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Hypothesis 1 (institutions, strategies, and threat): Regimes that permit high 
levels of contestation within parliament and exercise restraint with regards to a 
limited level of public contention were more flexible and were thereby able to 
survive the Arab Spring.  Case 2, Morocco exemplifies such a regime. 

Hypothesis 2 (institutions, strategies, and threat): Regimes that significantly 
limited parliamentary contestation and repressed popular political contention – i.e. 
that were inflexible – were more likely to become destabilized by the Arab Spring 
social movements.  Case 1, Tunisia exemplifies such a regime.  

 

[Figure 1.1. The Model in Tunisia] 

1.2.3. Research Model and Methods (Chapters 5-8)  

In order to add some empirical weight to the formal theoretical chapters, narrative 

case studies will be relied upon.  The selection of the two cases – Tunisia and Morocco – 

will be elucidated in chapter five.  A Most Similar Systems Design (MSSD) as outlined 
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by Przeworski and Teune (1970) will be utilized.  The independent variable of concern to 

the present study is regime flexibility, while the outcome of interest is societal 

preferences (i.e. an emboldened or conservative society).  By revealing a link between 

these two variables, this study hopes to synthesize institutionalism, contentious politics, 

and strategic frameworks in order to better understand how mobilization can occur under 

coercive authoritarianism.  To this end, the use of game theory in political science 

modeling has a long and fruitful history (see: Przworski 1991; 2001; Stokes and Boix 

2003; Blaydes and Lo 2012).  According to Robert H. Bates (2009): 

“…game theory is… employed to model, i.e. to capture the logic that structures 
human interaction. Such explanations can and should be shaped by the 
understandings achieved through fieldwork and by the materials mobilized in 
thick descriptions. Grounded in the realities as experienced by other human 
beings, explanations move the researcher toward a sense of ‘therefore.’ The 
‘therefore’ to which game theory gives rise is a recognition that the behavior one 
seeks to explain is what one must of necessity expect, given one's understanding 
of the political setting” (2).   

Thus, in order to successfully utilize a game theoretic analysis in the development of a 

political model, a strong link must be drawn between the strategic interactions detailed by 

the game theory to the actual human experiences and interactions that rise out of rigorous 

empirical analyses.  The game theoretic model represents a theoretical expectation, which 

must then bear out in the empirical analysis.     

Informed by these concerns, the content of the case studies themselves will follow 

the contours of a historical-narrative case study.  Per Blaydes and Lo (2012), narrative 

case studies are particularly well suited toward explicating and elaborating upon the type 

of iterative, extensive form games such as those presented in chapter three.  According to 

Tim Büth (2002): 
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“Using narratives to provide empirical support for one’s model has a number of 
benefits, especially when we seek to examine explanations for historical processes 
with an important temporal dimension, but it also raises methodological questions 
that warrant closer attention. Specifically, how do we delineate a sequence of 
events so as to justify the imposition of a narrative beginning and end onto a 
continuous empirical record? How does the imposition of a narrative closure 
affect the generality of our conclusions? What is a narrative’s “truth claim?”  
How useful are narratives for the assessment of alternative explanations?” (482). 

As such, two additional concerns are placed upon the case study narratives in order to ‘fit’ 

the game theoretic model: justified, discreet temporality and elucidation of the ‘truth 

claims’ that come out of the narrative.  With regards to the former, the case study 

chapters will utilize the theoretically-justified temporal unit of the “contentious episode” 

– defined in detail in chapter four – to narrate the strategic interactions between state and 

society.  Both case studies will delineate three historical contentious ‘cases’ – including 

the Arab Spring mobilizations – wherein elements of both the ‘Liberalization game’ 

model and the ‘Threat (opportunity)’ model will be teased out.  These narratives will then 

be followed up with a generalized analysis of the institutional and societal factors that 

caused the shifts in contention (or lack thereof) described in the narrative portion.  

*** 
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CHAPTER 2: Competing Theories of Democratization and Authoritarian 
Persistence in a Revolutionary Context 

2.1. Introduction: Correlates of Democratization 

In The End of the Transition Paradigm, Thomas Carothers (2002) rightly called 

into question a number of assumptions underpinning both the modernization and 

democratic transitions paradigms exemplified by e.g., Seymor Martin Lipset (1959), 

Dankwart A. Rustow (1970), O’Donnell & Schmitter (1986), Samuel Huntington (1991), 

and Adam Przeworski (1991).  Carothers’ initial observation that “[b]y far the majority of 

third-wave countries have not achieved relatively well-functioning democracy or do not 

seem to be deepening or advancing whatever democratic progress they have made” at 

least serves to diminish the euphoria of much Third Wave scholarship (9).  In his 

estimation many regimes were empirically not moving toward or away from democracy; 

nor, in his view, were they properly conceived of as types of democracy (6-9).  In 

Carothers’ terms, then, many of these states had instead entered “a political gray zone” 

(9).  One of the new regime types subsumed within this grey zone he termed “dominant-

power politics” wherein “…one political grouping… dominates the system in such a way 

that there appears to be little prospect for alternation of power in the foreseeable future”, 

despite the existence of a “limited but still real political space, some political contestation 

by opposition groups, and at least most of the basic institutional forms of democracy” 

(11-12).  Because of the apparent durability of dominant-power states, Carothers argued 

that it ought to be understood as an “alternate” direction, as opposed to a “way station” 

on the path to “liberal democracy” (14).  The consequence of not doing so would be to 

“impose a simplistic and often incorrect conceptual order on an empirical tableau of 

considerable complexity” (15).   
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Carothers’ conception relates usefully to the study of the Middle East and North 

Africa.  In this region, he observes that, “The liberalization trend that arose in the Middle 

East in the mid-1980s and has unfolded in fits and starts ever since has moved some 

countries out of the authoritarian camp into the dominant-power category. These include 

Morocco, Jordan, Algeria, Egypt, Iran, and Yemen” (13).  Thus, according to Vickie 

Langohr, “[t]hat [liberalization efforts] have not led to meaningful democratization does 

not make the Arab world a democratic ‘outlier’: rather, it is part of a larger trend in which 

most recent moves away from authoritarianism have faltered” (2009, 193).  This allows 

the region to be understood not in exceptionalist terms, but rather within the framework 

of a broader global phenomenon.  Yet, given the empirical evidence suggesting that 

“there is broad support for democracy in the Arab world” (Jamal and Tessler 2012), the 

authoritarian character of the region has remained largely consistent over the last half-

century; which suggests that Carothers’ ‘alternate destination’ thesis might hold in the 

MENA.   

