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 The purpose of this paper is to bypass the generalizations surrounding the 

Arab democracy deficit in order to gain a better understanding of the variables that 

interact to produce the unusual stability and duration of Arab authoritarian regimes.  

A critical cross-case analysis is used to examine the Middle East’s two most enduring 

regimes: the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the Arab Republic of Egypt.  The survival 

of these regimes is comprehensible in terms of manipulation of Islamic precepts, 

control of economic development, and external support, chiefly from the United 

States. 
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Introduction 

 As of 2006, Freedom House rates not a single one of the sixteen nations of the 

Arab Middle East as “free”, with only Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, and 

Morocco attaining the status of “partly free”.1  Not only do Arab countries lag behind 

their counterparts according to Freedom House standards, but in the last quarter 

century they have also managed to become slightly less free, defying the general 

global trend towards greater liberalization.2 Concurrently, according to the Polity IV 

project, Arab nations experienced the fewest regime changes on average of any 

developing country between the period of 1960 – 2000.  Taken together, these trends 

indicate a strong and rather unique correlation between the Arab world and an 

enduring authoritarian tradition.   

 Why do Arab countries entertain such an overwhelming tendency towards 

authoritarian systems of government, and why are these regimes so 

uncharacteristically stable?  A dearth of societal and governmental data on Arab 

nations has long hindered empirical studies into the matter.  Authors attempting to 

investigate Arab authoritarianism often do so from the perspective of religion, 

seeking to quantitatively discern the theocratic connection to political culture.  

Representative of this approach is Dr. Steven Fish of Berkley University, who 

through empirical analysis concludes that “Muslim countries are democratic 

underachievers.”3  Through a subsequent investigation into this link Fish is 

                                                 
 

1 For the purpose of this paper the Arab Middle East is comprised of Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, The United 
Arab Emirates, and Yemen. 

2 “Freedom House World Freedom Scores Dec 2005-Dec 2006,” Freedom House.  
http://www.freedomhouse.org/uploads/press_release/fiw07_charts.pdf.  

3 Steven Fish, “Islam and Authoritarianism,” World Politics 55, (October 2002): 4-27. 
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admittedly unable to isolate a distinct causal variable.  Instead, he provides a number 

of “unsatisfactory ideas” which he hypothesizes may in certain combinations explain 

illiberal Muslim (read: Arab) regimes and their longevity; prime among these being 

female subjugation under Islamic society.4  A comparable study by Dr. Mark Tessler 

of the University of Michigan uses opinion poll data to examine the influence of 

Islamic attitudes on political liberalization.5  Tessler finds that democratic political 

culture is discouraged, albeit to a limited extent, by the “Islamic attachments of 

ordinary Arab citizens,” and stresses the need for investigation into parallel 

independent variables.6   A more comprehensive approach is taken by Dr. Marcus 

Noland, a senior fellow at The Institute for International Economics, who nests 

several causal models in order to statistically parse competing explanations.   Noland 

concludes, similar to Fish and Tessler, that the influence of Islam alone cannot 

adequately explain the authoritarian propensities of Arab states.7  He consequently 

finds robust support for causal variables including modernization, colonial history, 

neighborhood effects, reliance on taxes, ethnic homogeneity, and, though open to 

multiple interpretations, the Arab cultural share.8   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 

4 Fish, 16. 
5 Mark Tessler, “Islam and Democracy in the Middle East: The Impact of Religious Orientations 

Towards Democracy in Four Arab Countries,” Comparative Politics 34, (April 2002): 337-354. 
6 Tessler, 346. 
7 Marcus Noland, “Explaining Middle Eastern Authoritarianism,” Working Paper Series, (June 

2005): 1-20. 
8 Noland, 2. 
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A Qualitative Approach 

 While these studies agree to various levels on the retarding nature of Islam on 

Arab political liberalization, they are unable to provide an adequate explanation of 

why.  Moreover, while agreeing that the Islamic experience alone cannot explain 

Arab authoritarianism, these studies remain opposed as to what parallel causal 

variables can be positively identified.  Compounded by the aforementioned lack of 

testable data, the quantitative methodology of these studies overlooks the political 

environments unique to individual Arab countries in their attempts to identify 

homogenous causal links throughout the Middle East.  Furthermore, as Noland 

surmises, large n statistical analyses have a tendency of “[dismissing] the Arab 

experience as sui generis.”9  On the other hand, Middle East-specific research  

focuses only on relatively isolated, single factors such as oil rents: an inherently non-

definitive approach as it fails to adequately address competing or parallel factors.10  In 

attempting to address these problems, Noland utilizes a general model testing nested 

hypotheses in order to “parse these competing explanations.”11  This analysis yields 

some satisfactory conclusions with the exception of the interpretation of the Arab 

culture aspect, an issue he attributes to some statistically “unobservable” factor, such 

as “investment in institutions of internal repression that may not be culturally 

determined but rather [reflective of] the preferences of the governing elite.”12   

                                                 
 

9 Noland, 2; Adam Prezworski, Michael Alvarez, Jose Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, 
Democracy and Development (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

10 Michael L. Ross, “Does Oil Hinder Democracy?”  World Politics 53 (April 2001); Fish; 
Michael Herb, “No Representation Without Taxation? Rents, Development, and Democracy,” 
Comparative Politics 37, no. 3 (2005). 

11 Noland, 3. 
12 Ibid, 15. 
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 This paper will provide an alternative exploration of the topic through the use 

of a qualitative critical cross-case analysis.  The cross-case analysis methodology will 

isolate individual internal variables within specific Arab states in an effort to gain 

understanding of both how and why Arab regimes have managed to so durably 

maintain their authoritarian structure.  This approach aims to bypass the “many 

variables, few cases” quandary elaborated on by Charles Ragin wherein a relatively 

closed system is acted upon by many variables which interact to different ends when 

in the proximity of the system, as opposed to the broader framework of the global 

scale.13  More generally, the cross-case analysis method enables a researcher to 

“deepen understanding and explanation” in a field where generalized statistical 

studies make little applicable sense of their findings.14  Comparing two cases in this 

manner “helps [to] form the more general categories of how … conditions may be 

related,” thus furthering an understanding of how Arab regimes remain so stably 

authoritarian.15  

 Qualitative approaches to the subject hold the potential to reveal more of the 

role of the unique “Arab factor,” as well as helping to better explain the relationship 

between other abetting aspects to Arab authoritarian durability.  Such investigations 

succeed in mapping explanatory schematics for the interaction between various 

competing theories.16  However, as concluded by Gambill in Explaining the Arab 

                                                 
 

13 Charles Ragin, Dirk Berg-Schlosser, Gisele de Meur, “Political Methodology: Qualitative 
Methods,” A New Handbook of Political Science ed. Robert Goodin and Hans-Dieter Klingemann,  
(New York: Oxford University Press. 1996): 750. 

14 Matthew B. Miles and A. Michael Huberman, Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded 
Sourcebook (London: Sage Publications, 1994), 173. 

15 Miles, 173. 
16 Gary C. Gambill, “Explaining the Arab Democracy Deficit: Pt.1,” Middle East Intelligence 

Bulletin (2003). 
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Democracy Deficit, “the empirical record simply doesn’t support any of the 

[individual] arguments.”17  Gambill does infer that one condition seems to play an 

omnipresent role in maintaining the authoritarian status quo: “the presence of brutal 

authoritarian regimes dedicated (both individually and collectively) to preventing 

[liberalization].”18  In comparison it would appear that both Gambill and Noland have 

arrived at the same explanation that it is the Arab regimes themselves that fulfill the 

unobservable role.  However, as previously stated, this cannot itself unilaterally 

explain the state of Arab authoritarianism, and must act in conjunction with some 

parallel factors.  In an effort to better explore how parallel factors interact to produce 

a stable Arab authoritarian regime, this paper will conduct a critical cross-case 

analysis of the Middle East’s two most stable cases: The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

and The Arab Republic of Egypt.  To this end, I posit that the unique presence and 

stability of the regimes of these two countries are the collective result of a 

manipulation of several conjoining factors, each incapable alone of explaining the 

anomaly.  This amalgamation of variables can be understood in terms of manipulation 

of Islamic precepts, control of economic development, and external support, primarily 

from the United States, that not only reinforces the strength of regimes internally, but 

aids in dampening international calls for reform which might weaken the regimes 

externally.  

 

 

 

                                                 
 

17 Gambill, 2. 
18 Ibid. 
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Authoritarianism in Perspective 

 It is imperative to establish what constitutes an authoritarian system before 

any examination of the regimes in question can be made.  As one of the pivotal names 

behind democratic theory, Samuel Huntington provides a useful rationalization of the 

term.  Huntington, in creating categorical groupings for the world’s nations in his 

seminal work The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century, 

submits a definition for authoritarianism operationalized by its contrast to the “core” 

tenant of democracy: the choosing of public officials “through competitive elections 

in which the bulk of the population can participate.”19  He consecutively characterizes 

authoritarian regimes as “defined simply by the absence of this institutional core,” 

and “apart from not being democratic… [having] little else in common.”20  

Considering the wide variance of factors attributed to the support of Arab 

authoritarianism through previous studies, this definition with its antagonistic stance 

towards identifiably democratic principles perfectly fits the parameters of this 

investigation.   

 In order to discern authoritarianism among cases, I will use the Polity 

Project’s polity scoring system, which quantifies all independent countries around the 

world based on regime and authority characteristics.  This investigation will use the 

most recent data set: the Polity IV data set, which covers years 1988 to 2004.21  In 

this data set 161 countries around the world have been given annual polity scores 

ranging from ten to negative ten.  Ten in this case represents most democratic and 
                                                 
 

19 Samuel Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 109. 

20 Huntington, 109. 
21 While the Polity IV data set is updated through 2004, individual country reports which provide a 

summary of each country’s polity code have only been prepared through 2003. 
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negative ten represents most autocratic.  There are additional sub-scores which rate 

the level of democratic and autocratic tendencies ranging from zero (non-existent) to 

ten (indicating a full democracy).  Annual changes in points are also recorded and 

indicated as a measure of regime stability.  Also included is the duration in years of 

the current regime; a further indication of stability.  For an example of this system 

take the case of Canada, which earns a polity score of 10, an autocracy score of 0, and 

a democracy score of 10 with 0 recent variations in any category and whose current 

government has been active for 115 years.22  Juxtaposed to Canada is the Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia, which earns a polity score of -10, an autocracy score of 10, and a 

democracy score of -10, with 0 recent variations in any category and a government 

that has been active for 77 years.23  By this measure each Arab country is rated, albeit 

to varying degrees, autocratic.24  This is the dependent variable. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 

22 “Canada Polity IV Country Report,” Polity Project. 
<http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity/country_reports/Can1.htm>. 

