and allowing for more political 
participation, mostly through elections. In Qatar for 
instance, citizens voted for a constitution in 2003 that 
gave rise to the establishment of a 45 member parliament 
and in Saudi Arabia the first municipal elections in 
more than 40 years were held in 2005. Likewise, in 
2005, Egypt held its first ever presidential elections 
and Kuwait introduced women’s suffrage. Herein, 
although hailed by the West, democratization efforts 
have largely been exploited by Arab governments. 
Elections have allowed regimes to open political space 
without changing the status quo and have ultimately 
ensured the power of ruling elites. However, these 
limited political reforms have offered Middle Eastern 
societies a glimpse of what democratic politics might 
look like and have encouraged awareness in civil 
society of the question of political change. 

In turn, Middle Eastern society’s awareness of the need 
for political change is being amplified by the wider 
effects of globalization. Globalization has contributed 
to a shift from tribalism to citizenship as the defining 
characteristic of the political order in the Middle 
East. It has given rise to gender politics, challenging 
traditional conceptions of the role of women in Arab 
society. Efforts to empower women are bearing fruits 
for instance in Saudi Arabia where women now ‘own 
more than 20,000 companies and establishments’.  
Further, the participation of women as political 
candidates, such as in Kuwait’s 2006 parliamentary 
elections, has inspired women in neighbouring 
countries, generating a change of attitude that is likely 
‘to strengthen demands from civil society for a greater 
political voice for women’. 

Moreover, new social media tools such as Facebook, 
Twitter, the wider blogosphere and innovations in 
communication technologies have provided citizens 
with new vehicles to participate in international 
debates and mobilize. The region’s satellite-based 
media has also been involved in creating a political 
culture of engagement and awareness. Television 
stations such as Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya have 
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contributed to the creation of a more ‘pan-Arab 
cultural space in which developments in one country 
have a more immediate and profound influence on 
outcomes elsewhere in the region’.   The effects of 
globalization through the growth in information 
and communications technologies, and in particular 
internet access, has increasingly exposed the Middle 
East’s young generation, to norms and values which 
are prone to result in greater political awareness. This 
type of exposure has fostered a better understanding 
among Arab society, of political and social practices 
on an international level. Thus, growing frustration 
with autocratic systems has the potential of 
translating into domestic political activism in favour 
of democratization. 

In this, external influences have provided financial and 
legitimacy resources that have supported autocratic 
regimes, inhibiting political change. Yet, recent 
international pressures for democratization combined 
with the wide reaching effects of globalization have 
increased political awareness throughout the Middle 
East providing a momentum for change. Having 
explored the international environment in which 
Arab regimes operate, this paper turns to the analysis 
of the specific domestic politics that have restrained 
democratization, as well as those internal forces that 
have pushed towards it.

3. Domestic Forces and the Struggle for 
Democracy

3.1 The Resilience of Authoritarianism 
The primary dependant variable for scholars of Middle 
Eastern politics has long been authoritarianism. 
However, in sight of contemporary anti-authoritarian 
uprisings sweeping across the Middle East, political 
scientists are forced to rethink their endeavour. Egypt 
and Tunisia have experienced peaceful political 
revolutions which will lead to major change, Yemen and 
Syria are repressing their populations forcefully, Libya 
is torn between international war and civil war and 
others like Saudi Arabia and Bahrain are suffocating 
the democracy movement. Whilst experiments in 
liberalization, even democratization, are occurring in 
several countries, others are closing up. The political 
situation in the region is now far too multifaceted to be 
explained by a few selected theories. Thus, it is crucial 
to acknowledge the significant role of the interplay 
between a variety of external and internal forces that 
is shaping the politics of the region. This chapter 
explores the social, economic and political domestic 
forces that have impeded democratic progress in 
Arab countries, as well as those that are currently 
demanding transparent and just government.
Fundamentally democracy is shaped by the historical 

Members of the Tunisian National Constituent Assembly celebrate the
adoption of the new constitution in January 2014. (Aimen Zine/AP)
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and cultural context out of which it arises, but the 
use of the political culture concept in attempting to 
explain the democracy deficit in the Middle East is 
controversial because of its frequent abuse. The region 
has been subjected to blatant overgeneralizations and 
reductionist stereotyping. This is the case for instance 
in Patai’s well known piece, The Arab Mind, which 
asserts that ‘the Arabs are the least willing of nations to 
subordinate themselves to each other, as they are rude, 
proud, ambitious, and eager to be the leader’.  Similarly, 
Kedourie describes Arab society as accustomed to 
‘autocracy and passive obedience, and therefore 
incapable of upholding the democratic culture 
necessary for civil society’.  Huntington’s response is 
that the Arab and Islamic world more broadly, lacks 
the core political values that triggered the emergence 
of representative democracy in Western civilization: 
‘separation of religious and secular authority, rule of 
law and social pluralism, parliamentary institutions 
of representative government, and protection of 
individual rights and civil liberties as the buffer 
between citizens and the power of the state’.  In this, 
claims about how Islam is inimical to democracy are 
insufficient to explain the political situation in the 
region, given that Islam like other religions is open-
ended, subject to interpretation, and widely varying 
in practice across both the dimensions of time and 
distance. The topic of this paper is Arab political 
regimes, and the category ‘Muslim’ is too broad to be 
analytically meaningful.

Much of the literature seeking to explain the lack of 
democracy in the Middle East falls into the structural 
category. In this, the patriarchal and tribal mentality 
of Arab society is said to be one of the core factors 
hindering the development of pluralist values. The 
continuation of extended kinship ties is said to impede 
the emergence of a sense of national unity, which is 
posited as a prerequisite to successful democratization.  
Similarly, Michael Herb finds that sectarian cleavages 
in Jordan are reflected in a structuring of electoral 
districts that prevents large sections of the population 
from having equitable representation in the legislative 
body.  In Bahrain the royal family limits the powers 
of the parliament because the country’s majority 
population is Shiite, whilst its royalty is Sunni.