Up until the Arab Spring (and perhaps still), the robust authoritarianism paradigm 

represented the dominant and best means of describing regime trajectories in the MENA.  

As late as 2007, Michele Penner Angrist posited that, “we are not likely to see substantial 

regime change in Tunisia in the next ten to fifteen years” (1999b: 190).  While this 

hypothesis has been proven wrong by the events of the last few years, it was more than 

justified at the time given that, despite a move towards (nominal) pluralism upon 

assuming power, Ben Ali was still the dominant political actor in Tunisia twenty years 

after assuming power.  However, Angrist also offered a prescient caveat to her 

assessment of the regime-strengthening aspects of electoral competition in Tunisia: 
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“By allowing more voices to be heard in politically weak institutions in 
debates that are neither open nor reported to the public, the regime can test 
the political waters for new policy initiatives and more accurately gauge 
the state of public opinion. […] As long as the economy performs 
reasonably well, regime stability is assured. But in the event of a downturn, 
the lack of peaceful mechanisms for public, popular articulation of dissent 
means that over the medium to long term instability could loom on 
Tunisia's horizon” (Angrist, 1999b: 143) 
 

Thus, Angrist’s concerns reflect the type of analytical synthesis of institutional and 

contentious politics paradigms that this paper argues is necessary for understanding 

patterns of society-regime interactions in authoritarian regimes.   In short that “the lack of 

peaceful mechanisms for… dissent” emboldened political contention in Tunisia, 

diverging from Morocco where such mechanisms were more firmly and reliably in place 

(ibid).  The rest of this section will be devoted to a critical overview of institutional and 

structural theories of democratization and authoritarian persistence.  These frameworks 

offer important insights into the democratic deficit in the MENA.  Carothers will serve as 

a useful bridge between democratization, on the one hand, and authoritarian persistence – 

as a reaction or reassessment of democratization theory – on the other hand.  Ultimately, 

however, both schools remain deficient in their ability to account for large-scale 

contentious political episodes – such as those seen during the 2010-11 Arab Spring.  

Society lies between structures and institutions, and it is the interaction of both structures 

and institutions upon society that informs the preferences and capabilities of society vis-

à-vis regime persistence.   

2.2. Structural Requisites and Mechanisms  

  Modernization theory – taken broadly – posits that as levels of socioeconomic 

prosperity increase, the level of democracy will also increase.  As one of the progenitors 
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of the modernization thesis, Seymour Martin Lipset (1959) succinctly stated that, “the 

more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances that it will sustain democracy” (75).  

The modernization thesis has since proven quite robust – though not uncontroversial 

(Boix and Stokes 2003).  Welzel (2009) contends, however, that modernization theory 

“has been repeatedly challenged, but time and again it has been re-established against 

these challenges” (80).  One line of contention falls within the debate between 

endogenous and exogenous democratization (Przeworski and Limongi 1997; Boix and 

Stokes 2003).  Przeworski argued that – contra Lipset and his successors – development 

can only act exogenously to help ensure transition and consolidation, such that above a 

$6,000 per capita income threshold, “democracies last forever” (2009, 16).  In sum, 

development is exogenous – i.e. it helps democracies flourish – but does not affect 

democracy endogenously – i.e. their empirical evidence failed to bear out that 

development causes democracy.  Boix and Stokes (2003), however, rebutted Przeworksi 

et al.’s refutation of endogenous democratization by setting the time period of statistical 

analysis back prior to 1950.  According to Geddes,  

“…though the average effect for the whole period is slim relative to the effect of 
development on maintaining democracy… Boix and Stokes… show that when the 
dataset is divided by time periods, economic development is an extremely 
important predictor of transition prior to 1950, but has only a small (though 
statistically significant) effect in the post-1950 period” (3).  

These findings prompted an important question that relates crucially to the question of 

MENA democratization, “…why in effect could a country ‘buy’ democracy more 

cheaply – for a lower level of per capita income – in the late-nineteenth-century England 

or Norway than in late-twentieth-century Chile or Benin?” (Boix and Stokes 2003, 545)  

Effectively, after World War II, development became significantly better at helping states 
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keep democracy and substantially worse at facilitating its development it in the first place.  

If democracy used to be a reliable endogenous factor, new variables were impeding or 

retarding its effect in the Post-World War II world.   

 Correspondingly, according to Barbara Geddes (2009), “little beyond greater 

certainty about [Lipset’s] original claim has been added to the pile of knowledge we can 

be responsibly sure we know” (2).  This is because economic development is “correlated 

with many other trends” and one or more of those may be the causal mechanism that 

accounts for the apparent relationship between development and democracy – including 

“increasing education, equality, urbanization, experience of working in factories, and the 

weakening of traditional loyalties to tribe and village” (3).  S.M. Lipset’s analysis pointed 

to increased education and the lessening of socioeconomic divisions within society 

(1959). With regards to the former, his findings suggested,  

“the most important single factor differentiating those giving democratic 
responses from others has been education.  The higher one’s education, the more 
likely one is to believe in democratic values and support democratic practices” 
(79, original emphasis).   

