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The Birth of Politics and the 
Public Sphere in the Arab World

by Rami G. Khouri
Rami George Khouri is a Palestinian-Jordanian and U.S. citizen whose 
family resides in Beirut, Amman, and Nazareth. He is director of the Issam 
Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs at the American 
University of Beirut. His journalistic work includes writing books and an 
internationally syndicated column, and he also serves as editor-at-large of 
the Beirut-based Daily Star newspaper.

Abstract
The third year of  the Arab revolts has presented several domestic and 
foreign challenges for the nations involved. Each nation has reflected 
the specificities of  their local conditions, citizen grievances, and regime 
legitimacies and responses. At the same time, several common themes 
have emerged, such as the core underlying demand for a life of  integrity, 
civility, and dignity, while also enjoying a basic set of  universal human 
and citizen rights. Constitutional votes and the reorganization of  state 
structures in Tunisia and Egypt will serve as the guiding lights for other 
nations still making their way toward reforms, though these remain hotly 
debated topics throughout each nation in the region. Though Islamists 
have risen to power, we have seen that their popularity is not infallible 
and is now fluctuating in response to their performances after assuming 
power. In the end, questions of  “social justice” return as the main and 
enduring motivator for protesters in the Arab world, particularly when it 
comes to many of  these countries’ socioeconomic disparities.

We are now in the third year 
of  the series of  rolling 

revolts and revolutions across the en-
tire Arab world—from North Africa, 
through the Levant, and into the 
Gulf  states—but this historic, epic 
wave of  change is still in its early 
stages. More countries will experi-
ence significant domestic challenges 
to their political orders, power struc-
tures, and governance systems. A 
few will have to absorb the pressures 
of  foreign or regional intervention, 
as has already happened in Libya, 
Syria, and Bahrain in various ways. 
All, without exception, will have to 
learn to respond to the legitimate 
grievances, aspirations, and needs of  
their citizens, whose activism ranges 
from demands for modest consti-
tutional changes to all-out regime 
change. How the future will unfold 
remains to be seen. For now, in early 
2013, we can review the landscape 
of  widespread activism, note a few 
overriding themes that capture the 
substance of  what ails this region, 
and discuss public policy and politi-
cal priorities that seem to capture the 
attention of  the Arab world. 

Since Mohamed Bouazizi, a 
street vendor in Tunisia, set himself  
on fire in 2010 to protest his lack 
of  rights and dignity as a Tunisian 
citizen, the past two years have trig-
gered historic changes and conflicts 
across the Arab world. Each situa-
tion has reflected the specificities of  

local conditions, citizen grievances, 
and regime legitimacies and re-
sponses. Across the board, however, 
some common elements have also 
emerged. It is now more obvious 
than ever that there is no such thing 
as a singular “Arab world.” Every 
Arab country has followed a differ-
ent path in pursuing its own political 
reconfiguration. What matters for 
them all is that, for the first time ever 
in their history, empowered Arab 
men and women are now driving 
political change, forcing their gov-
ernments and foreign powers alike to 
respond to important issues. Indeed, 
we can now see with much more 
clarity the variety of  identities, senti-
ments, legitimacies, and conditions 
in different Arab countries, each 
with its own character, nuance, and 
agency.

Among the variety, however, 
there are also some important com-
monalities in the grievances, at-
titudes, and aspirations of  the 350 
million Arab men and women across 
the region. The core underlying de-
mand has been a desire to live a life 
of  integrity, civility, and dignity, en-
joying a basic set of  universal human 
and citizen rights. Whether these 
are finally enshrined in new national 
governance systems that guarantee 
the citizens their rights via credible 
constitutions is the litmus test that 
continues to ripple across the region. 

6
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Several Arab states are already 
pioneering different aspects of  
political development and change in 
the region. Syria’s status will have the 
most profound implications in the 
short run, because its imminent re-
gime change will be felt across all of  
Western Asia, due to Syria’s historical 
importance and its geostrategic and 
political ties with every major actor 
in the area. Saudi Arabia’s military 
intervention in Bahrain represents 
a possible pattern that might be 
repeated in other parts of  the Gulf  
(Bonner and Slackman 2011, A1). 
Iran’s support for Syria and Turkey’s 
support for anti-government Syrian 
rebels may be harbingers of  more 
external interventions to come. 
Tunisia and Egypt, for their part, will 
have the most influence on other 
Arabs in the long run, as they are 
in the midst of  the most important 
development that has emerged in the 
past two years: ordinary Arab men 
and women having the opportunity 
to define their national values and to 
validate their own constitution and 
state structure, thus shaping their 
domestic and foreign policies. Such 
drastic change represents a great 
public policy accomplishment, and 
its political importance will resonate 
as other countries structure their 
own new constitutions in the years 
to come. 

The initial transition from revo-
lutions to constitutions in several 

Arab countries has included major 
electoral gains by various Islamists, 
from mainstream Muslim Broth-
erhood groups to more hard-line 
Salafists. Their popularity has fluc-
tuated in response to their perfor-
mance once they assumed power, as 
we have witnessed most clearly in 
Tunisia and Egypt. Accountable in-
cumbent Islamists have to earn their 
continued hold on public power by 
responding to citizen needs in areas 
such as jobs and income, health 
and education, security and stability, 
and legitimate foreign policy. These 
first two years have taught us not to 
exaggerate the power, wisdom, or 
political efficacy of  Arab Islamists, 
some of  whom, like the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt, have fared 
erratically in translating their slo-
gans into policies. Not surprisingly, 
since the launch of  the constitution-
writing processes in mid-2012, fellow 
citizens have increasingly challenged 
them—including some of  their own 
voters or supporters (Al Jazeera 
2013). These challenges surfaced in 
large part due to their disappoint-
ment in the Islamists’ unimpressive 
political performance or their fear 
that the Islamists will try to heavy-
handedly dominate society for gen-
erations to come.

At one point during the first 
round of  the constitutional referen-
dum in late 2012, Egypt’s Islamists 
seemed to panic, resorting to trick-

ery at all levels of  national politics, 
from presidential action to street 
fighting (Black 2012). By trying to 
push through a widely controversial 
and rather crude draft constitution, 
the Muslim Brotherhood revealed 
some of  its structural weaknesses 
and political immaturity. President 
Mohamed Morsi and his colleagues 
in Islamist groups damaged their 
movement’s credibility in Egypt 
and also momentarily weakened the 
standing and power of  the Egyptian 
presidency. 

Many progressive, nationalist, 
and secular parties in Egypt have 
started to work together through 
the National Salvation Front (NSF), 
which bands together some of  the 
leading opposition groups in order 
to offer voters a credible alternative 
to the Islamists. Their combined 
forces took a hard stance against the 
draft constitution, the rushed refer-
endum, and Morsi’s decree that gave 
him uncontested presidential powers. 
They succeeded in forcing the presi-
dent to rescind his power-grabbing 
decree and subsequently mobilized 
their supporters to vote against the 
draft constitution in large numbers, 
especially in the larger towns and cit-
ies (Fahim and Kulish 2013, A7).

These and other actions indi-
cate that we are starting to see the 
creation of  an increasingly power-
ful public sphere in Egypt, which 

includes four main organized groups: 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salaf-
ists, the secular opposition, and the 
old guard Mubarak-National Demo-
cratic Party supporters. The armed 
forces are currently in the back-
ground, though Egypt appears close 
to blurring the boundary between 
civil-military relations sooner than 
expected. This may be a harbinger 
of  a new social contract that allows 
the military to maintain its privileges 
and economic activity, as well as its 
control of  the defense ministry, if  it 
stays out of  direct politics. It is also 
available to step in and restore order 
in another transitional period should 
the current democratization process 
collapse into chaos.

Other elements of  a public polit-
ical sphere remain unclear for now. A 
mass of  silent majority–type middle-
class and lower-income Egyptians 
has yet to regroup into any kind of  
discernible movement or force. The 
revolutionary youth similarly have 
not coalesced into an identifiable 
group. The deep polarization among 
Egyptians that was evident during 
the constitutional referendum, com-
bined with the intense contestation 
and public protests of  the referen-
dum process by many judges, indi-
cate that we are in the early stages of  
what will be a complex and drawn-
out political process (BBC News 
Middle East 2012). 



HARVARD JOURNAL OF MIDDLE EASTERN POLITICS AND POLICY 1110

FEATURE THE BIRTH OF POLITICS

The flawed content and proce-
dure of  the December 2012 refer-
endum suggests that Egyptians will 
slowly and democratically refine their 
national consensus on key issues that 
are still vague and sharply contested, 
especially with respect to personal 
liberties, the role of  religion and the 
military in state affairs, minority pro-
tections, the status of  women, and 
other key matters. 

Some of  these same controver-
sial issues are being actively debated 
in public in Libya, Tunisia, Yemen, 
and other Arab countries, where 
constitutional reforms are on the 
agenda to one extent or another. The 
constitutional processes underway 
are the heart of  the Arab revolu-
tions, because they bring all actors in 
the country to the table while ad-
dressing all issues of  importance to 
the citizens. The crafting of  a cred-
ible constitution may be the most 
consequential political process that 
has ever taken place in any Arab 
country in the past century.

Besides shaping credible and 
legitimate institutions of  governance, 
this political process also captures 
key public policy issues that can be 
described as a series of  balancing 
acts that citizens must define for 
their countries across several critical 
realms. The most significant balances 
to be negotiated and agreed are 
those between military and civilian 

authority, religiosity and secularism, 
central government and decentral-
ized regional authority, the private 
and public sectors, tribal/sectarian 
and national identity, and indigenous 
and foreign values. Stability and 
development in these transforming 
countries will largely reflect whether, 
and to what extent, these balances 
reach a point of  equilibrium that 
reflects a credible national consen-
sus. The military-civilian and secular-
religious balances are the two most 
important ones now being negoti-
ated and defined.

Tunisia and Egypt have shown 
that the military-civilian balance 
seems well on the way to being 
defined in favor of  civilian over-
sight of  the military, though with 
continuing privileges for the mili-
tary officer corps (Hanlon 2012). 
This is probably a consequence of  
the assertion of  populist legitimacy 
that resulted from the shock of  the 
overthrow of  the former regimes by 
street demonstrations. This popu-
list legitimacy makes it difficult for 
any one group—the armed forces, 
Islamists, judges, or old guard politi-
cians—to try to unilaterally control 
political power and exclude other 
actors. Those who attempt to do so 
will quickly feel the counterforces 
of  populist legitimacy, as both the 
armed forces and Islamists have ex-
perienced in Egypt and Tunisia.

The balance between religious 
and secular identities predominantly 
pits Muslim Brotherhood and Salaf-
ist groups against others that do not 
explicitly use religion to define their 
governing principles. (The secular-
religious struggle is not only an 
Arab issue, as it is also evident in the 
three other powerful countries in the 
region whose majority population is 
not Arab: Israel, Turkey, and Iran.) 
All interested parties understand the 
significance of  new constitutions 
that will define their national values 
and governance systems. Islamists 
in both Egypt and Tunisia are trying 
to shape constitutions and laws that 
give a special role to Islamic dictates 
and values in national life as well as 
in personal issues such as the role 
of  women in society. Others, pre-
dominantly Muslims, who share a 
commitment to Islamic values but 
also see human rights and common 
citizenship rights as a guiding light 
in constitution writing, have started 
to organize against the Islamists. In 
Tunisia, for example, non–religion-
based groups registered a meaningful 
gain with the decision to elect the 
president through a national vote 
rather than by parliament, where 
the Islamists of  the al-Nahda party 
dominate (Lambroschini 2012). 

Tunisia started the Arab revo-
lutions, and it remains the coun-
try where the complexities of  the 
transformations are most visible. In 

fact, on the second anniversary of  
the overthrow of  the former Tuni-
sian political regime, two significant 
events transpired that perfectly en-
capsulate the overall political condi-
tion of  the country (and perhaps the 
wider Arab region). First, national 
leaders signed an important “social 
pact” during a National Constitu-
ent Assembly session in Sidi Bouzid, 
which is where Mohamed Bouazizi 
had set himself  aflame in protest in 
December 2010. Second, and impor-
tantly, disappointed crowds threw 
rocks and tomatoes at the president 
and parliamentary speaker who had 
come to address them (BBC News 
Africa 2012).

These two symbolic events aptly 
reflect the delicate moment that 
several Arab countries are facing as 
they simultaneously institutionalize 
new, legitimate, accountable, and 
pluralistic political orders while try-
ing to address the difficult social and 
economic disparities throughout the 
region. These twin challenges ac-
curately portray the grievances that 
ultimately led Bouazizi to the end of  
his life: citizens’ inability to enjoy the 
basic material needs of  life (income, 
food, housing, health care, educa-
tion) and the parallel lack of  political 
rights.

The populist-driven revolution 
in Tunisia in the past two years has 
opened political space for every-
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one in the country to compete for 
a share in power and governance 
and to reach consensus on the new 
constitution and other historic 
changes. This same open political 
and social arena allows others to as-
sert their views, including groups of  
vigilantes in Tunisia (allegedly linked 
to the dominant Islamists), who 
have gone around beating up other 
citizens whose views they reject 
(Gartenstein-Ross 2013). The assas-
sination of  a leading secular opposi-
tion figure in early 2013 is a warning 
signal about the potential for the 
transition phase to include organized 
political violence and crimes (Marks 
and Fahim 2013). This process of  
inclusive nation building now taking 
place includes the potentially very 
significant social pact that was signed 
in January 2013 during the Tunisian 
National Constituent Assembly by 
then–Prime Minister Hamadi Jebali; 
Houcine Abbassi, the secretary gen-
eral of  the Tunisian General Labor 
Union (UGTT); and Wided Bou-
chamaoui, president of  the Tunisian 
Union of  Commerce, Industry and 
Craft (UTICA) (ITUC 2013). It is 
one of  the few examples to date of  
attempts to launch political initiatives 
bridging the twin demands of  social 
justice in the realms of  socioeco-
nomic and political-citizenship rights. 

“Social justice” best captures the 
many dynamics that prompted and 
still define the ongoing Arab revolu-

tions, for “social” captures citizens’ 
socioeconomic rights and “justice” 
captures their need for political par-
ticipation and respect. The Tunisian 
pact comprises five sections that deal 
with economic growth and regional 
development, employment and vo-
cational training programs, working 
conditions, social insurance, and the 
institutionalization of  the social tri-
partite dialogue. The dialogue envis-
ages creating a “national discussion 
board” with representatives of  the 
three signatories of  the social pact, 
as a mechanism for political dia-
logue on issues that will persist for 
years, especially economic progress 
(Seghaier 2013).

On the same day the social pact 
was signed, the urgency of  address-
ing socioeconomic and political 
rights simultaneously was dramatized 
by protesters in Sidi Bouzid who 
threw rocks and tomatoes at Tuni-
sia’s president Moncef  Marzouki and 
parliament speaker Mustapha Ben 
Jaafar (BBC News Africa 2012). The 
protestors mainly sought to express 
their frustration in marginalized 
rural areas at the revolution’s failure 
to deliver material benefits. Some 
in the crowd shouted, “The people 
want the fall of  the government,” or 
greeted the president with shouts of, 
“Get out! Get out!” (“Irhal, irhal” in 
Arabic), the rallying cry of  the revo-
lution that toppled former president 
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali.

The underlying revolutionary 
drivers of  socioeconomic dispar-
ity and politically frustrated citizens 
remain active across much of  the 
region, though they are more obvi-
ous in poor countries like Tunisia 
and Egypt than in the wealthier oil-
producing states. The Arab uprisings 
have not seriously touched the Gulf  
region other than in Bahrain, where 
indigenous political, civil rights, and 
sectarian tensions have long sim-
mered beneath the surface. The new 
signs of  citizen activism in several 
Gulf  states, mostly via social media, 
may represent the most profound 
new development of  the past year 
in the Arab world. Especially strik-
ing are the street demonstrations in 
Kuwait that directly challenge some 
of  the emir’s policies related to par-
liamentary election rules (GulfNews 
2012). Small numbers of  citizens in 
wealthy Gulf  states are making big 
demands related to political power 
and citizen rights, including more 
participation and accountability, 
more freedom of  expression, greater 
equality among citizens, and less 
heavy-handed government manipula-
tion of  political systems. Most Arab 
uprisings and revolutions since 
December 2010 have been driven 
mainly by a combination of  low-in-
come and middle-class citizens who 
feel marginalized from power and 
decision making (Saif  2011). Kuwait 
represents something very different, 
because the public protests comprise 

mostly wealthy, pampered citizens 
who take to the streets and openly 
demand a clearer and constrained 
definition of  the powers of  their 
heads of  state. Small demonstrations 
or social media protests have also 
occurred in Oman, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates. The fact 
that some Arab citizens demand po-
litical rights in the midst of  material 
plenty should help us understand the 
explicitly political and human rights 
dimensions of  the ongoing uprisings, 
alongside the material grievances that 
define the lives of  millions of  Arabs 
in low-income states. 

As the Arab revolutions and 
uprisings enter into their third year, 
the agenda of  political and public 
policy changes in the region will con-
tinue to expand. No country will be 
spared, though the pace of  change, 
the nature of  demands, and regime 
responses will continue to vary 
widely. More significantly, all this will 
increasingly play itself  out in the new 
public political sphere that is the first 
achievement of  the Arab revolutions 
and uprisings.
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Oil, Ideology, and Regime 
Adaptation in the Rentier 
Republics: A Comparison 
of Libya and Algeria

by Edith Chen 

Edith Chen is a Master in Middle Eastern Studies candidate at Harvard 
University. Her research interests include the history and politics of North 
Africa, as well as the development and practice of Islamic law. She gradu-
ated from Duke University with a BA in public policy studies and a certifi-
cate in Islamic studies.

Abstract:
The Arab Spring provides a rare opportunity to examine the roles of  
natural resources and state structure in the face of  popular discontent. 
While the Gulf  monarchies have all weathered the events of  2011, the 
diverging fates of  the two oil-producing republics in North Africa—
Algeria and Libya—suggest that neither factor alone can account for 
regime stability. In 2011, while Algeria echoed the other oil-producing 
states in pursuing a combination of  social spending, surface reform, and 
the threat of  force to counter popular discontent, Libya, under Colonel 
Muammar al-Qaddafi, faced unique ideological and structural constraints 
preventing it from pursuing the usual recourses available to states with 
rent revenues. Furthermore, Libya’s international isolation due to Qad-
dafi’s policy choices in the previous decades meant that Libya did not 
have the extensive energy and strategic alliances with foreign powers 
that Algeria and the Gulf  States possessed. Consequently, it was left 
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vulnerable to outside intervention. This article also briefly addresses the 
situation in Mali and the Sahel as well as the role that Algeria could be 
expected to play in the conflict.