A study from the Centre of European Studies finds 
that in several Middle Eastern countries, political 
parties are organised along ethnic and sectarian lines. 
Therefore, identity politics are more important than 
‘views on the common good or the well being of state 

and society’.  More importantly, a recurrent theme 
within Middle Eastern societies is that of clans in power 
oppressing non-dominant clans and withholding 
from them the right to socially organize.  Communal, 
religious and ethnic identities remain strong forces 
in social life, as do patron-client relationships and 
patterns of patriarchal authority. Thus, they present 
formidable obstacles to democratization in the Middle 
East.  Yet, although ethnic divisions may explain the 
lack of democratization in countries such as Iraq, 
Jordan and Bahrain, the theory fails to explain the 
long resilience of autocratic governments in countries 
with more homogenous societies, such as Egypt and 
Tunisia. 

In his instructive article, “Why Are There No Arab 
Democracies?,” Larry Diamond advances a range 
of factors that have inspired this year’s Arab Spring 
protests. Among them are the:
Arab states themselves, who reinforce one another 
in their authoritarianism and their techniques of 
monitoring, rigging, and repression, and who over 
the decades have turned the 22-member Arab League 
into an unapologetic autocrats’ club. Of all the major 
regional organizations, the Arab League is the most 
bereft of democratic norms and means for promoting 
or encouraging them. In fact, its charter, which has not 
been amended in half a century, lacks any mention of 
democracy or individual rights. 

Eva Bellin argues that the region’s true exceptionalism 
lies in the robustness and overwhelming ability of 
Arab authoritarian regimes to remain in power. Their 
willingness and ability to build coercive apparatuses 
to crush democratic initiatives has smothered the 
possibility for reform.  Authoritarian regimes in the 
Middle East are characterised by their unrestrained 
spending on security, creating extremely sophisticated 
intelligence apparatuses and secret polices.  These 
are used to keep the masses depoliticized through 
intrusive methods of surveillance, media control 
and intimidation. In general, the security apparatus 
is divided into various factions (army, police, 
intelligence), which each report directly to the ruler. 
In this, the ruler has the monopoly of control over 
the security forces and is indispensable to their 
coordination. Likewise, contact between the state and 
foreign governments, is limited to the ruling elite, 
which therefore controls the influx of foreign aid and 
investment. 

Patrimonialism is a crucial factor underlying the 
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resistance to democracy in the Middle East. In this, 
‘demobilizing the opposition and building a loyal 
base through selective favouritism and discretionary 
patronage’  is one of the core tactics of authoritarian 
rulers. Goldstone refers to them as ‘sultanistic 
dictators’  and explains that while they may uphold 
certain democratic practices such as elections, 
political parties, a national assembly or a constitution, 
they preside over them by appointing their supporters 
to key positions. Indeed, much of the wealth amassed 
by these rulers is used to buy off support and crush 
opponents. In Egypt for instance, former president 
Mubarak is said to have built up a fortune of between 
$40 billion and $70 billion, and 39 officials and 
businessmen close to his son Gamal are claimed to 
have accumulated more than $1 billion each. 

Nevertheless, social repression through the coercive 
apparatus or patrimonial organisation alone is not 
what has enabled the extreme longevity of Arab 
authoritarianism. Instead, what is particularly 
remarkable is the ability of these regimes to 
combine authoritarian structures and practices with 
mechanisms of representation and consultation. 
In other words, practices of guided pluralism, 
manipulated elections and selective repression that 
have occurred in Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Algeria and 
Kuwait are not merely part of a strategy for regime 
survival, but represent a type of liberalized autocratic 
system ‘whose institutions, rule, and logic defy any 
linear model of democratization’.  In times of social 
pressures from within their societies or from the 
outside, Arab rulers have proved particularly efficient 
at allowing for temporary openings in civic activity 
and improvements in human rights. However, as 
soon as political opposition appears, the regime limits 
political space and returns to methods of repression. In 
this, Middle Eastern autocrats have become proficient 
in containing, disarming and exploiting democratic 
practices.  

There is an economic basis explaining this ability of 
Arab regimes to contain democratic pressures, namely 
that of the rentier state. A rentier state is understood 
as one that receives on a regular basis ‘substantial 
amounts of external economic rent’.  In other words, a 
rentier state’s economy depends on unearned income 
derived from the export of natural resources abroad. 
In the case of the Middle East this includes countries 
such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman, the 
United Arab Emirates, Iraq, Qatar, Iran, Libya, Sudan, 
Yemen and Algeria. All of which derive their income 

primarily from the export of oil and gas. Together, 
these states account for 65 percent of the world’s 
proven oil reserves and 45 percent of natural gas 
reserves.   

The theory of the rentier state contends that 
authoritarianism prevails in countries where 
profits from natural resource exports replace taxes 
in government income. In fact, the public is not 
involved in the creation of wealth in a rentier state, 
because wealth is almost entirely generated by oil 
revenues. Thus, the theory is often summed up 
in Samuel Huntington’s aphorism ‘“no taxation 
without representation” was a political demand; “no 
representation without taxation” is a political reality’.   
Given that external rent liberates states from the need 
to extract income from their domestic economies, the 
result is a heavily centralized state in which government 
leaders buy off political dissent. The relationship 
between oil and politics is analysed by Ross who uses 
cross-national data from 113 states between 1971 and 
1997 to find that ‘the oil-impedes-democracy claim is 
both valid and statistically robust […] oil does hurt 
democracy’.  It is hereby argued that resource-rich 
states in the Middle East are financially autonomous 
granting them immunity from democratic pressures. 
These states use low tax rates and patronage to repress 
popular movements. Likewise, oil wealth enables 
rentier governments to strengthen their internal 
security apparatuses and hence keep social factions 
in check. Consequently, Middle East states that base 
their economic growth on the export of oil and other 
natural resources are unlikely to bring about the 
social and cultural transformations that tend to push 
towards democratic government. 