Referring to the latter, Lipset said that, “increased wealth and education… serve 

democracy by increasing the extent to which the lower strata are exposed to cross 

pressures which will reduce the intensity of their commitment to given ideologies and 

make them less receptive to supporting extremist ones” (83). Thus, modernized 

individuals have a greater ‘stake in the game’ and are therefore more likely to self-

moderate and participate broadly rather than rebelling against the system when they are 

dissatisfied.  A corollary to this is that elites and more well-to-do classes, upon 
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understanding that the lower strata are inclined to work within the system and to self-

moderate, will be less threatened by the idea of the alternation of power.     

Still, these variously proposed independent variables, while significantly 

correlated with democratization empirically, fail to explicate exactly what it is that 

development does to engender democracy (Diamond 2009).  Essentially, the actual 

microfoundations of democratic change at the societal and individual level remains 

unexplained. One potential answer is that, according to the World Values Survey (WVS) 

work of Inglehart and Welzel (2009), the shift in values that modernization has yielded 

have tended, more often than not, towards those “espousing democratic values” (99).  

Indeed the “higher the levels of education, income, mass media exposure, and 

occupational status, the more democratic the peoples’ attitudes, values, and behavior” 

(ibid).  The underlying reason for this phenomenon is that as economic development 

raises individuals out of below-subsistence and subsistence levels, they correspondingly 

move up the Maslow “hierarchy of needs” – i.e. away from “’survival values’” and 

towards “’self-expression values’, which emphasize ‘human autonomy and choice”’ 

(100).  Stated in broad terms, Inglehart’s and Welzel’s research has shown that “people 

who grew up in periods of economic prosperity and security tended to have 

‘postmaterialist’ values’ emphasizing (for example) freedom and the environment”, 

whereas those who grew up in poor socio-economic conditions “tended to have 

‘materialist values’, (emphasizing socioeconomic and physical security)” (100).  Even 

more importantly, “…as people come to embrace self-expression values… they come to 

demand democracy – and not just any democracy but the institutions to protect individual 

freedom and choice that encompass liberal democracy” (101). 
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Similarly, Diamond’s (2009) ‘spirit’ of democracy framework wears its normative 

value-orientation on its sleeve.  Whereas Lipset’s entire framework is rooted in and lends 

itself towards a procedural/institutional and therefore minimalist conception of 

democracy, Diamond is more concerned with the quality of democracy – i.e. with the 

ideal of ‘liberal’ democracy – which stems from a foundation of normative justifications 

for democracy akin to that of Jeremy Beetham (1999).  It follows then, that Diamond is 

not satisfied with a modernization thesis that only concerns itself with why 

classes/groups/elites might acquiesce to a certain procedural arrangement – i.e. 

minimalist democracy.  Certainly democratic competition is an important mechanism by 

which opposing groups and elites can alternate office peacefully, govern moderately, and 

lie in opposition patiently.  Nevertheless, there needs to be a salient normative tether, 

which engenders and sustains the notion within society that democracy is the only game 

in town.  Society should view its government as congruent with widespread societal 

values and needs – i.e. as the rightful and legitimate governing power.  Further, as 

individuals gain personal, intellectual, and economic autonomy, democracy becomes the 

only viable option in terms of the ought/is dichotomy between normative values and the 

array of regimes capable of realizing and protecting those values.   

 So conceived, modernization acts to “enhance the resources available to ordinary 

people, and this increase the masses’ capabilities to launch and sustain collective actions 

for common demands, mounting effective pressures on state authorities to respond” 

(Welzel 2009, 81).  Hence, “[t]he major effect of modernization, then, is that it shifts the 

power balance between elites and the masses to the masses side” (ibid).   Consequently, 

“[d]emocratization processes of recent decades have been most far-reaching and most 
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successful where the masses were mobilized into democracy movements in such numbers 

and so ubiquitously that state authorities could not suppress them easily” (ibid).  However, 

possessing a particular set of values is one thing and expressing them publicly and 

contentiously is an entirely more dangerous and fraught prospect under authoritarianism 

(Kuran 1995).  Consequently, as Carothers (2002) has argued, authoritarian regimes did 

not take the Third Wave lightly, and instead moved quickly to adapt to the mechanisms 

of democratization and liberalization; and indeed to twist them to their own purposes – i.e. 

regime persistence. 

2.3. Modernization Theory and the Arab Spring  

 What does modernization theory tell us about democratization in the MENA, 

generally, and the mechanisms leading up the Arab Spring, particularly?  Firstly, Herb 

(2005) and Ross (2001) have shown that a high degree of oil wealth bodes ill for 

democratization.  According to Michael Herb, rentier states - states that are reliant upon 

resource rents as a significant proportion of overall GDP – lack the tether of taxation 

necessary to connect a government thus instituting a relationship of mutual obligations (at 

the very least).  Ross’s (2001) findings support the hypothesis that higher personal and 

corporate taxes are strongly associated with more democratic government.  Further, Ross 

found that oil wealth is linked to higher levels of military spending, thus fortifying 

authoritarian rentier states against mass insurrection.  While these results are compelling, 

they are also only a small part of the overall story – indeed, there are many authoritarian 

states in the MENA region that are not rentier state, in that they are not resource 

dependent (Dunning 2008).  These states are therefore forced to rely upon other state 
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capacities – primarily, institutions of cooptation and coercion – to ensure authoritarian 

persistence (more on that below).    

2.3.1. Modernization in the MENA 

 Sabri Ciftci (2010) tested three competing hypotheses for explaining support for 

democracy (or lack thereof) in Muslim countries – modernization theory, social trust, and 

religiosity.  Ciftci proposed two potential reasons why modernization may not lead to 

democratic support:  (a) different individuals, social classes, and societies may have 

different relationships with their governments – i.e. a greater level of government 

reliance/independence; and (b) the, 

 “…second reason for the problematic nature of the teleological interpretation of 
modernization theory concerns cultural implications.  Although, modernization is 
expected to foster mass democratic values and beliefs as a result of 
industrialization, urbanization, and increased wealth and education, it is not clear 
how these values and beliefs are brought about or whether they are causes or 
consequences of democratization” (1446).   