23 “Saudi Arabia Polity IV Country Report,” Polity Project. 
<http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity/country_reports/Sau1.htm>. 

24 “Polity IV Country Reports 2003,” Polity Project.  
<http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity/country_reports/report.htm#naf>.  
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Classifying Arab Regimes 

 Bernard Lewis, in his article Islam and Liberal Democracy: a Historical 

Overview, evolves Huntington’s concept of a mercurial categorization of authoritarian 

regimes and creates five unique divisions of authoritarianism in the Muslim world.25  

Three of these categorizations encompass the entirety of Arab nations.  They are as 

follows: 

 Traditional Autocracies 

 Traditional autocracies include Algeria, Bahrain, Kuwait, Libya, Oman, Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.  They are distinct for 

their long-established hereditary regimes which “rest on traditional props of usage, 

custom, and history.”26  Lewis defines these regimes as “firmly authoritarian” but 

bound by the traditions upon which they rely to sustain themselves.27  The growing 

trend of global interconnectivity and the free flow of ideas it offers is becoming an 

increasing threat to these regimes, which depend upon acceptance of key population 

groups and institutions such as the military.  Too much visible repression may incite 

revolt, so traditional autocracies find themselves walking an increasingly fine line.  

Kuwait is an outlier in this group as it is the only traditional autocracy to earn a 

“partly free” rating, perhaps indicative of a coming shift to the subsequent category of 

modernizing autocracies.28 

 

 
                                                 
 

25 Bernard Lewis, “Islam and Liberal Democracy: A Historical Overview,” Journal of Democracy 
7, no. 2 (1996). 

26 Lewis, 57. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Freedom House. <http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=1>. 
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 Modernizing Autocracies 

 Originally found among traditional autocracies, modernizing autocracies 

include Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Morocco, and may soon include a number of the 

smaller Gulf Sheikdoms which have been making concerted recent efforts towards 

measured liberalization.  Lewis typifies these regimes as taking “significant steps” 

towards democratization and modernization.29  Lewis acknowledges that these 

regimes are far from recognition as liberal democracies under any reliable standard, 

yet classifies their direction of change as “clear and deliberate.”30   

 Fascist-Style Dictatorships 

 Easily the smallest category, only Syria (and previously Iraq) with its single-

party Ba’ath-ist government under the al-Assads embodies this regime type modeled 

on European Fascism.31  Lewis depicts this style of rule to be heavily influenced by 

Mussolini and to a certain degree Hitler in “matters of precept, practice, and style.”32  

Iraq under Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath-ist rule was also in this category until the 2003 

U.S.-led invasion.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 

29 Lewis, 57. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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Case Selection 

For the purpose of this study, two countries have been selected as cases 

representative of traditional and modernizing autocracies.  As a critical cross-case 

analysis of each Arab country in the Middle East is beyond the scope of this 

investigation, the following two cases have been chosen as they each represent the 

most durable regime from their respective category.  Saudi Arabia is chosen from the 

traditional autocracies with a regime durability of 81 years.33  Secondary factors 

contributing to Saudi Arabia’s saliency over the other available case countries include 

being the birth-place of Islam, the native presence of some of the most conservative 

Islamic groups (most notably the majority Wahhabi sect), the strongest economy in 

the Middle East, and control of the largest oil reserve in the world.  Egypt is chosen 

from the modernizing autocracies with a regime durability of 55 years.34  In addition 

to being the most durable of the modernizing autocracies, Egypt is the media hub of 

the Middle East, producing the majority of newspapers, films, television and radio 

broadcasts.  Egypt is also important from a theocratic perspective, as it houses some 

of the most influential Sunni Mosques and Clerics, as well as having produced the 

first modern Muslim extremist group: the Muslim Brotherhood.  Before proceeding 

with the case studies, a brief overview of the countries will be provided including a 

brief description of each country’s governmental structure and history. 

 

 

                                                 
 

33 “Saudi Arabia Polity IV Country Report.”  
34 “Egypt Polity IV Country Report,” Polity Project. 

<http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity/country_reports/Egy1.htm>. 
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 The Traditional Autocracy: Saudi Arabia 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia represents the system of a traditional autocracy.  

Currently, the government of Saudi Arabia is classified as a monarchy by the CIA 

World Factbook.35  The Polity IV Project applies a polity score of -10, a democracy 

score of 0, an autocracy score of 10, with no recent score alterations and regime 

duration of 81 years, thus ranking the government of Saudi Arabia as the strictest type 

of authoritarian system, while at the same time one of the most stable.36  The Saudi 

monarchy is hereditary and maintains strict, legitimizing ties with the majority 

Wahhabi school of Islam: an important connection which will be covered in greater 

detail later.  The King (who also fulfils the role of Prime Minister) is both Chief of 

State and the Head of Government.  The Council of Ministers, which fulfils the role 

of a cabinet, is selected every four years by the King, and generally is comprised of 

royal family members.37  Legislative duties are overseen by the Consultative Council 

which is selected by the King for 4 year terms and is comprised of 150 members and 

a chairman, and over whose decisions the King has ultimate authority.  There are no 

political parties or elections.  According to The Polity Project, “The polity is 

institutionally closed, and the regime has both the capacity and the willingness to 

suppress opposition activities and even views.”38   

The judiciary is under the authority of the Supreme Council of Justice, which 

enforces a legal system based upon Islamic Shar’ia.39  Shar’ia also acts in lieu of a 

                                                 
 

35 “Saudi Arabia,” The CIA World Factbook.  <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/sa.html>. 

36 “Saudi Arabia Polity IV Country Report.”  
37 “Saudi Arabia,” The CIA World Factbook.   
38 “Saudi Arabia Polity IV Country Report.”  
39 “Saudi Arabia,” The CIA World Factbook.   
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constitution, providing the legal structure of the government.  This was augmented in 

1992 when the King decreed the “Basic Law” which articulated the responsibilities 

and the rights of the government outside of those codified in Shar’ia.40   

The Modernizing Autocracy: Egypt 

The Arab Republic of Egypt represents the second category of modernizing 

autocracies.  Classified by the CIA World Factbook as a republic, Egypt earns a 

polity score of -6, a democracy score of 0, and an autocracy score of 6.41  Its regime 

durability is 55 years.42  Egypt’s political system contains an executive, a legislative 

and a judicial branch.43  Despite the allowance of multiple parties, Egypt exists in all 

practicality as a single-party state.  The current President (highest executive position) 

is Hosni Mubarak representing the National Democratic Party (NDP).   

A disproportionate amount of power is invested in the executive, exemplified 

through the flagrant use of emergency powers granted as the result of a legislatively-

declared continued state of emergency dating back to 1967, budgetary control, and a 

near monopoly on initiation of legislation.  Candidates for the position of President 

are nominated by the NDP dominated People’s Assembly (the primary legislative 

entity), then voted into office through popular referendum; disallowing for a free 

election from among competing candidates.44  Presidential terms are set at six years 

with no term limits (President Mubarak is currently in his 4th 6-year term).  

Opponents of the NDP have credibly claimed that his is an inherently undemocratic 

                                                 
 

40 “Saudi Arabia,” The CIA World Factbook.   
41 “Egypt Polity IV Country Report,” Polity Project. 

<http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/polity/country_reports/Egy1.htm>. 
42 “Egypt Polity IV Country Report.”  
43 “Egypt,” The CIA World Factbook. 
44 “Egypt Polity IV Country Report.”  
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system of executive selection, highlighting government restrictions on opposition 

parties.45  In 2005 a national referendum approved a constitutional amendment to 

change executive selection to a multi-candidate popular vote, though whether this will 

weaken the power of the NDP in championing their own candidate remains to be 

seen.46   

The legislative branch is a de facto unicameral system with all power vested 

in the People’s Assembly.  Although an Upper House designated as the Shura 

Council does exist, it is devoid of any legislative authority and fulfills a merely 

consultative role.47  Currently, of 454 seats in the People’s Assembly, 311 are held by 

NDP members.48  Considering the NDP’s near-single party dominance over the 

People’s Assembly, the legislature serves almost as an extension of the executive.  

Despite the uneven distribution of power between the executive and the usually 

quiescent legislature, the legislative branch maintains a distinct “moderate influence” 

over economic and social policy.49   

The judicial branch is headed by a Supreme Constitutional Court followed by 

a Court of Cassation, both of which maintain a high degree of freedom in decision 

making, with a recent trend moving towards even greater freedom from party lines.50   

The courts, however, lack any meaningful power with which to enforce their 

decisions, making any judgment counter to the will of the NDP little more than an 

exercise in futility.   

                                                 
 

45 “Egypt Polity IV Country Report.” 
46 “Egypt,” The CIA World Factbook. 
47 Ibid. 
48 “Egypt Polity IV Country Report.” 
49 Ibid.  
50 “Egypt,” The CIA World Factbook. 
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Parsing the Props of Authoritarianism 

 A qualitative examination of Noland’s “unobservable” factor which he and 

Gambill attribute to Arab regimes themselves necessitates an investigation of several 

cooperating variables.51  This paper will proceed by parsing the independent variables 

of Islam, economic development, and external support through a critical cross-case 

analysis to determine how regimes have manipulated these factors to remain as 

authoritarian and as stable as they have.    