However, explaining the democracy deficit in the 
Middle East goes well beyond the oil factor. The oil-
impedes-democracy claim does not explain the lack 
of democratization in resource-poor countries such as 
Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, Syria and Jordan. In these 
countries instead, exogenous rents exists for strategic 
reasons in the form of foreign aid. This dynamic 
shapes domestic politics in the region in similar ways 
as rent derived from the export of oil and gas. Strategic 
rent is provided by Western governments in order to 
guarantee the steady flow of oil and gas supplies, secure 
cooperation in the global fight against terrorism, 
encourage peaceful relations with Israel and control 
migration. In other words, large amounts of financial 
aid are poured into countries of the Middle East to 
ensure security, stability and cooperation. In the case 
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of Egypt for instance, US development assistance to 
the country has amounted to $28 billion since 1975.  In 
Jordan, US economic and military assistance annually 
amounts to around $650 million since 2001.   Given 
that these countries do not dispose of transparent 
democratic institutions to effectively administer 
foreign aid, the money is used to maintain extensive 
security apparatuses that repress potential opposition 
to authoritarian regimes. Thus, similar to oil and gas, 
foreign aid acts as strategic rent making possible  ‘the 
regime’s key political strategy of spending massively 
on public jobs without imposing steep taxes’.  The aid 
is absorbed by government leaders and ‘financially 
enables the maintenance of illegitimate institutions 
of internal surveillance and repression, on which 
autocratic regimes heavily rely’. 

The predicaments of democracy in the Arab world 
are further exacerbated by the region’s soft spot for 
militarism, which manifests in old and new unresolved 
regional and internal conflicts. Among the deep-
rooted persistent problems are lingering conflicts such 
as the Arab-Israeli, Iraqi-Iranian, Libyan-Chadian, 
Lebanese, Sudanese, Somali, Saharan conflicts. Some 
of which have broken out into armed conflicts on and 
off for decades. According to the UN Institute for 
Disarmament Research, the Middle East is a region 
of high military spending relative to gross domestic 
product (GDP) and has ‘correspondingly high levels of 
arms imports’.  Military spending in the area increased 
by 34 percent over the period 1999-2008 and ‘7 of the 
10 countries with the highest military burdens in 2007 
were Middle Eastern’.  The area, which makes up for 
around 3 percent of the world’s population, accounted 
for 21 percent of world imports of major conventional 
weapons between 2004 and 2008.  

Relevant to our main concern – the Middle East’s 
democracy deficit- is the dismal presence of conflict 
within the Arab world. Goldstone contends that war 
hardens regimes and impedes democracy.  Noland’s 

causal analysis finds that greater militarization is 
associated with less democracy and Gause argues 
that internal and external conflict is used to enable 
undemocratic rule: 

Wars tend to concentrate power in the hands of the 
executive…Wars make it easier to stigmatize as 
treasonous, and then suppress, opposition forces. 
War preparation leads to greater state control over 
the economy, limiting the power and autonomy of 
private sector economic actors who might press for 
democratic reform. War preparation requires building 
a coercive apparatus that then can be used internally. 

Likewise, Bellin asserts that unrelenting internal and 
external conflict provides rhetorical legitimization 
for coercive regimes and allows for the maintenance 
of prolonged states of emergency that suppress civil 
liberties in many MENA countries.  Regarding the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, Anderson suggests that the 
‘prospects for democracy seem to increase in direct 
proportion to the distance of a country from the Arab-
Israeli and Persian Gulf arenas’.  All of these conflicts 
are costly in material and human terms. The Middle 
East region is the principal buyer and consumer of 
lethal arms in the Third World, spending an average of 
100 billion annually over the last two decades, without 
settling most of the above mentioned conflicts.  

Along with militarism the democracy deficit in the 
Middle East can be explained by the fragile character of 
civil society in the region. Saad Eddin Ibrahim defines 
civil society as an ‘organized collective participation 
in the public space between individuals and the 
state’.  It includes non-state actors, non-governmental 
organizations as well as political parties, trade unions, 
professional associations and other interest groups, 
which serve as intermediaries between the individual 
and the state. The connection between civil society 
and democratization rests in that democracy is 
intended to enable government through peaceful 

The Middle East region is the 
principal buyer and consumer of 
lethal arms in the Third World, 

spending an average of 100 billion 
annually over the last two decades, 
without settling most of the above 

mentioned conflicts. 

Wars tend to concentrate power 
in the hands of the executive…

Wars make it easier to stigmatize 
as treasonous, and then suppress, 

opposition forces.

“

”

International Relations Insights & Analysis Middle East and Challenges Ahead

 42



organization of competing groups and conflicting 
interests. Democracy is ultimately a question of 
checks and balances, as Mehran Kamrava explains 
democracy is an issue of ‘balance between state and 
society […] it comes about when a state’s powers 
are held in check over time by procedures and by 
institutional mechanisms grounded in and supported 
by society’. Herein, it is mainly through civil society 
that citizens ‘protect their rights as individuals, force 
policy makers to accommodate their interests, and 
limit abuses of state authority’. Civil society brings 
about a culture of bargaining, providing future leaders 
with the skills to articulate ideas, form coalitions and 
govern. Therefore, a strong civil society gives rise to a 
high level of institutionalized social pluralism.