Ciftci, in order to sharpen the paper’s focus differentiated between economic and cultural 

interpretations of modernization theory stating that “it can be expected that individuals 

with positive perceptions of gender equality and those who are more tolerant will be more 

supportive of democracy compared to those lacking these opinions” (1446).  The results 

of his regression analysis “[lent] strong support to cultural and partial support to 

economic implications of modernization theory […] education and income [had] positive 

and significant effects on both specific and diffuse support, confirming these hypotheses” 

(1454).  

Correspondingly, Ciftci’s findings lent support to Inglehart and Welzel’s 

argument that modernization informs mass values.  First, according to Ciftci, “…higher 



	  21	  

levels of education increase favorable attitudes toward democracy in a general way, 

whereas economic status leads people to evaluate democracy based on its specific 

outcome” (1456).   Accordingly, per Lipset and others, education was shown to promote 

democratic values generally, while performance legitimacy was shown to be an important 

variable in determining the democratic (or non-democratic) satisfaction of those better off 

economically (Hess 2013).  Second, Ciftci explains that, “[w]omen are less likely to 

provide specific (and diffuse) support for democracy in many parts of the Islamic world 

(i.e., Albania, Bosnia, Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, Nigeria, and Turkey)” (1458).   The 

correlation between women, democracy, and the Islamic world has been upheld by 

Inglehart and Welzel (2003); but narrowed by Donno and Russet (2004) as being more of 

an Arab phenomenon than an Islamic one.  Broadly, then, Ciftci’s conclusions provide 

ammunition to the value-oriented or “cultural” ‘school’ of modernization theory in the 

MENA context; but they also confirm the basic “economic” hypotheses concerning 

development and democracy, albeit to a notably lesser extent.   

MENA, scholars have also found that democratic values are themselves quite 

widespread throughout the region while regimes are remaining rigidly authoritarian 

(Tessler, et al. 2012).   This is why an entirely new paradigm came about to explain them 

– the “upgraded”, “durable” or “robust” authoritarianism paradigm (Schedler 2006; 

Posusney & Angrist 2005; Bellin 2004). However, casting durable authoritarianism as an 

alternate direction – per Carothers – ignores the normative vector of global democratic 

norms.  Citizens in general are becoming more supportive of democracy, not less (Tessler, 

et al. 2012; Welzel 2009; Diamond 2009).  While elites might be able to co-opt 

democratic institutions, slogans, and procedures, they will always fall short of 
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establishing the breadth and quality of institutionalized mechanisms of dissent that 

democracy has on offer. Because dominant-power regimes lack – to varying degrees – 

quantitatively and qualitatively acceptable institutionalized mechanisms for the venting 

of political opposition, they will tend to vacillate between legitimacy crises and coercive 

dilemmas (Diamond 2009; Przeworski 1991).  Essentially, regimes that ignore popular 

preferences, alienating citizens from the political sphere, will tend to be vulnerable to 

mass mobilizations (Kuran 1995).  The question then becomes, what makes mass 

mobilizations more likely to occur?      

Such incongruities between popular values and regime institutions necessarily 

place pressures on authoritarian regimes (Diamond 2009).  As a result, for “autocracies 

lacking the kind of legitimacy provided by democratic procedures, the maintenance of 

political power is heavily dependent on economic performance criteria” (Hess 2013, 246).   

However, if this really were true, according to Hess, then long-term economic depression 

or stagnation ought to noticeably affect regime stability.  To the contrary, citing Geddes 

(1999; see also 2009), Hess argues that “[w]hile low growth is ‘never good news,’ only 

sudden and severe economic crises in the short term seem to be capable of destabilizing 

otherwise-resilient personalist and single-party autocracies” (ibid).  Geddes (2005) offers 

that this is because authoritarian regimes presented with economic crisis quickly devolve 

into inter-elite and elite-military fractionalization, unable to cope with the rapid unrest 

generated by such a sudden shock to the status quo.  While such explanations might apply 

to Taiwan and the Philippines, however, they do not adequately parallel the Arab Spring.   
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2.3.2. Political-Economic Explanations for the Arab Spring  

Economic crises did not factor significantly into the outbreak of protests 

throughout the Arab world in 2010-11 (Hess 2010).  According to Hess, “the cases in 

question experienced tepid growth, not outright collapse, in the lead up to the turbulent 

year of 2011.  Tunisia’s GDP per capita increased 3.5 percent in 2008, 2.0 percent in 

2009, and 2.6 percent in 2010, while Egypt’s grew by 5.3 percent in 2008, 2.9 percent in 

2009, and 3.3 percent in 2010” (256).   Albrecht (2012), argues bluntly that “it’s not the 

economy, stupid”: 

“[The Arab Spring countries] show a significant degree of variance in the state of 
development, clearly detected in the difference in human development and 
economic strength between the ‘more developed’ countries Bahrain and Libya, on 
the one hand, and the ‘less developed’ countries Egypt, Syria, and Yemen […] 
Tunisia falls somewhere in the medium range of development in that it has 
limited per-capita income, but one of the most advanced economies in the region” 
(251).   