The 2011 Arab Spring recon-
figured North Africa’s politi-

cal landscape, and its repercussions 
will be felt for years to come. Begin-
ning in late 2010, popular protests 
forced out the regimes in Tunisia and 
Egypt, while a North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO)–led interven-
tion tipped the Libyan rebels to vic-
tory after a civil war. Among the five 
Arab states in the region, Algeria is 
the lone republic that emerged from 
the disruptions relatively unscathed, 
a stability belying its recent history 
of  a destructive civil war and the 
constant state of  rioting. 

The Algerian exception to the 
Arab Spring invites theories on what 
factors might account for the re-
gime’s hold on power despite popu-
lar discontent. Algeria differs from 
Tunisia and Egypt in that it pos-
sesses significant resources in the oil 
and gas sector. Therefore, a compari-
son of  Algeria’s political structure 
and policies to those of  Libya, the 
only major oil-producing state to fall, 
could uncover some of  the factors 
that account for regime stability. 
Such a comparison would shed light 
on how the Algerian regime was 

able to control the situation in 2011 
through increased levels of  social 
spending fueled by its gas revenues, 
promises of  minor political reform, 
and a willingness to violently sup-
press challenges to its rule. 

What might account for the 
diverging outcomes witnessed in the 
two North African republics, then, 
given their similar dependence on 
rent revenues? Past studies on the 
anti-democratic effects of  natural 
resources have focused on the Gulf  
States, all of  which are led by dynas-
tic monarchies, which possess rela-
tively small populations of  nationals 
who could enjoy the state’s largesse 
and have established strategic alli-
ances with the West that afford them 
a certain license in repressing dissent. 
Nevertheless, most Arab republics 
are not endowed with natural re-
sources, and, as such, studies prior to 
2011 often have attributed their stay-
ing power to their coercive apparatus 
or to the co-optation of  opposition. 
Consequently, a new comparison of  
how these rentier republics respond-
ed to challenges can help us to refine 
our understandings of  how natural 
resources, government policies, and 

sociopolitical structure have affected 
the outcomes of  the Arab Spring.

First, I argue that the willingness 
and ability of  the regime to accom-
modate protesters’ grievances, even 
at the surface level, gave the Algerian 
regime more options to neutralize 
dissent. For this section, I revisit the-
ories of  defensive liberalization and 
examine measures that the Algerian 
regime adopted after the oil crisis 
of  1986. These reforms gave way to 
the facade of  political pluralism that 
exists today, even though military-
security elites continued to hold the 
real power behind the scenes. In 
addition, I look at how Algeria’s op-
tions in 2011 differed from those in 
1988, as the government’s improved 
financial situation from higher oil 
revenue allowed it to distribute gen-
erous loans and housing and food 
subsidies, while also permitting it to 
renew the social contract with the 
populace. The ideology and politi-
cal system of  Qaddafi’s jamahiriya  
(“state of  the masses”) in Libya, 
however, did not permit concessions 
due to their highly centralized nature. 
Consequently, Qaddafi’s options 
were narrowed to either maintaining 
his ideological and political hege-
mony through repression or being 
overthrown.

Next, I briefly examine how each 
regime chose to—or failed to—le-
verage its resources in energy and 

security alliances to its advantage. 
Unlike Algeria, Libya did not have 
an extensive partnership with the 
West in its energy or security sec-
tors and, on the contrary, supported 
various militant and rebel groups. 
The regime’s lack of  strategic inter-
national ties meant that there was 
less incentive for international actors 
to preserve the status quo of  Qad-
dafi’s regime. A full account of  the 
relationships, histories, and policies 
of  the states and extremist groups 
would be beyond the scope of  this 
article.

Rentier State Theory and the De-
mocracy of Khubz—A Theoretical 
Framework

According to Egypt’s former 
finance minister Hazem Beblawi, a 
rentier economy is an economy that 
relies on substantial external rent, 
where the government is the princi-
pal recipient of  the external rent in 
the economy (1990, 85-86). Hydro-
carbon exports make up a significant 
portion of  both Algeria and Libya’s 
state revenues, thereby defining 
them as rentier states since achieving 
independence. Hydrocarbons ac-
counted for 63 percent of  Algerian 
government revenues in 2002 and 
97 percent of  its export revenues; 
meanwhile, oil rents represented 83.1 
percent of  Libya’s income in 1970 
(Sandbakken 2006, 140-144). 
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Literature on rentier states 
posits that states that derive most of  
their revenue from external sources 
rather than taxation tend to be 
more autonomous in their decision 
making, making them less account-
able to citizens (Lowi 2004, 85). 
Consequently, the rulers’ legitimacy 
rests on their ability to provide an 
uninterrupted stream of  rents (Lowi 
2004, 86). Tunisian political scientist 
Larbi Sadiki (2000) summarized the 
ensuing social contract as that of  a 
dimuqratiyyat al-khubz (“democracy of  
bread”), where the khubzist citizen 

is quietist only insofar as the state is 
providential. When the price of  oil 
falls and the government is unable 
to fulfill its social contract, the result 
is the “involuntary relaxation of  
control from the top in the form of  
ambiguous politics of  renewal—lim-

ited participation and contestation—
the clear purpose of  which has thus 
far been the survival of  the regime” 
(Sadiki 2000).

From their establishment until 
the oil crisis of  1986, Algeria and 
Qaddafi’s Libya could afford gen-
erous public spending, given the 
nationalization of  their oil industries. 
Both countries exhibited similar 
patterns in public spending on 
education, health care, handouts, 
and subsidized foodstuffs—popular 
programs that bolstered the regimes’ 

legitimacy despite the absence 
of  political representation 
(Sandbakken 2006, 145). In 
addition, the Algerian regime 
under the Front de Liberation 
Nationale (FLN) also en-
joyed nationalist legitimacy 
conferred by its victorious 
struggle against France, its 
state-building projects fulfill-
ing its promises to the people, 
and rent in the form of  
vacated properties left behind 
by the Europeans that it dis-
tributed as free housing (Lowi 
2004, 93).

The 40 percent fall in oil prices 
between 1985 and 1986 affected 
both countries’ capacities to provide 
lavish social spending, provoking 
increasing unrest. Algeria’s external 
revenues fell by 55 percent between 
1985 and 1986 (ICG 2001, 7). In 

Libya, expenditures fell from 36.5 
percent of  gross domestic product 
(GDP) in 1983 to 20.8 percent in 
2000 due to the softening of  the oil 
market, as well as multilateral sanc-
tions imposed by the United Nations 
(UN) from 1992 to 1999 (Vande-
walle 2012). While the 1986 oil crisis 
put constraints on both countries’ 
spending, resulting in greater social 
discontent toward the political situ-
ation, the strategies available to the 
two regimes differed due to their 
political structures. While Algeria 
had the option of  undergoing “de-
fensive liberalization” in 1991 (with 
the intent of  protecting the elites’ 
long-term interests), Qaddafi was 
constrained by his jamahiriya ideology 
and would not (or could not) reform 
the political structure—overthrow-
ing him thus appeared to be the 
only answer. How the two regimes 
responded to the initial breakdown 
of  the khubzist contract after 1986 
and the solutions available to them 
to handle domestic problems due to 
political structure and ideology are 
examined below.

Algeria: Defensive Liberalization 
and Renewal of the Khubzist 
Contract (1988-2012)

The 1988 riots in Algiers resem-
bled the scene in many Arab capitals 
during 2011 and 2012. The circum-
stances and grievances were similar: 
high unemployment, rising costs of  

living, food shortages, regime in-
competence, corruption, and social 
inequality (Roberts 2003). However, 
the fall in oil revenues in 1986 meant 
that the regime was forced to cut 
spending drastically,1 and purchasing 
social peace through economic con-
cessions was not an option for the 
unrest in 1988. Under pressure from 
the unrest, the regime underwent a 
series of  liberalization measures that 
led to the legalization of  political 
parties and paved the way for elec-
tions in 1990 and 1991. Although 
they awarded a landslide victory to 
the opposition Front Islamique du Salut 
(FIS), the parliamentary elections 
were genuine attempts at liberalizing 
politics from FLN’s monopoly. Nev-
ertheless, the 1992 coup and subse-
quent civil war ended the liberaliza-
tion experiment. Yet when political 
life resumed in Algeria, it maintained 
a semblance of  multiparty electoral 
politics, even though the opposition 
parties had largely been co-opted by 
the regime and the Parliament had 
no real power against the military 
rulers. Furthermore, as the protests 
spread, Algeria’s government gave in 
to conciliatory gestures such as the 
lifting of  the nineteen-year-old state 
of  emergency curtailing the rights 
to peaceful protests and permitting 
arbitrary detentions, though some 
of  its rules, such as banning pro-
tests in the capital, have been ex-
tended indefinitely (Al Jazeera 2011). 
However, even though the political 

The willingness and 
ability of the regime 

to accommodate 
protesters’ griev-

ances, even at the 
surface level, gave 

the Algerian regime 
more options to 

neutralize dissent.
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“reforms” of  2011 were largely 
cosmetic rather than substantive, the 
2012 legislative elections incited no 
protests (despite being viewed by 
most Algerians as a sham and boy-
cotted by 60 to 80 percent of  voters) 
(Nossiter 2012b).

Algerian politics in 2011 serve as 
an interesting contrast to the events 
of  1988 and to Libya’s situation in 
2011, illustrating how rentier states 
handle challenges depending 
on natural resource revenues. 
With the return of  high oil 
prices, the Algerian govern-
ment today has significant 
cash reserves to placate the 
populace (Nossiter 2012b), 
offering low-interest loans to 
youths and young entrepre-
neurs, doubling the salaries 
of  state workers, as well as 
bringing back food and hous-
ing subsidies to satisfy the 
demands on the streets (En-
telis 2011, 675). Memories of  
the civil war mean that most 
Algerians recall the chaos associated 
with political breakdowns and Is-
lamist militias, creating reluctance for 
radical change. In this climate, the 
regime is able to use its rent revenues 
to renew the khubzist social contract 
by satisfying some of  its citizens’ 
short-term economic demands (En-
telis 2011, 674). Despite its volatile 
history and the frequent riots around 
the country, demonstrations in 

Algeria after 2011 mostly concerned 
housing and jobs, rather than regime 
overthrow (Entelis 2011, 674).

These economic incentives are 
costly—leading to a 25 percent rise 
in public spending in 2011—and 
are not sustainable in the long term 
(Dessì 2012, 4). Nevertheless, they 
do buy the regime crucial time for 
political strategizing, rather than giv-
ing in to drastic political concessions 

as it did in 1988. As problematic 
transitions and Islamist politics in 
Algeria’s neighbors replace the initial 
euphoria after 2011, the regime’s 
decision to buy social peace and wait 
out the rest of  the Arab Spring may 
be a pragmatic investment for long-
term stability.

The Algerian case supports 
Sadiki’s conclusion that “open-

ings initiated by a few authoritarian 
Arab states have been the result 
of  economic downturns, not high 
performance” (2000, 88). However, 
I would add that Algeria’s politi-
cal opening after 1988, short lived 
and ultimately powerless against 
the military coup, had been a neces-
sary defensive measure for a rentier 
state at a time it was bankrupted of  
political legitimacy and oil revenues. 
In contrast to this case, the Libyan 
example demonstrates how a rent-
ier state was overthrown when its 
leadership would not offer political 
concessions, even when it could not 
invest in social provision to placate 
the public.

Libya: The Jamahiriya’s Ideologi-
cal and Structural Inabilities to 
Adapt An Ideological Hegemony 
Resistant to Reform

Unlike the shadowy military-
security oligarchy that rules Algeria 
through a civilian government, Qad-
dafi’s Libya was an extreme example 
of  personalized rule in a fragmented 
and underdeveloped state, where all 
aspects of  society and politics were 
linked to his person and his ideology. 
Qaddafi’s vision for Libya, outlined 
in his Green Book (the manual setting 
out Qaddafi’s political philosophy), 
is that of  a stateless state, or a “state 
for the masses” that governs itself  
through revolutionary committees. 
In reality, however, the formal struc-

tures of  government merely execut-
ed the policies that emerged from 
the informal government (Brahimi 
2011, 607). As the Brother Leader 
of  the Libyan people, Qaddafi did 
not have an official political role but 
nevertheless held all the executive 
powers. He governed through his as-
sociates—individuals (family, friends, 
members of  the Qadhadhfa and 
allied tribes, the advisors known as 
“men of  the tent”) who derived their 
elite status through their personal or 
ideological relationships with him 
(Brahimi 2011, 607). As a result, 
there was a perpetual disconnect 
between how the power structure 
actually operated and the formal 
governing structures that ostensi-
bly implemented the ideal form of  
government discussed in the Green 
Book (Brahimi 2011, 607). The gulf  
between official ideology and reality 
constrained the regime’s ability to ac-
commodate democratic reform, even 
conciliatory ones that could allevi-
ate some of  the discontent, without 
conceding to its logical absurdity. 

The theory of  the jamahiriya of  
Libya denies that there is a state or 
a ruler, declaring that the people are 
already in a state of  self-governance 
and therefore do not need interme-
diaries such as political parties or 
bureaucratic institutions to represent 
them (ICG 2011, 7). Since Qaddafi 
in theory did not hold any leadership 
position, it was logically impossible 

Memories of the civil 
war mean that most 
Algerians recall the 
chaos associated with 
political breakdowns 
and Islamist militias, 
creating reluctance 
for radical change.
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for Libyans to call for his removal as 
the head of  state without discredit-
ing the whole idea of  the jamahiriya 
as a farce, thereby making incremen-
tal reforms impossible without call-
ing Libya’s ideological foundations 
into question (Brahimi 2011, 611). 
Consequently, unlike its neighbors, 
Libya is the unique North African 
country that did not even pay lip 
service to the right of  political repre-
sentation or hold elections.

Though Qaddafi might have 
rejected reform due to his unwill-
ingness to compromise his political 
philosophy, it is also likely that he 
did so out of  the pragmatic concern 
that incremental political reforms 
would eventually unravel his univer-
sal theory and call his legitimacy into 
question. One example of  Libya’s 
ideological rigidness occurred in the 
mid-2000s, when Qaddafi’s son Saif  
al-Islam Qaddafi introduced a draft 
of  a new constitution that proposed 
“the creation of  an executive council 
with 100 members from the Social 
People’s Leaderships, trade unions, 
professional associations, civil soci-
ety and the private sector that would 
sit atop the Jamahiriya system as the 
main executive body” (ICG 2011, 
15). Colonel Qaddafi reportedly re-
jected the constitution for tampering 
with the fundamentals of  the jama-
hiriya, suggesting his devotion to the 
ideology. This commitment made 
the system resistant to adaptations 

that otherwise might have given an 
appearance of  reform (ICG 2011, 
15).

In comparison, Algeria’s FLN 
had a more pragmatic relationship 
with its official ideology. Despite 
having a founding ideology defined 
by revolutionary, anti-imperialist, and 
populist rhetoric (Entelis 2011, 658), 
FLN was willing to modify its ideol-
ogy to suit its needs. For instance, 
the new constitution introduced in 
February 1989 eliminated all refer-
ences to socialism or socialist prin-
ciples as inherent to Algerian politi-
cal identity or development (Entelis 
2011, 658). At the same time, the 
constitution inaugurated Algeria’s 
evolution in its foreign policy, as it 
turned away from Third World so-
cialism and anti-imperialism, instead 
embarking upon a path to greater co-
operation with Western powers and 
markets, especially with Europe. The 
effects of  Algeria’s ideological reori-
entation of  its foreign policy, as op-
posed to Libya’s relatively late shift 
out of  its diplomatic and economic 
isolation, is another critical factor 
for explaining its stability during the 
Arab Spring and is examined further 
later in this article.

Fragmentation of Elites in Libyan 
Politics

Even if  not everyone in the 
regime took the Brother Leader’s 

ideological vision as seriously as 
did Qaddafi himself  (ICG 2011, 7), 
Libya’s highly centralized structure 
prevented political elites from wield-
ing sufficient power to initiate any 
adaptive reforms. Joshua Stacher, 
assistant professor of  political sci-
ence at Kent State University, has 
noted in Syria’s case that “too much 
decentralization complicates the 
ruler’s ability to cohesively confront 
systemic challenges or change the 
regime’s direction” (2012). While 
Stacher faulted the Syrian elites for 
obstructing changes in order to 
protect their turf, the situation is 
reversed in Libya’s highly centralized, 
highly personalized politics. In such 
a political structure, the elite actors 
(those who were not among Qad-
dafi’s inner circle or special security 
whose interests were served by the 
current configuration) were too frag-
mented to compel Qaddafi to engage 
in reform even if  they had a vested 
interest in prolonging the regime.

Libya’s fragmented social and 
political structure under Qaddafi 
contributed to the regime’s structural 
inability to adapt during the crisis. 
Most of  the social fragmentation was 
intentional as Qaddafi “continuously 
uprooted any sign of  class or other 
political grouping that might become 
a source of  opposition, democratic 
or not” (Sandbakken 2006, 145). 
Through nationalizing the industries 
and abolishing the private sector 

from 1971 until the economic liber-
alization in the early 2000s, Qaddafi’s 
policies prevented the rise of  an in-
dependent middle class and reduced 
the majority of  Libyans to financial 
dependence on the state (such as 
public sector employment, which has 
accounted for three-quarters of  the 
labor force since the 1970s) (Sand-
bakken 2006, 146). 

