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The Argument 
 
As the “Arab Spring” spread from Egypt and Tunisia to other Arab countries during 
spring and early summer 2011, commentators in- and outside the region predicted that 
democratic change was finally coming to the Arab region. While a few scholars and 
experts supported this analysis (e.g. Hudson 2011, Greshman 2011), most were 
skeptic about the capacity of social forces to change the region’s political order. In 
stead, scholars emphasized that demands for democratic reform were likely to meet 
tough and probably insurmountable resistance from incumbent elites and regimes 
(e.g. Bellin 2011, Brownlee & Stacher 2011, Goldberg 2011, Heydemann & Leenders 
2011,) 

By early 2012 academics have not come closer to answering the binary 
question whether democracy or authoritarianism will stabilize as a post-Arab-Spring 
political order in the region: Incumbent authoritarian regimes have, as expected, 
fought successfully for their survival in a number of Arab countries using a variety of 
techniques ranging from the indiscriminate repression to the political and social 
reform. The regimes have, however, been put under increased pressure by new and 
transformed political forces struggling to obtain larger influence on political decision 
making by calling for greater accountability, rotation of government offices and 
rights-based administration. In the North African countries where the regimes 
collapsed in early 2011, free and fair elections have furthermore been held for the first 
time since independence.  

Analyzing such a multifaceted and open-ended political process in a binary 
prism of “democracy-or-authoritarianism” is bound to reach results that can easily be 
falsified. In consequence, I avoid addressing that question in the present paper. In 
stead, I look at how the Arab spring relates to academic models for interpreting Arab 
politics. Indeed, the Arab Spring is not only a challenge to the postcolonial political 
order in the Arab World. It is also a challenge to the theoretical models that scholars 
within the Middle East studies have used in the past decade to interpret changes (or 
the lack of such) in Arab politics. 

While contemporary models for interpreting Arab politics take a point of 
departure in state apparatuses and political elites and regimes in control of these, I 
argue in the present paper that the Arab spring shows that collective actors emerging 
from society may, indeed, exercise a strong influence over political processes in the 
region. The key argument of the paper is that loosely organized social movements by 
developing and utilizing in a particular set of protest forms and frames – or what 
Charles Tilly theorized as a “repertoire of contention” – during 2011 have kick-started 
a process of political change which escapes the full control of the incumbent regimes 
in the region. In terms of causality, this implies that political change in the Arab 
region occurs through pressure from society – not through openings created by state 
and regime actors. Ontologically it implies and understanding of society and history 
as being composed on interactions and processes rather than structures. 



The paper is divided in four short sections. In the first section, I briefly present 
the state- and regime-based models for theorizing Arab politics as they have 
developed within the discipline of Middle East studies during the past decades. In the 
second section, I analyze the Arab Spring as an emergence and spread of a new and 
repertoire of contentious political mass mobilization. In the third section, I point to a 
set of core political changes that I argue were caused by the emergence and spread of 
the new repertoire of contentious politics. I conclude by calling for greater academic 
attention to contentious politics in the interpretation of Arab politics. 
 
 
State- and Regime-Based Models for Arab Politics  
 
Over the past decades Arab states and regimes have proven surprisingly resilient. 
After a period of political instability in the immediate post-independence period in 
which Arab states went to war with each other and in which several Arab regimes – 
monarchies as well as republics – were toppled in coups or counter-coups, the Arab 
political order stabilized in the late 1970s and early 1980s: With a few exception 
interstate warfare ceased and incumbent regimes consolidated their control over the 
state apparatuses and civil society.  

In parallel with this political process of stabilization, students of Arab politics 
took an increasing interest in state and regime structures. Hence, in the late 1980s, a 
new perspective emerged in which scholars suggested to reevaluate the role and 
power of the state in Arab politics. These scholars criticized the early studies of 
Middle East politics, in which scholars like Michael Hudson (1977) had suggested 
that Arab states were externally imposed “artificial” phenomena depending for their 
survival on the will of the more powerful Arab or Islamic “nations”. In stead, the new 
school, as formulated by Lisa Anderson (1987), convincingly argued that Arab states 
could not be reduced to neutral and powerless arenas on which more powerful social 
forces (family, tribe, ummah etc.) competed, negotiated and compromised. Rather, 
Anderson pointed out, the Arab states had in the postcolonial period revealed an 
autonomous will and ability to influence political development. Although, voices 
from within the discipline questioned whether the Arab states were, indeed, as strong 
as suggested in the new perspective (e.g. Ayubi 1995), the period from the late 1980s 
and throughout the 1990s saw the establishment of a broad scholarly consensus, 
which held that Arab states by following their own political agendas autonomously 
had been able to repress, incorporate and control the agendas of transnational and 
local actors bidding for political influence (see e.g. Luciani 1993, Luciani & Salamé 
1988, Owen 2000).  