However, in the Middle East autocratic regimes have 
reached bargains with certain social and economic 
actors in their societies. This confers them a sort 
of superficial legitimacy that pacifies potentially 
oppositional actors and enables the regime’s survival. 
Moreover, Arab dictators have successfully silenced 
civil society in their countries by weakening the 
outreach of the news media, stifling intellectual 
inquiry, regulating the arts and banning political 
parties. In Egypt for instance, renowned human 
rights and democracy activist Saad Eddin Ibrahim 
was accused of defaming Egypt and sentenced to two 
years of prison in 2008. 

This chronic weakness of civil society insinuates 
that viable Arab democracies, or leaders who could 
govern them, will have difficulty emerging anytime 
soon. In this, Timur Kuran claims that the more likely 
immediate outcome of current uprisings in the Middle 
East is a new set of dictators or single-party regimes.  
Nevertheless, it is worth to mention that within the last 
decade there has been an ‘unprecedented increase of 
various civil society organizations and of associational 
life in the Middle East’.  Yet, although civil society may 
have developed in the region, it has hitherto failed to 
provide a long term shift in the balance of power, away 
from the state and in favour of society. 

3.2   The Collapse of the Authoritarian Bargain
However, despite the robust character of 
authoritarianism in the Arab world and its ability 
to impede democratic progress, the collapse of the 
authoritarian bargain has provided for an impetus for 
political change. In fact, dictatorial regimes are said to 
rely on an ‘authoritarian bargain’, that is ‘an implicit 

arrangement between ruling elites and citizens 
whereby citizens relinquish political influence in 
exchange for public spending’.  It implies a link between 
redistributive policies and political control. Analyses 
of these bargains have been evoked in comparative 
politics to explain the stability or breakdown of 
various types of non-democratic regimes. In their 
study of the logic of the ‘authoritarian bargain’, Resai 
Olofsgard and Yousef find that authoritarian regimes 
choose the ‘lest-cost bundle of economic benefits and 
political openness necessary to sustain their rulership 
and secure public support.’  These bargains are often 
fed by the existence of external rents that allow 
autocratic regimes to maintain generous welfare and 
public-employment programs, whilst retaining firm 
control over political life.  

The case of Egypt in the 1950s and 1960s under the 
regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser, best illustrates this 
idea of an authoritarian bargain. Nasser’s populist 
as well as authoritarian government made a ruling 
bargain with labour and the middle class, whereby 
political parties were banned and civic organisations 
and trade unions were put under direct control of the 
regime. In return, the state guaranteed the provision 
of social and welfare packages in the form of ‘subsidies 
for food, government employment, energy, housing, 
and transportation as well as free education and health 
care’.  In the 1990s however, unsustainable levels of 
external debt brought about an economic crisis that 
forced Hosni Mubarak’s regime to adopt the World 
Bank’s economic reform program. In accordance with 
neo-liberal principles, social benefits were cut; state-
owned enterprises were privatized, the long-time 
guarantee of state employment for university graduates 
was suspended; trade was liberalized; and subsidies 
for various commodities were put off. In addition, 
public spending on education, health care, housing 
and transportation declined, deteriorating the quality 
of the services. As a result, wealth was concentrated in 
the hands of the few, while the majority of the Egyptian 
population became increasingly marginalized.

Meanwhile, as the cost of social benefits and other 
programs used by the regime to appease its citizens 
inflated, keeping the masses depoliticized became 
ever more difficult. As the economy expanded and 
education spread in countries of the Middle East, 
the number of people with higher aspirations and 
growing concern about intrusive methods of police 
surveillance increased. The population grew rapidly 
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and inequality and unemployment rose. Urbanizing 
and expanding populations suffered from food 
prices that rose by 32 percent in 2010 alone, while 
wages and opportunities have remained low.  Yet, as 
Goldstone explains, revolutions are not simply fuelled 
by a lack of growth or rising prices, instead they arise 
from the ‘persistence of widespread and unrelieved 
poverty amid increasingly extravagant wealth’.  High 
levels of unemployment have contributed to regional 
discontent, stemming partly from the major youth 
bulge in the Middle East.

It is currently estimated that around 30 percent of 
the population living in the MENA region is aged 
between 15 and 24.   This percentage ranges from 38 
percent in Bahrain and Tunisia to over 50 percent in 
Yemen. Additionally, the overall population of the 
region is growing at approximately 2 percent a year, 
which is higher than the world average. Thus, the 
sharp increase in the share of 15-to-24 year olds in 
the total population, referred to as the ‘youth bulge’, 
combined with the rapid expansion of the total 
population, has resulted in the most acute increase in 
the number of youth in the region’s history. A great 
number of these young people have been able to attend 
university. According to Goldstone, college enrolment 
has soared across the region in recent decades, ‘more 
than tripling in Tunisia quadrupling in Egypt, and 
expanding tenfold in Libya’.  However, the numbers 
of students acquiring education has not translated 
into higher rates of employment and wages. In Egypt, 
‘college graduates are ten times as likely to have no job 

as those with only an elementary school education’.  
In the Middle East, regional youth unemployment 
hit 26 percent in 2005, representing twice the global 
average.  This is partly due to the fact that educational 
systems in the region are set to preparing students 
to serve in the public sector, which used to be the 
principal employer of workforce entrants in most 
MENA economies, but is no longer able to secure 
this role. Studies estimate that MENA’s labour force 
will increase by nearly 80 percent between 2000 and 
2020.  The inability of the region’s regimes to cope 
with this wave of new entrants, combined with the 
fact that about 23 percent of the 300 million people in 
the Middle East and North Africa live on less than $2 
a day, is one of the major reasons for the recent push 
towards democratization. 