Qaddafi’s policies likewise 
fragmented the elite actors, ensuring 
that no political actor gained enough 
power or influence to challenge 
him. The rentier classes of  techno-
crats were marginalized after a coup 
attempt in 1975, and “the upper 
echelons of  the military, the govern-
ment and the revolutionary commit-
tees have been purged periodically to 
prevent any group or individual from 
gaining enough power to become a 
threat to Qaddafi”; even members 
of  his tribe were not immune to 
persecution (Sandbakken 2006, 146). 
This highly personalized style of  
rule ensured that elites only derived 
their status by their relationship with 
Qaddafi and engaging in rent-seeking 
activities, rather than through any 
independent means or power base 
(Brahimi 2011, 610). Consequently, 
these actors were not in any position 
to question his ideology or policies 
even for the sake of  regime preser-
vation.

Even after Libya’s reopening to 
international investment after 2003, 
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the ensuing decade of  crony capital-
ism generated personal wealth for 
Qaddafi’s family and inner circle, but 
failed to resolve the unemployment 
problems or change the lives of  ordi-
nary Libyans (Brahimi 2011, 609). 
Despite some initiatives introduced, 
such as loan schemes for investment, 
these welfare initiatives did not ap-
pear to be as generous as the hand-
outs offered by the Algerian regime 
or those from Libya’s early years, 
possibly due to Libya’s unproductive 
years of  sanctions that affected its 
ability to offer lavish social spending. 
For example, economic sanctions 
by the United States did not affect 
Libya’s oil revenues as much since 
the United States is not a major con-
sumer, but it did affect Libya’s ability 
to acquire technology and equipment 
used in the oil sector (Vandewalle 
2012). Furthermore, without accom-
panying promises of  political liberal-
ization, economic concessions alone 
were insufficient to persuade Libyans 
to overlook decades of  growing in-
equalities, lack of  opportunities, and 
corruption to renew their khubzist 
contract with the regime.

Oil and Terrorism: The Impact of 
Natural Resources and Foreign Re-
lations in Libya and Algeria’s Di-
verging Outcomes

How regimes leveraged their 
strategic resources with the outside 
world was a major factor in regime 

stability or change after the protests 
of  2011. NATO’s intervention in 
Libya was the most overt instance 
of  external military involvement 
in the Arab Spring and was critical 
to the rebels’ eventual success over 
Qaddafi’s forces in the civil war. On 
the other hand, the international 
community was largely silent dur-
ing Algeria’s decade-long civil war, 
where the regime canceled elections 
and cracked down on protesters and 
opposition with impunity. Likewise, 
Western powers did not pay much 
attention to the violent repression of  
protesters by the Gulf  States, such as 
Bahrain.

 This disparity in Western re-
sponses to regime repression is 
linked to whether a regime had culti-
vated strategic ties to the West. Pro-
fessor of  Arab politics at Brandeis 
University Eva Bellin had expressed 
the “exceptional will and capacity of  
the coercive apparatus to repress” as 
a confluence of  four factors, two of  
which are structural factors particu-
larly applicable for this case study: 
(1) the fiscal health of  the coercive 
apparatus, exceptionally robust in 
countries thanks to access to petro-
leum, gas, and other forms of  rents; 
and (2) the maintenance of  interna-
tional support networks with West-
ern security interests (such as provid-
ing a reliable supply of  oil and gas 
and containing religiously inspired 
terrorist threats) (2012, 128-129). 

The contrast between Algeria and 
Libya’s success on point two serves 
a particularly salient comparison on 
foreign support networks’ influence 
on regime stability or change.

Energy

The Libyan regime became 
increasingly isolated from the inter-
national community in the 1970s 
and 1980s due to its support of  
various terrorist groups, culminating 
in the UN-imposed sanction (1992-
1999) for its role in the bombing of  
Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, 
Scotland. The sanctions led to a dra-
matic decline in oil revenues (which 
had made up 95 percent of  export 
revenues in 1986), depressing the 
standards of  living, and brought eco-
nomic hardship to Libyans (Vande-
walle 2012). The country’s per capita 
GDP fell from $7,311 to $5,896, and 
the economy grew by only 0.8 per-
cent per year during the seven years 
of  multilateral sanctions (Vandewalle 
2012). Libya did not begin rebuilding 
relationships with the international 
community until 2003 when senior 
advisors persuaded Qaddafi to mod-
erate his anti-Western posture. The 
decades of  sanctions had costs other 
than simply lost oil revenues; for 
instance, the U.S. economic sanctions 
starting in the 1970s withheld tech-
nology for the oil industry, and Libya 
had to secure the embargoed items 
from other sources at a considerably 
higher cost (Vandewalle 2012).

On the other hand, Algeria is 
a major supplier of  natural gas to 
southern Europe, a strategic position 
that would make Spain, Portugal, 
France, and Italy hesitate before 
disrupting their economic relations 
with the country. According to an 
International Crisis Group report, 
“Southern European demand for Al-
gerian gas has substantially increased 
over the past decade, making this as 
much a strategic resource for Euro-
pean neighbors as for Algeria’s mili-
tary authorities. Via pipelines, Spain 
imports 75 percent of  its natural 
gas from Algeria, Portugal (through 
Spain) 100 percent and Italy 54 
percent. All three states—and France 
for complex historical reasons—are 
reluctant to disrupt established rela-
tions with the Algerian authorities” 
(ICG 2001, i). Despite the fact that 
FLN gained its legitimacy from anti-
imperialist struggles, it removed “all 
references to socialism or socialist 
principles as necessary to Algerian 
political identity or development” 
from its 1989 constitution (Entelis 
2011, 657). John Entelis, professor 
of  political science and director of  
the Middle East Studies Program at 
Fordham University, described the 
move as signaling “a formal break 
with the ideological foundation of  
its foreign policy orientation, based 
as it was on militant collective self-
reliance among third-world states 
organised along socialist principles 
of  redistributive justice, collectivisa-
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tion, nationalisation, global cartelisa-
tion, and Western ‘paybacks’ for past 
practices of  colonialist exploitation 
and pauperisation” (2011, 657). The 
value of  the regime’s strategic ties 
to Western powers allowed it some 
freedom in how it conducted its 
internal affairs, shielding it from any 
criticisms from the United States 

or France in how it conducted the 
1992 military coup that disrupted the 
democratic process and the violent 
repression of  the Islamists that fol-
lowed (Entelis 2011, 658).

Twenty years of  opening up 
transformed the Algerian regime’s 
financial situation, even if  it did not 
solve the perennial economic prob-
lems (Lowi 2009). Record hydrocar-
bon revenues from 2000 to 2008, the 
regime’s $100 billion of  foreign cur-
rency reserves, and low foreign debt 
at 4 percent of  GDP gave the regime 
vast resources to counter demands 
for reform in 2011 (Lowi 2009).

Terrorism

The international acquiescence 
that greeted Algeria’s military coup 
in 1992 foreshadowed Western 
powers’ preoccupation with Islamist 
groups, with counterterrorism 
becoming an increasingly important 
component of  their foreign policy 

to the Middle East. Through the 
1980s into the 1990s, the Algerian 
and Libyan regimes adopted posi-
tions that placed them at opposite 
ends of  the security issue. While the 
Algerian regime was able to capital-
ize on the international community’s 
support by positioning itself  as a 
bulwark against Islamic extrem-
ism, Qaddafi imposed international 
sanctions on Libya for sponsoring 
terrorism and rebellion, specifi-
cally through his involvement in the 
Lockerbie incident in 1988. Among 
the rebel groups he supported were 
the Tuareg rebels who fought for 
him during Libya’s civil war and who, 
along with Islamist militants, took 

over northern Mali in 2012 (Nossiter 
2012a). The situation in the Sahel 
today is a legacy of  Qaddafi’s policy, 
as the Tuareg and Islamist militants 
returned from Libya with his arms 
and deployed them in their campaign 
in northern Mali, a development that 
altered the dynamics of  the conflict 
and has implications throughout the 
region. 

Together with its energy reserves, 
Algeria is able to leverage the war 
against Islamic militants with Euro-
pean powers. During the civil war, 
it had French support, particularly 
since Armed Islamic Group (GIA) 
militants bombed the Paris metro in 
1995, drawing the former colonial 
power into the conflict. The regime’s 
torture and repression of  its Islamist 
political opponents, with Western 
acquiescence, contributed to their 
radicalization into armed militant 
groups, from which al-Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) sprung. 

The conflict in the Sahel high-
lights the critical role Algeria will 
be expected to play in the future. 
European nations have an interest 
to keep terrorists from establishing 
an enclave near the Mediterranean 
coast, as well as to protect gas fields 
in the Algerian desert. Meanwhile, 
Algeria is wary of  the militants op-
erating at its borders, some of  which 
were groups who fought against the 
government during the civil war. On 
this issue, Algerian security interests 

coincided with those of  the inter-
national community. In 2013, for 
instance, it granted France use of  its 
airspace to conduct air campaigns in 
northern Mali and announced that 
it would seal the border with Mali, 
which would help keep the Islamists 
out of  its southern deserts (Econo-
mist 2013). Nevertheless, Algeria did 
not commit any ground forces to the 
operation.

However, the hostage crisis at 
the In Amenas gas field in January 
2013 also highlights the Sahel con-
flict’s links to unresolved problems 
from Algeria’s civil war. Among the 
issues is the overlap in actors and 
militant groups involved in the con-
flicts; for instance, the mastermind 
behind the attack, Mokhtar Bel-
mokhtar, was a veteran of  the GIA 
in its struggle against the Algerian 
government. This blurring of  Alge-
ria’s internal conflict with the broad-
er transnational conflict can be seen 
in the Algerian regime’s decision to 
undertake a unilateral response to 
the In Amenas incident, where it 
rejected negotiations with the mili-
tants and went directly to using force 
without informing the international 
community. Such measures echo the 
hardline approach it took against 
opponents during the civil war. How 
this perennial conflict between the 
regime and Islamists will play out in 
a new political backdrop remains to 
be seen.

The regime’s torture and repression of its 
Islamist political opponents, with Western 
acquiescence, contributed to their radicaliza-
tion into armed militant groups, from which 
al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb sprung.
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Conclusion

As the last secular authoritar-
ian regime in the region, Algeria’s 
military-security regime will be in-
dispensable in the Sahel conflict and 
will likely enjoy strong Western sup-
port. However, international support 
alone would not guarantee stability. 
While the regime was able to survive 
the popular protests of  2011, the 
conflict in Mali—an unintended con-
sequence of  the Libyan revolution—
threatens to unleash forces that will 
revitalize the Islamic militants and 
bring new challenges. How Algeria 
and the other North African states 
will navigate the regional dynam-
ics should be closely watched in the 
upcoming years.

 Even as the Arab Spring 
brought more questions that will oc-
cupy Middle Eastern scholars, it was 
also an opportunity to examine exist-
ing theories on the relationship be-
tween political structure and natural 
resources in authoritarian systems. 
Even though Libya was the only oil-
producing state to experience regime 
change after the Arab Spring, Qad-
dafi’s failure to navigate the crisis 
originates from the regime’s policy 
choices and the peculiar constraints 
placed upon it due to the ideological 
foundation of  the jamahiriya. In the 
end, perhaps it is more appropriate 
to speak of  a “Libyan exception,” 
where an unusual set of  factors led 

to the regime’s inability to adapt, 
rather than give credit to “l’exception 
algérienne” or other oil-producing 
states for maintaining their authori-
tarian control.
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Surveying the MENA Region: An 
Interview with Jon B. Alterman

JMEPP interviewed Jon B. Alterman on 
3 December 2012.

Jon B. Alterman is director of the Middle East Program at the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). Prior to join-
ing CSIS in 2002, he served as a member of the policy planning 
staff at the U.S. Department of State and as a special assistant 
to the assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs. He is 
a member of the Chief of Naval Operations Executive Panel and 
served as an expert adviser to the Iraq Study Group. In addition to 
his policy work, he teaches Middle Eastern studies at the Johns 
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and George 
Washington University. From 1993 to 1997, Alterman was an 
award-winning teacher at Harvard University, where he received 
his PhD in history.

JMEPP: Do you think that in 2013, 
Jordan could disprove the rule of 
monarchical stability in the Arab 
world?

ALTERMAN: I would be very sur-
prised if  2013 were the downfall 
of  the Jordanian monarchy. What 
circumstances will prevail, how they 
will navigate their way in a differ-

ent environment, through potential 
Saudi succession, potential dra-
matic changes in oil prices, potential 
spillover of  the conflict [in?] Syria, 
Palestine, Iraq. I am not sure what 
the future of  Jordan will be, but it 
would be rash and premature for one 
to estimate that future would not 
include the king in the near term.

JMEPP: Concerning Iraq, there have 
been concerns about the govern-
ment’s proximity to Iran. How do you 
see the Iraqi attitudes toward Iran, 
especially with a large Shi'i major-
ity favorable to Iran on the one hand 
and the memory of a long and bloody 
war with Iran on the other?

ALTERMAN: It depends which Iraqis 
you’re talking about. At the national 
level, there is a principal desire to tri-
angulate between Iran, the West, and 
the Gulf  Arab States, Turkey, and 
the Kurdish regions. They are not 
trying to pick a friend; they are trying 
to fine-tune relationships in three 
dimensions. The Iraqi government 
has decided there is no security in 
being hostile to Iran, but they can’t 
yet trust their neighbor.

JMEPP: What is Iraq’s short-term 
foreign policy in the region? Addi-
tionally, do we see any evidence that 
Iraq would pursue a similar Shi'i-ori-

ented foreign policy similar to that 
espoused by Iran?

ALTERMAN: I think it is a mistake to 
see Iranian foreign policy as being a 
Shi’a foreign policy. It is an Iranian 
foreign policy, with Iranian national 
interests in mind. There is an ideo-
logical commitment to anti-Ameri-
canism and opposition to Israel, but 
that is an ideological rather than sec-
tarian take. I think Iran’s leadership is 
comprised of  nationalists, not sectar-
ians. The Iranian government has a 
clear sense of  Iran’s national interest, 
but the Iraqi government has a much 
less clear sense. What Iraqis are 
trying to do is to try to find a bal-
ance between different interests they 
are trying to pursue. In some cases 
you have multiple policies that may 
or may not be coordinated, carried 
about by various parties in the Iraqi 
government. I do not see anything 
that could be called an Iraqi strategy, 
except to continue to balance be-
tween antagonists.

I think it is a mistake to see Iranian foreign 
policy as being a Shi’a foreign policy. It is an 
Iranian foreign policy, with Iranian national 
interests in mind. There is an ideological 
commitment to anti-Americanism and opposi-
tion to Israel, but that is an ideological rather 
than sectarian take.

30
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JMEPP: Let’s move on to U.S. for-
eign policy in the Middle East. Now 
that most troops have been with-
drawn from Iraq, how do you envi-
sion President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration will use that greater 
flexibility approaching the Middle 
East in a second term?

ALTERMAN: The president came into 
office in 2009 feeling that one of  the 
most important discretionary things 
he had to do was to get serious 
about Arab-Israeli peace negotiations 
and to try to heal the distrust and 
hatred toward the U.S. he felt that 
the Bush administration had engen-
dered. So we saw the appointment 
of  George Mitchell [as special envoy 
for the Middle East] on the presi-
dent’s first day of  office. We saw the 

phone calls that he made to Prime 
Minister [Benjamin] Netanyahu, 
President [Mahmoud] Abbas, [Saudi 
Arabia’s] King Abdullah, and Presi-
dent [Hosni] Mubarak on his first 
day in office. And we saw the Cairo 
speech in June 2009. Those were the 
discretionary things that were high 
on his list. I don’t think he starts this 
term with a long discretionary set of  
tasks in the Middle East. That being 
said, there may be opportunities in 
the Middle East on the Arab-Israeli 
peace process and Iran, but I do not 
think he starts off  saying, “This is 
where I want to make my mark.” 

JMEPP: The United States is in-
creasing its production of natural 
gas at rates far in excess of what 

most people expected. How will this 
affect our policy regarding the Mid-
dle East? Will it give us more flex-
ibility with Middle East and North 
Africa oil producers?

ALTERMAN: We currently do not 
receive a lot of  our energy from the 
Middle East anyway. Most is from 
the Western Hemisphere and North 
America. That doesn’t explain why 
we are involved in the Middle East. 
We are militarily involved the way 
we are in the Middle East because 
global energy markets are aligned in 
the Middle East, and our interest in 
protecting global commerce and our 
allies cause us to invest in Middle 
East security. I don’t think that is go-
ing to change. Concerning the pivot 
to Asia, people believe that that is a 
turn away from the Middle East, but 
Asia itself  is starting to turn towards 
the Middle East, meaning we are 
turning to the Middle East from the 
other side. China, Japan, India, and 
South Korea are top Middle East 
energy consumers, and those are the 
countries we are most concerned 
with. I do not think we get out of  
the Middle East business. I think our 
diplomacy will have to have a more 
Asian focus, but I do not think the 
concern goes away.

JMEPP: How would you describe and 
evaluate the Obama administration’s 
strategic approach to Islamist politi-
cal parties and their ascendency? 

ALTERMAN: I think that the presi-
dent’s approach to Islam more 
broadly derives from the fact that 
his introduction to Islam was not 
9/11. His introduction to Islam 
had to do with his upbringing in a 
Muslim majority country for some 
of  his youth. He was aware that his 
father was Muslim; he didn’t start 
from a premise that Islam is part of  
the problem. This has helped create 
a sense in the administration that 
there is not necessarily something 
threatening about people of  faith in 
the Muslim world entering politics. 
There is an interest in democratiza-
tion, a concern with intolerance and 
discrimination, but Islam is not seen 
as being inevitably linked to those 
things. There has been a willing-
ness to engage with a whole set of  
religious actors, not just the Muslim 
Brotherhood. For example, in Egypt, 
embassy officials met with a range 
of  Salafi and Brotherhood actors, 
as well as with secular liberals be-
cause a pluralistic political process 
is inclusionary. I think that it is the 
right approach. I think the concern 
is when the anti-democratic aspects 
of  religious politics start to inter-
vene. Americans have a keen sense 
that straightforward majoritarian 
rule is not the American system; the 
American system is meant to protect 
the minority. The great contribu-
tion of  America to the world is not 
necessarily democracy so much as 
tolerance. I think the key thing that 

We are militarily involved the way we are in 
the Middle East because global energy mar-
kets are aligned in the Middle East, and our 
interest in protecting global commerce and 
our allies cause us to invest in Middle East 
security. I don’t think that is going to change. 
Concerning the pivot to Asia, people believe 
that that is a turn away from the Middle East, 
but Asia itself is starting to turn towards the 
Middle East, meaning we are turning to the 
Middle East from the other side.
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we have to stress going forward is 
to create more tolerant systems, not 
merely systems that could give power 
to the majority of  the population. If  
I look at the threatening aspects of  
the Middle East, almost all of  them 
can be mitigated by a greater sense 
of  tolerance, not because everyone 
has to follow the same course, but 
because permitting diversity protects 
the dynamism of  the system and that 
will lead to better outcomes.