As not only the states, but also the incumbent elites that during the early 
decades after independence had taken control over the state apparatuses, proved able 
to perpetuate their own survival, scholars took during the 2000s increasing interest in 
investigating these incumbent regimes. The new attention to regimes was from the 
outset framed as critique of those scholars who, like e.g. Richard Norton (1993), and 
Michael Hudson (1991) with inspiration from the empirically observable growth in 
civil society activism and political participation more generally in the aftermath of the 
global “third wave of democratization”, optimistically had suggested that democratic 
governance would emerge in the Arab region. Pointing to aggregated data that 
revealed that the Arab region in contrast to all other world regions over the past 
decades had experiences a slight decrease in liberal freedoms, Middle East scholars 
like Eberhard Kienle (2001), Steven Heydemann (2007) and Oliver Schlumberger 



(2007) argued that authoritarian regimes were the most important actors in Arab 
politics. This perspective on Arab politics by and large suggested that Arab regimes 
were not only autonomous and resilient but also highly flexible and adaptable entities 
capable of resisting pressure from both local and international actors and transforming 
apparently unfavorable situation into own success tracks by combining repression 
with incorporation and learning. 
The perspective has, indeed, provided scholars with a refined understanding of the 
tactics and strategies of contemporary Arab regimes. The strong focus on state and 
regime structures has, however, as Sara Ben Nafisa points out (2011) implicitly 
resulted in a negative assessment of the potential role played by civil society actors in 
Arab politics. In particular, peaceful, non-violent, contentious politics taking the form 
of protests, campaigns and social movements have either been ignored or seen their 
political influence downplayed.1 Prior to the Arab spring, empirical data did to a large 
extent supported such conclusions: No case of social forces successfully transforming 
the political balances in any Middle Eastern state had occurred in decades. Mass 
movements, to the extent they did at all exist, had been strikingly absent from the 
political arenas and seemed to have either degenerated into apolitical “social”, 
“cultural” or “economic” phenomena shying away from direct political participation 
(e.g. Brown & Hamzawi 2010) or transformed themselves into marginal underground 
groups purveying political violence in the name of the ideology that had once carried 
the social movement – a phenomena that scholars typically explained as an outcome 
of the repressive tactics of the regimes (see e.g. Hafiz 2003). The revolts that unfolded 
in the Arab world during 2011 and continues in isolated pockets by early 2012, does, 
however, challenge the state- and regime-based models for Arab politics by 
suggesting that Arab social forces have a larger role that expected to play in shaping 
the region’s political development.  

 
A New Repertoire of Contentious Politics 
 
In 2011, a new set of protest forms and frames emerged and forcefully multiplied its 
presence in Arab politics. Emerging in Tunisia and Egypt between December 2010 
and January 2011, the new repertoire of contention was adopted by activists in a 
number of other Arab countries during February and March 2011. In Libya, in Syria, 
in Bahrain and in Yemen activists were, in the wake of the collapse of the Tunisian 
and Egyptian regimes, successful in gathering broad support for their contestation of 
the political status quo in their countries through the adoption of the new protest 
forms and frames. In other countries, such as the monarchies of Jordan and Morocco 
and the republics of Algeria, Sudan and Palestine, activists also adopted these forms, 
but were less able to gather mass popular support. The adoption of the new forms of 
contention into these different local contexts resulted in some variation in the 
interpretation and enactment of the protests, but a set of core components were 
present in the majority of cases. Following Tilly (2008) I suggest to interpret this as a 
“repertoire of contention”, that is a routine set of forms and frames of collective 
claim-making that protestors repeat and improvise upon in order to pressure decision 
makers.2 The new repertoire that emerged in the Arab world consisted, at least, in the 
following elements: 
                                                 
