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The “revolutions” in the Middle East revealed profound changes undergoing in the Arab 

political systems and societies. The events in Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Yemen and Syria, and 

the lack of similar events elsewhere drew the attention to the fact that the social impact of 

Western modernisation has not yet been fully analysed and understood. The authoritarian 

character of the political regimes disguised the underlying neo-patrimonial structure in which 

the real political power is vested either with traditionally legitimised political actors or by the 

“revolutionaries” of the 1950’s and 1960’s, while the “international norms” introduced by the 

colonisers and superpower allies, and by the need to adapt to a globalising world have 

remained in the virtual sphere of political power. 

 

Authoritarianism vs the patrimonial/neo-patrimonial order in the Arab world 

 

It is a widely held notion that Arab states are led by authoritarian regimes, be it a monarchy, a 

republic, or the former jamahiriyya. Authoritarianism, however, refers to the way power is 

practised, and was characteristic of rulers and regimes over time and space, including fascism 

and communism. It is, therefore, a much broader concept and cannot be related to the Arab 

states exclusively. Authoritarianism is also a descriptive denotation developed in European 

political thinking and development, and does not say anything about the nature and the 

structure of the society where the regime is exercising its power in an authoritarian way.  

 

European political and social development has left authoritarianism behind, when it gave up 

feudalism and the representative political system emerged, although the transition was not 

smooth: Europe still had to cope with authoritarian developments in its modern history. Thus, 

the term “authoritarian” has come to acquire a negative connotation, not only denoting 

something that is both rejected and despised, but something that stands in the way of 

modernisation and the international norms. 

 

 In the Arab world, however, authoritarianism has other roots and it denotes the way of 

practising power in a patrimonial or neo-patrimonial society. Patrimonial societies are, by 

nature, ruled in an authoritarian way, so the term used for the operation of the Arab states may 

be justified. Still, the use of the term is misleading, since it does not say anything about the 

processes underlying the structure and does not explain the way it is operating. 

 

It is also often said that Arab societies are facing (have been facing) a modernisation crisis. 

Yet again, this disguises the fact that there have been several “modernising”, reforming and 

renewing efforts within the Arab world, which were suspended, terminated or even hijacked 

by external, mostly European, intervention and interference. The two most important 

influences were modernisation à la Europe and globalisation. The European type 

modernisation has taken on several forms (colonisation, protectorates and the mandate 



system, alliances etc) and has been conducted with different ideologies (nationalism, 

liberalism, socialism, communism etc). In its impacts it is still underway, but has been 

complemented and amended by globalisation – the two are taking place at the same time. 

 

Under these influences the patrimonial system characteristic of the Arab societies has 

undergone deep and profound transformation, yet, in its essence has not changed much: at the 

core it is still the “God – ruler – subject” relationship that is defining the organisation of the 

society, in spite of the fact that the Arab “landscape” one year after the Arab Spring shows a 

huge variety. The most obvious categorisation would be the distinction between transition and 

non-transition states, where transition means that following widespread demonstrations the 

ruler was forced out of office or is on the defensive, while non-transition means that the ruling 

elite could manage the challenge posed by the demonstrations, or there have been no 

meaningful demonstrations. (This, however, does not mean that there would be no political 

reforms or changes under way in the country.) The events of the past year seem to justify the 

notion that secular republics have proved to be more vulnerable, more prone to transition, 

than monarchies (kingdoms, sheikhdoms), which were not challenged the same way or could 

manage such challenges by top-down reforms. 

 

Historically, however, the split of the Arab umma into some twenty states among 

internationally defined borders (some of which have remained disputed to this day) and the 

establishment of kingdoms (sheikhdoms) where, with some exceptions, there have been no 

kings before, were the first European interference in the Arab development. However, having 

a king or a sheikh as the head of such a newly emerging political entity mostly mirrored the 

traditional patrimonial structure of the society, and could, at the most, be considered a neo-

patrimonial system. The modernisation experiences of the 1950’s and 1960’s, i.e. the thauras 

in the Arab world were not “revolutions” in the classical European sense, whether they 

claimed to be based on a Soviet-type Socialist ideology or not, but were rather successful 

military coup-d-états. In this sense, they rather resulted in a shift in power, a new power 

distribution, and not in a real profound transformation of the society. This does not mean that 

there were no important consequences for the society, but the fundamental change in society 

has not taken place. What did emerge was rather a new neo-patrimonial system with new 

rulers at the head, but no inherent change in the structure.  