The Arab Awakening and the 
“Cascade” of Failing States: 
Dealing with Post-Revolutionary 
Stabilization Challenges

by Yoel Guzansky and Benedetta Berti

Yoel Guzansky, the former Iran coordinator at Israel’s National Security 
Council, is a research fellow at the Institute for National Security Studies 
at Tel Aviv University and a doctoral candidate in international relations at 
Haifa University.

Benedetta Berti is a fellow at the Institute for National Security Studies, 
a lecturer at Tel Aviv University, a member of the Atlantic Council’s Young 
Atlanticist working group, and coauthor of the book Hamas and Hezbollah: 
A Comparative Study.

Abstract
Even though state weakness is not a new phenomenon in the Middle East 
and North Africa region, this trend has only worsened since the beginning 
of  the massive wave of  social and political protests that have characterized 
the “Arab Awakening.” The challenges of  this post-revolutionary period 
risk intensifying preexisting sectarian, religious, and political cleavages. 
In turn, this means—at least in the short term—that it is fair to expect 
renewed internal turmoil as well as significant troubles in the establishment 
of  central authority. As such, the short term may indeed be characterized 
by weaker or failing states, with strong regional implications at the humani-
tarian, political, and security levels.
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The ongoing turmoil still 
unfolding in the Arab 

world began with a promise to 
bring substantial change to a region 
that desperately needed a jolt. The 
Arab protest movements, while also 
sparked by material distress, went far 
beyond economic grievances to pro-
duce a discourse centered on genuine 
political reforms, freedom, justice, 
and dignity. 

However, while the heteroge-
neous protest movements were able 
to come together to demand the 
demise of  old authoritarian regimes, 
they have subsequently splintered 
along secular religious, sectarian, 
tribal, and ethnic lines. Similarly, 
these movements have so far failed 
to produce a cohesive plan for their 
respective post-revolutionary transi-
tions. 

The divisions within the protest 
movements, along with the obstacles 
faced by the local civil society, have 
contributed to a stalling of  the 
process of  political change. The 
transition is further complicated by 

the legitimacy deficit of  the exist-
ing political institutions and by the 
resilience of  the pre-revolutionary 
networks of  power and patron-
age. In turn, all these elements have 
made the post-revolutionary period, 
already replete with challenges, even 
more complicated. 

One of  the most worrisome 
outcomes of  this post-revolutionary 
transition stage has been the exacer-
bation of  particularism and the reaf-
firmation of  pre-state loyalties. This 
has undermined the creation of  new, 
strong, and functioning states. 

In general, state weakness is not 
a new phenomenon in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) 
region, but this trend has only wors-
ened since the Arab Awakening. The 
challenges of  the post-revolutionary 
period risk intensifying preexist-
ing societal cleavages. In turn, this 
means, at least in the short to me-
dium term, that it is fair to expect 
renewed internal turmoil as well as 
significant troubles in the establish-
ment of  central authority. 

Pessimistic observers, including 
former U.S. Secretary of  State Henry 
Kissinger, note that “blank spaces 
denoting lawlessness” may come 
to dominate the Middle East map, 
pointing to Yemen, Somalia, Libya, 
Iraq, Mali, Syria, and the Sinai Pen-
insula as examples of  this “cascade” 
of  state failure (Kissinger 2012).

The one-size-fits-all approach 
leaves much to be desired when re-
ferring to a politically, economically, 
and culturally diverse region like the 
Middle East. Even so, there seems to 
be truth in the notion that the post-
revolutionary stabilization period is 
likely to both exacerbate preexisting 
cleavages as well as weaken central 
authority. As such, the short term 
may indeed be characterized by weak 
or failing states. 

The Challenge: Weak Central Gov-
ernment, Internal Divisions, and 
Failing States

There is widespread awareness 
that, especially in the post–Cold 
War era, internal security challenges, 
including civil wars, terrorism, and 
guerilla warfare, have become the 
most prominent threat to human 
security at large. Since the end of  
World War II, far more people have 
died as a result of  these threats than 
due to interstate wars between regu-
lar armies (Fearon and Laitin 2003).

 Similarly, there is virtual agree-
ment within the scholarly commu-
nity about the role weak and failing 
states play in heightening challenges 
to people’s security, both at the local 
and global level. Nonetheless, and 
despite the extensive discussion of  
this topic in the West, the discourse 
regarding what actually constitutes 
a failed state lacks conceptual clarity 
and is oversaturated with different 
definitions and indices (Hafez 2012; 
Economist 2009). For the purpose 
of  this article, and without directly 
addressing the ongoing scholarly 
debate on the issue, the term “state 
weakness” is understood through the 
prism of  the regime’s legitimacy, its 
capacity to deliver social and political 
goods, and its ability to guarantee a 
basic level of  security. 

Under this paradigm, a function-
ing and strong state should be char-
acterized by high internal legitimacy, 
with citizens recognizing both the 
political institutions and the politi-
cal leadership. The ideal typology 
of  a strong centralized state should 
similarly be able to provide a basic 
number of  social and political ser-
vices to its population. In addition, 
the state should be the main provider 
of  security. To this end, the state 
should maintain and operate police, 
security, and military institutions 
intended to protect its citizens from 
internal and external threats. These 
state institutions should ideally hold 

The post-revolutionary stabilization period is 
likely to both exacerbate preexisting cleav-
ages as well as weaken central authority. As 
such, the short term may indeed be charac-
terized by weak or failing states.
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the monopoly on the use of  force, 
and the population should largely 
perceive them as legitimate. 

By the same token, a state should 
be seen as failed when it is utterly 
unable to meet any of  these criteria: 
that is, being perceived as illegiti-
mate, unable to provide goods and 
services, and incapable of  providing 
security. Failed states have a higher 
potential for internal violence, since 
the regime’s incapacity or illegitimacy 
may lead sub-state actors to chal-
lenge the authority of  the regime 
by trying to topple it or simply by 
creating alternative sub-pockets of  
authority.

Clearly, ideal typologies rarely 
fit reality, and, as such, most states 
fall somewhere on a spectrum that 
ranges from “strong” to “weak” 
and from “functioning” to “failed.” 
In recent years the concept of  the 
failed state has become popular and 
overused, especially because of  the 
difficulty in identifying the line sepa-
rating the various degrees of  state 
weakness. Some twenty-nine states 
are currently identified as failed. 
Among these, the highest rate of  
failure occurs in sub-Saharan Africa 
(Marshall and Cole 2009). 

In the MENA region, state 
weakness appears in very different 
shades. Similarly, the reasons for 
illegitimacy vary, from a history of  
colonialism that created a situation 

of  incongruence between the bor-
ders of  the state and its ethnic or na-
tional identification, to various cases 
of  regimes that serve as a means for 
perpetuating the dominance of  one 
ethnic group over all other groups 
present in the state. 

In this context, there are two 
central types of  weak states that 
stand out. In states like Lebanon, 
the central political institutions can 
be perceived as weak, with a low 
degree of  popularity and legitimacy. 
Although the state is far from failing, 
there is still inherent institutional 
weakness.

Far from being a harmonious 
experiment in multiculturalism, the 
Lebanese society is extremely fragile 
and fragmented along ethnic, reli-
gious, and sectarian lines. Therefore, 
lacking strong common foundations 
and social cohesion, outbursts of  
ethnic and religious violence within 
Lebanon have been a recurrent pat-
tern in the country’s history. In turn, 
the divided and fragile society has 
strongly affected both the legitimacy 
of  the country’s central political 
system as well as the government’s 
capacity to exercise control and 
authority over all of  its citizens and 
territory.

The political institutions are 
similarly lacking when assessing 
their capacity to distribute social and 
political goods. In particular, there 

still tends to be a largely differenti-
ated access to social and political 
goods as well as citizenship rights for 
the different sectarian communities. 
This generates friction between such 
communities, weakening the unity 
of  the nation. This combination of  
inter-sectarian tensions, societal divi-
sion, clientelism, institutional weak-
ness, and foreign meddling makes 
Lebanon an interesting example of  
state weakness in the region. 

In contrast, the region also sees 
a second typology of  states that 
are further along the failing states 
spectrum, such as Yemen. In Yemen, 
central government institutions face 
monumental challenges in ensuring 
central authority and in preserving 
the monopoly of  force. Accord-
ingly, the regime struggles to provide 
security and basic services to citizens 
and to control the state’s border ef-
fectively. 

This challenge is especially 
daunting as Yemen is also the poor-
est and least developed state in the 
region, the one most lacking internal 
legitimacy, as well as the nation with 
the lowest capacity to deliver social 
and political goods. Clearly, the state 
is also far from holding a monopoly 
on force. 

Each of  the groups comprising 
the Yemeni mosaic has a different 
vision for shaping the nation. The 
result is local groups teaming up with 

external forces in order to improve 
their domestic standing. That alone 
transforms Yemen into another 
arena of  regional struggle—a most 
important one given its geostrategic 
location.

Moreover, Yemen must also deal 
with a plethora of  additional internal 
problems, ranging from its internally 
fragmented society and the pres-
ence of  high numbers of  internally 
displaced persons to hunger, poverty, 
and quickly decreasing water sup-
plies.

Although weak and failing states 
in the region are extremely diverse 
in terms of  their historical, political, 
and geostrategic features, three char-
acteristics of  state failure lie at the 
heart of  the analytical framework: 
weak central political institutions, in-
equality in the distribution of  social 
and political goods, and proliferation 
of  parallel spheres of  authorities 
within the state. What sets failing 
states like Yemen apart from other 
states like Lebanon, however, is the 
intensity of  the threats and their 
interrelationships. The regime’s ille-
gitimacy and its inability to maintain 
the monopoly of  force, coupled with 
weak state institutions, results in the 
growth of  various sub-state actors 
trying to seize power or use violence 
to wreak havoc.

The situation becomes even 
more complex since sub-state actors 
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challenging the central regime often 
recruit external patrons that, for a 
variety of  reasons, choose to support 
them. For example, in the case of  
the ongoing internal conflict in Syria, 
Gulf  states, led by Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar, back the opposition forces, 
while states like Iran support the 
Assad regime in power. The role 
of  third states only adds fuel to the 
fire, increasing the level of  internal 
violence and accelerating the process 
of  state failure.

The “Failing States” Challenges 
in the MENA Region After the Arab 
Awakening

The Middle East provides a live 
laboratory for examining the prob-
lem of  weak states, as half  of  the 
twenty-two Arab League members 
may be defined as weak or failing 
states.  Among the challenges faced 
by regional regimes are demographic 
pressures, inequitable development 
and distribution of  political goods, 
illegitimacy of  the central political 
institutions, human rights abuses, 
impaired security, and external med-
dling by third states. As such, even 
well before the Arab Awakening, the 
structural foundations of  Middle 
Eastern states appeared to be weak, 
with a variation between highly 
dysfunctional states like Yemen and 
weak but far from failing countries 
like Lebanon. Even in the region’s 
rich states, wealth (coming primarily 

from natural resources) hides signifi-
cant structural weaknesses that are li-
able to lead to future state weakness.

However, since the beginning 
of  the revolutions, there has been a 
general deterioration in the level of  
internal stability of  MENA states. 
For example, Libya has been facing 
monumental challenges in reassert-
ing internal control in the post-revo-
lutionary phase. The Libyan National 
Transitional Council (NTC) began 
its post-conflict stabilization phase 
in October 2011, after declaring the 
end of  the hostilities eight months 
after the beginning of  the uprising. 
Shortly after this declaration, the 
NTC relocated to Tripoli and the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s 
(NATO) Operation Unified Protec-
tor officially ended, marking the be-
ginning of  Libya’s stabilization and 
reconstruction phase. Nevertheless, 
implementing political and security 
reforms in Libya has proved an 
incredibly difficult task, leaving the 
country in a state of  internal weak-
ness and instability.

Libya, despite being rich in 
resources and less in need of  tradi-
tional financial support, still is far 
from stable. The country is highly 
fragmented internally—with com-
peting tribal loyalties often taking 
precedence over national identity—
and lacks strong and functional 
central political institutions. From 

the outset, the NTC lacked the legiti-
macy and capacity to establish strong 
internal control and to assert author-
ity over tribes, cities, and provinces, 
which had basically relied on self-
rule over the previous decades. 

The new authority also struggled 
to retain the monopoly on the use 
of  force. In fact, the proliferation 
of  armed groups constituted one of  
the biggest challenges to the author-
ity of  the council. These groups also 
raised the internal level of  violence 
and instability. The proliferation of  
militias was an especially substantial 
problem given the weakness of  the 
Libyan security sector, which found 
itself  in a nearly total state of  disar-
ray following the end of  the revolu-
tion. Even though the situation has 
improved following the country’s 
elections and the replacement of  the 
NTC with an elected government 
in 2012, the challenges of  ensuring 
central control and building effective 
political institutions remain.

Especially interesting is the effect 
that the security vacuum in Libya 
has had on its regional neighbors. 
After Libyan dictator Muammar 
el-Qaddafi’s fall in 2011, groups of  
Tuareg militants who had fought on 
the regime’s behalf  filtered across 
the border into Mali. There, such 
militants reinforced existing Tuareg 
groups who stepped up separatist 
violence against the government. 

That led to a military coup, along 
with a move to partition the country, 
and the creation of  a radical Islamist 
enclave in the north. Once a fragile 
African democracy, the situation in 
Mali rapidly deteriorated, eventually 
needing international intervention to 
stabilize the situation and stop the 
rise of  the radical Islamist groups 
in the country. The situation in Mali 
demonstrates how state failure can 
become contagious and spread from 
country to country (Alterman and 
Guzansky 2012).

Syria is, of  course, another no-
table example of  increased internal 
instability. Since the initial clashes 
between the Assad regime and the 
anti-Assad opposition forces first 
broke out more than a year ago, the 
crisis has escalated exponentially 
and descended into a bloody civil 
war. The country, accordingly to the 
Failed States Index for 2011-2012, 
rose from the forty-eighth most 
dysfunctional country in the world 
in 2011 to position number twenty-
three in 2012, together with Eritrea 
(Fund for Peace 2012). Even before 
the conflict became highly milita-
rized and drifted into a full-fledged 
internal war, it had become apparent 
that the brutal regime lacked internal 
legitimacy.

In addition, the war has brought 
prolonged internal instability to 
Syria, with the country lacking cen-
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tral control and witnessing the rise 
of  multiple and competing spheres 
of  authority on the ground. De 
facto, different parts of  the country 
are under the authority and control 
of  either the regime and its army, 
competing rebel forces, or local lead-
ers and rising warlords. Significantly, 
the more the conflict continues, the 
more internal fractionalization dy-
namics are heightened, with sectar-
ian divisions becoming salient and 
constituting an obstacle to attempts 
to bring about a political resolution 
to the conflict.

The absence of  central control 
and the multiplication of  competing 
centers of  power have been matched 
by the increased militarization of  
the conflict and the proliferation of  
non-state armed groups operating on 
behalf  of  the government or rebel 
forces. In this context, Syria has be-
come unstable, divided, militarized, 
and extremely prone to the interven-
tion of  foreign powers.

Another important signal of  
state failure in Syria is the daunt-
ing humanitarian situation: in addi-
tion to a disheartening 70,000-plus 
civilian casualties, the conflict has 
also produced more than one mil-
lion refugees, along with over two 
million internally displaced people, 
creating an ongoing humanitarian 
emergency (UN News Service 2013; 
Fantz 2013). The case of  Yemen is 

perhaps even more extreme. The 
Yemeni state (which to a large extent 
is an arena of  struggle between 
regional forces) is trying to simulta-
neously tackle a violent uprising with 
ethnic connotations in the north and 
a separatist struggle in the south, as 
well as to contain growing jihadist 
activities with global connections. 

The civil unrest that has gripped 
the nation since January 2011 has 
intensified existing trends and ac-
celerated processes that are liable to 
lead to state failure. The hope had 
been that the resignation of  Ye-
men’s president Ali Abdullah Saleh 
in February 2012 would contain the 
Yemeni revolution and, more impor-
tantly, the precarious situation of  the 
country, but, thus far, the hoped-for 
stability has not materialized. On the 
contrary, the Yemeni revolution has 
further weakened the central gov-
ernment and resulted in increased 
Iranian and al-Qaeda influence.

Militant Islamist organization 
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) has exploited the inter-
nal chaos generated by the Yemeni 
revolution and steadily expanded the 
areas under its authority. Until the 
government’s counteroffensive in the 
spring of  2012, it had taken control 
of  a number of  towns and cities and 
most of  the Abyan governorate. In 
many places where the central gov-
ernment was absent, Ansar al-Sharia 

forces—whose name is part of  a re-
branding effort by AQAP (U.S. De-
partment of  State 2012)—served as 
the local administration. In addition, 
tribal loyalties have also been shift-
ing, with some tribes remaining loyal 
to the government, others drifting 

toward AQAP/Ansar al-Sharia, and 
still others fluctuating between the 
parties. Thus, the nature of  AQAP’s 
activity has shifted accordingly, and 
it has increasingly assumed the form 
of  an insurgency (Ghobari 2013). 

Another manifestation of  Ye-
meni state weakness is the increased 
strength of  the Shia Houthi rebels 
in the north. Although they have 
been active for the past decade, in 
the past two years they have been 
strengthened and have succeeded 
in expanding the areas under their 
control. Currently, they control the 

entire Saadeh region, amidst accusa-
tions that they receive support from 
Iran—whose goal is to weaken the 
Saudi-backed central government 
(Chivers and Worth 2013).