1 Exceptions are the works of Bennabi-Charabi 
2 In his last study of contention Tilly defines repertoires of contentions as “claim-making routines that 
apply to the same claimant-object pairs: bosses and workers, peasants and landlords, rival nationalist 
fractions, and many more (…) claim-making resembles jazz and commedia dell-arte rather than ritual 



Protestors turned key urban spaces, which had been created by the incumbent 
postcolonial regimes as venues glorifying their own endurance, into centers and 
symbols of contention and resistance of the these very regimes. Activists have during 
2011 captured, celebrated and with unprecedented will to personal sacrifice, defended 
their presence on Avenue Bourguiba in Tunis, on Tahrir Square in Cairo, on 
Liberation Square in Benghazi, Taghyir Square in Sana’a, on Pearl Square in 
Manama, and on Clock Square in Homs. None of these places are picked by 
coincidence. Rather they each offer a double meaning of symbolically representing 
the incumbent regimes’ political presence and offering a spatial possibility to gather 
in masses.  

Protestors made extensive usage of social media and online networks to 
suggest, plan, discuss and control the implementation of offline peaceful protests.  

Protestors took great pains in appearing as orderly, peaceful, and civilized 
citizens. Streets were cleaned, graffiti washed away, and trash, rocks and barricades 
were diligently removed after clashes with government forces.  

In defying repression protestors in general went no further than hurling stones 
and Molotov cocktails. A key slogan for protestors were silmiyya (“peaceful”) and 
armed actions have been slow to emerge and have only done so in places where 
incumbent regimes responded to protests with indiscriminate mass repression as in 
Libya and in Syria.  

Protestors furthermore turned the populist policy framing of the authoritarian 
regimes against these regimes themselves. Defying the authoritarian regimes’ populist 
policy, which for decades have been framed as serving “the people”. Protestors 
adopted a slogan in classical Arabic (rather than a local dialect) that presented the 
wishes of the protestors as the will of the people chanting that “the people wants” this 
and that (al-shaab yurid…). 

Protestors mobilized behind post-modern anti-hero victim figures. In 
opposition to the glorifying narration of the struggles and sufferings of e.g. Egypt’s 
Mubarak during his military service protestors rallied behind tragic anti-hero figures 
whose innocence and sufferance symbolized the abuses of the state apparatuses: 
Khaled Said in Egypt, Mohamad Bouazizi in Tunisia, and Hamza al-Khatib in Syria 
were not traditional Robin Hood-like masculine fighting nation builders, but post-
modern anti-hero figures comparable to the everyday victims who are highlighted in 
human rights discourses.  

Finally protestors framed a few core demands for change rather than 
ideological programs and revolutionary utopias. In the “sultanistic” regimes like 
Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, and Yemen where personal power of the incumbent 
authoritarian rulers have melted together with the popular perception of the regimes, 
this took the form of the ultimate demand of the president to step down. In other 
countries demands were less personalized as in the case of Morocco where protestors 
called for reform rather than end of the monarchy.  

It remains to be investigated to what extent this repertoire of contention was 
all that new. A minimum of historical research reveals that several of the features of 
the new repertoire of contention had been present in several of the region’s countries 
prior to this. The perhaps most striking example of this is Egypt where a clear 
increase in social unrest and protest against labor marked conditions was observed in 
                                                 
reading of scripture. Like a jazz trio or an improvising theater group, people who participate in 
contentious politics normally have several pieces they can play, but not an infinity (…) Within that 
limited array, the players choose which pieces they will perform here and now, and in what order” 
(Tilly 2008:14) 



the years prior to 2011. In spite of initiatives from left-leaning civil rights groups like 
6th of April in the period from 2008 and onwards to politicize this phenomenon by 
reporting on Internet about the harsh police repression of the worker’s protests in 
cities like Mahalla, the protestors themselves were seen as shying away from political 
demands. The same concerns the online campaign kullu-naa khalid said (We are all 
Khaled Said) which from its launch in June 2010 opposed and exposed police 
misconduct by using petitions on Facebook, but generally shied away from 
formulating a political program of change. Scrolling through the posts of the 
campaign reveals an insistence on holding authorities accountable, which implicitly 
express support for the continuation of the regime on the condition that the regime 
will recognize the Egyptian citizens’ rights. Alongside these anti-police civil rights 
campaigns, a third and largely apolitical area of confrontation with the police had 
developed during the 2000s in the form of the recurrent confrontations between the 
police and the inner core of activist supporters of Egypt’s major football teams – the 
so-called “ultras”.  

