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The events set in train by the Arab 

uprisings of 2011 have seriously 

weakened state power—in terms 

of a capacity to govern, to tax, and to 

protect citizens—in ways that pose a 

challenge to the whole postcolonial order 

in the Arab Middle East. 

 

This weakness is the result of several fac-

tors: the overthrow of dictatorial regimes; 

the serious threat posed to other regimes; 

the ensuing struggles to create new and 

more stable constitutional orders; height-

ened political sectarianism; and the emer-

gence (or resurgence) of militant jihadi 

movements in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and the 

Sinai Peninsula. All of this is occurring in 

a region already marked by serious socio-

economic problems such as high levels 

of unemployment, homelessness, and 

displaced refugees and menaced by huge 

ecological problems, including an acute 

water shortage, creeping desertification, 

and a lack of local natural resources apart 

from oil.

 

The region’s future remains uncertain. 

Nations with once-powerful regimes 

(Egypt, Syria, and Iraq) have been pro-

foundly shaken. Another, Sudan, has 

drifted into two civil wars: one between 

north and south and a second inside the 

south itself. Yet another, Libya, is on the 

brink of collapse. Others countries, no-

tably the two monarchies of Morocco 

and Jordan and the family-ruled states 

of the Gulf, have survived, but only as 

a result of experiments with allowing 
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and Tunisia, the size of the bureaucracy 

and the ferocity of the security forces 

helped to disguise the fact that the regime 

had little power to direct the lives of its 

citizens, let alone involve them directly in 

the development of an economy greatly 

dependent on tourism and foreign assis-

tance. In Libya, in contrast, whatever unity 

had been created 

after independence 

depended almost 

entirely on the illu-

sion that its leader 

had his hands on all 

the major levers of 

state power. Hence, 

the spark that pro-

duced the first wave 

of mass uprisings 

in Tunisia spread 

quickly to Egypt 

and later to Libya. It 

brought down the Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 

and Hosni Mubarak regimes, which were 

followed some months later by the regime 

of the late Colonel Muammar el-Qaddafi. 

In all cases, the army proved unable or 

unwilling to contain these popular move-

ments, while the police were all too easily 

brushed aside. And in all cases, the eu-

phoria produced by the sudden toppling 

of the corrupt dictatorships created an 

existential feeling of excitement among 

the protesters. It included the sense that 

there could be no going back, that things 

could never be the same again.

 

Attempts to create new political orders 

focused on drawing up new or amended 

constitutions. Countries held elections to 

greater popular inputs into decision-

making (Qatar, Yemen, Oman, and Saudi 

Arabia). 

 

Two exceptions seem to prove the rule: 

Tunisia, which so far has managed a rela-

tively successful transition toward multi-

party democracy, and Algeria, whose ex-

perience with so 

much civil war 

and upheaval 

seems to have 

immunized its 

people to further 

bloodletting.

 

In what follows, 

I examine the 

politico-historical 

bases of present 

problems and 

possible future 

trajectories by dividing the Arab states 

into three groups based on features as 

such the long-term durability of their ba-

sic administrative structures, their abil-

ity to control their national territory, and 

their capacity to reach into society to tax 

and to influence different groups of citi-

zens. These groups are 1) North Africa, 

including Egypt, 2) the Fertile Crescent, 

mainly Syria and Iraq, and 3) the Arab Gulf, 

including Saudi Arabia and Oman. 

NORTH AFRICA 
State structures in North Africa were well-

established but ranged in their capacities 

from weak but expansive to controlling 

but hollow. In neither case was this well-

understood before the uprisings. In Egypt 

And in all cases, the 
euphoria produced by 
the sudden toppling of 
the corrupt dictatorships 
created an existential 
feeling of excitement 
among the protesters.
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produce new governments or constitutional assemblies to manage the transi-

tion. In these heady circumstances, it was natural for many participants to feel a 

sense of empowerment that was not easy to translate into the day-to-day prac-

tice of politics—drawing up election manifestos, getting voters to the polls, etc. 

But these practices were necessary to create viable parties distinguished by dif-

ferent ideological platforms targeting particular political constituencies and dif-

ferent reform agendas.

 

It followed that the first 

national elections were 

won by well-established 

religious movements 

such as Egypt’s Muslim 

Brotherhood or Tuni-

sia’s Ennahda, neither of 

which suffered the stig-

ma attached to the cor-

rupt old order. But both 

then experienced great 

problems in the perhaps 

impossible process of 

converting themselves 

into governing organi-

zations with detailed 

platforms of economic and social reform that could produce results. That led in 

Egypt to the overthrow of Muslim Brotherhood government by the army. In Tuni-

sia, it led to the decision by Ennahda’s long-time leader, Rached Ghannouchi, to 

enter a coalition of Tunisian national parties while throwing out almost all of his 

religious baggage.