This cascade of  state weakness 
also extends to states that have not 
been at the center of  the protests of  
the Arab Spring. The Iraqi govern-
ment, for example, is also engaged in 
attempts to assert central control and 
authority. To date, these efforts have 
not been successful, with the state 
essentially absent from large parts of  
Iraqi territory. In the Kurdish region 
in northern Iraq, there is a de facto 
independent state. In the rest of  the 
country, the Sunnis feel deprived by 
the Shiite majority and are engaged 
in a political battle, which is becom-
ing increasingly violent, with the 
central government. Fundamentalist 
groups, such as al-Qaeda in Iraq (re-
branded as the Islamic State of  Iraq), 
are still active in the country, while 
powerful external forces—mainly 
Iran through the Quds Force of  
the Revolutionary Guard—remain 
involved in Iraqi affairs. 

When looking at the region in 
the post–Arab Awakening era, then, 
it appears obvious that regional 
states are experiencing a state of  
deep internal crisis. Overcoming 
this current strife will require a long 
and difficult process, one that must 
address the structural flaws of  the 

This cascade of 
state weakness 
also extends to 

states that have 
not been at the 

center of the 
protests of the 
Arab Spring.
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preexisting political institutions while 
investing in society- and nation-
building. It will also require revising 
the imported model of  governance, 
based on a strong and centralized 
state, and recognizing instead the 
importance of  creating viable power-
sharing agreements as well as invest-
ing in local autonomy.

The challenge ahead is monu-
mental, and it is therefore not 
surprising that the short and medium 
term is likely to be characterized by 
additional instability and state weak-
ness.

Ramifications of Failed States in 
the MENA Region: Threat Assess-
ment

The ongoing turmoil in the 
region has accelerated existing trends 
that pose a number of  important 
challenges to the security of  the 
region. 

In the broader context, failed 
states can represent a challenge to 
the stability of  the Middle East. This 
is especially the case given today’s 
globalized and interconnected world 
and because of  the large involve-
ment of  external actors in domestic 
affairs of  weak and failing states. 
The weakness of  the central govern-
ment and the proliferation of  groups 
competing with the state represent 
an excellent opportunity for external 
third parties seeking to expand their 

influence on the region. What may 
at first glance look like an internal 
conflict between armed groups and 
governmental forces, such as in Syria 
or Yemen, is, in fact, also an arena 
for struggle between regional forces. 
The Lebanese civil war between 
1975 and 1990 serves as a powerful 
reminder of  the dangers of  countries 
becoming surrogates for regional 
and international conflicts. 

Indeed, foreign intervention in 
Lebanon has been a constant theme 
in Lebanese political life, contrib-
uting to the permanently blurred 
lines between domestic and foreign 
matters. All main sectarian groups 
within the countries have cultivated 
relations with foreign actors. As a 
result, a myriad of  foreign powers—
from Iran to Syria, Saudi Arabia, and 
Israel—have been invested in Leba-
nese politics, often with profoundly 
conflicting agendas. 

The presence of  strong links 
with domestic communities, together 
with the geostrategic relevance of  
Lebanon and the institutional weak-
ness of  the state, has led the country 
to become a playground for other 
regional and global actors to com-
pete for regional power, through 
both political and military means. 
Of  course, this relationship between 
foreign patronage and state weakness 
has been self-reinforcing. Foreign 
intervention is enabled by the state’s 
weakness, which, in turn, further 

contributes to a weakening of  the 
state and heightened instability, creat-
ing a vicious cycle. 

Currently, both Iraq and Yemen 
look increasingly like potential arenas 
for similar struggles between the 
different regional and global powers 
invested in the region. Similarly, the 
conflict in Syria is becoming progres-
sively more regionalized, certainly a 
worrisome trend for both the coun-
try as well as for the region as a 
whole. 

The more that the conflict within 
the failing states becomes regional, 
the more the crisis can be exported 
with broader repercussions across 
the Middle East. For instance, in the 
case of  Yemen, the regime’s inabil-
ity to impose its authority on Shiite 
groups caused the fighting to spill 
over into Saudi territory in 2009-
2010.

In the case of  Syria, the daunt-
ing humanitarian emergency and the 
growing number of  refugees is hav-
ing a regional impact, especially on 
countries like Turkey, Lebanon, and 
Jordan, who have been providing 
assistance to the bulk of  the refugee 
population. Lebanon—whose fate, 
for better or for worse, has histori-
cally been tied to Syria—is an espe-
cially vivid example of  the regional 
impact of  the Syrian internal war. 
Since the outbreak of  the hostilities 
between the Assad regime and the 

opposition forces, the fighting in 
Syria has repeatedly spilled over into 
Lebanon. 

The “‘spillover” of  the conflict 
has also exacerbated a preexisting 
political and sectarian cleavage be-
tween Lebanon’s Sunni and the Shiite 
communities. This clash is strongly 
rooted in politics and reflected in the 
strong animosity between the cur-
rent Lebanese government led by the 
“March 8” forces and including the 
main Shiite parties, Amal and Hez-
bollah, and the “March 14” opposi-
tion forces historically led by former 
prime minister Saad Hariri’s Future 
Movement. Politically, the conflict 
in Syria has sharply deteriorated the 
tone of  the political confrontation, 
with attacks between parties that 
have been supporting the Assad 
regime and the anti-Assad March 14 
forces having been vitriolic. 

This tense political climate has 
worsened sectarian relations within 
Lebanon, especially in areas where 
they were never idyllic to begin with. 
For example, in Tripoli, Lebanon’s 
second-largest city, the sectarian-po-
litical tensions boosted by the Syrian 
conflict have produced a number of  
relatively serious armed clashes be-
tween pro- and anti-Assad support-
ers coming from, respectively, the 
Alawite and Sunni communities.

In addition to the implications 
for regional stability, failing states are 
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similarly problematic from a human 
security and humanitarian perspec-
tive. Failing states are often unable 
to provide security as well as basic 
social and political goods to their 
citizens, contributing to a height-
ened precariousness of  the living 
conditions of  the population. The 
recent examples of  famine in Ye-
men and humanitarian emergency 
in Syria highlight the human cost of  
prolonged internal instability and 
endemic state failure. In addi-
tion, these cases also show 
that the human and security 
costs of  failed states cannot 
be contained within the states’ 
own borders, as exemplified by 
the high number of  refugees 
outpouring from Syria into 
neighboring countries. 

A third challenge stemming 
from failing states is that of  
terrorism. Failed states pres-
ent international and regional 
terrorist organizations with a 
convenient base of  operations and 
are more likely than other states to 
host terrorist organizations on their 
soil. Terrorist organizations take 
advantage of  the porous borders and 
the fact that the central government 
is weak or absent from large parts of  
the state in order to develop opera-
tional and logistical infrastructures. 
Thus, a failed state can become a 
safe haven for such organizations. 
Furthermore, the host state could 

provide a larger pool of  potential 
activists, as the citizens of  a failed 
state have fewer options and can be 
more easily lured into joining non-
state armed groups. Moreover, given 
that a significant number of  terror-
ist organizations active today in the 
world have a regional or even global 
agenda, failed states can become ex-
porters of  terrorists. In this context, 
Sudan, Yemen, and Iraq have long 
been transit points for organizations 
such as al-Qaeda.

The fourth challenge is 
crime. Similar to terrorist organiza-
tions, criminal organizations take 
advantage of  the governments’ loose 
control in failed states to promote 
their interests. In many cases, such 
states become large exporters of  
illegal drugs grown by criminals and 
terrorists. For example, Afghanistan 
is the biggest exporter of  opium 
and hashish in the world (UNODC 
2010). Human trafficking is similarly 

facilitated in areas of  limited state-
hood, as the example of  Sinai seems 
to confirm. Human trafficking and 
the kidnapping of  African migrants 
or residents of  refugee camps for 
ransom has become a disturbing 
trend in Sinai (Lynch 2012). There is, 
of  course, a connection between the 
terrorist and the criminal challenges, 
as terrorist groups have been also in-
volved in criminal activities for fund-
raising purposes, at times temporarily 
teaming up with local criminal rings. 
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, for instance, 
the leader of  an al-Qaeda offshoot 
organization based in Algeria who 
took responsibility for the In Ame-
nas gas facility hostage crisis earlier 
this year, was thought to be involved 
in a number of  criminal activities, 
from cigarette and other forms of  
smuggling to kidnapping (Erlanger 
and Nossiter 2013). 

A final security challenge is the 
threat of  nonconventional arms 
proliferation. As the situation in 
Libya shows, a weak or failing state 
can also heighten the regional threat 
stemming from the proliferation of  
conventional arms. It is more dif-
ficult for a state in the midst of  an 
internal crisis to secure its weapons 
and supplies. While the new Libyan 
authorities, along with the interna-
tional community, have been able 
to secure Libya’s chemical weapons, 
the same is not true for the rest of  
Qaddafi’s arsenal. According to U.S. 

estimates, out of  approximately 
twenty thousand man-portable air 
defense systems (MANPADS), only 
five thousand have been recovered 
and secured (Brannen 2012). The 
smuggling of  Qaddafi’s arsenal 
represents a serious regional, as well 
as global, proliferation challenge. For 
example, according to an Associated 
Press report on 16 October 2012, 
Israeli officials stated that an antiair-
craft missile fired from Gaza began 
its journey in Libya and was passed 
through tunnels along the Egyptian 
border (Associated Press 2012). 
Similarly, the rise in arms smuggling 
and terrorist activity from the Sinai 
Peninsula against Israel shows the 
link between proliferation and state 
weakness, while highlighting that 
these borderless threats challenge a 
nation’s capability to deter attacks 
against it.

Changing the Analytical Framework

The Arab Spring accelerated a 
preexisting trend within the MENA 
region of  state weakness and in-
stability. This widespread weakness 
stems from a number of  factors, 
including the unrepresentative and 
unpopular nature of  the predomi-
nant political institutions, the lack 
of  a cohesive and unitary citizenship 
discourse, the failure to provide so-
cial and political goods to all citizens, 
and the difficulties in preventing the 
proliferation of  non-state armed 

As the situation in 
Libya shows, a weak or 
failing state can also 
heighten the regional 
threat stemming from 
the proliferation of 
conventional arms.
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groups and alternative pockets of  
authority within the state. Given the 
deep and structural nature of  the 
problems faced by MENA states, it 
is unlikely that the regime changes 
propelled by the Arab Spring will 
lead to a rapid improvement of  the 
situation. As a result, in the short 
and medium term, continued in-
stability and state weakness at the 
regional level are to be expected.

This trend is especially significant 
since it has important regional rami-
fications in terms of  regional stabil-
ity, human security, terrorism, crime, 
and proliferation of  small arms. 
Furthermore, the longer and deeper 
the crisis that the MENA states will 
find themselves in, the higher the 
chances other regional actors will be-
come more involved in such a crisis 
by supporting one of  the warring 
parties. This heightens the chance 
for regional states to become proxies 
for regional confrontation, which is, 
in turn, a challenge to regional peace 
and stability.

This initial assessment under-
scores the importance of  under-
standing the processes of  state 
weakness and failure in the region. 
Threats from and within the MENA 
region. both at the local and global 
level, are increasingly caused by rami-
fications stemming from the weak-
ness, if  not outright dismantlement, 
of  national units. One such example 

is the increased presence of  al-Qaeda 
and the proliferation of  similar or af-
filiated non-state armed groups and 
their growing role and power within 
weak or failing states, such as the 
rise of  Ansar al-Sharia in Yemen and 
Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria.

To have a better grasp of  these 
dynamics, it may be necessary to up-
date traditional views of  national se-
curity to increasingly include analyses 
of  and responses to threats coming 
from ungoverned areas. In turn, this 
will provide a better understanding 
of  the security challenges posed by 
failed states. An in-depth examina-
tion of  the challenges will, of  course, 
not resolve them, but it has the 
potential to delineate dilemmas more 
clearly and offer a new perspective 
on long-standing trends and devel-
opments. In addition, there should 
be a further effort to understand 
how states move along the “strong/
weak” and “functional/failed” states 
continuum. 

In particular, grasping the 
dynamics of  state failure requires 
broadening the scope of  intelli-
gence assessments well beyond basic 
indicators of  regime stability, with 
a serious look at societal well-being 
and stability. Social and economic 
questions such as a nation’s gross 
domestic product (GDP), growth, 
openness to foreign trade, rate of  
infant mortality, and population size 

as well as ethnic diversity and break-
down serve as important indicators 
helping to forecast state failure or 
regime stability. 

The scope of  intelligence’s atten-
tion should be expanded to analyze 
these issues further, as well as to 
extend to regions that would oth-
erwise be deemed as having limited 
relevance when examined through a 
narrower intelligence lens. Forecast-
ing state failure can help bridge the 
gap between the focus on political 
and military issues on the one hand 
and the need to understand the un-
dercurrents in these societies on the 
other. 

The understanding that fail-
ing and weak states are here to stay 
and that they represent a threat to 
global security has increased in the 
post-9/11 era. The 1993 U.S. inter-
vention in Somalia shows that the 
United States had already intervened 
in the context of  failed states in the 
aftermath of  the Cold War. Similarly, 
the need to identify possible threats 
and follow their developments in a 
given state prompted the U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) as early 
as 1994 to construct capabilities 
that would better allow it to forecast 
regime stability and state collapse 
(then the State Failure Task Force, 
now known as the Political Instabil-
ity Task Force). However, it was only 
in the following decade, in light of  

9/11 and the U.S. experience in both 
Afghanistan and Somalia, that the 
United States started to view failed 
states as a severe—if  not the most 
severe—threat to its vital interests. 
The United States is not the sole 
country to have taken this stance. 
France’s intervention in Mali in Janu-
ary 2013 in order to prevent the col-
lapse of  the central government as 
radical Islamic forces moved closer 
to the capital is evidence of  this. 

The issue of  international inter-
vention in a failed or weak state is a 
hotly debated one in the internation-
al arena. By and large, countries have 
sought to intervene in the internal 
affairs of  a failed state in a number 
of  situations. Intervention is often 
in response to an invitation issued 
by the local government or a recog-
nized non-state armed group operat-
ing within the state. This appeal for 
intervention is grounded in the fact 
that the intervening nation has been 
directly hurt or its vital interests have 
been damaged. In addition, other 
factors, such as regional and interna-
tional support, have been crucial in 
determining international interven-
tion in internal conflicts. Interna-
tional intervention in failed or failing 
states has also increasingly chal-
lenged the notion of  “absolute sov-
ereignty,” resulting in the idea that an 
illegitimate and brutal regime with 
no internal legitimacy can indeed by 
challenged by the international com-
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munity when a demonstrable need 
to protect the local civilian popula-
tion arises. The NATO intervention 
in Libya, which arguably became a 
failed state once the civil war broke 
out, is a prime example. This is the 
backbone of  the Responsibility to 
Protect debate currently ongoing 
regarding Syria. 

Despite the importance of  the 
legal discussions concerning when 
and how the international commu-
nity should intervene in the context 
of  failed states that are in the midst 
of  internal wars and experiencing 
widespread atrocities, the interna-
tional community has limited experi-
ence with failed states. It is impor-
tant to bridge this knowledge gap 
as the failed states phenomenon has 
proven to be a more permanent and 
significant feature of  the security en-
vironment in the twenty-first century 
rather than a fad of  the post–Cold 
War era.
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A CONVERSATION WITH ESRAA ABDELFATTAH AND BASSEL ADEL

A Conversation with Esraa 
Abdelfattah and Bassel Adel
Interviewed by Avery Schmidt on 6 February 2013 

at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University

Esraa Abdelfattah, already a leading activist prior to 2011, played a 
major role in the January 2011 Egyptian revolution. She has been 
a political activist since 2008, when she created the April 6 Strike 
Group on Facebook, which grew to 70,000 members and resulted 
in her arrest. She is currently vice-chairman of the Egyptian 
Democratic Academy, a nonprofit youth organization that promotes 
democracy, human rights, and political participation. For her ef-
forts during the revolution, she was nominated for the 2011 Nobel 
Peace Prize, selected as the 2011 Woman of the Year by Glamour 
magazine, nominated for an Atlantic Council Freedom Award, and 
named as one of the 100 Most Powerful Arab Women by the Ara-
bian Business magazine. Abdelfattah also won a New Generation 
Democratic Activist Award from Freedom House in June 2010 and 
founded the Free Egyptian Women Group, which seeks to empow-
er women to participate in social and political activities.    

Bassel Adel represented Nasr City as a Member of Parliament 
before it was dissolved last June. He is also a political columnist 
for Youm 7 and Al-Watan daily newspapers. He cofounded the 
Free Egyptians Party in April 2011, a party of the Egypt Bloc, and 
serves as a member of its executive committee. Since cofounding 
the El-Ghad Party with Ayman Nour in 2004, Adel has advocated 
for broader political participation in Egyptian politics, and he has 
run for parliament twice on a liberal-secular platform. He was also 
a cofounder of the Misryatona Amana campaign to raise citizen 
awareness of the December 2012 Egyptian Constitution. In 2011, 

he was ranked among the most active Egyptian parliamentarians, 
and in January 2013, he was appointed to serve as a steering 
committee member of Mohamed Al-Baradei’s Dostour Party. 

JMEPP: The new Egyptian constitu-
tion codified a special position for 
the Egyptian army, even legalizing 
the use of military courts to try ci-
vilians. Do you see this as a major 
hurdle to the development of de-
mocracy in Egypt?

ABDEL FATTAH: We opposed these 
items in the constitution. There was 
a big campaign focusing on these 
articles. I expect that the inclusion 
of  these articles is part of  an agree-
ment between the SCAF [Supreme 
Council of  the Armed Forces] and 
the Muslim Brotherhood. However, 
this is not the only problem in the 
constitution. There are many items 
in the constitution relating to the 
authority of  the president that we 
find objectionable. There are also 
many issues regarding the rights of  
women, the rights of  minorities, and 
freedom in general. One of  our de-
mands now under the new state is to 
have an independent legal committee 
to change twenty-five or thirty items 
in the constitution.

JMEPP: Where would this committee 
operate? Would it be based in parlia-
ment?

ABDEL FATTAH:  It would not be 
based in parliament, because the ma-
jority of  the members in the Shura 
Council are Islamist-oriented. We 
need an independent legal institution 
made up of  people who have experi-
ence in domestic and international 
law to make modifications to these 
twenty-five or thirty items.

JMEPP: Bassel, do you agree with 
Esraa’s recommendation and, if so, 
where would this committee gets its 
power if it is not located within par-
liament?