In this perspective the “novelty” of 2011 consisted the establishment of a new 
common repertoire of political contention that incorporated the already existing 
networks, frames and forms of predominantly social contention (organized around 
labor issues, sport, civil rights). As Tilly has pointed out repertoires of contentious 
politics may not only spread from one context to another. They are also prone over 
time to give way to new forms of protest – in an process of mutual exchange with the 
surrounding regimes and the responses they give to the protests. Indeed, Tilly’s early 
studies show how non-violent gatherings and protest gives way to collective violence 
and other forms of political claim making. Perhaps more importantly, contentious 
politics are, according to Tilly, capable of influencing political history more broadly – 
in our case the policies and capacities of the incumbent regimes. It is this influence 
back onto the regimes that I’ll investigate in the following section. 
 
 
Political Effects of the New Contention 
  
The emergence and spread of a new repertoire of political contention in the Arab 
region in 2011 has in, at least, three ways affected political power balances and the 
broader political order in the post-colonial Arab region.  
 
The first of these effects consists in the reduction of the ability of the incumbent 
regimes to control the political processes in their countries as effectively as they did 
in the past decades. In this process the incumbent regimes in the Arab region have 
both collapsed and survived depending on timing and strength of the contention and 
on the ability of the regimes themselves to act proactively and ensure internal 
cohesion among elites and supporters. 

The process can be divided in, at least, two periods of regime responses. In the 
initial period from January through February 2011, the regimes of Ben Ali’s RCD and 
Hosni Mubarak’s NDP were taken aback by the massive expansion of the social base 
of the contention and proved incapable of upholding the civil-military coalition that 
underpinned their regimes’ ability to control the development in the social base. 
While the civil coercive apparatuses in both states remained under the control of the 
regimes, the military apparatuses did not. In spite of differences between the 
militaries’ engagement in politics in the two countries, the process of regime 
fractioning were comparable: As the civil coercive institutions consisting of police, 



intelligence, thugs and supporters, proved incapable of crushing the contentious 
protests – but on the contrary seemed to boost these – the regimes requested 
intervention from the military. In both Tunisia and Egypt military leaders refused to 
provide this, insisting in stead on letting the civil forces outplay their power struggle 
and only interfere once the struggle had clearly exposed the inability of the incumbent 
regimes to govern. 

From February and onwards, a second period began in which incumbent 
regimes in other countries tried to preempt the spread of contention from Tunisia and 
Egypt to their countries. In doing so the regimes combined two types of policy 
responses.  

The first type consisted in threats of and enactment of indiscriminate police 
and military repression of civil protestors. This policy response was employed most 
clearly in Libya, where Kaddafi successfully mobilized loyal elite troops as well as 
the fragments national army and mercenaries to repress the protestors in the eastern 
provinces – a process likely to have continued and perhaps succeeded if the NATO 
intervention had not undermined the regime’s military efforts. In parallel protestors 
were repressed militarily with the assistance of Saudi special troops from the GCC in 
Bahrain, in Yemen, and in Syria, and consistent repression on a smaller scale has been 
reported in a number of countries in the Arab Gulf. 

The second type consisted in preemptive political and social reform programs. 
The tendency to launch social welfare program has been particularly visible in 
countries with access to huge financial reserves due to hydrocarbon export as is the 
case in Algeria, in Saudi Arabia and several of the smaller Gulf countries. But the 
tactic has also been employed in countries whose regimes do not dispose over 
comparable financial resources, as in Syria, where the regime has combined the 
indiscriminate repression of protesters with tax alleviation for loyalist sections of the 
state apparatus. The tactic of containing protests with political reform programs have 
so far been most visible in the Morocco, where the king in March 2011 promised 
sweeping political reforms including steps towards diminishing the executive powers 
of the king. While the end result in the autumn 2011 was far more limited, the process 
did result in free elections ever being held in September 2011. In Jordan and in 
Algeria, reforms have also emerged, although observers agree that these have done 
little to increase the power sharing and restrict the incumbent regime’s control over 
the executive. 

Although the majority of Arab regimes have, indeed, survived and continue by 
early 2012 to yield strong influence on the political processes in their countries, the 
new political contention has in a historically unprecedented way taken the political 
initiative from the regimes and forced these to act preemptively.  
 