Overall, the domestic perspective demonstrates 
that a variety of factors such as ethnic and sectarian 
divisions, repression through the coercive apparatus, 
patrimonial organization, practices of liberalized 
autocracy, rentier economics, militarism and a 
weak civil society, explain the current level of non-
democratization in the Middle East. The core 
argument being that the democracy deficit in these 
states is largely caused by the unfair manner in which 
power and wealth are allocated throughout the polity, 
allowing the regime to actively suppress its opposition. 
Nevertheless, the collapse of the authoritarian 
bargain and the tremendous changes in the region’s 
demographics have provided for a relentless push 
towards democratic change.

Tunisian protesters filling the plaza in front of the Prime Minister’s office in January, 2011. (KYODO/LANDOV)
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The question arising from this investigation of the 
Middle East’s long-standing political stagnation is 
whether democracy actually represents a primary 
value for the people of the region. The Arab world has 
been plagued by long-lasting external and internal 
conflicts that threaten social security and stability. 
Most importantly, the Israel-Palestine conflict that has 
endured for over half a century, embroiling the Middle 
East in six major wars, costing tens of thousands of 
Arab and Israeli lives, diverting financial and energy 
resources from productive ventures to the purchase of 
weaponry, and finally, significantly impeding regional 
cooperation.  The conflict has left the Middle East 
with the burden of sheltering Palestinian refugees, 
the world’s largest and longest-standing refugee 
community in the world. In addition, the recent 
displacement of the Iraqi people after the US invasion 
of Iraq in 2003 has triggered the worst humanitarian 
crisis since the creation of the state of Israel in 1948. 
In Syria, Lebanon and Jordan, Palestinian and Iraqi 
refugees are creating an almost insurmountable social 
and economic problem, fuelling regional tensions.  
Moreover, the region is geographically surrounded 
by the dangers posed by nuclear and biochemical 
weapons proliferation taking place in Israel, Iran 
and Pakistan and pursued intermittently in Libya, 
Syria and Iraq. From an economic perspective the 
unemployment rate in the Middle East has been 
recorded the highest in the world, with populations 
struggling daily for basic social and economic 
survival.   Coupled with perceived global threats to 
Arab culture and identity since the articulation of the 
Bush administration’s War on Terror, these lingering 
problems have long prevented the emergence of a 
solid opposition movement demanding just and 
accountable government.

However, the democracy deficit in the Middle 
East has taken a new turn. Since December 2010, a 
revolutionary wave of demonstrations is sweeping 
across the region with hundreds of thousands of 
people marching the streets, demanding legitimate 

government and the resignation of autocratic leaders. 
Known as the ‘Arab Spring’ or ‘Arab Awakening’, it 
was sparked by demonstrations in Tunisia following 
the self-immolation of jobless graduate Mohamed 
Bouazizi in protest of police corruption.  The success 
of the Tunisian revolution subsequently triggered a 
wave of protests in Algeria, Jordan, Egypt, Libya and 
Yemen and then spread to Oman, Morocco, Bahrain, 
Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria and Kuwait. The protests 
led to the overthrow of Tunisian President Zine El 
Abidine Ben Ali who had been in power for over 20 
years, and Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak who 
resigned after 18 days of mass demonstrations, ending 
his 30-year long presidency.

In Libya, Muammar al-Gaddafi refused to surrender 
his powers causing a civil war between regime 
supporters and rebels, and most importantly a foreign 
intervention by NATO forces. In Syria, Yemen and 
Bahrain, governments have countered protests with 
violent repression and military raids causing a great 
number of civilian casualties.  These recent revolts 
suggest that people in the Middle East have begun to 
view their problems of justice, security and identity 
as linked to the lack of democracy in the region.    
Pro-reform grass roots movements have manifested 
themselves, publicly criticising the autocracies 
in place.  The combination of demographics and 
unemployment is a central motivation for domestic 
protests. For instance, n Saudi Arabia one person out 
of three was under the age of 14 in 2007, and in Egypt 
60% of the population was between 18-30 years of age 
in 2008.    Therefore, economies in the region will most 
likely be unable to cope with the huge influx of people 
expected to enter the labour market in the coming 
years and unemployment will become an even more 
pressing issue. 

This year’s revolts in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, 
Jordan and Libya, together with protests in Morocco, 
Algeria, Oman, Saudi Arabia and Syria indicate that 
Arab societies are willing and able to express, and in 
some cases peacefully put through, their demands 
for change, such as in Egypt and Tunisia. Herein, the 
balance of power between state and society is shifting 
as popular participation in politics increases and the 
power of the police state diminishes. 

It is important to keep in mind that the Arab Spring 
is not an ideological revolution. Instead people are 
demanding respectful and accountable government, 
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plunging into a pluralistic discourse that has engaged 
whole populations. Protesters are demanding respect 
from their governments and the acknowledgement of 
their rights as citizens, as well as a form of government 
that has responsibilities towards its citizens. It is 
ideological only in the sense that this generation 
of people believes that governments are there to 
serve them, but they are not swept up in ideological 
movements of any kind. 

4. Democracy in the Middle East: Prospects 
and Challenges

4.1 The Arab Spring: Challenges Ahead
Given the difficult history of democratization in the 
region, what are the prospects for successful political 
change in the countries that have ousted their regimes? 
The aim of this chapter is to identify the future 
challenges that will shape the level of democratization 
in the region, focusing particularly on the diverse 
character of Arab states and the different outcomes 
they will produce. Further, the section looks at the 
issue of the military’s crucial role during the transition 
period, as well as the principle developments that have 
already changed the way in which we think about 
democracy in the Arab world, namely a new kind of 
pan-Arabism and a new generation of leaders.

The study of the current state of democracy in the 
Middle East highlights that generalisations about the 
region are difficult because every autocratic regime 
is different. Similarly, the protests in the region are 
extremely diverse and they are likely to result in 
completely different outcomes. In this, while there is 
reasonable optimism about a transition to democratic 
government in Tunisia and Egypt, that is not the case 
in Libya and Syria for instance. 