 

In Egypt, neither the extent of the state’s grasp nor the particular entanglements 

between the state and the economy has changed much. For members of Egypt’s 

traditional political class who took part in the system of crony capitalism of the 

late Mubarak years—in which they managed elections in exchange for access to 

both wealth and influence—then-General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s coup undoubt-

edly came as a relief after the chronic uncertainties of the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

rule. Nevertheless, given the significant role played by the army in the Egyptian 

economy, it was not immediately clear how those elites would find ways of pre-

serving their business influence. One way is becoming evident: the rules drawn 

up for the 2015 parliamentary elections reserved three-quarters of the seats for 

In these heady circumstances, 
it was natural for many 
participants to feel a sense 
of empowerment that was 
not easy to translate into 
the day-to-day practice of 
politics—drawing up election 
manifestos, getting voters to 
the polls, etc.
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individuals running as independent candi-

dates, a system clearly designed to favor 

those with money and local connections. 

Those elections are now indefinitely on 

hold following a judicial ruling against the 

electoral law’s validity.

 

Egypt’s political future seems likely to be a 

turbulent one now that Sisi faces increas-

ing international pressure to implement 

reforms that might lead to inflationary 

pressure and economic hardship in the 

short term. What Sisi has been able only 

to postpone is a difficult choice between 

holding an over-managed set of elec-

tions in 2015 and still further delay. At the 

same time, he is following the path first 

established by one of his predecessors, 

Gamal Abdel Nasser, of trying to consoli-

date power by getting the economy right 

first—including by creating new jobs 

for the many hundreds of thousands of 

those permanently out of work. As this 

cycle repeats, there is little sign either of 

the state growing stronger (in the sense 

of its capacity) or of its retreating at all 

from what remain essentially statist eco-

nomic policies.

 

Tunisia’s passage toward a multiparty de-

mocracy was a great deal easier for a num-

ber of reasons: its smaller size, its much 

smaller army, the moderate leadership 

of its main religious movement (Ennah-

da), and an electoral system predicated 

on the need to encourage coalitions and 

compromise. Still, the process leading 

from dictatorship to the election, first of 

a new parliament, then of a new president 

(the 88-year-old Béji Caïd Essebsi), ended 

up taking more than a year longer than 

originally planned. Yet even this might 

prove to have been a blessing in disguise, 

with voters seeing Essebsi’s long service 

to a succession of regimes as an historic 

advantage; he came to represent a kind 

of wise father figure well-suited to shep-

herding society into the new era.

 

Huge problems remain, however. Some 

are shared with Egypt: desert security, 

desertification, and problems connected 

with attracting foreign investment in a 

shrinking tourist industry. But others are 

more distinct, such as the fact that some 

3,000 young Tunisian jihadists have dis-

appeared to fight in Syria and Iraq since 

2011, one of the largest foreign contin-

gents. While political and security con-

cerns dominated the agenda in the first 

few years following the overthrow of Ben 

Ali, almost nothing has been done to ad-

dress these challenges. To date, there-

fore, there is no apparent recipe for state 

shrinkage in Tunisia, and no reason, as in 

Egypt, to suppose anything but a continu-

ation of the existing patterns of cronyism 

produced wherever the boundaries be-

tween business interests and the state 

remain so porous. 

 

 THE ARAB EAST
While North Africa consists of a series of 

relatively well-established state struc-

tures, those to be found in Syria, Leba-

non, and Iraq have had a much more 

checkered history in the postcolonial pe-

riod. One factor was the relatively short-

lived period of colonial rule itself, which 

gave little time to create the central na-
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tional institutions needed to govern and maintain order. A second was the exis-

tence of substantial religious and racial minorities such as the Kurds, sometimes 

living in relatively inaccessible and uncontrollable areas, and whose members 

came to form a significant component of each country’s officer corps, such as 

the Alawis in Syria.   