The second effect of the new political contention concerns the actors positioned 
outside – below, besides, and above – the incumbent regimes. In these locations a 
process of politicization has taken place in which previously immobilized citizens 
have been transformed into active participants in political contention while existing 
political organizations and collective actors have recast their roles in the political 
order in ways that challenged the dominance of incumbent regimes and elites.  

“Below” the regimes millions of previously immobilized individuals have 
participated in loosely organized social movement activities and in particular in street 
parades, sit-ins, demonstrations and on- and offline media campaigns. As seen in 
particular in Tunisia and in Egypt, the new political contention has not been restricted 
to protests against the incumbent regimes, but have gradually transformed into a new 



political force in the post-Mubarak and post-Ben Ali order. While the overwhelming 
popular participation that characterized the mobilization targeting the presidents of 
these countries in January and February 2011 has dissipated throughout the year, tens 
(and in some case hundreds) of thousands of protestors continue to take their political 
demands to the streets of Tunisian and Egyptian cities. Much debate has focused on 
the diminished popular credibility of the street protestors in these two countries – not 
to mention the hot debates about the popular support to protestors in countries like 
Syria, Bahrain and Morocco where the incumbent regimes remain in place – and polls 
suggest that broad sectors of the population in these countries are less enthusiastic 
about the continued protests than they were in early 2011. Acknowledging the 
diminished popular support to protests should, however, not imply belittling the 
political influence of the phenomenon. Street protests kick-started the political 
development process in the region, and they have continued in particular in Egypt and 
Tunisia to function as the key tool for pressuring the executive office on specific 
political issues. Judged by the combination of numbers of participants, numbers of 
events, and apparent impact on high politics, social movement organized street 
protests below the confinements of the regime has become a core element in the 
political order in the Arab World by 2012.  

“Besides” the regimes new political actors have emerged and old ones have 
recast their roles in the political order during 2011 and 2011. In Tunisia and in Libya, 
a new organization, the Haute Instance and the TNC took over the political leadership 
after the departure of Ben Ali and Qaddafi. In Egypt, the military high command, 
SCAF, assumed the executive powers of president Mubarak in a de facto military 
coup. Since then, hundreds of political parties have emerged, participated in, and won 
free and fair elections in Tunisian and Egypt with the highest popular participation 
seen in decades. Both countries have for the first time in decades witnessed a rotation 
of the legislative – although government formation is still pending presidential 
elections in Egypt expected for April 2012. A comparable revitalization of legislative 
has been seen in Morocco where the country’s most free and fair elections have led to 
the formation of an islamist led government.  

“Above” the regimes regional organizations have during 2011 assessed their 
political influence in manners not seen for decades. In particular the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (and the member countries of this organization) have used its strong stance 
within the Arab League to pressure for a greater role for the league in high level 
regional politics on selected cases: Libya in particular and Syria to some extent. In 
parallel calls have been made for greater regional cooperation in North Africa where 
the Union Maghreb Arabe convened in early 2012 for the first time in five years. 
Taken together these developments point to a possibility of a revamping of the 
previously notoriously weak regional institution. While such organizations are indeed 
staffed primarily by members of the incumbent regimes, the usage of the organization 
against the direct interests of certain regimes on the basis of their domestic policies – 
Libya and Syria – suggest that new power balances are emerging on the regional level 
above the regimes as well.  
 
The third effect of the new contention concerns the relation of international actors to 
the local regimes and their competitors. In particular the contention and the ensuing 
political process during 2011, has undermined the previous ability of the incumbent 
regimes to co-frame the international community’s security challenges and foreign 
policy interests in the region. This has been most apparent with regards to the 
desecuritization of Islamism in its broadest sense that has taken place in Western 



government offices from Washington to Brussels. Inspired by the apparent lack of an 
islamist upper hand in the mass protests in Tunisia and Egypt, the US president 
already in early February 2011 adopted a political line suggesting that there were 
“other options” for the Egyptian political development than Islamism thereby 
indicating that the US no longer saw US-hostile islamist rule as the only alternative to 
the incumbent pro-US Arab regimes.3 In early July 2011, Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, went a step further towards a full desecuritizing of Islamism as such, when 
assuring that the US government would uphold normal relation to a democratically 
elected government – whether dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood or by others.4 
This repositioning of US foreign policy was by and large echoed in the European 
capitals where the past ten years’ framing of Islamism as a primary security concern 
for Western governments has been reformulated and wrapped in more reconciliatory 
terms. For the incumbent regimes striving to survive pressure from below and besides 
from islamist movements and parties, this change in the international environment 
may very well prove to be one of the core challenges in controlling the political 
development. 
 