ADEL:  I support the idea of  an 
independent legal committee, one 
that includes every political color in 
Egypt in order to make new recom-
mendations for the constitution. 
Other examples from the thirty 
items in the constitution that need 
to be rewritten relate to the military, 
the independence of  the constitu-
tion, transitional justice, as well as 
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the authority of  the religious state 
that is protected in the new constitu-
tion. Additionally, this constitution 
must become compatible with the 
international standards of  human 
rights. President [Mohamed] Morsi 
and the Muslim Brotherhood must 
pass these modifications in the next 
parliament. 

JMEPP:  So you see the reforms hap-
pening by the committee advocating 
to the president and then the presi-
dent helping these reforms pass 
through parliament?

ADEL: Yes. 

JMEPP: Esraa, you mentioned that 
the new constitution is problematic 
for women. What reforms would you 
recommend to better protect the 
rights of women in Egypt?

ABDEL FATTAH: We asked that 
women be included in the first half  
of  any party list in an election, but 
the Islamists rejected this idea. This 
reform would guarantee women 
seats in parliament. I do not think 
this is a strange recommendation. 
There are many other items against 
women’s rights, not only in political 
life but also in social life.

JMEPP:  What recommendations do 
you have for policy makers in the 
United States and other countries 
regarding their relations with Egypt?  

ADEL: We have told U.S. policy 
makers that they must support the 
Egyptian people and the demands of  
the street, not the regime in Egypt. 
Supporting the regime will repeat the 
same mistakes made by the U.S. dur-
ing the Mubarak era. It is essential to 
forge a new relationship between the 
Egyptian people and the American 
people, based on a partnership, not 
on following U.S. policy.

ABDEL FATTAH: I would tell policy 
makers that our country is not 
our president. If  you deal with the 
president as if  he is the country, 
then it will be no different than the 
Mubarak era. This was the case for 
the last fifty years. The U.S. govern-
ment dealt with our country as the 
country of  Mubarak and now you 
see him going to jail by the voice of  
the people. So I would tell policy 
makers that the real power of  any 
country lies in its people, not in its 
leader. I advise them to recognize 
and understand that the people can 
change any leader, so your interest 
and trust should be with the people. 

The Crux of the Gulf Energy 
Challenge: Development and 
Industrialization in the Arabian Gulf 
Region
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Abstract
The Arabian Gulf  region has the most prodigious energy reserves in the 
world. However, the region’s massive industrialization and expanding 
demography are also increasing energy consumption at unsustainable rates, 
leading to natural gas deficits across the region. 
This article argues that the pressures of  economic development and 
industrial diversification are steadily eroding the comparative advantage 
that the Gulf  countries enjoyed for much of  the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first century that allowed them to support domestic industries with 
extremely low-cost associated natural gas. As a result, the investment logic 
that guided energy-intensive industries to the region will have to concomi-
tantly evolve. 
Due to the region’s natural gas shortages, the Gulf  governments will begin 
to reconfigure the dominant pricing framework. Furthermore, the region 
will begin to transition away from dependence on the current ethane-based 

55



56

FEATURE

HARVARD JOURNAL OF MIDDLE EASTERN POLITICS AND POLICY 57

THE CRUX OF THE GULF ENERGY CHALLENGE

petrochemical expansion strategy to one that leverages other feedstocks. 
Increasing competition from other natural gas production centers (such as 
China, the United States, and Australia) will also decrease the competitive-
ness of  the Gulf  petrochemical industry. Nonetheless, despite the pres-
sures of  the foregoing, this article illustrates that the regional response to 
such challenges will be the creation of  a much more sustainable regional 
energy and petrochemical section for the long term.

Introduction 

The Arabian Gulf  region1 has 
the most prodigious energy 

reserves in the world. As of  2012, 
it contained 486.8 billion barrels of  
proven oil reserves, approximately 
37.5 percent of  global supply, with 
the Kingdom of  Saudi Arabia hold-
ing the lion’s share, at 20 percent 
of  the global total (BP 2012). The 
latest figures for 2012 indicate that 
the region collectively produced 17.3 
million barrels per day (b/d) (Insti-
tute of  International Finance 2012). 
With the advantage of  enormous oil 
reserves and small, albeit growing, 
populations, the region exports the 
majority of  its oil production (BP 
2012, 6-18). The region holds ap-
proximately 42 trillion cubic meters 
(TCM) of  natural gas, about 23 per-
cent of  global natural gas reserves, 
but it only produces about 8 percent 
of  the total global production. It is 
estimated that at current production 
rates, the current proven oil reserves 
will last another seventy years and 
natural gas reserves another 118 
years (Arab News 2012).

However, as will be discussed 
below, there are several structural 
forces that could blunt the region’s 
immense energy reserves and 
thereby degrade its ability to foster 
economic growth. This article argues 
that the pressures of  economic 
development and diversification are 
steadily eroding the comparative 
advantage that the Gulf  countries 
have enjoyed since the 1970s that 
allowed them to expand domestic 
industries with extremely low-priced 
associated natural gas.2 Rapid indus-
trial expansion, fueled by low-priced 
associated natural gas, caused high 
rates of  natural gas consumption 
and energy intensity that strained the 
Gulf  countries’ ability to adequately 
supply their local markets with natu-
ral gas. 

As a result of  this demand 
pressure, the investment logic that 
caused energy-intensive industries 
to relocate to the region will have to 
concomitantly evolve. This is of  ex-
treme importance when considering 
that due to the stresses of  the Arab 
Spring, demographic growth, eco-

nomic diversification, and pan-Gulf  
cooperation and integration, the 
Gulf  countries will have to guarantee 
a sustainable economic model for 
their citizens. 

In order to understand the 
contours of  industrialization in 
the region and its connection with 
energy exports, the concept of  
absorptive capacity is essential to 
how energy-rich countries are able to 
domestically utilize revenue gained 
from oil and gas exports (Amuzegar 
1983, 21). The absorptive capac-
ity of  a state concerns bottlenecks 
of  supply in the face of  expanding 
demand. It also concerns the lack 
of  profitable domestic investment 
opportunities for countries that 
have high governmental revenue 
from the export of  energy resources 
(principally oil). There are two types 
of  Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) energy-rich countries: the 
high absorbers and the low absorb-
ers. Understanding this distinction 
will assist in understanding the policy 
choices available to the Gulf  nations 
as they become more economically 
diversified. 

The high absorbers are Algeria, 
Iran, Egypt, and Iraq—countries 
with relatively large populations and 
relatively small per capita oil reserves 
(Amuzegar 1983, 21). Additionally, 
these countries have a large manufac-
turing base, arable agricultural land, 

and overall, a much more diversified 
economic base (Luciani 1984, 107). 
The low absorbing countries, in con-
trast, are principally composed of  
the Arabian Gulf  oil exporting coun-
tries and Libya, which have smaller 
populations and large per capita oil 
reserves and gross domestic product 
(GDP). However, they also lack a 
diversified economy, have a dearth 
of  skilled manpower, and have few 
complementary resources (Amuzegar 
1983, 21).

The concept of  absorptive ca-
pacity is important because it im-
pacts a country’s economic growth 
trajectory, its domestic development 
strategy, and oftentimes, its politi-
cal stability. Therefore, the countries 
that have the lowest absorptive 
capacity tend to export more energy 
to the global market (again, princi-
pally as primary products) as there 
are fewer profitable uses at home. 
As I discuss in the next section, this 
dynamic of  low absorptive capacity 
in the Gulf  is evolving and placing 
enormous pressure on the ability 
of  the Gulf  countries, particularly 
Saudi Arabia, Oman, the UAE, and 
Kuwait, to continue their economic 
diversification plans while keeping a 
low administrative pricing framework 
(i.e., pricing set by policy as opposed 
to market forces). 

This article proposes that Gulf  
policy makers implement natural gas 
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pricing reconfiguration in order to 
moderate the region’s high energy 
intensity rates and consumption, as 
well as to increase natural gas pro-
duction. The Gulf  governments 
need to increase natural gas prices 
to at least the cost of  production 
for new gas reserves to be brought 
online and ensure profitable devel-
opment of  these fields. These new 
gas fields are, for the most part, 
non-associated fields, which means 
that in contrast to associated natural 
gas fields, they are standalone fields. 
And, in the context of  the Gulf  re-
gion, they are often complex as they 
contain ultra-sour (UAE), ultra-tight 
(Oman), shale (Saudi Arabia), or 
ultra-deep (Kuwait) natural gas. 3

The varieties of  Gulf  non-asso-
ciated gas are expensive to produce, 
with the cost of  production several 
times higher (approximately $5-$8 
per million British thermal units 
[MMBTU]) than the current associ-
ated gas production (approximately 
$.80-$1.30 per MMBTU). The cur-
rent natural gas pricing regime does 
not enable profitable production for 
non-associated gas fields and thereby 
creates disincentives for expanding 
natural gas production. Furthermore, 
increasing natural gas prices will 
lower natural gas demand, which is 
currently at unsustainable levels. 

Incorporation of  these strategies 
will boost the region’s gas produc-

tion, while relieving the 
stress of  year-on-year 
power and gas demand 
growth. While other 
initiatives are important, 
the most important step is 
the creation of  an attractive 
pricing framework to spur 
development. From pricing 
reform, energy intensity 
would consequently be 
reduced as the industrial 

and residential sectors be-
gin to reduce their energy 
consumption and as large 
industrial concerns begin 
to invest in energy-efficient 
machinery. Of  course, the 
above is not meant to be 
a comprehensive policy 

toolbox, as that is outside of  the 
scope of  this article. However, 
through the implementation of  the 
basic elements of  structural reform 
as indicated above, the energy-rich 
MENA countries would be able to 
definitively lower their rising energy 
demand and energy intensity while 
expanding the supply of  available 
natural gas to continue on the path 
to economic diversification. 

The next section of  this article 
analyzes the economic impact of  
expanding industrialization in the 
region and its impact on natural gas 
supply. As the majority of  Gulf-
based industries depend in some 
manner on natural gas provision, 
an expanding industrial base places 
significant demand pressure on the 
Gulf  countries’ ability to provide it. 
The article then offers an overview 
of  the regional petrochemical sector 
and discusses the challenges facing 
the Gulf  countries as they expand 
their petrochemical production, 
which is one of  the primary indus-
tries used to diversify the regional 
economy. Lastly, the article con-
cludes with the recommendation that 
the Gulf  countries reconfigure their 
gas pricing regime. At least initially, 
Gulf  natural gas price reconfigura-
tion should not be comprehensive, 
rather it should be gradually liberal-
ized in order to minimize any dif-
ficulties in managing the structural 
adjustment process. Furthermore, if  

gas price liberalization is not pur-
sued, Gulf  economic competitive-
ness will be severely hampered in the 
long term. 

Gulf Economic Transformation

When the Gulf  countries be-
gan to economically develop in the 
1970s, policy makers viewed natural 
gas as the best means to develop a 
domestic industrial base. For several 
decades since the 1970s, the Gulf  
countries poured investments into 
large industrial projects in a bid to 
reduce their dependence on hydro-
carbon exports. Yet, since the begin-
ning of  the 2000s, several signifi-
cant economic forces morphed the 
contours of  the global energy sector, 
consequently impacting Gulf  eco-
nomic growth. The “second oil price 
revolution,” a period of  increased oil 
prices from 2000 to 2008, reflected a 
slow but steady increase in oil prices 
to the triple digits that enriched the 
Gulf  countries.4 During this time pe-
riod, the Gulf  Cooperation Council 
(GCC) economies tripled in size to 
$1.1 trillion (Gulf  Base 2009). 

However, it was the global fi-
nancial crisis that undercut what had 
seemed like an inexorable upward 
trend in Gulf  economic growth. 
When fear of  the global financial 
crisis climaxed in December 2008, 
oil prices dropped precipitously to 
approximately $30 per barrel. Com-

From pricing reform, 
energy intensity would 

consequently be re-
duced as the industrial 
and residential sectors 

begin to reduce their 
energy consumption 
and as large indus-

trial concerns begin 
to invest in energy-

efficient machinery.
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bined with capital flight and con-
strained capital markets, the GCC 
countries were hit hard by the crisis, 
but relief  was in sight as internation-
al oil prices began to steadily increase 
until reaching the current level (at 
the time of  this writing in early 
March 2013) of  $109.94 per barrel. 

Despite the economic setbacks 
of  the global financial crisis, the 
second oil price revolution heralded 
a period of  unparalleled industrial 
expansion in the Gulf  region. The 
Gulf  countries initiated enormous 
value-added (petrochemicals, fertiliz-
ers), energy-intensive (cement, alumi-
num smelting), and power-expansion 
projects in the region. Additionally, 
during the same time period, the 
regional population increased from 
28 million in 1998 to 39 million in 
2010 (Gulf  Investment Corpora-
tion 2012). The majority of  the 
demographic bulge was composed 
of  youth (under twenty-five), which 
spurred the Gulf  countries to focus 
on job creation as a tool to alleviate 
socioeconomic discontent. 

For the majority of  the Gulf  
countries, the gas molecule has been 
at the center of  plans for industrial 
expansion and economic diversifica-
tion. This model of  development 
did not pose any risks for the GCC 
countries until the expansionary 
pressure became too great by the 
mid- to late 2000s and the region’s 

associated natural gas could not keep 
up with the growth in demand. By 
2007, the widening supply-demand 
imbalance fissures became apparent. 

The rapidly increasing regional 
demand for gas is driven by admin-
istrative pricing. These prices tend 
to be much lower than international 
prices of  natural gas, and they are 
below the production cost of  new 
gas fields. The Gulf  States’ internal 
pricing policies are causing allocation 
disruptions and exacerbating budget-
ary pressures because they cannot 
simultaneously supply low-price 
natural gas to their national indus-
tries while keeping their industrializa-
tion and diversification strategies on 
schedule. 

When the majority of  the natural 
gas produced was inexpensive and 
easily accessible (i.e., associated natu-
ral gas), this framework of  providing 
low-priced natural gas to domestic 
industry was viable. However, with 
regional gas demand increasing 
alongside rising upstream production 
costs in non-associated and difficult 
to produce (i.e., ultra-sour, tight, 
shale) natural gas fields, the current 
natural gas pricing framework is 
unsustainable. 

Nonetheless, the major challeng-
es are not just limited to the natural 
gas sector—regional oil demand is 
also increasing. This is due to two 
interrelated factors. Firstly, as natural 

gas shortfalls cascade through the 
regional economies, Gulf  countries, 
such as Saudi Arabia, the northern 
Emirates, and Kuwait, are using 
more fuel oil for power generation. 
When oil is consumed domestically 
at below-market prices instead of  
exported at international market 
rates, a significant opportunity cost 
results. This contradiction is illus-

trated most clearly in Saudi Arabia. 
According to Khalid Al-Falih, CEO 
of  Aramco, rising domestic energy 
consumption in the Kingdom could 
result in the loss of  3 million barrels 
per day of  crude oil exports by the 
end of  the decade it a business as 
usual scenario persists (U.S. Energy 
Information Administration 2013). 
As Saudi Arabia consumes more of  
its oil domestically, it loses a sig-
nificant amount of  foreign revenue. 
Moreover, in 2012, Saudi Arabia 
established enormous infrastruc-
ture and social spending programs, 

which will only increase domestic 
oil consumption. Rising oil demand 
is threatening Saudi Arabia’s ability 
to serve as the global oil production 
hub, the loss of  which could make 
global oil prices much more volatile. 

Gulf  countries also face grow-
ing economic pressures due to the 
massive expansion of  government 

expenditures in the wake of  
the Arab Spring. A report by 
Bank of  America Merrill Lynch 
estimated the combined social 
spending by Gulf  countries to 
stave off  social discontent to 
be approximately $150 billion 
(Broomhall 2011). The ramp-
ing up of  government spending 
programs has increased what is 
known as the “break-even oil 
price,” or the price of  a bar-
rel of  oil required for an oil-
producing country to remain 

solvent. For example, the break-even 
oil price for a barrel of  oil in much 
of  the region was approximately $30 
in 2003. Nearly a decade later, the re-
gional break-even oil price increased 
to approximately $77 per barrel 
(Abed 2011, Ijtehadi 2011).5

The increase in the break-even 
oil prices across the region indicates 
that the Gulf  countries are becoming 
more fiscally vulnerable. Therefore, 
the countries informally known as 
the “price doves” of  OPEC will be 
forced by necessity to defend higher 

The increase in the 
break-even oil prices 

across the region 
indicates that the 

Gulf countries are 
becoming more fis-

cally vulnerable.
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prices and thereby become “price 
hawks” (Schaeffer 2005, 259). It is 
clear that due to these pressures, a 
bifurcated strategy is emerging with-
in many Gulf  countries, especially 
Saudi Arabia. As the Gulf  countries 
attempt to rely upon their com-
parative advantage and expand their 
industrial base so as not to rely solely 
upon oil exports, their industries 
“need” access to low-priced natural 
gas and oil to facilitate the process. 
However, simultaneously, as their 
economies expand and governmental 
expenditures increase through infra-
structure development and subsidi-
zation of  various economic sectors, 
there is a greater incentive to expand 
oil exports to capture the lost op-
portunity cost. Therefore, the Gulf  
countries, which were formally price 
doves, will likely become price hawks 
in the mid-term in order to support 
their massive budgetary outlays. 

If  coherent and clear-sighted en-
ergy policies are not developed, then 
the industrialization and economic 
diversification strategies of  the Gulf  
countries will be at risk in the mid- 

to long term. While inconceivable a 
mere decade ago, the region could 
face energy security problems if  it is 
not able to expedite production of  
its own natural gas reserves. A lack 
of  non-associated gas development 
would force the region to rely upon 
the global market for natural gas im-
port, as Kuwait and the UAE do at 
the moment. And, although unlikely 
to continue in a business-as-usual 
pattern, if  Saudi Arabia’s current 
oil consumption trends continue, it 
could potentially become an oil-im-
porting country by 2030 (Daya and 
El Baltaji 2012).

Additionally, the petrochemical 
sector, which is the basis of  Gulf  
economic diversification, is also at 
risk due to the lack of  energy price 
reformation. The Gulf  countries 
are attempting to transition away 
from hydrocarbon dependence and 
develop a diversified and sustainable 
modern economy. But the low-cost 
pricing structure of  natural gas is 
straining their ability to meet these 
strategic goals.