 

These factors combined with a popular sense of humiliation caused by the failure 

to destroy the nascent state of Israel in 1948-1949. The result: a series of military 

coups that destroyed the old landed ruling class. The leaders of these coups created 

larger and stronger state structures designed to control their restive populations 

and to introduce the 

type of educational 

and welfare arrange-

ments characteris-

tic of revolutionary 

Egypt. The result for 

both Iraq and Syria 

was a long period of 

authoritarian rule un-

der the Assad family 

in Syria and Saddam 

Hussein in Iraq. Both 

regimes combined 

the stick of merciless 

repression—Kanan 

Makiya’s “Republic of Fear”—and the carrot of social welfare to maintain their rule, 

until neither regime could afford its growing costs and each was forced to seek 

alternative forms of revenue. Syria began to open to private capital, while Iraq tried 

to take over oil-rich Kuwait in 1990 and then, when this was thwarted by interna-

tional intervention, to sell its oil at heavily discounted prices during the sanctions 

regime that followed.

 

One unhappy situation was then followed by another. In Iraq, the U.S. invasion 

and occupation in 2003 almost entirely dismantled the old state structures—the 

presidency, the ruling Ba'ath Party, the internal security apparatus, and the army. 

In their place was a puppet regime, assisted by U.S. and British advisers, that pre-

sided over a rag-bag of ministries with little control outside the major cities of Mo-

sul, Baghdad, and Basra. Even worse was to come. Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, 

who first came to power in 2006, proceeded to use his considerable powers of 

patronage and intrigue to create a set of domestic fiefs, including a military whose 

The leaders of these coups 
created larger and stronger 
state structures designed to 
control their restive populations 
and to introduce the type 
of educational and welfare 
arrangements characteristic of 
revolutionary Egypt.
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higher-command simply crumbled away 

at the first concerted attack by the highly 

motivated jihadi fighters of Islamic State 

group (ISG) in 2014.

 

In Syria, state structures were not dis-

mantled in the same way, but the geo-

graphical area the Syrian state controls 

has eroded. Given the porous nature of 

its borders, a combination of local rebel 

forces and foreign jihadists has severely 

limited the Assad 

regime’s control 

over large swaths 

of the countryside 

beyond the cities 

of Damascus and 

Aleppo. As had 

been proved over and over again in the 

colonial period, whether in Syria itself or 

elsewhere, airpower was insufficient to 

police a restive population in lands awash 

with weapons in the hands of disaffected 

young men.

 THE ARAB GULF
The notion of the “state” means some-

thing different and unusual when applied 

to family-ruled entities in the Arab Gulf, 

including Saudi Arabia and Oman. For one 

thing, these states have historically relied 

on others (first the United Kingdom, and 

then the United States) to protect them 

from external and, occasionally, internal 

assault. This was true both in the days be-

fore oil was discovered in the 1930s and 

later, when the Gulf states’ new wealth 

was eyed with great envy by larger neigh-

bors such as Iraq, Syria, and Egypt. For 

another, they have historically depend-

ed heavily on foreigners to staff most of 

their domestic ministries even though, in 

each case, the man nominally in charge 

was drawn either from the ruling family 

or from a small band of foreign-educated 

technocrats such as the onetime Saudi 

Minister of Oil, Shaykh Zaki Yamani. 

 

Oil, as it turned out, was something of a 

two-edged sword. It provided great riches 

to the ruling families themselves. But 

once they decided 

to create a cradle-

to-grave welfare 

state for those citi-

zens they deemed 

truly national, 

maintaining their 

economies and welfare states required an 

increasing foreign labor force. First came 

Arabic speakers drawn largely from Egypt, 

Lebanon, and Jordan, and later men from 

the Indian subcontinent and women from 

Indonesia, Thailand, and other parts of 

Southeast Asia. To make matters even 

more complicated, attempts to prevent 

the buildup of a huge permanent popula-

tion of non-nationals soon foundered on 

the fact that, having surrendered control 

over these same migrant laborers to their 

native employers, the latter were unwill-

ing to ensure that their employees actu-

ally returned home after the time period 

stipulated in their contracts had passed. 

Other regulations designed to prevent 

migrant laborers staying on, such as bans 

on their owning property, opening their 

own businesses, or bringing in their wives 

and families to join them, were also open-

ly flouted. All that then remained of each 

Oil, as it turned out, was 
something of a two-edged 
sword.
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state’s ability to control who passed in and out across its borders was a well-managed 

security arm, developed in the first instance to protect the ruling family, but employed 

more and more at airports and other points of entry and exit to monitor particular lists 

of persons regarded as unusually dangerous. That may be starting to change, as first 

Saudi Arabia and now Kuwait have embarked on aggressive deportation campaigns. 