 As previously mentioned, the near-omnipresence of Islam in one form or 

another throughout the Middle East is often correlated with the ubiquities presence of 

authoritarian government.  The relationship between Islam and politics is a 

multifaceted issue as complicated as it is expansive.  From its inception, Islam existed 

not as an exclusively religious system but as a comprehensive way of life, 

encompassing a political ideology initially inseparable from the theocratic basis.  The 

political aspect thus revolved around the tenant that absolute power emanated from 

God and was vested in a single human ruler which was the basis for the Islamic 

Caliphate.  The word “Islam” literally means “submission.”  From this most basic 

tenant arises the rudimentary fault-line referenced by proponents of Islam’s 

incompatibility with liberalized representative government, which holds the power to 

rule being granted by those ruled.  Authors such as political pundit Daniel Pipes 

support this view with his book In the Path of God: Islam and Political Power.52  

Further contradictions between Islam and political liberalism are called forth by 

Iranian author Amir Taheri, who holds that the “[Muslim] faith cannot embrace 

                                                 
 

51 Noland, 15. 
52 Daniel Pipes, In the Path of God: Islam and Political Power (New York: Basic Books, 1983). 
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western liberalism because our notions of equality are antithetical to the basis of 

Islam.”53  

 Considering rifts such as these, the potentiality of Islam as a determinant of 

authoritarianism cannot be dismissed out of hand; a stance supported, though to a 

much less absolute degree, by the findings of Fish, Tessler and Noland.  Likewise, it 

is illogical to dismiss the whole of Islam as incompatible with liberalized government 

owing to its nature as a comprehensive way of life and not necessarily a philosophy 

which followers must embrace in its entirety or original format.  Islam is, after all, an 

incredibly diverse structured belief system which influences the political orientations 

and attitudes of its followers in a myriad of ways.  Attempts to approach this vast 

topic often fall short of providing an adequately expansive and conclusive theorem.  

Opinion survey data forms the basis for quantitative studies carried out by Tessler and 

Fish who both conclude that, while not supportive of democratization, Islam does not 

influence the sample populations’ attitudes to necessarily support their authoritarian 

rulers and eschew liberalized government.  By relying solely on limited samples of 

opinion data, it would seem that studies such as these under-examine the breadth of 

this topic by failing to account for influences of Islam on politics outside of public 

opinion.  Such an oversight is significant owing to the fact that the populations being 

surveyed exist within an authoritarian system and thus provide a fundamentally stilted 

view owing their lack of participation in the isolated political process.  Instead, this 

paper will examine the variable of Islam as it is utilized by regimes in relation to their 

respective polities.  Through the case study approach undertaken in this paper, the 

                                                 
 

53 Amir Taheri, “Islam and Democracy: The Impossible Union,” The Sunday Times, 23 May 
2004. 
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nature of Islam’s role in the existence and durability of Arab authoritarian regimes 

will be explored. 

 The option granted the most currency as a determinant of democratization, 

and perhaps the most widely researched hypothesis in political science, is that 

“economic development propels societies towards participatory forms of 

government.”54  Lipset and others identify economic development in higher levels 

with lessened social disorder and increased support of popular rule, as well as a 

generally more sophisticated population.55  Investigation into this option indicates 

that, while economic development is an important correlate of liberalization, the 

variable itself in reference to democratic underachievement is “not decisive.”56  While 

individually inconclusive, this variable is often viewed through a different lens and is 

nested alongside other similar indicators of social progress and referred to as 

modernization theory.   

Intrinsically tied with economic development and performance of the Arab 

world is oil.  Michael Ross in his 2001 article Does Oil Hinder Democracy uses pool 

time-series cross-national data from 113 states between 1971 and 1997 to investigate, 

among two other hypotheses, if oil has “a consistently negative influence on 

democracy.”57  This is a factor often overlooked as an explanatory variable, and with 

the exception of Ross, the few studies that even take oil into account shirk from in-

                                                 
 

54 Gambill, 2. 
55 Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man (New York: Doubleday, 1960); Fish, “Islam and 

Authoritarianism.”   
56 Fish,16. 
57 Ross. 
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depth analysis of its relationship with regime type.58  The key claim of this variable is 

that oil wealth influences states to become less democratic by making oil-rich nations 

into “rentier” states in which, as suggested by Huntington, heavy dependence on oil 

exports “enhances the control of the state bureaucracy.”59  Ross derives from his 

study strong statistical evidence indicating oil does indeed impede democracy.60  

More so, Ross’s findings also offer support for causal mechanisms linking oil to 

authoritarianism including the rentier effect in which “governments use low tax rates 

and high spending to dampen pressures for democracy,” and the repression effect in 

which “governments build up their internal security forces to ward off democratic 

pressures.”61  Of all the causation studies into Arab authoritarianism, oil tentatively 

offers one of the best explanations to date, however its non-uniform presence 

throughout Middle Eastern states restricts it to only a few cases. 

 With other factors insufficient by themselves to explain the Arab authoritarian 

anomaly, the idea is appealing that there is something unique to Arab governments 

which play a pivotal role in holding off significant liberalization.  Author Daniel 

Brumberg investigates this angle with his 2002 work Democratization in the Arab 

World? The trap of Liberalized Autocracy.  Brumberg posits that authoritarian 

regimes in the Arab world are adept at maintaining their grip on power through the 

allowance of temporary political openings to potentially threatening (both to said 

authoritarian regime and invested Western onlookers) opposition forces.  These 

                                                 
 

58 Adam Przeworski and Fernando Limongi, “Modernization: Facts and Theories,” World Politics 
49 (Jan 1997); Adam Przeworski, Michael Alvarez, Jose Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, 
“What Makes Democracies Endure?”  Journal of Democracy 7 (Jan 1996).   

59 Huntington, 31-32. 
60 Ross, 356. 
61 Ross, 356-357. 
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opposition forces, often of Islamist persuasion, and the subsequent gains they make 

through the accrued support of segments of the population, are played off by regimes 

as the realization of the West’s fear of religious extremist overtures reminiscent of the 

Iranian Islamic Revolution.  This, in turn, has the effect of currying support from the 

West for retroactive moves towards a more restrictive governing stance in order to 

deny the burgeoning, potentially anti-Western forces further gains through the 

democratic process.  Chief among Western supporters is the United States, which 

often will enact paradoxical regional policies to the ends of democratic and human 

rights promotion to which non-complying allied Arab nations are rarely held 

accountable. 

 Limited liberalization comes in the form of political openings, such as limited 

elections and the allowance of political parties, but is always concluded by a 

crackdown, often backed by the West, to suppress the exposed Islamist groups poised 

to take advantage of said openings.  Brumberg illustrates how this process creates a 

measure of stability by repeatedly returning the state to the status quo of near-

complete authoritarian rule with renewed support from the West.  He cautiously notes 

though that as this cyclical process repeats, it is becoming increasingly undermined 

by the adaptations of manipulated forces suffering from constant access to power and 

subsequent denial thereof.62  He argues for the eventual inability of regimes to 

continue this strategy because “they have failed to create a robust political society in 

which non-Islamists can secure the kind of organized popular support that Islamists 

                                                 
 

62 Daniel Brumberg, “Democratization in the Arab World? The Trap of Liberalized Autocracy,” 
The Journal of Democracy 13, no. 4 (October 2002): 2. 



19 
 

command.”63  The worst failure of this system, he argues, is the fact that such 

situations promote the success and survivability of the most violent and action-

oriented groups, potentially leaving illiberal Islamists in the lead when this strategy 

eventually fails.64  Such an occurrence would render genuine liberal reformers of 

either a secular or Islamist persuasion in a compromised and powerless position 

between the failing autocrats and the hard-liner “Islamist would-be autocrats.”65   

 

Case Study: The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

Islam 

Islam originated in what is now Saudi Arabia and has since been indelibly tied 

to the Saudi political mechanism.  The Al Saud dynasty itself was founded by 

Muhammad ibn Saud when he began to follow the teachings of puritanical revivalist 

Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (the namesake of Wahhabism).  These two leaders 

banded together and “formed a bond that has provided the ideological cohesion for 

the Saudi state to this day.”66  What followed was a several-year religious purification 

as the zealous new sect sought to regiment their view of Islam as a regional standard 

which brought them into direct conflict with the local Shi’a communities and 

occupying forces of both the Ottomans and the Egyptians.  Saudi ruler-ship continued 

to draw legitimacy from the Wahhabi sect and as such brought the government into 

line with the strictest interpretations of Islam.  Thus began the convention of a 

singular overwhelming majority sect of conservative Sunni Islam in Saudi Arabia. 
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 Islam continued its intractable relationship with Saudi politics and 

experienced a revival of sorts with the accession of King Faysal to the throne in 1964.  

Faysal instituted a reform program that sought to bring about a wave of 

modernization to coincide with the economic boost coming from the expanding oil 

sector.  Tenants of this program including the introduction of television, radio, mass-

transit, and the decrease of certain gender inequalities were carefully presented in a 

distinctly conservative Islamic focus, which worked well in gaining the support of the 

majority populace who still held to a largely conservative religious view that stressed 

an intrinsic aversion to “modern” or “Western” faculties.  This was a difficult time as 

Saudis were forced to break with the traditionalist Wahhabi paradigm that stressed a 

retroactive focus on the glory of the Caliphate and embrace a modernizing lifestyle 

which in many ways contradicted the fundamentalist teachings.   