Indeed, Table 2.1 bears out that there are very few prima facie similarities between the 

Arab Spring countries along either economic (GDP, Unemployment), development 

(literacy, education), or across democratic (FH, Polity iv) indexes. 
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Table 2.1: ARAB SPRING COMPARATIVE DATA (from 2010 unless otherwise noted) 
Countr
y 

GDP/cap 
(PPP)* 

Pop 
(mil)* 

Unempl
oy %* 

Ren
tier 

Lit 
%** 

Enrolment 
ratio*** 

PR 
(FH) 

CL 
(FH) 

Polit
y iv 

A
s
4 

"Hegemonic Party Regimes with Competitive Elections"** 
Egypt 6343.946 78.7 9.185 0 73.9 33.47 6 5 -3 1 
Yemen 2598.591 24.39 n/a 1 65.3 10.87 6 5 -2 1 
Algeria 7112.053 35.42 9.961 1 72.6 28.76 6 5 2 0 

"Monarchies with High Levels of Contestation" 
Morocc
o 

4794.021 31.85 9.063 0 76.1 14.32 5 4 -6 0 

Jordan 5767.221 6.113 12.5 0 95.9 40.43 6 5 -3 0 
Kuwait 38803.21 2.072 3.582 1 93.9 n/a 4 4 -7 0 
Bahrai
n 

27129.381 1.107 n/a 1 94.6 36.87 6 5 -8 1 

"Single Party Regimes with Limited Contestation" 
Tunisia 9459.895 10.54

4 
13 0 79.1 36.06 7 5 -4 1 

Syria 5040.577 21.39
3 

8.613 0 84.1 25.72 7 6 -7 1 

"Monarchies with Limited Electoral Competition" 
Saudi 
Arabia 

22818.037 27.56
3 

10 1 87.2 37.34 7 6 -10 0 

UAE 45,759.38 5.218 n/a 1 90 n/a 6 5 -8 0 

*Data from IMF (http://www.imf.org/external/data.htm); ‘Rentier’ designation taking from Herb 
(2005);  
** Data from CIA factbook 2014 (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2103.html) 
*** Data from UNESCO (http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?queryid=130&lang=en#);  
FH data from Freedom House ; Polity iv 
4Arab Spring variable: 1 for regime change or insurrection; 0 for no regime change or insurrection  
All data accessed on July 7th 2014 

 

Yet, while the economies in general might not have shown indicators of looming 

unrest, it is possible that the notable demographic presence, in many Arab countries, of a 

“large, educated youth cohort” that “became increasingly frustrated with its poor job 

prospects” may have played a role (257).  This line of inquiry conforms to empirical 

findings from Campante and Chor (2012): 

“Countries that saw large increases in the size of this ‘not-so-young’ cohort amid 
a labor market with a high unemployment rate are in turn more liable to 
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experience a change in political leadership. This in fact augments the role of the 
underlying expansion of schooling, as the significance of the interaction of this 
previous term with the unemployment rate remains significant. Overall, we view 
this as consistent with the idea that the opportunity cost in labor markets helps to 
explain the patterns in the political turnover data, as this slightly older cohort 
should be most active” (186).   

However, Albrecht (2012), looking that the Arab Spring form a contentious politics point 

of view put forth that, “[e]conomic hardship might have had an impact on an individual’s 

decision to join anti-government protests, but such economic indicators do not suffice to 

explain sustained mass uprisings” (250).  Furthermore, such empirical results do not do 

much to elucidate the mechanisms by which some regimes were successful at 

demobilizing protesters (e.g. Morocco), while others were not (e.g. Tunisia).  For one, 

different regimes found themselves equipped with quite different strategic predispositions, 

capacities, and tools at their disposal in 2010-11.    

2.4. Authoritarian Adaptation: Capacities and strategies of regime persistence  

According to Andreas Schelder, the MENA region, as of 2002, represented 17.2% 

of the world’s electoral authoritarian regimes and 32% of its closed authoritarian regimes 

– for a combined total surpassing all other regions of the world (47).  Explanations for the 

MENA’s authoritarian exceptionalism range from cultural/religious (Huntington 1995; 

Inglehart and Welzel 2003) to political-economic (Ross 2003), but by and large 

“commentators have followed the conventional wisdom embraced by researchers of 

authoritarianism in academia, which centers on the capacity of autocratic regimes to 

maintain elite cohesion while also stamping out popular challenges” (Hess 2013, 260).  

Authoritarian capacity can be conceptualized along three dimensions: political, economic, 

and coercive.  This conception best illustrates the ways by which authoritarian regimes 
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have restructured in such a way as to counter the democratizing dynamics discussed 

above.  Yet, it should be understood that this type of analysis is incomplete in that it only 

looks at one half of the state-society relationship.  Thus, the statement that “authoritarian 

breakdown is less associated with the tactics, grievances, or organization of popular 

protests and more with the top-down deficiencies of regimes themselves” denies 

empirical reality (ibid).  The crux of this paper is that authoritarian institutions, structural 

factors, and contentious mass mobilizations need to be understood as forming a political 

ecosystem comprised of complex interactions and feedbacks over time.  While these 

elements are capable of existing in equilibrium for long periods of time – i.e. in the form 

of persistent authoritarianism - they are also potentially vulnerable to legitimacy crises 

and contingent shocks. 

2.4.1. Political and Economic Liberalization as an Authoritarian Strategy   

In their analysis of democratization in South America, O’Donnell & Schmitter 

(1986), strongly emphasized elite-level agency over structure, putting forth that 

“’structural features’… [are not] major factors in either the onset or the outcome of the 

transition process” (8).   Further cementing their institutionalist bona fides, they went on 

to say that,  

“…there is no transition whose beginning is not the consequence - direct or 
indirect - of important divisions within the authoritarian regime itself, principally 
along the fluctuating cleavage between hard-liners and soft-liners” (19).   

Their hypotheses subsequently came under significant criticism following the so-called 

people-power movements.  As Larry Diamond (2009) notes, “as more transitions 

happened and more scholarship accumulated” transitions were increasingly observed to 
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be inextricably linked to popular mobilizations – and thus not primarily elite-driven (52).  

Nevertheless, the strategic interactions of regime elites remained a key unit and level of 

analysis in the study of democratization, and, with Przeworski (1991) and others, for 

studying authoritarian persistence.  As the Third Wave progressed through the 1990s and 

into the early 2000s Carothers’ assessment that regimes were entering into a political 

‘grey zone’ became more and more undeniable.  Regimes were adopting policies of 

economic (e.g. privatization) and political liberalization (e.g. elections) without releasing 

the reigns of power (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009).   