Certain political analysts highlight the fact that for the 
moment, the most organised groups in Arab societies 
are on one hand, the army, various other factions of 
the security apparatuses and Islamist entities on the 
other. According to the President of the Council on 
Foreign Relations, Richard Haass, secular liberal 
parties are mostly weak and divided, and it is not 
likely that they will manage to prevail in any political 
competition in the near term: ‘Facebook and Twitter 
matter but not enough’.   The difficulty lies in the 
fact that these countries have to completely rethink 
their political systems. Their constitutions need to be 
rewritten and checks and balances must be created.  

Herein, there is an argument to be made that political 
instability in the Middle East will allow disruptive 
influences to gain power, impeding the emergence 
of a stable order.  According to former US Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defence, Michael Doran, the 
porous character of Arab politics will provide hostile 
transnational networks such as al Qaeda, with new 
fields to plough.  Western governments have long 
argued that democracy in the region would inevitably 
allow Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
to take power. The Brotherhood is said to be the most 
organised opposition party in Egypt, because it has 
been active since several decades in contrast to other 
groups. On the other hand, in face of the regime’s 
collapse, for which it was not prepared, and the rise of 
reformist groups, the role of the Brotherhood seems 
less clear, fuelling the generational cleavage between 
its members.  In this, the influence of the Brotherhood 
should not be overestimated as it is merely one of many 
groups demanding democracy and human rights. 

Meanwhile, conservatives, populists, Islamists, and 
modernizing reformers are fiercely vying for power 
in Tunisia, Egypt, and possibly Libya, meaning that 
those countries will likely face extensive periods of 
abrupt government turnovers and policy reversals.  
Most importantly, countries that have experienced 
democratic revolutions will have to grapple with 
establishing political institutions such as constitutions, 
parties and electoral systems. Libya will have the even 
more difficult task of building a civil society after a 
civil war. Egypt specifically will struggle with the 
legacy of military rule, given that the army is deeply 
interwoven into domestic politics and economics. 
Tunisia will have to ameliorate the relationship 
between its privileged urban areas and its destitute 
rural hinterlands. 

Peaceful transition to effective democratic government 
is therefore not a given. In 2005, the Cedar revolution 
ended three decades of Syrian military occupation 
in Lebanon and brought a new Western-backed 
anti-Syrian government into power, giving hope for 
a complete break with the past. Yet, six years later, 
Lebanon’s chronic predicaments persist: ‘sectarianism, 
corruption, the insecurity brought by a weak central 
state, foreign meddling and armed party militias’. 

Although the case of Lebanon does not necessarily 
provide for predictions on the outcomes of this 
year’s Arab revolts, it does highlight that recent 
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events might not automatically result in successful 
democratization. Fact is that after two generations 
of political stagnation, the Middle East faces many 
challenges and the period of democratic transition 
might take a long time. As Goldstone phrases it: 
‘after the post-revolutionary honeymoon period 
ends, divisions within the opposition start to surface’.  
During the transition, essential debates over the type 
of government, whether presidential or parliamentary; 
taxation, state spending or the role of the military, 
will come onto the agenda and increasingly divide 
reformers competing for power in Tunisia and Egypt. 

4.2   The Role of the Army in the Transition Period
Democratic stirrings across the Arab world have 
highlighted the pivotal role of the military in shaping 
the outcome of popular protests. In Egypt, the military 
refused to shoot its own people and assumed a rather 
neutral role during the protests. Conversely, the 
Syrian army has proven loyal to the regime, brutally 
repressing pro-democracy demonstrations. The 
reason for these increasingly different outcomes lies 
in the differentiation between, on one hand, the army 
as an extension of the state, and on the other, the army 
as an extension of the regime.

In the study of international relations, a regime 
is known as the ‘set of rules, cultural or social 
norms that regulate the operations of government 
and its interactions with society, including how 
its incumbents are selected’.  In this, regimes are 
designed to create and regulate the government of a 
modern state. According to Max Weber, a political 
unit is a state, ‘if and insofar as its administrative 
staff successfully upholds a claim on the monopoly 
of the legitimate use of violence in the enforcement 
of its order’.  In countries where the state is strong, 
such as Egypt and Tunisia, the militaries are loyal not 
to the regime but to the state itself, because affiliation 
to the state is extensive and clear cut. However, in 
countries where the identity of the regime is so closely 
related to the identity of the state, and where efforts 
to remove the regime are interpreted as a threat to the 
state itself, the military tends to be loyal to the regime 

and not to the state. In this case, the military has 
more to lose should the regime fall; hence it is likely 
to violently crackdown opposition to the regime, 
as is the current case in Syria. In this, in Egypt the 
military has acted as a function of the state, whereas 
in Syria it has acted as an extension of the regime. In 
Tunisia the army was willing to defect because former 
president Ben Ali used the police as an extension of 
the regime, and the army strongly resented the role 
of the police. Moreover, in countries where the state 
is weak and does not enjoy the monopoly of violence, 
regime change causes state collapse. In Libya, regime 
failure has generated a collapse of the state apparatus, 
fuelling political opportunism and causing a division 
within the army between loyalists to Qaddafi’s regime 
and supporters of the popular will.  

Meanwhile, the role of the army in the post-
revolutionary and transition period is already 
apparent in Egypt where the military has been ruling 
the country since Mubarak’s ousting. The current 
vice-president, prime minister and defence chief are 
led by the armed forces. Half of the cabinet members 
are from the military and the country is still ruled by 
martial law and military courts. In this, the army is 
still in firm control of the country and in a position 
to dictate the terms of the transition to democracy.   
As of this writing, thousands of Egyptians have once 
more gathered in the streets of Cairo to protest against 
the military’s slow process of implementing reforms. 
Parliamentary elections have been scheduled for 
October 2011 and it still remains to be seen whether 
the army will surrender its powers.