Threats to Diversification: A Focus 
on the Gulf Petrochemical Industry

The Gulf  petrochemical industry 
is at a precarious point in its devel-
opment. Its rapid expansion over 
the past two decades that was built 
upon low-priced natural gas enabled 
it to enjoy a substantial cost advan-
tage over its global competitors. The 
Gulf  countries staked their econom-
ic diversification plans on the con-
tinued availability of  low-cost and 
low-priced associated natural gas. 
These countries considered associat-
ed natural gas the most cost-effective 
method to increase their non–oil 
related GDP (through downstream 
economic diversification) and create 
highly skilled jobs for their youth, of  
which a large proportion is under the 
age of  twenty-five.6

However, several issues obstruct 
the region’s plans to expand capacity 
as petrochemical companies battle to 
preserve their profit margins in the 
face of  ethane (a crucial component 
for petrochemical production) short-
ages, which are further compounded 
by critical operational problems. The 
GCC’s diversification drive to absorb 
rising population growth now in-
cludes energy-intensive sectors such 
as steel and aluminum smelting, as 
well as upgrading and expanding the 
capacity of  power and desalination 
sectors. All of  these initiatives have 
placed extreme pressure on the GCC 

countries to effectively allocate natu-
ral gas among the various economic 
and industrial sectors. Because of  
this, ethane supply is not expected 
to increase over the coming decade, 
and most of  the expected supply is 
already committed for allocation to 
existing projects. 

Regional petrochemical com-
panies have been adapting to the 
shortages of  natural gas feedstock by 
utilizing liquid feedstocks (gas liquid 
and refined petroleum products such 
as naphtha and propane). Saudi Ara-
bia, for example, ceased allocating 
significant amounts of  ethane to the 
petrochemical sector in the middle 
of  the last decade. However, the 
ethane shortfalls, which are present 
in nearly every Gulf  country (except 
for Qatar), will make strategic expan-
sion challenging. Liquid feedstock 
is now the feedstock of  choice (or 
necessity) for the Gulf  countries.7 
For instance, Saudi Basic Industries 
Corp. (SABIC), the world’s larg-
est petrochemical producer, made 
the strategic decision to switch to 
propane and naphtha. The issue of  
where to source future natural gas 
feedstock allocations became even 
more important in the Kingdom 
considering the approximately $20 
billion in current petrochemical ex-
pansion projects (Serrai 2011). 

Another driver of  the petro-
chemical boom has been the push to 

If coherent and clear-sighted energy policies 
are not developed, then the industrialization 
and economic diversification strategies of the 
Gulf countries will be at risk in the mid- to 
long term.
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move deeper into the downstream 
value chain. By 2015, it is expected 
that at least nine new crackers will 
be operational across the region as 
the GCC countries attempt to take 
advantage of  robust Asian demand, 
especially for highly engineered plas-
tics.8 As discussed above, this down-
stream diversification is part of  the 
strategic goal to transition away from 
oil and natural gas export to the 
production of  bulk petrochemical 
products, such as polymers for com-
pounding plastics, and higher-value 
specialty chemicals for use in the 
textile, electronic, construction, and 
pharmaceutical industries. Further-
more, the diversity of  downstream 
production will enable the Gulf  
countries to meet their long-term 
goals of  economic diversification, 
job creation, promotion of  technol-
ogy transfer of  advanced machinery 
and industrial production techniques, 
stabilization of  foreign revenue, and 
the creation of  more “value addi-
tion” to petrochemical production.

The limited ethane feedstock, 
which has forced a number of  Gulf  
countries to transition to more 
costly liquid and refined feedstocks, 
has eroded the comparative advan-
tage of  the petrochemical industry 
(most pronounced in Saudi Arabia). 
Furthermore, the pressure on the 
administrative pricing structure for 
natural gas will cause the Gulf  coun-
tries to revise the natural gas pric-

ing framework over the next several 
years. This will further degrade the 
Gulf ’s comparative advantage and 
profit margins. 

In terms of  global competi-
tion, while the Gulf  countries still 
have a comparative advantage even 
with the switchover to liquid and 
refined feedstock (which is often 
provided at heavily discounted prices 
to domestic firms), the liquid and 
refined feedstock price is still several 
times higher than the price at which 
natural gas feedstock is supplied. 
Despite this, the Gulf ’s price of  
liquid and refined feedstock is still 
less expensive than the price in the 
international market. Moreover, the 
current elevated price of  oil (averag-
ing over $100 per barrel) benefits the 
profit margins of  Gulf  petrochemi-
cal producers vis-à-vis their Asian 
competitors. 

Asian petrochemical producers 
utilize, for the most part, crude-
based naphtha, and will be obligated 
to have higher prices in order to 
preserve their profit margins. As a 
result of  upward price pressure on 
Asian petrochemical producers, Gulf  
petrochemical companies will be able 
to raise their prices while still un-
dercutting their Asian counterparts. 
Nonetheless, higher petrochemical 
prices will depress global demand, 
impacting all petrochemical produc-
ers.

Conclusion: Implementation of Nat-
ural Gas Pricing Reform

The resolution of  the challenges 
of  rising consumption and promo-
tion of  non-associated gas produc-
tion lies in natural gas price refor-
mation. Indeed, natural gas price 
reformation, if  conducted with the 
utmost care so as not to unneces-
sarily disrupt economic growth, will 
have a stimulating effect and create 
true Gulf  energy sector sustainabil-
ity. The main motivation to reassess 
the current pricing regime in much 
of  the region is to alleviate the im-
pact of  growing energy and power 
consumption and, as a consequence, 
significant energy deficits throughout 
the regional economies. The cur-
rent energy pricing regimes exposed 
some energy-rich Gulf  countries 
to the conundrum of  being energy 
exporters to the world market while 
at the same time obliging them to 
import energy either through pipe-
line, liquified natural gas (LNG), or 
refined petroleum products to supply 
rising domestic demand.

Regulated energy prices have also 
been an important means for some 
MENA states to attract large-scale 
Western energy-intensive and pet-
rochemical companies to relocate to 
their jurisdictions and thereby assist 
in building up local capacity and 
technology transfer. Yet, price sup-
port mechanisms are not the most 

efficacious methods to promote al-
locative efficiency in times of  energy 
shortages. In addition, energy price 
support mechanisms in the Gulf  re-
gion constitute a significant portion 
of  GDP and budget expenditures, 
even before the global financial crisis 
of  2008.9 Additionally, while low en-
ergy prices encourage consumption, 
they do not stimulate the requisite 
investment in needed energy infra-
structure. Because the public utility 
sector often operates at a loss in the 
MENA region, the private sector is 
often hesitant to become involved 
and invest, and public utilities often 
do not make needed investments in 
energy efficiencies, upgrading, and 
expansion of  services. 

That is why, in terms of  energy 
pricing, there should be a dual-track 
pricing structure that aspires to 
gradual liberalization. It should be 
created so that the most economical-
ly productive sectors, such as petro-
chemicals, benefit from prices of  at 
least the average cost of  production 
for the non-associated gas reserves 
in that particular country. This pric-
ing structure would, at a minimum, 
economically support extraction of  
the most difficult non-associated gas 
fields and encourage international 
oil companies to invest their capital, 
time, expertise, and technology in its 
production. 

When considering the power sec-
tor, market regulators should allow 
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for power tariffs to meet the power 
generation cost. This would ensure 
that the electricity service is unin-
terrupted. In the residential sector, 
the price framework should be set 
at cost-plus (the cost of  produc-
tion plus a predetermined amount 
over the basic production cost) to 
guarantee a return on investment 
for the power sector, which would 
create incentives for energy effi-
ciency upgrades and 
capacity expansion 
to promote energy 
access. However, for 
citizens that meet a 
certain poverty level, 
regional governments 
should create a cash 
disbursement mecha-
nism to mitigate the 
social cost associated 
with structural adjust-
ment, as well as the 
financial burden on the 
impoverished.

Reform has already taken 
hold in Oman. Oman is a coun-
try that faces considerable internal 
contradictions in its energy sector, 
yet its far-reaching energy pricing 
reformation (see the sidebar “Case 
Study: Price Reform in Oman”) has 
gone the furthest when compared 
to its Gulf  peers. It has increasing 
domestic demand from the power 
and petrochemical sectors, as well as 
demographic growth, all of  which 

are compounded by demand from 
water desalination and fertilizer 
projects. Oman, as a result of  the 
growing demand, imports natural gas 
from Qatar’s North field through the 
Dolphin pipeline project of  5.66 mil-
lion cubic meters per day (MCM/d). 
Oman also exports LNG to the 
global market, principally to South 
Korea, as well as to other markets. 
In addition, it diverts a significant 

amount of  natural gas to its oil 
field re-injection program to sustain 
production. Due to the above-men-
tioned trends, Oman aggressively 
attempted to produce non-associated 
natural gas (mostly tight gas). 

As part of  its gas expansion 
strategy, Oman and BP are develop-
ing an approximately $24  billion 
tight gas project in Block 61 (includ-
ing the Khazzan and Makarem fields, 

in north central Oman) (Elston 
2012). If  production begins as 
planned, Block 61 will be the largest 
gas project ever undertaken in the 
sultanate. The successful completion 
of  the development of  the Khaz-
zan and Makarem fields would grant 
Oman between 566 and 849 billion 
cubic meters (BCM) in reserves with 
the first phase of  the project pro-
ducing approximately 30 MCM of  
gas per day by 2019 (Energy-pedia 
2012). The second phase of  the proj-
ect plans to bring another 30 MCM 
of  gas per day online. 

Implementing natural gas price 
reform is essential in the Gulf  region 
if  the countries wish to be able to 
supply enough natural gas to their 

Case Study: Price Reform in Oman 

Oman, the first among its regional peers, took the revolutionary step to stimulate devel-
opment of its tight gas reserves by creating a new price regime. This new policy is based 
on the fact that unconventional gas production in the country will exceed, based on 
capital investment and operating costs, $2 per MMBTU. This estimated production cost 
is much higher than the previous regulated feedstock price of approximately $0.77 per 
MMBTU for many industrial users, such as Oman India Fertiliser Company (OMIFCO), 
and higher than the average gas prices of approximately $0.80/MMBTU for all consum-
ers.

After fourteen months of prior negotiation with major industrial and power consumers, 
the Omani Ministry of Oil and Gas implemented a revised pricing scheme for feedstock 
and fuel, to increase natural gas prices to $3 per MMBTU, which was to begin on 1 
January 2012, for these two sectors. But, faced with stiff resistance, Oman revised its 
initial increase to some industrial consumers, such as OMIFCO, and instead halved the 
price to $1.50 per MMBTU with an annual escalation clause of $0.50 until it reaches 
the target price of $3 per MMBTU (Reuters 2013). After it reaches the target price of 
$3 per MMBTU in the next three to four years, the following annual escalation in the 
feedstock rate would be equivalent to either 3 percent or the per annum U.S. inflation 
rate, whichever is lowest. The price modification, while painful in the short term, would 
make unconventional gas production and the Oman Vision 2020, a detailed program to 
foster a sustainable industrialization and economic diversification for the long term, a 
practical reality. 

petrochemical sectors in the mid- to 
long term. Additionally, there is sig-
nificant competition on the horizon, 
such as the massive increase in shale 
gas production in the United States, 
known as the “shale gas revolution,” 
the coal-to-olefin initiatives in China, 
and the new gas fields coming online 
in other parts of  the world, such 
as Iraq, all which pose additional 
challenges for Gulf  petrochemical 
dominance. 

U.S. shale gas production has 
lowered natural gas prices, and 
American and international chemical 
companies are attempting to trans-
form this into petrochemical domi-
nance. Shell is currently exploring 
building a world-scale petrochemical 

Implementing natural gas 
price reform is essential 
in the Gulf region if the 
countries wish to be able 
to supply enough natural 
gas to their petrochemi-
cal sectors in the mid- to 
long term.
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ENDNOTES

1 Throughout this article, the terms “the 
Gulf,” “Gulf region,” and “Gulf countries” 
will refer to the six countries of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC): Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), Oman, and Qatar. 

2 Associated natural gas is natural gas that 
is produced alongside oil in a joint reservoir. 
Non-associated natural gas is standalone 
natural gas with minimal oil deposits. 

3 Shale gas is natural gas trapped between 
shale formations. Tight gas refers to natural 
gas reservoirs locked in extremely imper-
meable hard rock. Tight gas can also be 
trapped in particularly nonporous sandstone 
or limestone formation. Sour gas is gas that 
has high concentrations of hydrogen-sul-
fide, thereby causing it to be more complex 
to process. Additionally, deep gas is gas 
found at low depths beneath the surface. 

4 The first oil price revolution was the sev-
eralfold price increase that occurred in the 
wake of the Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Companies (OPEC) oil embargo 
of 1973. 

5 The Institute of International Finance 
estimates that the current Saudi break-
even price per barrel of oil is $85. How-
ever, within the region, there is significant 
variability; at the low and high end of the 
spectrum, Qatar has a relatively low break-
even price of $45, while Bahrain requires 
$103. The UAE’s break-even oil price has 
risen to the highest in the GCC, estimated 
to be approximately $107 per barrel (Abed 
2011). 

6 The CIA World Factbook, for example, 
states that in Saudi Arabia, approximately 
40 percent of the population is under four-
teen years old.

7 For instance, the Dow Chemical-Saudi Ar-
amco joint venture (Sadara) and the Rabigh 
Refining and Petrochemicals Company in 

Saudi Arabia will be supplied primarily with 
liquid feedstocks, while Kuwait and the 
UAE have similar plans.  

8 Hydrocarbon cracking is the process of 
breaking long-chain hydrocarbons into short 
ones and thereby developing various petro-
chemical products. 

9 The global financial crisis had a double-
edged impact on the region. To a certain 
extent, for energy exporting countries, it 
lessened the opportunity cost of domestic 
consumption, but it lowered (for a brief pe-
riod) governmental revenue to an unsustain-
able level. For the energy importing coun-
tries of MENA, it offered a brief respite to 
high energy prices and granted some succor 
to their impoverished citizens as commodity 
prices across the board briefly dipped. 
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Though people tend to see 
themselves as objective 

interpreters of  the world, they are 
often active self-deceivers. Self-
deception is a psychological process 
whereby one selectively chooses 
knowledge that confirms a posi-
tive self  bias. Affecting people on 
an individual and group level, self-
deception can have destructive 
consequences. It is thus important 
to understand self-deception’s role in 
the creation, prolonging, and exacer-
bation of  conflict. This is particularly 
relevant in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. This article argues that 
self-deception plays a major role in 
protracting the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict by enabling both sides to 

maintain their positive self-image 
without challenging or changing 
their mutually destructive behavior. 
Focusing on Israeli self-deception, 
the article concentrates on four 
mechanisms of  self-deception 
prominent in the case of  Israel and 
contributing to its prolonged conflict 
with the Palestinians: rhetoric and 
euphemism, blaming the enemy, the 
slippery slope of  decision making, 
and selective omissions. 

Self-deception has been defined 
as “a motivated unawareness of  con-
flicting knowledge” whereby one ac-
cepts only those facts that confirm a 
positive self  bias (Starek and Keating 
1991, 146). Therefore, though people 
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tend to believe they have an objec-
tive image of  the world, they actually 
constantly deceive themselves. Theo-
rists differ in their understanding of  
self-deception: Is it an intentional 
or unintentional act? Is it, in fact, an 
act/behavior, or is it a state? And do 
unconscious elements impact self-
deception? (Bermúdez 2000, 309-
310; Audi 1989, 247-248). However 
defined, self-deception is a phenom-
enon affecting human behavior in 
general and group conflicts in par-
ticular. It enables groups in conflict 
to create multiple narratives over 
shared events, with each side believ-
ing it is the one holding the truth. 
Self-deception significantly protracts 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as 
differing narratives are constantly 
reaffirmed, promoting a static reality 
that replicates cycles of  violence. 

In this article, I hope to partially 
uncover what lies behind Israeli self  
lies.1 I begin with a brief  analysis of  
some of  the attributes of  self-decep-
tion and its relation to individuals 
and groups in general. Then, I pres-
ent four major mechanisms of  self-
deception salient in Israeli society 
and discuss their roles in the context 
of  the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
These mechanisms are rhetoric and 
euphemisms; blaming the enemy; the 
slippery slope of  decision making 
involving psychological numbing and 
induction processes; and selective 
omissions. 

Self-deception exists because 
it has many positive features. It 
serves to create a better image of  
ourselves and so decreases depres-
sion and anxiety while promoting a 
more positive physical and mental 
state (Hagedorn 1996, 139-142). 
According to Joanna Starek and 
Caroline Keating, self-deception 
contributes to people’s success in 
competitive tasks. These research-
ers have shown how swimmers who 
deceived themselves, believing they 
were better than their competitors, 
had better results than those who did 
not engage in self-deception (1991, 
145-146). However, self-deception 
can also bring about grave negative 
consequences, especially with regard 
to ethical judgment. Ann Tenbrunsel 
and David Messick argue that self-
deception promotes “ethical fading,” 
diminishing the moral implications 
of  one’s decisions, thus enabling one 
to unintentionally act unethically 
(2004). In instances whereby one’s 
self-interest requires unethical behav-
ior, “fading” the ethical norms—that 
is, deceiving one’s self  that they do 
not exist—can allow one to keep his 
or her self-interest without losing the 
positive self-image (Tenbrunsel and 
Messick 2004, 224). 

Like individuals, groups also 
wish to sustain their positive self-
image as well as their interests. Thus, 
when reality seems to impede these 
motivations, it is frequently easier 

for the group members to “revise” 
their perception of  reality by deceiv-
ing themselves rather than changing 
their own image or acting in a man-
ner that does not serve their inter-
ests as well (Baumeister and Hast-
ings 1997, 277). Relating to ethical 
decisions, self-deception becomes a 
dangerous phenomenon that can ag-
gravate conflict and hinder its resolu-
tion by making it easier for groups to 
act unethically, without fully realizing 
it. But how do individuals and, even 
more so, groups succeed in deceiv-
ing themselves, ignoring an other-
wise obvious truth? How do ethical 
standards “fade”? Different mecha-
nisms provide possible answers. 
In the following arguments, four 
such mechanisms will be presented 
that are especially relevant to Israeli 
society in the context of  the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. 