 Przeworski (1991) provides a succinct explanation as to how this might be the 

case: “[p]rojects of liberalization launched by forces from within the authoritarian power 

establishment are invariably intended as controlled openings of political space” (57).  The 

purpose of such controlled openings is, in Przeworski’s estimation, primarily to achieve a 

“broadened dictatorship” such that regime liberalizers are able to leverage an increased 

base of support against hardliners within the regime (ibid).   Boix and Svolik (2013) 

depart from this line of reasoning, however, arguing that “[t]his argument is unfortunately 

less specific about why such co-optation could not occur without institutions” (301).  

Their reassessment argues that co-optation requires political institutions in order to 

“alleviate commitment and monitoring problems, whether in co-opting opposition or in 

power-sharing between the dictator and existing allies” (ibid). While other assessments of 

distributive politics such as Blaydes (2011) and Brownlee (2007) would agree with 

Boix’s general logic, they would probably not be so quick to throw out Przeworski’s 

hypothesis as a powerful incentive for liberalization, particularly in the MENA.  Blaydes 

and Lo (2012), for instance, show that – through a combination of game theoretic and 
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narrative analysis – Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, upon coming to power following 

Nasser’s death in 1970, employed a strategy very much in line with what Przeworski 

proposed in Democracy and the Market.  Hence, in Egypt the freedom to engage in 

authoritarian liberalization strategies hinged on the regime’s coercive capacity.  Egypt, 

Tunisia, Morocco, and other MENA states that lacked any oil wealth to leverage were 

obliged to maintain tight control over economic and political liberalization.  Indeed, 

while “they implemented some liberalizing reforms, these regimes by and large had 

steadfastly sustained their discretionary grip over the economy, which largely contributed 

to a ‘rent-seeking urban bourgeoisie and landed elite with no interest in democracy or 

political participation’” (Hess 2013, 261).   Doing so required the liberal use of repression 

and oppression.    

2.4.2. Coercive Capacity 

Eva Bellin (2004) offers that the Middle East and North Africa is not exceptional 

because of its poor socio-economic structures, cultural/religious orientation, or its 

sultanistic institutional configurations.  These are all elements that can be found 

elsewhere.  On the contrary, “the solution… to [MENA] exceptionalism lies less in 

absent prerequisites for democratization and more in present conditions that foster robust 

authoritarianism, specifically a robust coercive apparatus in these states” (143, emphasis 

added).  Prospects for democratic transitions in these countries have been effectively 

“extinguished” by the repressive dominance of internal security forces and, in some cases, 

the military.  Four factors are enumerated and elaborated upon in support of this general 

hypothesis: (1) “the fiscal health of the coercive apparatus” due to various rent sources; 

(2) “the maintenance of international support networks” as supported by Cold War 
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powers before 1990, and afterwards by foreign counterterrorism and oil interests; (3) the 

“low level of institutionalization of the coercive apparatus” low in Jordan and Morocco 

but relateively higher in Egypt and Tunisia; and (4) the “low level of popular 

mobilization that could typically be assembled to confront the coercive apparatus in the 

name of political reform” (Bellin 2012, 129).  Bellin’s reassessment of her 2004 findings 

in light of the Arab Spring, concluded that “[t]he trajectory of the Arab Spring confirms 

earlier analyses that the comportment of the coercive apparatus is pivotal to determining 

the durability of authoritarian regimes in the Arab world (and beyond) (142).   

Lisa Blaydes & James Lo (2013) further emphasize the importance of the 

‘muscular’ coercive apparatus for authoritarian survival through their game theoretic 

analysis of ‘managed liberalization’.  Accordingly, liberalization efforts – such as 

allowing political pluralism in order to broaden the liberalizer’s support base – will only 

take place in regimes where the coercive apparatus is sufficient to deter the organization 

of civil society.  In environments where civil society “knows that the liberalizer will not 

repress… [they] organize with impunity” (122).  Therefore, preemptively, the regime, 

[r]ecognizing that their threat of repression is non-credible [does] not allow civil society 

to organize” and a status quo dictatorship is maintained (122).  This is illustrated by the 

authors’ case study of Saudi Arabia wherein “the dividing line between civil society and 

the state is less clearly defined… than in other countries…”, such that, “…while many 

other countries in the Middle East undertook controlled, top-down liberalization 

programs during this period, the Saudi liberalizers – unable to repress widespread civil 

organization – were not able to use civil society as allies in the struggle for control of the 

House of Saud” (126).  This is in contrast to Egypt, where high levels of repression 
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allowed for very tightly controlled political openings under both Sadat and Mubarak 

(Blaydes 2011; Cook 2012; Lynch 2012).  

Each of the states under analysis has at one time or another shown its ‘robust’ 

ability (capacity and willingness) to repress civil society organization.  In fact, as a result, 

in Tunisia and Morocco civil societies were co-opted, dissipated, or de-politicized into 

relative irrelevance by the time of the Arab Revolt (Angrist 1999a; Boukhars 2010; 

Blaydes 2011).  By employing repression in this way, these regimes ensured that the only 

credible threat to their hold on power would have to come primarily from the ground-up; 

rather than from civil and political society intermediaries or from elites (Volpi 2013).  

Given that this is exactly what happened in 2011, it would seem that the deployment of 

states’ coercive apparatuses over time was both highly successful at stifling mobilization 

opportunities, while also setting the stage for revolutionary surprises in the future 

(McAdam & Tilley 2001; Kuran 1995).    