4.3   What has changed?
The majority of scholars of Middle Eastern politics 
did not foresee revolts that overthrew two Arab 
leaders at the beginning of the year and are still 
threatening several others. The region’s demographic, 
economic and political issues were well known, 
but academics were mostly preoccupied with 
explaining the apparently exceptional persistence of 
authoritarianism in the Arab world. Until recently, 
certain Middle East specialists advocated support for 
Arab authoritarian allies, at the expense of democracy 
promotion, because they embodied stable bets for 
the future. These scholars approached the prospect of 
full-fledged democratic change with great scepticism, 
given the seemingly unshakeable character of the 
region’s authoritarianism. Today, these scholars admit 
that they were ‘spectacularly wrong’.  Academics 
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were not able to predict the different ways in which 
various armies would react in face of peaceful popular 
protests, and the widespread assumption that Arab 
militaries and security apparatuses would never split 
with their heads of state was shattered by the events 
in Egypt and Tunisia. Similarly, Gregory Gause argues 
that the economic foundations of authoritarianism 
were misinterpreted by academics.

It was widely assumed that the large-scale Washington 
consensus-style economic reforms introduced over 
the past two decades in Cairo and Tunis would 
provide new bases of support for dictators. Instead, 
efforts to promote foreign investment and incentives 
to stimulate the private-sector created a new class 
of wealthy entrepreneurs that longed for a just and 
transparent government. In fact, the face of the 
Egyptian revolution, Wael Ghonim, was an executive 
for Google Middle East and North Africa, who 
decided to risk his career and life to create the ‘We 
are all Khaled Said’ Facebook page, which helped 
spark the revolution. In this, academics missed the 
destabilizing consequences and pivotal role that 
poorly implemented liberal economic policies could 
play within Arab societies.

The common political and cross-border appeal of 
Arab identity shared by citizens living in twenty 
different countries was also overlooked. Soon after 
a fruit vendor set himself on fire in protest of police 
corruption in Tunisia, the entire Arab world was 
overcome by revolts in the name of democracy 
demonstrating a profound pan-Arabism.  In fact, 
when the Tunisians and the Egyptians overthrew their 
corrupt governments, they gave hope to other nations 
that the same could happen in their countries. These 
protests have provoked a new pan-Arabism, that of a 
younger generation that opposes a common enemy 
in the Arab world, namely corrupt domestic regimes 
that have grown out of touch with their societies. 
Thus, it has become increasingly difficult to approach 
countries in the Middle East individually, given that 
events in one country have the potential to trigger 
effects in neighbouring states.

In sight of these new developments, the international 
arena can and should act in order to contribute to 
the creation of effective democratic transitions in 
countries that are already moving towards regime 
change, such as Egypt and Tunisia. The international 
community should engage in safeguarding 

independent and well-financed private organizations 
in the Middle East that are essential to the success 
of democratic transitions. Indeed, ‘without strong 
private players willing and able to resist undemocratic 
forces, nascent Arab democracies could easily slip 
back into authoritarianism’. Genuine vocal support 
for democratization should be expressed, including 
the readiness to accept all groups that comply with 
democratic rules. The post-revolution period should 
be used to teach reformers about democratic practices 
and upon request, to assist them in building their 
institutions. In providing assistance Western nations 
and particularly the United States must consider 
their lack of credibility in these countries, given their 
history of support for autocratic regimes. In this, 
efforts to back certain political groups or influence 
elections will most likely be received with suspicion. 
Likewise, financial aid, such as that proposed by 
the Obama administration that includes up to $1 
billion in debt relief and another $1 billion in loan 
guarantees, is useful in order to provide for an effective 
redistribution of wealth within Arab societies and a 
stimulus package for democratic institution building.  
However, these types of economic measures must be 
carefully implemented, given that pouring money 
into these countries before they have built an effective 
and accountable democratic government will likely 
encourage corruption and undermine the transition 
to democracy.  

Moreover, the communal and pan-Arab character of 
current Arab upheavals demonstrates that Middle East 
studies can no longer be approached on a case-by-case 
basis. The extent of the Arab Spring has shown that 
events in one Arab state can shape others in powerful 
ways. Therefore, the international community can no 
longer choose to support democracy in countries like 
Egypt and Tunisia, while ‘standing by as other allies, 
such as Bahrain, crush peaceful democratic protests’.  

It is useful to bear in mind that Arab revolts were 
not sparked by policy decisions in Washington or 
other foreign capitals, but that they are the product 
of domestic social, economic and political dynamics. 
Therefore, as paradigms collapse and theories are 
challenged by contemporary events in the Middle 
East, academics as well as policy makers would do 
well to approach the region with great modesty about 
their ability to manipulate its future.
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Conclusion