 The Saudi Monarchy and the religious institution are indelibly linked, 

seemingly supporting the case for Islamic abutment of authoritarian rule.  The Saudi 

King carries the official title of “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques” while the 

Qur’an (Muslim holy text), the Shar’ia, and the Sunna (acts and sayings of the 

Prophet Muhammad) act as the legal basis for the constitution and the judicial 

system.67  The prevailing (Wahhabi) religious interpretations view no real separation 

between the religious and governing entities.  Based on this precedent contrasted with 

the evolving nature of world politics and the leanings of the population, the Saudi 

government is partially a reactive entity that evolves according to need in order to 

remain intact and .  Ministries are created when the need arises, the first being the 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1903 followed by the Ministry of Finance in 1932, and 

later the Ministry of Defense in 1944 and so on.68   

The culture of Saudi Arabia is keenly Islamic in character; a fact relevant to 

an understanding of Saudi politics considering the cosmic nature of the unifying 

factor of Islam.  Author David Long describes the most politically-impacting cultural 

characteristics as a “heightened sense of inevitability,” a “compartmentalization of 

behavior,” and “a high degree of personalization of behavior.”69  Inevitability 

expresses itself through the oft-heard phrase Insha’allah which literally translates to 

“God willing”: a reflection of the Muslim cultural tendency (more so in rigidly 

structured Islamic societies) to embrace a situation of whatever potentially adverse 

nature, as actions occur only according to God’s will.  Compartmentalized behavior is 

the tendency of Islamic societies (and other predominantly non-Western societies) to 

view an event within a single context at the expense of competing or alternative 

views, resulting in issues eliciting “occasionally incompatible … policy responses” 

which have a tendency to overlap and promote “tolerance of major policy 

inconsistencies.”70  Personalization of behavior reflects the paramount cultural 

importance placed upon interpersonal relationships and the driving force of shame as 

a behavioral motivator.  Such a tendency places a heavy load on the initiators of 

policy, and the rulers upon whom a policy’s reception and results will be reflected. 

At this point the relationship between Islam and the political mechanism 

begins to become clear.  Both institutions are completely interdependent and as such 
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influence each other’s actions in a reactive sense with Saudi culture acting as the 

medium of exchange.  This plays out in a delicate balancing act exemplified through 

Saudi Arabia’s interactions with the West.  From the standpoint of Wahhabism the 

culture of the U.S., and the West in general, is repugnant; to be shunned at best and 

violently opposed at worst.  Despite this, the government maintains enormous 

business relations with the West in the sale of oil, and in return enjoys a territorial 

security guarantee.  Considering the legitimizing relationship held between the 

religious sector and the Saudi Monarchy, this paradigm seems blatantly dichotomous.  

Regardless, the Monarchy survives and prospers while the religious sector continues 

to grant legitimizing support, all the while vehemently suppressing Westernizing 

developments within Saudi borders and criticizing such occurrences within the 

Muslim world.  The contradictory nature of this symbiotic relationship between 

autocrats and theocratic enablers is of course not lost on the population who holds 

decisively less patience for it, and whose anger (a tool sometimes used by the 

religious institutions to keep the rulers in line) occasionally directs policy for fear of 

revolt in which both theocrats and autocrats would suffer.  A prime example of this is 

the furor of Saudi religious figures over the blasphemous presence of U.S. troops in 

the Kingdom during the First Gulf War.  According to the autocracy this was a 

necessary move to insure Saudi sovereignty, but a move which nonetheless stretched 

the bounds of the relationship between the religious sector and the government, as 

each was, in line with Long’s compartmentalized description, bound by their static 

views and thus necessitated to contradict.  When the crisis concluded, the government 

quickly arranged for U.S. troops to depart, and the status quo was returned.  This 

symbiotic relationship between regimented Islam and government may ultimately 
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prove self defeating, however, as it encourages another politically-driven entity 

spawned and driven by Islamic culture: Muslim extremism. 

Muslim extremism, exemplified in Saudi Arabia by Al Qaeda and other 

jihadist organizations, seeks to bypass the cooperation between institutional 

Wahhabism and the Saudi monarchy by cutting out the middle man, so to speak, of 

the autocratic structure and installing a modern incarnation of the Caliphate.  Islam in 

this case works very much against the current regime, but still not in such a way to 

buttress a movement towards liberalization.  As Islam is repeatedly used to legitimize 

Saudi autocratic power which in turn supports policy that contradicts Wahhabi 

tenants, the fringe movements taken by the positioning of the institutionalized 

theocratic structure continue to oppose, from a mainly ideological perspective, the 

established regime, using the same brand of Islam as justification.   

On the other hand, the Saudi monarchy realizes that it would be impossible to 

pursue radical elements on a strictly ideological plane without risking their own ties 

to the religious sector.  Nor does the monarchy particularly want to do this, as a 

successful survival strategy emerges from balancing the diverse conservative 

elements.  Jihadism, the key incarnation of religious opposition to the Saudi state, is 

fought and balanced through a combination of physical actions such as security 

crackdowns, and the religious establishment, with figures of various importance 

and/or persuasions used as proxies to duel the forces of state-threatening extremism.71  

The Saudi monarchy has proven very skilled at “rallying religious leaders and its 

former Islamist critics to its cause,” in effect creating an opposition which acts on 
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behalf of the regime, yet exists outside of the political framework, thus compromising 

the monopolistic legitimacy of the jihadist movement’s grass-roots posturing.72  

The strategy of rallying the religious sector is not only a defensive measure 

for use against theocratic opposition, however.  The Saudi monarchy has proven 

equally effective at using this strategy to deflect international criticism.  In the 

aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, mounting pressure came to bear on the regime for its 

links to terrorism and religious extremism.  In response, the monarchy “mobilized” a 

number of religious figured who were themselves reactionary and viewed from the 

outside as extreme.73  These figures, mostly clerics, put forth to the media and public 

a message that “[painted] pictures of jihadist groups as out of the mainstream,” 

portraying to international critics the solidarity between the public majority and the 

government against the atypical and uncharacteristic minority of violent radicals.74  

To put a face on this pro-monarchy, anti-jihadist front, three clerics (Nasir al-Fahd, 

Ali al-Khudayr and Ahmad al- Khalidi), each known for their critical views of the 

government, appeared on television and stated “several of our fatwas (religious 

edicts) and our declarations enacted hatred and contained other issues about which we 

were deceived… That is why [we] renounce several of these fatwas.”75  Through this 

show of unity the Saudi monarchy is able to juxtapose itself from Jihadist or radical 

forces not only in the eyes of its own citizenry, but also to concerned foreign nations.  

Such demonstrations position the monarchy to act as the conduit through which 
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foreign actors target and pursue radical elements and more importantly stay out of the 

path of such actions itself. 

The case of Saudi Arabia poses an engrossing and intricate examination of the 

interaction between Islam and the Kingdom’s authoritarian system.  Certainly in this 

case Islam in the form of the institutionalized Wahhabi sector plays a major role in 

legitimizing and guiding the authoritarian regime.  Many of the authoritarian 

tendencies are directly supported by the Wahhabi Islamic tradition, such as the 

concept of a timeless set of social laws based on close-ended religious interpretation 

and the vesting of power not in an assembly of the people but in an individual 

empowered directly by God.  Of course gauging the effect of Islam on this aspect is 

ultimately troublesome, as parsing cultural differences based on the intertwined, co-

dependent nature of Islam and Saudi culture is difficult and readily open to debate.  

Allowing all but the most stringent cultural apologist interpretations however, Islam, 

through its enabling relationship with the authoritarian structure, does indeed seem to 

act as a causal mechanism for the Saudi monarchy’s staying power.  This is unlikely 

to expand understanding of other cases however, as the strain of Islam at fault here is 

a highly unique one native to, and not frequently seen, outside of the Kingdom.  

Considering the variables of the Wahhabi institution and the theo-cultural history 

implicit with the birthplace of Islam, the causal effects of this incarnation of Islam are 

subsequently incapable of producing a similar relationship in other Middle Eastern 

authoritarian regimes.   
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 Economic Development and Performance 

 Saudi Arabia is one of the Middle Eastern countries fortunate (or unfortunate) 

enough to hold a vast amount of oil.  Like most countries rich in oil and not many 

other natural resources, Saudi Arabia relies heavily on the petroleum industry for 

income.  The economy of Saudi Arabia prior to the discovery of oil largely revolved 

around subsistence-based agriculture centered on oases and other rare sources of 

available water.76  U.S. geologists searching for water in the 1930’s discovered oil, 

the resource which has become the single most vital and definitive element of the 

Saudi economy.  Large-scale development of the oil sector followed the international 

upsurge in oil usage following World War II.   

The Saudi royal family recognized the importance of oil as a source of 

revenue and consequently a guarantee of power, and has since remained closely tied 

to the industry and business surrounding it.  Economic growth owing to the 

expanding global thirst for oil sped up throughout the 1960’s and the 1970’s, peaking 

around 1974 due to the sharp world-wide rise in oil prices following the Arab-Israeli 

war.77  The direct result of this was Saudi Arabia becoming one of the fastest-growing 

economies in a world that was reeling from the effects of oil shock.  At the zenith of 

Saudi Arabia’s oil-fueled economic windfall, the government began a massive 

investment in development, national defense, and aid programs to other Arab nations, 

earning a favorable reputation among not only the Saudi citizenry, but also among 
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recipient nations who began to look on Saud Arabia less as an ideological threat and 

more as a benevolent benefactor.78   

 As the monarchy secured its position with its citizens through public works, it 

began to export the monetary benefits from oil, which the religious establishment 

claimed to be “manna from heaven” sent to bless the homeland of the Prophet 

Muhammad.79  The monarchy engaged in sending not only its aid and charity abroad, 

but also its conservative Sunni principles in an attempt to create an international 

buttress among the Muslim community for the otherwise grating Wahhabi ideology 

the regime was founded on.  This had the added benefit of not chaffing other Arab 

governments who relied on an Islamic political undertone yet possessed no such 

similar heavenly blessing. 

 As of now, Saudi Arabia is the world’s largest oil producer and exporter.  