In this vein, both Bellin’s and Blaydes’ accounts run into problems when faced 

with the eventual fall of the regimes in Tunisia and Egypt, especially given the fact that 

Ben Ali had no misgivings about using force at the first provocation in December 2010, 

nor did Mubarak in January 2011.  While Mohammed VI also employed repressive 

tactics at first, it was a combination of contingent events and regime concessions that 

ultimately took the wind out of the revolution’s sails (Lynch 2012).  Writing in 2012, 

Bellin was able to reconcile her earlier account with the events across the Arab Spring 

states.  Firstly, the institutionalization – or the “degree to which the military is 

institutionalized (in the Weberian sense) as opposed to being organized along patrimonial 



	  31	  

lines” – of the military played the most decisive role in the ultimate success of the 

revolutions (132).  In these terms, Tunisia’s military was one of the most independent in 

the region.  Indeed, “Tunisia was well known for having a professional army which was 

small and removed from politics.  It was not distinguished from the general population 

along ethnic or sectarian lines. It was not the beneficiary of economic cronyism with the 

regime. For these reasons the Tunisian military was less invested in the survival of Ben 

Ali and his cohort” (133).  Therefore, given the costs of oppressing the “relatively 

peaceful” protestors – i.e. “undermining its internal coherence” – the military, when 

ordered to fire on the crowds instead “was able to imagine sending the regime elite 

packing” (134).  Egypt’s revolution basically mirrored this progression of events, given 

that the Egyptian military was similarly able to ‘imagine’ the fall of the regime in the face 

of high levels of mobilization.  Where mobilization and military patrimonialism were 

both high – such as in Syria and to a slightly lesser degree in Libya – protests were met 

with heavy repression that quickly broke out into civil wars (Bellin 2012, 130-135; Lynch 

2012).  In another case of high mobilization, Bahrain, external coercion was brought to 

bear by the Saudi government in order to repress the largely Shia protesters (Lynch 2012).            

The “failure of protest to snowball” in Morocco and Jordan, on the other hand, 

was attributed to “the successful division and cooptation of opposition elites topped off 

by the protective logic of monarchy”, leading to initially low levels of mobilization that 

were less costly to subdue (Lynch 20120, 130).  None of the states involved necessarily 

lacked for coercive capacity – or the actual physical resources for large-scale repression 

and surveillance.  Rather, the level of mobilization was important in that it challenged 

coercive will to fire on civilian protesters (132).  Where the coercive apparatus did fire on 
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protesters, mobilizations quickly escalated to the point where the military became the 

decisive actor.  While this creates a relatively straightforward narrative that correlates the 

level of institutionalization of the army with the (initially) successful revolutions in 

Tunisia and Egypt, it does not adequately account for why mobilization was raised to 

levels high enough to test the military’s resolve.  If it is, as Bellin offers, that ‘successful 

division and cooptation of elites’ in Morocco and Jordan is what accounted for the low-

level mobilizations in those countries relative to Tunisia and Egypt – despite similar 

economic and political grievances – then why was patrimonialism so much more 

successful in the former two regimes than in the latter?  Further, it is left partially 

unexplained as to why concessions were successful in Morocco and Jordan but rejected 

out of hand in Tunisia and Egypt (Lynch 2012).  Certainly part of the explanation has to 

do with mass outrage at episodes of brutal regime repression in Tunisia and Egypt, but 

that only leads one to wonder why those regimes believed they could employ such brutal 

tactics with impunity in the first place.  Moreover, it does not explain why – in the face of 

severe coercive repercussions – protesters in Tunisia and Egypt decided to take to the 

streets and demand the fall of the regime.     

One possible explanation, according to Goldstone and Tilly (2001), stems from 

refuting the idea that “[t]he usual story of political opportunity goes basically in one 

direction – from opportunity to action” (180).  Essentially, in the usual contentious 

politics conceptualization, “[a]s opportunity expands, actions mount; as opportunities 

contract, action recedes” (ibid).  Within such a framework, “threat” and opportunity are 

viewed as diametrically opposed, as a negative force and a positive force, respectively 

(181).  For Goldstone and Tilly, this is a “mistake”, and threat ought to be more 
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accurately conceived of as “an independent factor whose dynamics greatly influence how 

popular groups and the state act in a variety of conflict situations” (ibid).  Understood in 

these terms, a formulation that hinges authoritarian persistence on “the state's capacity to 

maintain a monopoly on the means of coercion” and therefore its ability to “…face down 

popular disaffection and survive significant illegitimacy, ‘value incoherence,’ and even a 

pervasive sense of relative deprivation among its subjects”, becomes a much more 

fraught argument to make (Bellin 2004, 143).  The reason for this is that repression can, 

in certain circumstances, be as much of a reason (opportunity) to protest as, under other 

circumstances, it might be an impediment.  Put another way, society may only be willing 

to live under a certain amount of current threat – i.e. the day-to-day insecurity, 

domination (and benefits) of living under the regime – relative to the concessionary gains 

its receives from the state and relative to the looming threat of repression.   

2.5. Conclusion: Revolutionary surprises and the need for a new approach  

Institutionalist frameworks within both the democratization and persistent 

authoritarianism schools of thought are often at a loss when it comes to predicting the 

trajectory of regimes.  Revolutions tend to open up new paradigms, such as the shift from 

the Huntingtonian ‘third wave’ framework to that of ‘robust’ or persistent 

authoritarianism.  Similarly, structuralists have shifted paradigms from Lipset’s to Welzel 

and Inglehart’s as methodological limitations and empirical observation have 

dictated.  The variables and actors involved in both conceptual shifts remained broadly 

the same, but the specific mechanisms hypothesized as driving social relations adapted 

and shifted to meet new challenges and rectify old miscalculations.    This was why 

Thomas Carothers rejected the to or from democratization teleology in favor of 
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describing what alternative regime destinations might look like within a political ‘grey 

zone’.  As Cavatorta & Haugbølle note in detail, regardless of the paradigm, many 

interpretations of the Arab Spring were fundamentally focused on institutions and 

strategies at the elite and regime-level.  They therefore failed to take into account how “in 

the longer term the values and modes of behavior of the ruling elites and small sectors of 

the urban population” were becoming increasingly  “out of kilter with the ones that the 

majority of the population had” (190).    Much of this ought to be expected.  As Timur 

Kuran wrote in 1995, “[a]s a practical matter… the dichotomy between social theories 

that produce complete knowledge and ones that generate only limited knowledge is more 

apparent than real.  The critical difference is that some theories disguise their limitations 

while others make them explicit” (1534-5).  Hence, in Kuran’s view, the study of regime 

transitions and social revolutions has often been much better at description than 

prospection, even though it often poses as predictive.  Revolutions in France, Eastern 

Europe, Iran, and now in the Arab world have all tended to fall under the rubric of 

‘revolutionary surprises’.  Why is this? 