 

Under the European modernisation and the 20
th

 century globalisation Arab neo-patrimonial 

societies have developed into dual systems where the differentiation between the “real 

sphere” and the “virtual sphere” is relevant not only in the everyday life of the people, but 

also in the political decision-making. It is the “real sphere” where the decisions are made, 

controversies are managed and solved, by the clients whose position and power are first and 

foremost defined by their closeness to the centre of “real” power, the King, the President or 

the Leader of the Revolution (the khassa, or the privileged).  

The relationship between the ruler and the subjects (the ‘amma) in the “real sphere” is based 

on a kind of a religious–moral contract, which is formally concluded by the bay’a, the oath of 

allegiance, offered to the ruler upon officially coming into office. Its underlying principle – 

not without any religious connotations – is that the ruler provides for the well-being and 

dignity of his subjects, and generally for the realisation of justice (‘adala). In return, the 

subjects accept his guidance and rule. Should the subjects rebel against his rule, they are 

violating the contract, therefore, they must be punished by whatever means the ruler thinks fit. 

The famous zanga-zanga speech by Muammar Qaddafi should be understood in this context. 

Qaddafi, when fighting back not only the rebels, but the Arab League, the international 



community and the NATO, not only proved that he still had the strength and will to “restore 

order”, but also demonstrated that the rebels were “traitors” who had to be punished. 

Consequently, his behaviour was absolutely rational and logical in this context of the “real” 

sphere of power. But should the ruler become incapable of delivering his part of the social 

contract, the subjects are not bound to him anymore. So when he went into hiding, then tried 

to escape and was caught, his ability was terminated, consequently, he became a “simple” 

target for revenge.    

The globally accepted “normal” structures and institutions, European and “universal” values 

and norms belong to the “virtual sphere”, where they have come to constitute the global “rules 

of the game”. What is happening in the “virtual” sphere of the state is of secondary 

importance only, as the role of the “virtual” sphere is to realise the internationally “accepted” 

frameworks of practice – whether imposed from the outside by other players or drawn up to 

accommodate to the trends of international development in the less recent past. In the “virtual 

sphere” the ruler and his clients, therefore, create (have created) the structures (“parliament”, 

“ministries”, “courts”, “parties” etc) according to the international norms, which in fact have 

no other role than serve decision-making in the “real” sphere. One could say that instead of 

undergoing modernisation – either indigenously or in the European sense – the Arab countries 

have adapted to the rules set by the colonisers and other external powers first, and 

globalisation next. They established states (kingdoms, republics and jamahiriyya), parties, 

parliaments, constitutions (even if sometimes not all, but only some of these institutions) only 

to fill them with patrimonial hierarchical substance. (It should be noted that even the 

institutionalisation of the shura, an ancient tribal platform, can be attributed to Western 

influence.) The resulting pattern of exercising power is, therefore, authoritarian per se - 

describing the system in European terms -, since the leader (king, monarch, president, prime 

minister or “the leader of the revolution”) exercises his power through a small elite bound to 

him by the bay’a (the pledge of oath). In consequence, if elections are hold, the ruler and/or 

his ruling party receive an immense majority of the votes, and even if there is a multi-party 

system operating in the country, the opposition parties cannot even come close to gaining a 

two-digit percentage of the votes. Yet, we claim that it is the underlying neo-patrimonial 

element that is decisive, and authoritarianism is “just” a side-effect thereof.  

 

The slogans of the Arab Spring and the transition from “subject” to citizen” 

 

Within this neo-patrimonial system, based on a morally-religiously based “social contract” 

sanctioned by the bay’a, therefore, the ruler undertakes to rule with justice (‘adala) and to 

provide for the dignity (karama) – i.e. the living conditions worthy of man as created by God 

– of his people. The slogans of the demonstrations were exactly these: ‘adala and karama, 

which should be understood as much more than simply complaining against the sharp rise in 

food prices etc. And when the rulers – Ben Ali and Mubarak – announced reforms, raised 

salaries etc., indirectly they acknowledged their “mistakes”, i.e. that these basic principles 

(‘adala and karama) had been infringed and they have become – even in their own 

assessment – unsuitable to perform their tasks according to the old political-social order. 

Trying to answer the people’s demands, therefore, however much urged by the Western 

states, proved counter-productive and could only prove to be so, and the resulting slogan was 

clear: irhal (‘go away’). Qaddafi, on the other hand, when fighting back, not only proved that 

he still has the strength and will to “restore order”, but also demonstrated that the rebels were 

“traitors” who had to be punished. In this sense, his ability to withstand international pressure, 

sanctions and even the world’s most powerful military alliance paradoxically strengthened his 

position. ‘adala and karama, therefore, are deeply imbedded in the “real sphere” of the neo-



patrimonial order. Their modern everyday connotation, as understood by the international 

community may overlap with this traditional meaning, but its religious dimension has been 

mostly lost for the outside and for most of the secular (secularizing) actors as well.  