Estimates credit Saudi Arabia with possessing approximately 25% of the world’s oil 

reserves.80  Oil composes 90% of Saudi exports and 75% of government revenues.81  

Approximately 95% of all oil produced in Saudi Arabia is done so on behalf of the 

government through the state-controlled monopoly ARAMCO (Arab-American Oil 

Company).82  Control over this corporation, estimated to be the largest in the world, 

provides the means with which the monarchy cements its hold on power.  ARAMCO 

originated as a multinational endeavor spearheaded by the Standard Oil Company of 

California, but has since been completely bought out by the Saudi government, with 
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the last of the shares being purchased in 1980.83  Then, in June 1993, ARAMCO 

absorbed the Saudi Marketing and Refinement Company (SARAMCO) to become the 

largest fully integrated oil company, finally giving the Saudi monarchy complete 

control over the national oil wealth.84    

 Through this state monopoly the Saudi monarchy has been able to enact 

massive social spending reforms with which to dampen public demands for 

accountability and reform.85  And while this distribution of oil rents has bought 

complacency from a majority of the citizenry, the relative wealth has been unequally 

distributed based upon “access to contracts, information, jobs in the public sector or 

infrastructure governed by family relations, friendship, religious branch, and regional 

affiliation.”86  These rentier strategies and the resultant inequality are visible through 

the Kingdom’s series of 5-year development plans.  The first two plans were enacted 

during the 1970’s and focused on infrastructure; namely roadways, electrical 

gridding, and seaports: crucial assets to further expand the oil industry.87  The third 

and fourth plans occurred during the 1980’s and focused on education and social 

services, each of which enjoyed greater implementation in developed areas, indicating 

the developing trend in disproportionate distribution of government patronage.88  A 

further aspect of the fourth plan was an increased push for foreign investment, mainly 

                                                 
 

83 “Oil: Historical Background and ARAMCO,” SAUDINF < http://saudinf.com/main/010.htm >. 
84 “Saudi Profile” U.S. Department of State. 
85 John P. Entelis, “Oil Wealth and the Prospects for Democratization in the Arabian Peninsula: 

The Case of Saudi Arabia,” Arab Oil: Impact on the Arab Countries and Global Implications. (New 
York: Praeger, 1976). 

86 Gwenn Okruhlik, “Rentier Wealth, Unruly Law, and the Rise of Opposition: The Political 
Economy Oil States,” Comparative Politics 31, no. 6 (1999), 297. 

87 Helen Chapin Metz, ed. “Saudi Arabia: A Country Study,” GPO for the Library of Congress, 
1992. < http://countrystudies.us/saudi-arabia/37.htm >. 

88 Metz, “Saudi Arabia: A Country Study.”   



29 
 

through joint ventures in Saudi companies.  The fifth plan which went from 1990 to 

1995 sought to increase government service efficiency, encourage further regional 

development, and chiefly to boost private sector employment through reduction of the 

sizeable immigrant work force.89  This plan in particular began to incite opposition 

among the large foreign labor population which, already viewed as second-class 

citizens, began to lose their tenuous hold on Saudi residency and a cut of the oil rent 

benefits.  The sixth plan (1996-200) continued this trend of downsizing foreign labor 

while attempting to reduce the nation’s dependency on the petroleum industry.90  The 

seventh plan (2000-2004) focused on further prioritizing of the private sector as well 

as continued lessoning of the importance of oil as a source of national revenue.91  The 

eighth plan (2005-2010) carried on the general aims of the seventh plan as well as 

reemphasizing education, especially in technological fields, as well as further 

diversification emphasizing a “knowledge-based” economy and tourism.92   

 Groups and sectors such as foreign labor who have not meshed into these oil 

rent-driven development strategies are ultimately sidelined and without access to the 

primary source of funding: government patronage and investment.  This inequity has 

engendered opposition groups while consecutively securing through patronage the 

majority loyalty.  The resulting dichotomy will see Saudi Arabia walking an 

increasingly fine line as the al-Saud family seeks to maintain its suppression of 

increasing calls for accountability and reform from the disenfranchised sectors that 

become more incensed by the unequal distribution of oil rents.   

                                                 
 

89 Metz, “Saudi Arabia: A Country Study.”   
90 Ibid.   
91 Ibid.  
92 Ibid.   



30 
 

 The rising drive for diversification away from the finite mono-crop of oil and 

into technology and tourism through stimulation of the private sector is indeed a 

popular trend among Gulf States, with concurrent strategies in play in countries such 

as Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates.  It is yet to be seen, however, if a private 

sector can take hold and account for enough capital to sustain a diversified economy 

appealing to foreign investment in a sector besides hydrocarbons while under the rule 

of the Saudi regime.  Thus far, oil rents have kept the authoritarian framework of the 

Saudi regime in power.  Loosening of economic controls to foster an emerging 

private sector runs the distinct risk of providing an opportunity for pre-existing 

opposition forces, spurned by unequal patronage, to effect economic sway over al-

Saud’s power and threaten the regimes traditionally unrivaled monopoly on power.  

 External Reinforcement 

 Unlike the other traditional autocracies of Algeria and Kuwait, the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia has never once entertained even the slightest of controlled 

liberalizations.  It doesn’t need to.  Whereas the countries examined by Brumberg in 

The Trap of Liberalized Autocracy enact periodic liberalizations to showcase to their 

populations and interested foreign onlookers Saudi Arabia does not do so because it 

enjoys a unique relationship with vested foreign interests who support and enable its 

ceaseless draconian controls.  The basis for this pro-authoritarian relationship Saudi 

Arabia enjoys with the West and the United States in particular is rooted in Western 

dependency on oil.  Put simply, Western powers gain greater and more reliable access 

to oil when dealing with a stable authoritarian system as opposed to a democratic 

system that carries with it the threat of instability and interruption of the petroleum 

flow.  As stated by President Bush following the invasion of Kuwait, Saudi security 
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“is vital - basically fundamental - to U.S. interests and really to the interests of the 

Western world.” 93 

 Saudi Arabia is the United States’ closest Arab ally yet remains, according to 

The Polity Project, one of the most stable examples of the strictest sort of 

authoritarian regime.  It seems almost paradoxical that a regime which relies so 

heavily upon internal repression and sports such a dismal human rights record would 

continue to boast the public friendship of the United States whose .  Beyond the 

human rights record, the United States’ more recent policy pushes for the expansion 

of global democratic principles seems to disregard completely the authoritarian status 

quo of Saudi Arabia, and to a lesser extent other oil-exporting Arab states.  The recent 

2006 Congressional Research Service (CRS) report for Congress on the state of U.S. 

democracy promotion policy in the Middle East completely ignored major oil 

exporting nations in its case selection, opting instead for an analysis of Morocco, 

Egypt and Jordan.94  Countries which are neither economically or politically friendly 

to the U.S. on the other hand are often the targets of sanctions, such as Libya, Iran 

and previously Iraq.   

 The United States’ relationship with the Saudi monarchy began formal 

recognition in 1931 followed by a period a modest interaction.  The relationship took 

a turn for the active after the discovery of oil and successive joint developments to 

capitalize upon it, as detailed in the previous section.  Despite broadening social 

interactions, Western ideals were largely shunned by Wahhabi religious authorities 
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leading to a generally inhospitable environment for non-business visitors and the 

isolating of foreign oil workers in enclosed self-contained compounds.95  Oil 

continued to shape the Saudi-American relationship, initially leading the U.S. to seek 

strategic denial of access to foreign powers, and more recently to guarantee energy 

security for American Allies.   

  Based upon the need for continued access to Saudi oil, the United States 

crafted a security guarantee to Saudi Arabia to ensure that Saudi power would face no 

external threats.  And as long as the U.S. can protect from external market-threatening 

factors, it has been ambivalent at best as to what measures the Saudi regime must take 

to ensure commiserate internal stability.   This martial aspect of the Saudi-U.S. 

relationship beginning during World War II with the construction of a U.S. air base, 

and has since endured in many forms from periodic training exercises to full-on troop 

deployments.96  The presence of U.S. military capability is a factor necessitating 

continual adjustment however, as it provides fuel for anti-regime clerics and critics to 

attack the Monarchy’s Islamic legitimacy as mentioned in the previous section on 

Islam.  During the Cold War, human rights and democracy promotion were lower on 

the U.S. policy agenda, as policy makers prioritized the policy of containment; 

making any action taken by the Saudi regime to increase internal stability a welcome 

move.   

 The Cold War era saw the highest degree of oscillation in this balancing 

relationship as the U.S. sought to deter Soviet incursion into the Middle East through 
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its Saudi ally via the military power base afforded.  Perhaps the greatest strain on this 

relationship to arise was U.S. alliance with Israel, a key regional ally against Soviet 

designs, but also an alliance that critics of al-Saud referenced vociferously in 

lambasting the regime’s partnership with the U.S.  The Saudi regime largely treated 

this seeming hypocrisy with an appropriate level of rhetoric, with the exception of 

instances of open Arab conflict with Israel in which more direct policy actions, 

namely the oil embargos on the West, were a legitimacy-saving result.  U.S. relations 

with Israel remain to this day a sticking point for U.S.-Saudi interactions. 

 Saudi internal suppression of opposition forces is further enabled through a a 

vigorous arms trade with the U.S.  Though this market, much like U.S.-Saudi 

relations on a whole, has fluctuated in response to exogenous regional factors over the 

past half-century, it is estimated to total nearly $100 billion worth of weapons, 

equipment, replacement parts, construction, and support services.97  In addition to 

equipping Saudi security forces against internal enemies, these arms deals provide the 

Kingdom with a self-actualized deterrent against the potential aggressions of Ba’ath-

ist Iraq and ideological arch-rival Iran.  Such ability empowered the Saudi regime in 

the eyes of the populace who had no love for the secularist Iraqi system or the radical 

Shi’a ideology.  On the other hand, it instilled a measure of Saudi dependency on the 

U.S. for further supply and upkeep of existing equipment. 

 The end of the Cold War emptied the Middle East of the Soviet threat, 

however left in its place the myriad of trans-national jihadist forces fresh from the 

liberation of Afghanistan who returned with an interest in replicating their previous 
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success in their home nations.  Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi sect had been a generous 

contributor to jihadist forces, which, compounded by the country’s unique importance 

to Islam, made the Kingdom a prime target for internal overthrow by the likes of the 

Al Qaeda.  Unable to turn over Al Qaeda front man Usama bin Ladin to U.S. 

authorities for fear of inciting uncontrollable criticism from the conservative religious 

quarter, the Saudi regime instead allowed him to vacate to Afghanistan, from which 

he could do little harm to internal Saudi security.  Though this spurned U.S. interests, 

the internal security of Saudi Arabia from a major jihadist figure was a worthwhile 

trade.  Allowing the jihadists to concentrate their efforts in the form of the Taliban 

ruler-ship of the relatively un-influential country of Afghanistan was a greatly 

preferential to the threat they could pose to internal Saudi stability and consequently 

the oil economy. 