What does this leave of the traditional instruments of state power as defined by Max We-

ber and other writers? Certainly these countries demonstrate a version of sovereignty, 

enshrined in their membership, jointly or severally, of the United Nations and various 

other international institutions and protected on occasions by joint international action, 

as in the case of international efforts to repel Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait in 1990. These 

countries also possess the trappings of what Sami Zubaida has called the “Jacobin mod-

el” of the modern state: flags, capital cities, a single political field, and a particular set of 

legal and educational institutions. Finally, of course, there are the “national narratives” 

beginning with the arrival of members of the present ruling families in Kuwait or Bahrain 

or Abu Dhabi or Dubai or elsewhere. Nevertheless, several of them lack other features 

of modern state power, including a monopoly on policing and violence—shared with 

their own citizens—or a de jure legitimacy respected by all the permanent residents 

living within their national boundaries. Nor does it seem likely that these lacunae will be 

addressed in the near future. Rather the reverse is more likely. One of the basic factors 

essential to the Gulf states’ success so far seems to have been the secrecy with which 

they are governed and the almost complete lack of accountability of their ruling fami-

lies. But this hardly breeds respect or legitimacy.

 

WHITHER THE ARAB STATE?
Two conclusions can be put forward with a reasonable degree of confidence. One is 

that we are unlikely to see any shrinkage of the state itself in size, in the ferocity of its 

security forces, or in the central role played in the management of the lives of most 

Arab populations. The exceptions are Tunisia and those unfortunate countries in which 

state capacity to repress has been undermined by foreign invasion or civil war. 

 

Second, most Arab regimes will engage in new ways of managing their societies, al-

though, in most instances, they will stop a long way short of the type of democratic 

participation characteristic of the majority of their European neighbors. One can imag-

ine developments along two separate axes. The first, already mentioned in the case of 

Egypt and the oil statelets of the Gulf, is that states will increasingly seek to involve their 

citizens in the creation of profitable partnerships or major development initiatives to 

give them a sense that they have a stake in the future of their states, which will none-

theless remain centrally controlled. An example of this is the Suez Canal Investment 

Project. According to a Baseera poll, members of 2.2 million households have bought 
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Suez Canal Investment certificates, nearly 

two-thirds of them using either bank de-

posits or previously untapped savings.1 

Sisi has asked Egyptians to get personally 

invested, and many have responded.

 

A second likely development is that gov-

ernments will make use of recent advanc-

es in technology, especially surveillance 

technology. This may include basic acts 

like phone-tapping, but could also extend 

to better monitoring of populations by 

creating fixed addresses for every house 

and family—something previously pos-

sible only in Egypt, which conducted reg-

ular national censuses. This is not to say 

that better map-

ping and data of 

populations need 

be an entirely po-

lice or security 

affair. Policy ini-

tiatives in Europe 

and North Amer-

ica, for example, 

have demonstrated how such data can 

enable ministries of education and social 

welfare to target disadvantaged groups 

with subsidized food and medicine or cre-

ate opportunities for their children to par-

take of distance or after-hours education.

 

A final possibility is that governments might 

use the power of the state to provide the in-

frastructure that would underpin a vibrant 

civil society. A move in this direction would 

begin with a shift toward legal structures 

permitting the type of private associations 

that have become such a critical part of the 

Tunisian social scene. Some are engaged in 

monitoring government and parliamentary 

activity, while some are experimenting with 

new ways of forming pressure groups to lob-

by for various types of social reform.

 

Whether such measures will end up creat-

ing more or less viable state structures with 

full control over their boundaries must still 

be a matter of concern, the more so as ji-

hadi groups inside and just beyond their 

borders threaten both regime authority 

and social cohesion. In some cases, nota-

bly Iraq, Syria, and Yemen, the immediate 

future appears to be a return to something 

like the old Ottoman or-

der, where administrative 

power was concentrated 

in a series of provin-

cial capitals: Damascus, 

Aleppo, Mosul, Baghdad, 

Basra, Sana'a, and Aden. 

None was able either to 

achieve a stable prepon-

derance over the others or over the coun-

tryside between. In others, notably North 

Africa, the scenario looking ahead is quite 

different. The desert borders are fragile. Ji-

hadists, smugglers, and others can move 

easily east-west and north-south through 

the Sahara. This will mean, at the very least, 

an attenuation of their post-independence 

sovereignty and a decreasing ability to gov-

ern and provide security. That might lead to 

pressure to create supranational Arab secu-

rity agencies charged with doing what each 

government cannot do on its own.

Sisi has asked Egyptians 
to get personally 
invested, and many 
have responded.

1. Magued Osman, "Press Release: The poll conducted by the Egyptian Center for Public Opinion Research (Baseera) 
on Egyptians’ participation in funding the New Suez Canal Project," Baseera, 2014, http://www.baseera.com.eg/
pdf_poll_file_en/Suez%20Canal%20certificates-En.pdf. 
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