The examples above give special attention to the changes that have occurred in the 
empirically rather limited examples of the North African countries where the 
incumbent regimes collapsed during 2011. This should, however, not overshadow the 
fact that comparable processes are taking place in other countries on a smaller scale. 
In Bahrain for instance activists report about a strong upsurge in popular participation 
in political and civil rights activism. In Syria, street protestors continue to defy the 
regime and have, in the face of protracted indiscriminate repression of the regime, 
mutated into the emergence of underground militias staffed by volunteers and 
defected soldiers. In that way the new political contention that occurred in 2011 has 
functioned as a dynamic for a broader political development in the region leading to 
the emergence of new power centers and actors bidding for political influence in an 
unprecedented way either by provoking collapse of the incumbent regimes or by 
pressuring these from locations outside the confinements of their direct control.   
 
 
Bringing Society Back In 
 
The introduction and spread of a new and powerful repertoire of contentious politics 
in the Arab World in late 2010 and early 2011 has had an impact on the political 
balances in the region. Is has forced the incumbent regimes in a defensive position 
and it has kick-started a process of politicization leading to the establishment of 
several new venues of politics populated by new or revitalized collective actors and 
organizations, below, besides and above, the regimes. It has also prompted a loss of 
the regime’s pervious ability to control the international community’s framing of 
security concerns and foreign policy interests in the region.  

There are strong indications that undemocratic army hierarchies are stepping 
“back into” politics in Egypt and manage to retain their previous positions for 
instance in Syria and in Algeria. There are, however, equally strong indications that 
civil governments boosted with historically unprecedented strong popular mandates 
are making their presence felt as important actors in a new and changing political 
                                                 
3 http://politicalticker.blogs.cnn.com/2011/02/06/obama-egypt-has-options/  
4http://edition.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/meast/06/30/egypt.muslim.brotherhood.us/index.html?iref=allse
arch 



order. Furthermore loosely organized social movements remain a forceful actor in 
many places including the post-regime collapse states like Egypt and Tunisia – and 
perhaps the most important actors in places where the regimes remain in power like 
Syria and Bahrain. Capturing such an open-ended and multi-facetted development 
within a binary prism of democracy-versus-authoritarianism seems, to me, 
inadequate.  

In stead, the paper has suggested that the Arab Spring should lead to a 
reinvigoration the debates about the relation between state and society that Lisa 
Anderson pointed to a generation ago. While Anderson correctly refuted the idea that 
the postcolonial Arab states were neutral arenas on which social forces competed, and 
called for attention to the will and ability of the Arab states to defend autonomous 
agendas serving their own interests, the ensuing research perspective seems to have 
somewhat overstated the capacity of Arab states and regimes to dominate political 
processes. While there is no doubt that states and regimes play a central role in 
political processes in the Arab region, the relation to social forces is not a one-way 
process. As Tilly (e.g. 2008) suggests, history is made through interactions rather than 
structures. Political history is no exception and the Arab Spring reveals that social 
forces do influence even the resilient regimes in the Arab World. In that capacity the 
Arab Spring and the ensuing political development points to a scholarly need to 
rethink the division of roles as well as the positioning within power balances between 
the incumbent regimes and actors positioned outside their direct control. It may also 
call for a broader ontological discussion of how society is conceived by leading 
scholars in the discipline.  

My suggestion in the present paper has been to further investigate the role that 
contentious politics enacted by social movements take in reshaping the political order 
of the region. I have demonstrated how the introduction of a new repertoire of 
contentious politics deprived the regime’s of their previous control over political 
processes, altered the power balances between incumbent regimes and collective 
actors and organizations positioned below, besides, and above the regimes, and 
undermined the incumbent regimes’ ability to frame the international community’s 
conception of their own foreign policy interests in the region.  

That analysis suggests that the Middle East Studies may very well benefit 
from redefining and adjusting the theoretical models used to interpret Arab political 
order and dynamics in a way that provides more impact to social forces. By better 
grasping the processes at play at the level of society we may, indeed, be even able 
equipped to analyze the disposition of the incumbent regimes.  
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