 The advent of the September 11th terrorist attacks marked a shift in the U.S.-

Saudi relationship characterized by both by incredible strain and opportunity on the 

side of the Saudis to suppress critical internal elements which had been allowed thus 

far to survive owing to their populist religious nature.  The news that 15 of the 19 

terrorists responsible were Saudi incited disbelief and anger among a stunned 

American population who pressured for policy action against the perceived enemy.  

U.S. officials were quick to note that this public outrage did not reflect official U.S. 

policy on the matter and that U.S.-Saudi cooperation remained the primary modus 

operandi.98  The Saudi Monarchy seized upon this opportunity of galvanized external 

anti-terrorism sentiment to sever relations with the Taliban and begin a civil 
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crackdown on terrorist suspects.99  The title of “terrorist” became a convenient label 

for political dissidents who threatened Saudi primacy either out of jihadist 

motivations or from a stance in line with American pro-democracy rhetoric.   

 Beyond stabilizing the oil market in line with U.S. interests and protecting 

against a radical Islamist takeover, a strong Saudi Monarchy is serving a new use to 

U.S. policy: the regional balancing of Iranian influence over Iraq.  Whereas Iran 

extends control over Iraqi Shi’ite militias in an effort to become the local kingmaker, 

Saudi Arabia is finding itself increasingly invested in support of Iraqi Sunni 

insurgents seeking to deny Iran a disproportionate amount of regional clout.  U.S. 

interest in this is evident and represents the latest evolution of the mutually useful 

though at times tenuous U.S.-Saudi relationship.   
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Case Study: The Arab Republic of Egypt 

 Islam 

 Throughout its history Egypt has remained essentially a united entity, a fact 

owed to “its need for overall planning for irrigation and agricultural production,” 

according to historians Louis Cantori and Sally Baynard.100  Islam entered into this 

cohesively stable system in 639 AD, brought by invaders from the Arabian Peninsula 

who also introduced Arab culture.  The religious institution played little critical role 

in Egyptian politics following occupation by the Ottomans, yet continued to influence 

societal identity as it did on other Muslim countries.  Invasion from Napoleon forced 

the Ottomans to bring in the Albanian military commander Muhammad Ali who has 

since been credited with developing “the elements of the modern state” influenced by 

a “more European cultural orientation.”101  Central to this political refurbishment was 

the empowerment of native Egyptians (who at this time thoroughly embraced their 

adopted Arab/Islamic culture) and the groundwork for Egyptian nationalism: a 

movement which sought to keep Islam in the cultural and legal realm while leaving 

the political apparatus a secular entity.  Egyptian nationalism continued to thrive 

during a British occupation that lasted until after the Second World War while Islam 

remained isolated within the social context. 

 Egypt is the birth-place of radical Islamist groups.  The oldest of these groups, 

the Muslim Brotherhood, formed originally in Egypt in1928 with the social goal of 

da’wa: the “spreading [of] moral and spiritual enlightenment” (i,e, fundamental 
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Islam).102  Under the direction of founder Hasan al-Banna this meant the emulation of 

the original Islamic Caliphate as a political model.103  As the group turned 

increasingly to violence to meet these political and social means, its efforts became 

entwined with the Free Officers revolution of 1952 which led to the establishment of 

Egypt’s current government.  Gamel Abdel Nasser emerged from the revolution as 

the new Egyptian President.  While Nasser found the abilities of the Muslim 

Brotherhood useful in mobilizing the population and defeating political enemies, the 

Brotherhood began to disagree almost immediately with Nasser’s rule.  Nasser based 

his government on socialist and secular policies, ultimately attempting to ferment 

unity not through Islam, but through pan-Arabism; a clear threat to the designs of the 

Muslim Brotherhood.  In 1954 the Brotherhood attempted to assassinate Nasser but 

failed.104  Nasser responded quickly with a “pitiless crackdown” that illegalized the 

Brotherhood, led to the arrest and imprisonment of approximately 60,000 people as 

well as the execution of Brotherhood leaders.105  Many Islamists fled the country and 

carried the name and ideals of the Muslim Brotherhood to religiously conservative 

Saudi Arabia where the group would ferment an even more extremist policy as well 

as giving rise to new, similarly radical groups.  Islam in Egypt retreated from the 

political sphere under Nasser’s brutal policies and the rising popularity of pan-

Arabism.  Egyptian politics had seemingly unfettered itself from Islam. 
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 The relationship between the Egyptian government and Islam was violently 

rekindled in the immediate aftermath of the Six Day War in which Israeli forces 

defeated the combined militaries of Syria, Jordan and Egypt.  Following the 1961 

breakup of the Egyptian-Syrian United Arab Republic (the culmination of Nasser’s 

pan-Arabist ideology), dissolution in Arab unity began to falter as public sentiment 

increasingly viewed Islam as an answer to mounting societal and economic woes.  

The Six Day War came as the decisive death knell for pan-Arabist political 

philosophy and set the stage for the reemergence of the Muslim Brothers along with 

the rise of pan-Islamism. 

 In 1970 Nasser died and was succeeded by Anwar Sadat.  Sadat quickly set 

about changing the political infrastructure of Egypt, including approval of the current 

constitution which reaffirmed the strong position of the executive office. The current 

constitution increased Presidential powers under a declared state of emergency, of 

which Egypt had been under since 1967.106  Sadat also added a clause confirming 

Islam as the state religion, and Shari’ a as the legal basis for legislation.107  In an 

attempt to consolidate his power further and combat the remains of the Nasser bloc in 

government, Sadat freed many of the Egyptian Muslim Brothers as well as inviting 

back, under a watchful eye, those that had fled to Saudi Arabia.  Sadat sought to 

encourage the emergence of a unified socially conservative Islamist movement which 

in return would grant him political support though the mobilization of the populace 
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who had forsaken pan-Arabism identity for the newly popularized pan-Islamism.108  

The gamble was that these groups comprising the “Islamist intelligentsia” would be 

able to “hold the line” against the more radical groups which would inevitably 

appear.109   

 The returning Muslim Brothers and their affiliates immediately set about 

establishing their own groups based upon the radicalized forms of Islam accumulated 

through exile in Saudi Arabia and Nasser’s prison camps.  Some of the most 

prominent groups included al-Takfir wa al-Hijra, Hizb al-Tahrir al-Islami, and al-

Gamaa al-Islamiya.110  Despite Sadat’s hopes for reasonable conservatism, these 

prominent groups embraced the radical concept of takfir (excommunication), which 

held that Muslims, should they not be deemed conservative enough, be labeled as 

infidels and subject to violence.111  Sadat’s bid to gain legitimacy through a tame 

Islamist sector fell apart in 1977 when al-Takfir wa al-Hijra murdered an Imam 

whose preaching was considered too moderate.112  The final blow to Sadat’s short-

lived attempt to reconcile with the Islamists came in the form of the 1979 peace 

agreement with Israel: a move found repugnant not only by Islamists, but by the 

Egyptian politically-astute middle class.  Battle lines were drawn between Sadat 

loyalists and an increasingly factionalized opposition comprised of Islamists groups 

and sympathetic citizens.  Ironically enough, the original Muslim Brotherhood now 

found itself opposite the many upstart radical Islamist organizations who sought to 

bring about revolution in the style of Iran, as opposed to the Brotherhood’s preferred 
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method of change through the existing political system.113  Sadat reacted to increasing 

social disorder by arresting more than 1,500 political figures, banning all Islamist 

groups, shutting down newspapers, taking over mosques and clamping down on 

university activity.114  On October 6, 1981 Sadat was assassinated by a member of the 

group known as Jihad.  His attempt to co-opt the “moderate Islamist Intelligentsia” 

through giving them control of morality and culture had failed; as he was unable to 

sate their demand for commiserate political empowerment.115    

 Hosni Mubarak, Vice President under Sadat, assumed office and reinstituted 

the constitutional state of emergency which Sadat had canceled five months prior, 

granting Mubarak powers to quell social upheaval in the wake of Sadat’s death.  With 

the exception of these five months, Egypt had been under a declared state of 

emergency in since 1967.116  While initiating a broad crackdown on Muslim 

extremists, Mubarak released many of the political figures Sadat had previously 

arrested in an attempt appease remaining social dissidence.  To this day the state of 

emergency with its accompanying presidential powers has been continually 

reaffirmed by the NDP dominated People’s Assembly, acting on the still-potent 

memories of the threat posed by radical Islamist groups.  In this way, radical Islam 

has become the necessitating (at least in rhetoric) factor behind the continued de-

liberalizing authoritarianism practiced by Mubarak, as it had been to varying degrees 

with his predecessors. Currently this power is not only used to target radical Islamists, 
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but other threats to Mubarak’s power as well.  The Mubarak regime has been 

associated with massive electoral fraud as well as blocking the creation of new 

political parties and decreeing that all NGO’s receive government approval.117  And 

though violence perpetrated by radical Muslim groups in Egypt has waned 

substantially, there is no indication of Mubarak surrendering his emergency executive 

powers anytime soon, indicating a continuation of Egyptian regime stability. 

 Economic Development and Performance 

 Economic activity in Egypt has for the majority of its history been agricultural 

in nature and confined to the fertile Nile valley.  Limited industrialization began 

under the colonial rule of the British but had little impact on the wellbeing of the 

citizenry.  The discovery of oil in 1886 and subsequent development of an Egyptian 

oil market in 1911 by Shell Oil Company brought hope to Egyptians of a lucrative 

economic windfall.118  However, like Saudi Arabia, these profits remained largely in 

the hands of the foreign companies.  Around this time the Egyptian economy began to 

take on the form still recognizable today: that of a two tiered economic system with a 

small, modernized sector operating within a much larger traditional sector associated 

with labor, agriculture, and dependence on state welfare.119   

 When Egypt’s current government came to power in 1952 there were few 

immediate economic repercussions.  While land reforms under Nasser did succeed in 

redistributing some land and wealth, the economy remained driven by private 

enterprise owned by a small modernized sector and plagued by large swaths of 
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unemployment and poverty as had been the case before the revolution.120  This 

reluctance toward economic change began to end by the conclusion of the 1950’s.  