 

The other demands by the demonstrators (freedom, democracy, elections, accountability, but 

the demonstrations themselves), by contrast, belong to the “virtual sphere” of the 

developments, and are, consequently, alien to the society – in spite of the fact that the terms 

themselves have become common parlance. This may explain the striking lack of “Islamist” 

slogans in the demonstrations, and, to a certain extent even the spectacular “stay away” of the 

political Islamist forces. One of the most striking phenomena of the demonstrations, however, 

the emphasis on the “national” character of the events, while is based on the upper 

argumentation clearly belongs to the “virtual sphere” as well, and draws the attention to an 

old-new possible way of development, an Arab model in the making.  

 

While Arab nationalism in its modern sense is closely connected to the spread of the 

European nationalist project (“virtual sphere”), it should be borne in mind that “Arabness” has 

a long historical tradition closely connected with the patrimonial social order (“real sphere”). 

The Arab unity (wahda ‘arabiyya), therefore, in a way could be considered a forerunner of 

what the Arab Spring developments indicate, albeit in a real-time dimension, namely that 

there could be a coupling between the “real” and the “virtual” spheres, a transition or 

transformation from the one to the other. The Arab unity does have a kind of a renaissance in 

the Arab Spring, but it is the “national” character of the different transiting states and the 

awareness thereof is what makes it really striking. The demonstrators when claiming to be 

Tunisians, Egyptians, Libyans etc are implying that there is a transition under way, a 

transformation of the “virtual sphere” into the “real sphere”. On the one hand, this explains 

the “moderate” behaviour and the readiness to participate in the “virtual sphere” framed 

political processes by the political Islamist parties. On the other hand this shows that the Arab 

societies have started to move, albeit to different extents, from “subjects” to “citizens”. 

 

Factors of transformation 

 

The neo-patrimonial societies, therefore, have been seriously challenged in the past few 

decades by factors pushed strongly forward by modernisation and globalisation, which will, in 

the long run, most certainly give a new direction to social and political development. 

Urbanisation has a leading role in breaking up the social hierarchy and provides for new 

patterns of re-structuring. It may prove to be the ultimate force (or tool) breaking the tribal 

system, which even Islam could overcome only temporarily in its first centuries.  

 

On the other hand, in the past decades the Arab countries have undergone a huge economic 

liberalisation, which was partly directed and enjoyed by the ruling political elites, including 

the military, but partly by others, sometimes even by Islamist organizations like the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt.  Although the experiments of economic liberalisation in the last decade 

failed to realise the expectations attached to them, they convinced those having stakes in the 

economy that the main underlying causes of failure were the incapability, bureaucratic self-

defense and the staying away from any reform by the patrimonial system based on strength 

and force. It is evident that this massive well-trained and eager-to-act economic “class” 

intends to demand and occupy a decision-making – “bourgeois” - position as soon as possible. 

This development may take different forms in different countries, may follow a bottom-up or 

a top-down approach, but may even arise from conservative circles as the tribes themselves, 



as in Jordan, for example, where a newly emerging tribal technocracy is challenging the old 

tribal leadership. 

 

What relevance for the post-Arab Spring era? 

 

More than one year into the Arab Spring, the biggest question is if the Arab neo-patrimonial 

societies can be developed into democracies, or their transition will “simply” bring about new 

neo-patrimonial systems. The answers may well be different in the different Arab countries, but 

the main indicator and possibly the main drive to democratization will necessarily be a strong 

“middle class”, especially related to the economy and technocracy, which could accumulate 

enough power to demand a say in political decision-making. Due to the specific circumstances 

of the Arab societies, however, the challengers are arising from among the ruler and his inner 

circle, i.e. often from the most conservative layers of the society, and may try to coordinate the 

traditional patterns with the new realities of a globalising world. While such efforts are not 

without previous attempts, especially among the Muslim communities living in minority 

positions in Europe, the US and elsewhere, the Arab Spring has brought such a transformation 

home to the Arab heartland. The traditional neo-patrimonial system is challenged in a majority 

position, and is forced to adjust and move from the extreme of the “ruler-subject” towards that 

of the “citizen-elected representative” paradigm. The resulting mixture – of traditional social 

and moral, and of “modern”, democratic values – will constitute the new Arab model of 

development, in which the success of European-type democratization can in the end be 

measured by the transition of the “subject” into a “citizen”. 

 