The above discussion highlights that the contemporary 
weak state of democratization in the Middle East 
is as much a result of international influences as 
of domestic forces and calculations. For decades, 
external and particularly US policies, have sought 
regime stability instead of democratic reform in the 
Arab world. The aim of these policies has been to 
assure the unconstrained flow of vital energy supplies 
as well as to form alliances using the Middle East’s 
strategic geopolitical situation for military and trade 
purposes. Herein, the existence of exogenous rents 
derived from the export of natural resources and large 
amounts of foreign financial assistance has enabled 
government elites in the Middle East to become 
autonomous from their societies and has contributed 
to the fiscal health of some countries’ security and 
intelligence apparatuses. This study demonstrates 
that authoritarian regimes in the region have proved 
particularly efficient at distributing foreign revenues 
in a manner that permits the concentration of power 
in the hands of a small group of elites. Meanwhile, the 
elites have focused on expanding and maintaining 
large coercive security and intelligence apparatuses in 
order to preserve their authority and turn opposition 
to the regime largely impossible. As a result, civil 
society in the Middle East has suffered from highly 
intrusive and violent intelligence bodies and has long 
been unable to organize and express its demands 
for political representation and just government. 
However, the increasing inability of Arab regimes to 
provide for basic services and their indifference to 
widespread unemployment and poverty has caused 
profound frustration within Arab societies, providing 
the impetus for this year’s revolutions.  In addition, 
international pressures for democratization, largely 
motivated by Western security interests, have initiated 
a few reforms throughout the Middle East since 2001. 
These have over the years presented Arab societies with 
an experience of what democratic government might 
entail, as well as an understanding of the practices of 
political participation and representation. Similarly, 
globalization has offered civil society greater means to 
inform itself and mobilise.

...the contemporary political geography 
of the region is far too multifaceted to be 
explained by a few selected theories.

What comes to light when studying the progress 
of democratization in the Middle East is that the 
contemporary political geography of the region is 
far too multifaceted to be explained by a few selected 
theories. As of this writing, the return of people 
power in the Arab world has surprised the vast 
majority of policy makers and academics. Although 
it was apparent that Arab regimes were profoundly 
unpopular among their societies and that they 
faced serious demographic, economic and political 
problems, nobody was able to predict the Arab Spring. 

The recent revolts draw attention to fact that there is 
at least as much continuity as change in Middle East 
politics. They highlight the popularity of the concept 
of democracy in the Middle East and invalidate 
the idea of a passive Arab society that accepts 
authoritarian rule. However, an overthrow of the 
undemocratic regime in place will not be sufficient 
to lead to successful political change. Revolutions are 
merely the beginning of a lengthy progress and it will 
take years for stable regimes to emerge. Therefore, 
what is essential in order to bring about democracy 
in the Middle East is a long term shift in the balance 
of power, away from the state and in favour of society. 
In the words of Mehran Kamrava it requires the 
‘existence of competing groups scattered throughout 
the polity, both within the institutions of the state 
and the strata of society, among whom a consensus 
emerges regarding the mutually beneficial nature of 
democracy’. For the time being, the young activists 
of each country who have been sharing ideas and 
tactics across borders are confronted with different 
challenges. From the long shadow of military rule in 
Egypt, to the wide disparities between Tunisia’s rural 
areas and its sullen hinterlands, and Libya’s wrecked 
state, this year’s Arab uprising will likely result in a 
variety of different outcomes. For such countries as 
Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, 
Oman, Yemen and the United Arab Emirates, were 
protests have either been brutally cracked down or 
swiftly contained, true democracy remains a distant 
target.

This paper has revealed that any examination of the 
state of democracy in the Middle East must take 
into account the complexity of the region’s political 
situation, namely the afore mentioned international 
and domestic interaction of forces. In sight of this 
year’s popular revolutions, the prospects of successful 
democratic transitions in the Arab world must equally 
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be understood in the context of an interaction of 
external and internal forces. In other words, although 
current protests were motivated by domestic forces 
and events, they will be influenced by the international 
political environment that surrounds them. In this, the 
international arena and especially such countries as the 
United States that have been particularly implicated 
in Middle Eastern politics, can and should cease this 
opportunity of change in order to contribute to effective 
democratic transitions and stimulate democratic 
progress in countries that are still stagnating. External 
governments should actively express genuine support 
for democratization, and should be ready to accept 
all groups that act in accordance to democratic rules. 
The post-revolutionary period in Tunisia and Egypt 
particularly, should be used to teach reformers about 
democratic practices and upon request, to assist them 
in building their institutions.

Despite the obstacles, there is reason for optimism 
regarding the prospects of genuine democratization 
in the Middle East. The popular unrests of the 1980s 
that had forced several regimes to allow for more 
political transparency have been followed by a wave 
of unprecedented protests sweeping the entire region 
this year and successfully ridding the Arab world 
from two of its most resilient dictators. The demand 
for transparent and just government will undoubtedly 
remain a central part of political life in Arab society. 
In the same way, the steady diffusion of democratic 
values from other parts of the world will persist. As 
noted by Zacek, “there is a ‘contagion’ of democratic 
development: events in some countries clearly impact 
on neighbouring ones”.  In this, although today’s 
experiments with democratization do not indicate a 
complete break with the past and an effective transition 
to more transparent government, a profound desire 
for more accountable and just government will 
remain across Arab societies. Many of the difficulties 
facing democratization in Arab countries are similar 
to those faced by other parts of the world. There is 
therefore no reason to assume that these obstacles 
will prove insurmountable in the Middle East. In this, 
while there will inevitably be setbacks on the path to 
democracy, Arab governments will slowly be obliged 
to be more accountable to their citizens. Thus, one 
important set of questions, that arises when assessing 
the progress of democratization in a region that has 
historically denied its citizens political participation, 
pertains to the sort of government that will emerge 
from true political accountability. Will the norms and 
structures of democratic systems in the Middle East 

be similar to those associated with the West, or will 
a different kind of democracy emerge, perhaps one 
that is particularly Arab or Islamic? What models of 
governance will be used, and what broad domestic 
and foreign policy goals will be expressed? Finally, 
are democratic regimes in the Middle East likely to 
express different foreign policy objectives from those 
of their more authoritarian counterparts and will 
democracy contribute to the resolution of the Arab-
Israeli conflict?
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Anti-Mursi protesters chant slogans while carrying Egyptian 
flags during a massive protest in Alexandria, June 30, 2013. 

(Photo Credit: Reuters/Asmaa Waguih)
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