Slowly, Nasser began enacting his plan for a socialized Arab state which prioritized 

greater public participation in the economy, combined with direct governmental 

regulation.  Egypt’s first five-year development plan went into effect in 1960 with the 

goal of pursuing a balanced growth model (positive growth on all economic 

fronts).121  Following the dissolution of the Egyptian-Syrian United Arab Republic, 

Nasser’s attention turned solely to reforming the Egyptian economy which seemed on 

track to meet with goals of the five-year plan, with the exception of private sector 

investment owing to the small middle class’s fears of government expropriation.122  

 The apex of Nasser’s reform program was the 1961 nationalization of all 

foreign trade (including the petroleum industry) along with native large-scale 

businesses and industries.123  By 1962 inequality of wealth as well as poverty had 

been considerably reduced owing to Nasser’s reforms, which also left the government 

under in direct control of the economy.124  With the small middle class left only the 

asset of private property, calls for political liberalizations such as those heard in the 

1952 revolution were drowned out by the clamorous approval of the much larger 

traditional lower class who were benefiting greatly from Nasser’s strict economic 

manipulation.  Governmental accountability was largely ignored in the face of 
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mounting regime brutality against Islamists as the specter of realized economic 

prosperity captured the minds of the majority population.  

 Nasser’s efforts to consolidate government control of the economy and 

improve economic conditions for the still-stratified population met with disaster 

following the 1967 Six Day War.  The war led to the closure of the Suez Canal, loss 

of several oil fields, and a sharp reduction of tourism: each a primary source of 

foreign capital controlled by the Government and necessary for the funding of the 

internal reform program.125  Economic progress continued to stagnate until Sadat’s 

rise to power following Nasser’s death.  Sadat sought to regain public faith and 

support for the government regulated economy (and the government itself after the 

decay of the Pan-Arabist movement) through the economic policy of infitah (open 

door).126  Infitah successfully re-encouraged private investment from both foreign and 

domestic sources, which, in addition to the reopening of the Suez Canal in 1975, the 

reclamation of oil fields, increased tourism, and remittances from Egyptian labor 

working abroad in other oil-rich Arab countries, led once more to an improving 

Egyptian economy.  Sadat was careful when encouraging investment, however, so as 

not to jeopardize government control over mainstream Egyptian production.  His 

overtures towards private investment gained the support of the middle class for his 

policies while the overall economic upswing wooed the impoverished lower classes 

through increasing welfare and labor programs.   

 Though Egyptian oil reserves were never as massive as those in the Gulf 

countries, the nationalized oil industry had always managed to meet domestic needs 
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and produce a respectable amount (estimated to be 152,600 barrels per day by 2004) 

for export.127  It was the oil wealth of other Arab states, however, that provided 

Egypt’s petro-boon.  Starting in the late 1960’s, Saudi Arabia and to a lesser extent 

other oil-rich Arab states had begun sharing the wealth of their oil profits through 

large sums of monetary aid to fellow Arab states not as well endowed with vast 

petroleum reserves.128  This money bought legitimacy for the contributing regimes 

and in turn did the same for the receiving regimes who bought the adoration of their 

populations with expansive social programs.   Egypt was one such recipient.  While 

this proverbial free lunch helped boost public sentiment in conjunction with infitah, 

Sadat’s landmark decision to sign a peace agreement with Israel led Saudi Arabia and 

others to terminate their oil-funded donations.  Aid from the U.S., the result of 

Egyptian corporation with the peace process, helped a great deal in replacing this lost 

revenue and allowing for the continuation of Egypt’s social programs.  Ultimately 

these programs, while leading to short-term economic gains and more importantly the 

support of the people, set the stage for long-term problems in the form of inflation, 

mounting foreign debt and an expensive welfare system upon which a large segment 

of the population had come to depend.    

 When Mubarak assumed the Presidency in 1981 amidst a renewed crack-

down on extremists, he was immediately faced with the negative repercussions of 

Sadat’s policies.  Compounding this was the radical Islamist threat whose attacks 

threatened foreign investment and tourism: both necessary for continued economic 

prosperity and maintaining the faith of the population.  Mubarak needed to find a way 
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to continue the extensive welfare programs that kept the unemployed, impoverished 

lower class from joining the radical’s calls for social uprising.  In 1987 Mubarak 

initiated Egypt’s second five-year plan with the express purpose of securing the 

support of the lower class both in urban and rural sectors through dedicated 

government investment in electricity, public utilities, industry (creation of new jobs), 

irrigation and land reclamation.129   

 Through skilled diplomacy with Egypt’s neighbors, estranged since Sadat’s 

reconciliation with Israel, as well as support for the U.S.-Saudi mission during the 

First Gulf War, Mubarak was able to re-establish friendly relations with oil-rich Arab 

states and once again reap the flood of investments and oil-funded aid.  Investment, 

aid and grants from the U.S. and European nations also increased.  With this new 

influx of capital, Mubarak was able to fund the second five-year plan as well as create 

opportunities for private investment which appeased Egypt’s smaller middle class, yet 

kept them dependent on his leadership and policies for continued prosperity.   

 In 1991 Mubarak began a bid to transform Egypt into a market economy 

through a structural adjustment program directed by the International Monetary 

Fund.130  While progress on this front was slow, it was generally positive.  Through 

the creation of economic opportunities via a market transformation, Mubarak is 

wisely attempting to create a solution to a problem initiated by the revolutionary 

policies of Nasser dating back to 1952.  Nasser sought an immediate fix to 

unemployment among the middle class and elite who had known economic prosperity 

under the monarchy, and whose support would be necessary in order to improve the 
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economy and win the subsequent support of the impoverished majority.  To this end 

Nasser began a program of employing those with skills in government services; a 

program which grew steadily and accounted for 14.2% of Egyptian GDP from 1952 

to 1959, and 32.7% from 1959 to 1969.131  This expansion, though successful in 

guaranteeing jobs to the educated, resulted in a morbidly bloated bureaucracy which 

continued to grow, though at a lesser rate, under Sadat.  Though this bureaucracy 

holds little to no sway over the powerful executive, it was cumbersome and a growing 

source of competition for state funds which could otherwise be used for investment.  

Mubarak’s support for an emerging market economy provided a fount of 

opportunities for the middle class and elite, who were increasingly drawn away from 

government employment.  The decreasing bureaucracy has resultantly become easier 

to control.  Those who seek the appeal of economic opportunity now do so under the 

knowledge that market policy is ultimately dictated by Mubarak, and will act 

accordingly.  Mubarak has thus skillfully won the support of the majority lower class 

through the continuation of social programs, created an economy that both benefits 

the state and indebts the middle class and elite to his policies, and in doing so 

streamlined the bureaucracy, making it easier to control. 

 External Support 

 In the waning years of the Egyptian monarchy, the Cold War was descending 

on the Middle East.  Egypt became the key target for competing U.S. and Soviet 

influence owing to Egypt’s traditional role as “the leader of the Arab World.” 132 
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Egypt’s importance stemmed from it claiming the world’s largest Arab population, 

the second strongest Middle Eastern economy (behind Saudi Arabia), and control of 

the important Suez Canal.  The U.S. issued National Security Council Paper 68 which 

sought “to develop mutual security agreements in the Middle East … to halt Soviet 

Expansion,” including the establishment of the Middle East Command with Egypt as 

the primary member.133  U.S. policy at the time called for the support of practically 

any government that would resist the spread of the communism; the more effectively 

(or brutally), the better.  This marked the beginning of U.S. interest in a strong 

Egyptian government, in this case able to resist a communist overture, and in later 

times capable of controlling the threat of radical Islamists.  A successful relationship 

of military cooperation and support through arms-sales began to evolve, only to be 

interrupted by the 1952 revolution.  

 Upon coming to power in 1952, Nasser sought a policy of non-alignment, 

much to the chagrin of U.S. policy makers.  The colonial period under Britain still 

loomed on the Egyptian mind, and the social movement of pan-Arabism mostly 

shielded the Egyptian cultural and political spheres from foreign meddling.  Nasser’s 

nationalizing economic policies had the same effect on the Egyptian economy for a 

time, as previously mentioned.  At the height of Nasser’s regime, it was Egypt that 

was exporting political support and ideology for other Arabist regimes seeking to 

sever the ties of colonialism and monarchy.   

 As the Muslim Brotherhood and eventually other radical Islamist groups 

entered the political stage, and the pan-Arabist policies were replaced with pan-
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Islamism, Egypt’s weakened political structure became more open to foreign imports.  

Nasser desperately wished to return Egypt to its previous position amongst Arab 

countries, but without a strong military to ensure internal suppression as well as the 

ability to project power in line with foreign policy objectives, such a goal seemed 

unlikely.  To this end, he re-engaged U.S. offers of partnership, though was 

disagreeable with the amount of oversight and influence the U.S. demanded in return.  

The U.S., spurned by Nasser’s refusal of the stipulations for U.S. military aid, 

including direct American oversight and accountability, refused it.134  Nasser turned 

to the Soviets.  Ultimately Soviet arms and training were unable to prepare the 

Egyptian forces for the 1967 Sinai War or the 1973 Yom Kippur War, and President 

Sadat, who favored a re-alignment with the West in the hope of regaining territory 

lost to Israel, nullified Egyptian-Soviet agreements.135 

 Once back in the Western camp, Sadat signed the fateful peace treaty with 

Israel, which, while securing Egypt in America’s good graces, incited internal chaos.  