 

Kuran argued that one potential reason why social scientists have had such a bad 

track record when it comes to prediction is that social actors possess the ability to falsify 

their preferences.  Consequently, accurate measurement of the political temperament of 

such a society may be difficult, at least directly.  By only looking at the ways in which 

institutional actors are able to coerce and co-opt their citizens into obedience or 

complicity, it is possible to overlook the subliminal ways in which regime dissatisfaction 

can be expressed, networked, and mobilized - or simply left dormant.  This was Kuran’s 
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explanation for how revolutions seemed to spark out of nowhere: the discontent was there 

all along, but the regime’s actions forced society to bury their objections deep and to find 

ways to express them ‘under the radar’ (See also Lust 2011).  Thus, Kuran offered that a 

combination of microfoundational analysis and ‘thick’ interpretivist description might be 

the best way to recognize preference falsification and, in doing so, to recognize a looming 

revolution where one might otherwise see ironclad stability.  Looking at the persistent 

authoritarian literature, one can (potentially) point to one such paradigmatic 

misapprehension.  The question is, then, did these theories adequately recognize their 

limitations?   

 

This paper contends that, for the most part, they did.  The fact that most persistent 

authoritarianism research has maintained the to or from continuum framework vis-à-vis 

democracy – as opposed to adopting Carothers’ ‘grey zone’-as-alternative destination –

reflects the understanding that, while persistent, such regimes are still vulnerable.  

Scholars such as Angrist (1999a; 1999b) pointed to the confluence of stabilizing forces in 

Ben Ali’s Tunisia - the economy and elite complicity primary among them - but also 

predicted that if any one thread was pulled too far out of place, the entire regime might 

come apart at the seams.  While teleological arguments can be dubious and deceiving, 

democracy does seem to exert a sort of gravitational force over time.  Regimes must 

either give in, or expend considerable effort in order to resist its pull.  Regardless of 

which they choose, they must be ever mindful of its effects.  This is exemplified by the 

fact that so many political regimes - democratic or authoritarian - couch at least some of 

their legitimacy claims in democratic terms, while also establishing (nominally) 
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democratic institutions.  The question then becomes, how do democratic rhetoric and 

democratic institutions affect the perceptions and actions of social actors? 

This is where looking at preference falsification can be particularly 

instructive.  Regime stability is not simply a matter of maintaining and strategically 

deploying the state’s concessionary and coercive apparatuses.  It also has to do with the 

degree to which the regime is able to manage and compartmentalize dissent.  In other 

words, the dictator has the dual challenge of maintaining order while also keeping enough 

of the population either sufficiently cowed or otherwise invested in the persistence of the 

regime.  Co-optation and coercion can only work insofar as they are able to narrowly and 

secretly target the sectors of society that might begin to subvert the regime.  By forcing 

citizens to resort to preference falsification - to live, as it were, ‘under the radar’ - the 

regime risks losing track of the opposition.  As a result, it cannot control the evolution of 

societal preferences.  When a contingent event – a social or structural shock – or some 

other ‘spark’ occurs, the regime will then likely disproportionately calibrate its 

response.  If the regime lacks information about both the size and type of dissent, then it 

will be ill equipped to ‘weather the storm’.  Thus, it ought to be apparent that institutional 

and elite-strategy interpretations, while not the whole story, bear significantly on how 

members of society choose to express dissent.  This realization lends itself to a 

constructivist argument – synthesizing institutional and sociological frameworks as a way 

to describe shifts in societal preferences and revolution under authoritarianism. 

 

The rest of this thesis will therefore be devoted to answering the twin questions that arise 

from the above assessment: 
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Question 1: What factors might account for society becoming so ‘emboldened’ 
that it is willing to go up against a seemingly insurmountable and undoubtedly 
brutal coercive apparatus? 

Question 2: What factors might account for the diversity of regime strategies 
when it comes to dealing with popular mobilization?  

One initial conclusion immediately comes to mind: it is obvious that these two questions 

are related.  The next two theoretical chapters will attempt to discern exactly why this is 

the case; while the following three case study chapters will attempt to put the theoretical 

findings in narrative context.     

*** 
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PART TWO: Modeling Liberalization, Revolution, and Threat in the MENA 
 

Chapter 3: Emboldened Social Mobilization – a game theoretic approach 
 

3.1. Introduction 

What might compel social mobilization against the state in the face of potentially 

insurmountable odds?  In 2011, citizens across the Arab world flooded into the streets in 

countries where the specter of history promised only violent consequences.  In Tunisia – 

the veritable first domino of the Arab Revolt – protesters had been brutally repressed as 

recently as 2008 during the Gafsa Mining Basin riots.  So too in Egypt, where activists 

involved in mobilizations related to the second Palestinian intifada, the 2003 American 

invasion of Iraq, and the 2004 Kefaya! (“enough!”) movement were met with mass 

arrests, torture, and beatings at the hands of the state police (Lynch 2012).  At the 

‘bottom up’ level of analysis, explanations of social revolution and mass mobilization 

have been concerned with ‘under the radar’ preferences and networks (Kuran 1995) as 

well as shifts in the political opportunity structure (McAdam and Tarrow 2001).  On the 

other hand, democratic transitions studies primarily focused on strategic interactions 

between elites: “there is no transition whose beginning is not the consequence - direct or 

indirect - of important divisions within the authoritarian regime itself, principally along 

the fluctuating cleavage between hard-liners and soft-liners” (O’Donnell and Schmitter 

1986, 19).   

O’Donnell and Schmitter approached the subject using “strategic analysis… 

[shying] away from adopting a formalistic, ahistorical approach inherent in the abstract 