One method of  self-deception is 
the use of  rhetoric and euphemisms. 
Tenbrunsel and Messick argue that 
euphemisms can be harmless and 
even necessary; they become danger-
ous  only when used to “disguise” 
unethical actions (2004, 226-228). 
One example relevant to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is that of  the 
Israeli-West Bank barrier. A debate 
has been taking place with regard to 
the construction and nature of  this 
barrier. Israeli officials argue that it 
serves to protect Israel against ter-
ror attacks, citing Article 51 of  the 

United Nations’ (UN) Charter as the 
basis to their claim on states’ right to 
self-defense (United Nations 1945). 
Palestinians, on the other hand, as-
sert that it is a barrier meant to sepa-
rate societies, creating an apartheid 
reality and a de facto border integrat-
ing West Bank areas into Israel, in 
violation of  the International Court 
of  Justice’s 2004 ruling on the sub-
ject (Bell 2005). Thus, Jewish Israelis 
commonly refer to this barrier as 
the “security fence,” implying it is a 
“neighborly” fence whose existence 
is justified as a security measure 
defending the citizens of  Israel. 
Palestinians, on the other hand, often 
call it the “separation wall,” thereby 
implying it is a war-related wall, sup-
posedly built in order to separate 
populations and therefore lacking 
moral justification (Rogers and Ben-
David 2010). Through the use of  
rhetoric, both sides are thus able to 
disregard data that is incongruent 
with their positive self-image: Israelis 
as alleged occupiers creating an im-
moral separation, and Palestinians as 
allegedly participating in terrorism, 
creating the need for security. 

A similar act of  rhetorical self-
deception can be detected in the 
term chosen to describe the territory 
of  the West Bank. In Israel, many 
Jewish Israelis may refer to the area 
using the Jewish biblical term “Judea 
and Samaria” rather than the “West 
Bank” or the “Palestinian territories” 
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(Peteet 2005, 163). The former term 
helps justify Jewish existence in the 
territory by associating it with Jewish 
historical/biblical roots, while the 
latter implies Palestinian rule over 
the land. While each holds a partial 
truth, the choice to use one or the 
other holds political and ethical value 
judgments that promote a specific 
agenda regarding the legitimacy of  
each side’s land ownership and oc-
cupation, disregarding the alternative 
view and legitimizing one’s own. 

A final example of  rhetoric as 
a mechanism of  self-deception is 
Israel’s identification of  the Palestin-
ian people as “Arabs” rather than 
“Palestinians” (Oren and Bar-Tal 
2007, 6). In doing so (mainly until 
the 1990s when, with the beginning 
of  the Oslo Accords, Israeli officials 
acknowledged the legitimacy of  the 
Palestinian Liberation Organiza-
tion [PLO]), Israel emphasized that 
Palestinians were part of  the Arab 
world—implying they could live in 
any other Arab state—obstructing 
the notion that they are a separate 
people who have a right to self-
determination and legal sovereignty. 
Thus, the rhetorical use of  Arab 
rather than Palestinian justified Is-
rael’s existence as the sole homeland 
of  the Jewish people and its actions 
toward maintaining its sovereignty 
over the land.

The above euphemisms and use 
of  rhetoric all entail value judgments 

that maintain Israel’s self-image as a 
peaceful nation. The rhetoric pre-
serves Israeli narratives, serving its 
interests in sustaining occupation 
of  the land and its actions toward 
securing its citizens. This protection 
of  narrative is possible only by what 
this article frames as an “intentional 
unawareness” to knowledge that 
might undermine the Jewish Israeli 
positive self-image. It is the disguis-
ing, or “fading,” of  their ethically 
questionable behaviors that then en-
ables their subsequent justification. 

A second mechanism for self-
deception is placement of  blame on 
one’s enemy. Through this method, 
people relieve themselves from 
responsibility for their own actions. 
Furthermore, it may frequently 
include projecting one’s own faults 
on one’s enemy (Baumeister and 
Hastings 1997, 287-289). This can 
be found in the Israeli context in the 
presentation of  war as always be-
ing a “no choice war.” Israel’s elite 
contended (mainly until the war in 
Lebanon in 1982) that its wars were 
always forced upon it by its enemies, 
the Arabs. The latter were therefore 
also perceived as morally respon-
sible for the consequences of  war; 
as Efraim Inbar, professor of  po-
litical studies at Bar-Ilan University, 
mentions, the most common words 
used by politicians in Israel regard-
ing wars are “coerced,” “forced,” 
“compulsion,” or “necessity” 

(1992). Past Israeli President Moshe 
Katsav is quoted as saying, “Israel 
unfortunately knew, against its will, 
many wars since its establishment” 
(emphasis in text, Inbar 1992, 261). 
While this is true to some extent, 
Inbar claims that viewing war as an 
external fatalistic fate of  the Jew-
ish people puts all wars, including 
preemptive wars and wars of  aggres-
sion, in a vague and general category 
of  “no choice wars.” He continues 
to argue that this relieves Israeli 
leadership from its responsibility for 
decisions and actions that may have 
led to war and for those wars that 
were, in fact, wars of  aggression, 
such as the war in Lebanon in 1982 
(Inbar 1992, 262). Israel maintains a 
positive self-image by blaming its en-
emies for its suffering while justify-
ing its wars and their morally ques-
tionable outcomes. Moreover, this 
self-deception worsens the Arab’s 
negative image in the eyes of  the Is-
raeli population (enabling the further 
distinction of  “us” versus “them”) as 
the former are deemed responsible 
not only for Israel’s losses at war, 
but also for making Israel use vio-
lent measures in contradiction to its 
perceived own will and values. 

A third, more subtle, mechanism 
of  self-deception at play is what Ten-
brunsel and Messick (2004) call the 
slippery slope of  decision making. 
This is a process that combines two 
psychological phenomena: psycho-

logical numbing and inductions. Ten-
brunsel and Messick claim that when 
one is exposed repeatedly to an ethi-
cal dilemma, he or she may lose his 
or her moral compass and become 
numb even to the most unethical 
situations (2004). This process is re-
ferred to as psychological numbing. 
Inductions refers to the psychologi-
cal tendency of  people to infer that 
if  one action is considered morally 
acceptable, then a similar action will 
be similarly acceptable. For example, 
if  a twenty-one-year-old person can 
drink alcoholic beverages, then a per-
son who is twenty years and eleven 
months old can also drink. The risk 
of  such a process is the constant 
widening of  ethical borders. When 
both phenomena happen simultane-
ously, numbing, by obscuring ethical 
borders, can exacerbate inductions. 
Thus, a repeated behavior can, after 
a step-by-step process of  induction 
and numbing, find itself  very far 
from its initial “red line” (Tenbrunsel 
and Messick 2004, 228-229). In soci-
eties in conflict, such a slippery slope 
can have grave consequences as un-
ethical behaviors affect human lives 
and worsen structures and cycles of  
violence.

 The slippery slope of  decision 
making is prominent in intractable 
conflicts, such as that of  Israelis and 
Palestinians. In such conflicts, ethi-
cal decisions and actions are taken 
repeatedly over very long periods 
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of  time, enabling inductions and 
numbing processes to occur. Israeli 
soldiers serving at checkpoints in the 
West Bank represent a conspicuous 
example of  these phenomena. The 
soldiers check hundreds of  Palestin-
ians daily (Machsomwatch n.d.; UN 
OCHA oPt 2012), making hundreds 
of  ethically charged decisions under 
difficult conditions. Young soldiers 
(usually eighteen to twenty-two years 
old) are responsible for the free-
dom of  movement of  thousands of  
Palestinians. In minutes, they must 
decide whether and how to check 
children, women, and old men for 
possible security threats. Over time, 
these decisions become susceptible 
to induction and the soldiers to 
numbing, allowing the gradual reduc-
tion of  the soldiers’ ethical standards 
and a dehumanization of  the Pales-
tinians. The existence since 2001 of  
the Israeli nongovernmental organi-
zation (NGO) Machsomwatch—a 
women’s organization dedicated to 
watching soldiers’ behavior at Israeli 
checkpoints, monitoring abuse of  
human rights—is a verification of  
and antidote for this slippery slope. 
By their mere presence, the women 
of  Machsomwatch become a re-
minder of  norms and ethical values, 
trying to prevent the spread of  self-
deceiving “truths.” 

So far this article has focused 
on self-deceiving actions. Another 
important mechanism for self-decep-

tion focuses on our inactions: what 
we don’t do, say, or even see. These 
are known as selective omissions and 
represent those “truths” or parts of  
reality around us that we choose to 
omit from our collective memory 
in order to preserve our self-image 
(Baumeister and Hastings 1997, 280-
281). In the Israeli case, a prominent 
example is that of  the “Nakba,” the 
Palestinian narrative for the events 
of  1948 in Palestine/Israel (literally 
meaning the “catastrophe” in Ara-
bic). While many “truths” regarding 
the 1948 war may be contested, the 
fact that the Palestinians perceive it 
as a Nakba is not an issue of  conten-
tion and is visible in memorial days, 
the work of  NGOs, and historical 
research on the subject. However, 
threatening Israeli self-image, the Is-
raeli government continually refuses 
to acknowledge the existence of  this 
narrative and its succinct represen-
tation in the word Nakba (Peteet 
2005, 154-156; Pappé 2004, 81), so 
much so that a complete denial was 
required by Israeli state officials. This 
can be observed in the recent refusal 
to allow even an incidental appear-
ance of  the word Nakba in a history 
book written in Arabic, designed for 
third-grade Palestinian children who 
are citizens of  Israel. Israel’s educa-
tion minister at the time, Gideon 
Sa’ar, said at the 2007 parliament 
committee debate: “The education 
committee revokes completely any 
presentation of  two perspectives 

in the education books of  the state 
of  Israel for the events of  the War 
of  Independence” (Knesset Educa-
tion, Culture, and Sports Committee 
2007). Israelis fear acknowledging a 
narrative that challenges their own, 
which causes them to selectively 
omit even a verbal representation 
of  the events of  1948 in the word 
Nakba. 

Furthermore, in the Israeli-
Palestinian context, omissions are 
an all-encompassing phenomenon 
relating to the conflict as a whole 
rather than any one particular event. 
Israel denies the legitimacy of  the 
existence of  the Palestinians as a 
national entity (and vice versa). The 
Palestinians are usually only seen 
and referred to as enemies (Kelman 
1978; Kelman 1987; Oren and Bar-
Tal 2007). This can be seen in the 
following example: An eight-year-old 
Jewish Israeli boy, participating in 
a program I led at the Peres Center 
for Peace in 2009 connecting Israelis 
and Palestinians, was shocked when 
Palestinian children came to meet 
him and his friends for the first time. 
He explained that before the event 
he was sure he was going to meet a 
black-bearded adult man (Harmat 
2009), as Palestinians are oftentimes 
portrayed in Israeli society. He could 
not imagine the existence of  children 
who are Palestinian. A notion of  a 
humane “other,” a vulnerable child 
like himself, was an impossibility. 

This denial is sustained by a social 
silencing of  contradicting informa-
tion. Images or knowledge that break 
from the narrative depicting Palestin-
ians as pure “enemy,” that humanize 
Palestinians, or that criticize Israel 
are denied. While little evidence can 
be found on what is not mentioned, 
the Israeli NGO Breaking the Si-
lence, an organization committed to 
collecting testimonies from Israeli 
soldiers that served in the Palestinian 
territories, exemplifies the phenom-
enon of  silence. It argues the follow-
ing: 

Discharged soldiers returning 
to civilian life discover the gap 
between the reality they encoun-
tered in the [Palestinian] Terri-
tories, and the silence about this 
reality they encounter at home . 
. . soldiers are forced to ignore 
what they have seen and done . . 
.  (Breaking the Silence n.d.)

Finally, analyzing the example 
of  the above-mentioned soldiers, it 
is important to emphasize that the 
soldiers are not only psychologically 
compelled to deny what they see 
but also what they have done. This 
relates back to the question of  the 
purpose of  self-deception. Herbert 
Kelman, professor emeritus of  social 
ethics at Harvard University, argues 
that mutual denials of  Israelis and 
Palestinians (the selective omissions) 
serve to maintain each group’s posi-
tive self-image (1999). I find that all 
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four mechanisms listed above, and 
others, serve this purpose. Ac-
knowledging the Palestinian people 
as more than just an enemy, seeing 
them as humans who themselves 
might be victims, puts a mirror in 
front of  Israeli society. This mir-
ror reflects not only the image of  a 
more positive Palestinian society but 
more importantly that of  a nega-
tive Israeli society. It is the image of  
a strong, violent occupier (Kelman 
1999, 184-185) that could shake 
Israeli’s self-image as a peace-seeking 
victim, fighting a “no choice war” 
against an inhumane enemy. This is 
an image Israel as a society is not yet 
willing to accommodate. Yet only by 
confronting this mirror, by acknowl-
edging wrongdoing and understand-
ing complexities, can these issues be 
addressed and can the conflict cycle 
be transformed from a war system to 
a peace system (Fitzduff  1997, 85). 
Therefore, the unresolved question 
remaining is, how can one counteract 
a society’s self-deception, especially 
when unintentional or unconscious? 
In other words, how can a society 
face its mirror? This will require a 
deep challenging of  narratives. Such 
a significant change will probably 
only come about through a recip-
rocal process in both Israeli and 
Palestinian societies. This will require 
brave leadership on both sides, a 
great deal of  mutual trust, and a 
slow but consistent mutual process 
of  reevaluating narratives. 

ENDNOTES

1 This article focuses on Israeli self-de-
ception alone in the context of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. However, I acknowl-
edge the probable existence of Palestinian 
self-deception that is worth researching in 
the future.
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The drastic transformation 
of  Turkish domestic politics 

and foreign policy within the last 
decade has been bewildering. The 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) has managed to challenge and 
deconstruct the existing ideology and 
structures of  the country significant-
ly. What comes next to fill this void 
is still a source of  dispute. However, 
after a decade-long AKP rule, there 
is enough data to evaluate its success, 
failures, and the underlying premises 

behind its policies. Another Empire? A 
Decade of  Turkey’s Foreign Policy Under 
the Justice and Development Party is a 
product of  this ambition. 

Another Empire?, edited by Kerem 
Öktem, Ayşe Kadıoğlu, and Mehmet 
Karlı, assesses the last decade of  
Turkish foreign policy with a holistic 
approach paying due attention to 
domestic and identity politics.

The editors prefer to opt for a 
“two-level game” reading of  Turk-

ish foreign policy (TFP) and 
express their specific interest 
as the intersection of  foreign 
policy and domestic poli-
tics. Indeed, it is a legitimate 
focus, as many would agree 
that Turkish domestic poli-
tics and foreign policy have 
never been that intimately 
interlinked. Many of  the early 
transformations of  Turkey’s 
domestic politics were enabled 
thanks to the European Union 
(EU) membership negotiations 
that officially started in 2005. 
Additionally, the new Turkish 
ruling elite set to create a new social 
imagination for the country by rely-
ing on a selective reading of  the Ot-
toman past and its Muslim identity. 
This interpretation expresses itself  
as an increased activism and desire 
for leadership in the foreign policy 
field particularly toward ex-Ottoman 
geographical areas. And one of  the 
strengths of  this book is the great 
insight it provides to this identity 
politics dimension of  foreign policy.

The book aims to review the 
decade-long rule of  the AKP by 
mainly focusing on three major 
debates: empire, orientation, and 

normativity, divided into 
three major parts accord-

ingly. The first debate centers around 
Turkey’s transformations and Otto-
man heritage, the emergence of  new 
socioeconomic classes and identi-
ties, as well as new actors and social 
networks. The second focuses on 
Turkey’s new orientation in foreign 
policy, particularly its relations with 
the West and its southeast European 
neighborhood. Finally, the book dis-
cusses the relations with the Eastern 
countries and the role of  Turkey as 
a “model country” by aspiring to 
cohabitate Islam and democracy. 

The volume brings together a 
reputable cohort of  scholars work-

One shortcoming of the book, despite a com-
mon trend running through the chapters, is 
the relative lack of dialogue among authors.

Many of the early trans-
formations of Turkey’s 
domestic politics were 
enabled thanks to 
the European Union 
membership negotia-
tions that officially 
started in 2005.
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ing on different aspects of  Turkish 
politics, however, in terms of  nov-
elty, not all chapters are equal. In the 
first part, particularly two original 
pieces stand out. Kerem Öktem 
focuses on the new instruments of  
“Turkish soft power” and reveals the 

functioning of  it with the help 
of  meticulous data. Some of  these 
instruments like the Yunus Emre 
Foundation, similar to the British 
Council in the United Kingdom, 
have surprisingly been understud-
ied in the existing literature. Nora 
Fisher, on the other hand, brings in 
the fresh theoretical perspective of  
discursive institutionalism to assess 
the success of  TFP built on Strategic 
Depth, the magnum opus of  Turkish 
Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu. 

In the second and third sections, 
the book provides outside reflections 
on the new Turkish foreign policy 
through authors from the regions of  
interest to Turkey. Chapters on the 

Balkans and the Middle East reveal 
the structural limits of  AKP foreign 
policy activism, albeit a bit pessimisti-
cally. Another insightful piece is by 
Reem Abou-el-Fadl on how Arabs see 
the transformation in Turkey, which 

is closely linked to the “model 
country” discussions. She 
provides a detailed account of  
the Arab perspective distilled 
through Arab media over the 
last decade and reminds us of  
the heterogeneity of  the Arab 
views.  

One shortcoming of  the 
book, despite a common trend 
running through the chapters, 
is the relative lack of  dialogue 
among authors. For instance, 
a Realist reading of  Turkey’s 

relations with Iran and the new “soft-
power” discussions on Turkey could 
have produced an original contribu-
tion. Unfortunately, the chapter that 
inquires about Turkey-Iran relations 
follows the common path of  Realism 
and underscores the role of  ideology. 
Yet, Karabekir Akkoyunlu opts for a 
thin interpretation of  “ideology” and 
does not reflect on its role in “defin-
ing the national interest.” 

All in all, despite some editing 
mistakes, the book is a good read that 
provides new data and fresh insight 
to the normative and ideational basis 
of  the AKP policies and how they are 
received by the neighborhood.

The book provides new 
data and fresh insight 
to the normative and 

ideational basis of the 
AKP policies and how 
they are received by 
the neighborhood. 
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