The crackdowns that resulted were largely ignored by the U.S., where policy makers 

were content to once again have a military foothold in the Middle East from which to 

launch operations, such as the Iranian hostage rescue attempt and arms supply runs to 

the mujahedeen in Afghanistan.136  The threat of an internal overthrow from radical 

Islamist groups, or at the very least the spoiling of Egypt as a regional power base, 

began to worry U.S. policy makers as much as had the threat of creeping Soviet 

influence.  A slew of arms sales to Egypt from the United States helped to reinforce 
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the power of the Egyptian executive against dissident factors, as well as re-

reinvigorate the nation’s military so as to be able to once again project power outside 

its borders, exemplified by the sending of 35,000 troops to Saudi Arabia in support of 

Operation Desert Shield.137 

 The end of the Cold War led to a shift in U.S. foreign policy which favored 

democratic and economic promotion over supporting whatever form of government 

could best contain leftist elements.  Democracy promotion, however, posed a unique 

threat in the Middle East and Egypt in particular as “Islamists would certainly win at 

least powerful pluralities in any open election.”138  Egypt, being the birthplace of 

radical Islamist movements, had invested heavily in the tools and policies of 

repression, especially since the assassination of Sadat and the ascension of Mubarak 

to the Presidency.  What followed was much the same in other key Middle Eastern 

U.S. interests: a tireless stream of pro-democracy rhetoric with little official clout 

behind it.  Serious pro-democracy efforts were used only in the case of uncooperative 

or hostile countries such as Iran, Syria and Iraq.  U.S. interest in a strong Egyptian 

government with power vested solely in a single, dependable executive became the 

status quo.   

 Unlike other major oil-exporting Middle Eastern states, Egyptian 

authoritarianism was not prized for its ability to keep the oil market stable and 

congenial: it was supported because of its role of leadership within the Arab world.  

The possibility of a repeat of the Iranian revolution or an “Algerian scenario,” in 

which violent Islamists seize control of the existing government, sparked fears among 
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successive U.S. presidents of an Islamist cascade effect throughout the Middle 

East.139  Both the Iranian and Algerian cases had failed to spark a chain reaction as 

Iran represented the Shi’ite minority as well as being Persian, and Algeria was too far 

removed from Middle Eastern politics.  A victory for Islamists in predominantly 

Sunni Egypt, however, could threaten to reverberate throughout the entire Middle 

East.   

 Following the terrorist attacks of September eleventh, the Bush administration 

openly increased its support for Mubarak’s ruthless suppression of opposition, 

religiously motivated or not.  Colin Powell in 2002 noted his “appreciation for the 

commitment that Egypt has made to working with us as we move forward to deal 

with the scourge of terrorism.  Egypt, as all of you know, is really ahead of us on the 

issue.  They have had to deal with acts of terrorism in recent years… and we have 

much to learn from them and there is much we can do together.”140  Currently, Egypt 

is the third largest Middle Eastern recipient of U.S. foreign aid behind Israel and Iraq 

(following the U.S. invasion).141  Along with this broad spectrum of funding comes 

the tools and training used to cement Mubarak’s hold on power.  The ability of 

Mubarak to prove himself an asset to U.S. policy in the War on Terror and even more 

recently as an Arab counterweight to the 2006 empowerment of Hamas is likely to 

continue to earn his regime only token lip service for democratic reform from the 

U.S.  Combined with the generous amounts of aid and military armament and 
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training, Egypt’s authoritarian regime is well equipped to maintain its stable grasp on 

power into the near future.  

 

Cross-Case Analysis and Some Conclusions 

 Evaluation of the cases of Saudi Arabia and Egypt offers interesting insight 

into the nature of these regimes’ survivability.  In regards to the Islamic factor, a 

different strategy has been used by both regimes.  The Saudi monarchy entered into a 

relationship with the Wahhabi institution which had the effect of legitimizing the 

regime in the eyes of the public via the intrinsically authoritarian dictates of 

fundamentalist Islamic values.  The religious sector on the other hand earned a 

privileged place in Saudi society through its cooperation in politics.  Precariously 

enough, both the monarchy and the Wahhabi institution have been left vulnerable to 

each other’s actions, and the relationship has taken on the form of a balancing act in 

which both attempt to gain an upper hand without destabilizing the other.  Egypt’s 

attempt at a similar legitimization though Islamism failed when radical groups 

attempted to supplant the regime entirely, creating a sharply antagonistic relationship 

between government and politicized Islam.  Decades of resultant suppression of 

Islamist groups, regardless of inherent radicalism, came to define the Egyptian case.  

This too presented an opportunity for the regime to secure its grasp on power, not 

through cooperation as with Saudi Arabia, but through a broad spectrum of 

emergency powers designed ostensibly to combat radicalism, but in reality were used 

to entrench the authoritarian control of the regime.  In this way Islam still acted as a 

legitimization for the regime, as Egyptian presidents sought to sensationalize the 

Islamist threat so as to extend the justification for their expansive powers.   
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 Both cases again strike different cords in regards to their respective regimes’ 

use of the economy.  In Saudi Arabia, oil is the defining factor which the monarchy 

has cleverly linked with Islam, furthering their legitimacy in the public’s eyes.  

Through near total control of the world’s largest oil reserves, the Saudi regime 

created a system of patronage with which it created a rentier state that saw to the 

needs of population segments which might have in other cases gone on to demand 

political reform.  Though Egypt lacks the oil resources of Saudi Arabia, its broad-

spectrum socialization enabled it to enact a series of social development and welfare 

programs, much as Saudi Arabia had, and in doing so ensure significant loyalty to the 

regime.  Unlike Saudi Arabia which used patronage to target the upper classes of 

society who could potentially threaten the monarchy’s primacy, Egypt targeted its 

social programs at its historically large lower class, while at the same time seeking to 

control the economic abilities of the stratified middle class and elite, who could 

threaten regime stability.   

 The economic strategies used by both regimes are not timeless, however, and 

in both cases the regimes have shown a penchant for adapting economic controls to 

ensure future stability.  Saudi Arabia, in anticipating an unsure future oil market, has 

begun wide-scale education initiatives and diversification into technologies and 

industry.  Mubarak in Egypt comparatively has partnered with the IMF to effect a 

transition to a market economy in order to relieve pressure on the bloated bureaucracy 

and gain increased support from the middle class and elite that will now have access 

to a greater range of economic possibilities. 

 Western powers and the U.S. in particular have played a supporting role in the 

stability of both regimes in relation to the former two variables.  The dependency of 
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the U.S. and its allies on the oil supplied from Saudi Arabia has led to a guarantee of 

security from external threats, as well as aid which facilitated the regime’s 

suppression of internal destabilizing factors.  Saudi Arabia’s commanding position in 

the overall Middle Eastern oil market (as a swing producer for OPEC, etc.) has 

further brought the regime favorable support from the U.S. in hopes of avoiding 

disaster such as the oil price shocks of the 1970’s and the resultant economic 

recessions.  Egypt’s regime receives a commiserate amount of support, not for the 

stability of its oil market, but stability of its regime proper, as the cooperative 

partnership between the U.S. and Egypt grants the U.S. a key base of power from 

which to influence the rest of the Middle East.  Subsequently, Egypt’s preponderance 

of radical Islamist movements necessitates U.S. interest in continuous regime 

stability, both as a guarantee for further Egyptian regional cooperation (including 

leadership in Arab relations with Israel, another key regional ally) and to guard 

against a successful radical Islamist power grab that could have a domino effect 

across other Arab countries, owing to Egypt’s leadership role among the Arab world.  

More recently, Egyptian aid in the War on Terror has increased U.S. support for 

Mubarak, who uses such support to further justify cornering his opposition.   

 Whereas both regimes have proven more than capable of suppressing internal 

opposition, while at the same time earning the support of the appropriate sectors of 

the population through manipulation of theocratic elements and the economy, their 

value to the U.S. has all but insured their external integrity as well.  While these 

variables are co-dependent as shown through the case studies, their inability to alone 

effect regime security becomes evident.  Without the wealth of oil, Saudi Arabia 

would neither be capable of securing the patronage of the Wahhabi institution or the 
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citizenry, and it certainly would not earn the support of the U.S., whose innate fear of 

anti-Western Islamist movements would lead to disassociation or outright animosity 

between the U.S. and the conservatively encumbered nation.  Similarly with Egypt, 

without the nation’s historical antagonism with, and threat from, radical Islamist 

movements, the Egyptian regime would lack both the continued justification for its 

expansive emergency powers and the supportive desire of the U.S. to see such 

movements contained and censored from influence. The overlap of these three key 

variables in explaining the successful survival strategies of the Saudi and Egyptian 

regimes support the basis for my thesis: that it is in synthesis that manipulation of 

Islamic precepts, control of economic development, and external support enable these 

Arab authoritarian regimes to remain stable and in power.  These case studies have 

helped to further elaborate the nature of this amalgamation of variables on a state 

level. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 The research on the Middle East’s democracy deficit, as relevant as it is in the 

current international setting, is still largely a work in progress.  As prominent 

researchers seek to quantitatively comprehend the statistical relationships between 

causal variables for the Arab world’s authoritarian plight, much insight may continue 

to go unrealized owing the confounding lack of available empirical data.  The 

potential for critical qualitative analysis is an alternative that allows for the 

understanding of the complexity inherent in Middle Eastern systems.   

 Through better understanding of how these systems have played out over 

time, researchers will gain the ability to tailor their studies to account for the 
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incredible diversity to be found in Arab political machinations.  Mostly, it is a matter 

of escaping the general terms with which past studies have attempted to address the 

Middle East.  Oversimplifying the region as a vast, homogenous entity, hostile to 

liberalization and entrenched in a retroactive sultanistic mindset can only result in 

anachronistic, generalized correlations.   

 While this investigation has helped to reveal the anomalous stability of two 

Arab regimes’ as comprehensive within the terms of active manipulation of the 

variables of Islam, economic development, and external support, it is but a token nod 

to the variegated political climate of the Middle East.  Finer analysis isolating specific 

variables within the framework provided by this cross-case study may reveal more on 

the specific cross-variable interactions, and how regimes are able to manipulate them.  

A logical follow up to this study would be the addition of more cases in an attempt to 

further clarify the nature of the variable interaction within individual regimes, or 

conversely, which variables interact to lead regimes towards genuine liberalization, as 

has been forecasted for the smaller Gulf Sheikdoms.142  The process of Middle 

Eastern politics continues to be marked by its stratification of power and complexity; 

hopefully, researchers will be able to hone their approaches to better comprehend the 

diverse nature of the Arab political landscape and its enduring relationship with 

authoritarian rule.   

 

 

 

                                                 
 

142 Lewis, 57. 
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