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Introduction 

Like all of the Arab nations that have undergone significant change since ear-
ly 2011, Yemen and Libya remain in a state of uncertainty as they attempt to navigate a 
path of political transition. Following widespread uprisings in each nation, Mu’ammar 
al-Qadhafi in Libya and ‘Ali Abdallah Salih in Yemen ultimately relinquished their 
long-held position at the head of their respective regime. With each nation currently 
proceeding with new rulers, the prospect for stable transition from the previous re-
gime hinges on a variety of complex and often interrelating factors. While questions 
of security, foreign involvement, and economic viability continue to prolong tumult 
in each nation, the extent to which the previous regime’s institutions remain in place 
also play a role in the trajectory of their transition. This paper focuses on this latter 
phenomenon by comparing the informal institutions developed over the decades-long 
rule of Qadhafi and Salih. By analyzing the similarities and differences in the power 
structures that kept each man in power, we can begin to discern the degree to which 
elements of their respective institutions will remain in place for the foreseeable future. 

Much of my basis for analyzing the informal structures of power relies on 
political science theory that has largely developed through observance of authoritar-
ian regimes in Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East. Two foundational essays 
on the subject, Gretchen Helmke and Steven Levitsky’s “Informal Institutions and 
Comparative Politics: A Research Agenda” and Michael Bratton and Nicolas Van de 
Walle’s “Neopatrimonial Regimes and Political Transitions in Africa” are particularly 
important for this purpose. Helmke and Levitsky’s definitions and categorical scheme 
for informal institutions provide a general basis for this comparison, particularly in 
demonstrating the different ways that “informal institutions1” develop in relation to 
1)* Thanks are due to Professor Malika Zeghal and Anya Vodopyanov for their comments and suggestions. 
I am solely responsible for the content of this paper. Helmke and Levitsky define “informal institutions” as: 
“socially shared rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially 
sanctioned channels.” Gretchen Helmke and Steven Levitsky, “Informal Institutions and Comparative 
Politics: A Research Agenda,” Perspectives on Politics 2, No. 1 (2004), 727, http://www.jstor.org/
stable/3688540.  
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formal institutions to create the informal “rules of the game2” for political participa-
tion in a regime. The work of Michael Bratton and Nicolas Van de Walle discusses the 
core concepts of “neopatrimonial regimes3” and “personal dictatorships4” by looking 
at several cases of African authoritarian regimes. In doing so, the authors draw con-
clusions about the formation of neopatrimonial power structures (namely patronage) 
that are useful for analyzing the cases of Yemen and Libya. More critically, they then 
propose a link between the nature of these authoritarian regimes and their prospects 
for affecting the dynamics of political transition5. While few could have foreseen the 
exact circumstances surrounding the forced departures of Qadhafi and Salih, Bratton 
and Van de Walle make important distinctions in the trends of neopatrimonial regimes 
that could portend the propensity for transition in each case. 

The main point I will show is that whereas Qadhafi’s uniquely-designed for-
mal institution—the dubious “Jamahiriya”—worked to both disguise and fortify the 
exclusive and hierarchical concentration of informal power under him, Salih main-
tained an inclusive and broad network of clients that, while ensuring his position of 
power, limited the extent to which he could act unilaterally (particularly in domestic 
and international political matters and economic distribution). By examining the his-
torical development of informal institutions in each country and critically analyzing 
it in light of the two aforementioned works, I argue that because the Libyan infor-
mal structures of power were narrowly channeled to Qadhafi (abetted by his formal 
institutions), their absence left a greater window to transition away from Qadhafi’s 
hierarchical personal dictatorship6. By contrast, the breadth and more restrictive rules 
of the game in Salih’s Yemen have proven more difficult to extirpate from the politi-
cal arena, allowing the possibility for another individual or party to take Salih’s place 
using similar informal institutions of rule. While a multitude of other factors will af-
fect this process—the complete overthrow of Qadhafi versus the resignation of Salih, 
uncertainty of internecine armed disputes, and economic woes—both cases show that 
new leaders and citizens with sights on political transition cannot simply erase the 
remnants of thirty and forty-year long regimes.

 
Formal and Informal Institutions: A Historical Development 

A number of key similarities make this comparison a worthwhile endeavor, 
both for understanding informal institutions as an important factor in each country’s 
political transition as well as understanding the nuances that can develop under the 
2) Ibid., 725.  
3) Bratton and Van de Walle define a “neopatrimonial regime” as a regime in which “the chief executive 
maintains authority through personal patronage rather than ideology or law.” Michael Bratton and Nicolas 
Van de Walle, “Neopatrimonial Regimes and Political Transitions in Africa,” World Politics 46, No. 4 
(1994), 458, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2950715.
4) Bratton and Van de Walle describe “personal dictatorship” as the “quintessence of neopatrimonism [in 
which] the strongman rules by decree; institutions of participation exist in name only and cannot check the 
absolute powers of the chief executive.” Ibid., 474.  
5) Ibid., 454, 475.  
6) While the formal institutions of democracy are currently in place in Libya, the prospect for its success 
would require a separate analysis incorporating more variables than the previous regime institutions.  
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category of neopatrimonial regimes. A main feature of the patronage schemes devel-
oped in Yemen and Libya was the fractured society—on the basis of geography, tribe, 
and social class—with which they dealt. Heavily reliant on oil revenues in an other-
wise unstable economy, both countries distributed these revenues to secure the support 
of key constituencies or constrained it to weaken others. Additionally, both maintained 
a grip on power with security apparatuses whose loyalty was ensured with command-
ers from each ruler’s family or tribe. However, the primary basis of my comparison 
will be that both fit Bratton and Van de Walle’s definition of neopatrimonial regimes 
with discernible personal dictatorships supported by patronage schemes. As these au-
thors’ work and Helmke and Levitsky’s work suggest, there are multiple types of 
neopatrimonial regimes and multiple categories of informal institutions. While these 
works will provide the theoretical framework with which to perform the comparison, 
it is first necessary to examine the way that each country individually developed their 
informal institutions as the foremost vehicle of power. 

YEMEN 

In many respects, the fact the ‘Ali Abdullah Salih managed to maintain pow-
er in Yemen for so long is in itself an astounding achievement. Particularly since the 
unification of North and South Yemen in 1990 into a single republic, the nation has 
faced an unending and wide variety of domestic political threats. An increasingly vit-
riolic southern separatist movement, Huthi rebels in the north, al-Qaeda in rural areas, 
and a wide range of tribal affiliations all have made stabilizing and governing Yemen 
a singularly difficult task. However, the very phenomenon of a single leader presiding 
long-term over a simmering political environment sheds light on the mechanisms that 
ensured Salih’s survival. Formally, Salih was the democratically-president from the 
General Popular Congress (GPC), a patronage-reliant and pluralistic party which held 
a majority in the multi-party parliament7. The ostensible existence and open partici-
pation of an opposition coalition, the Joint Meeting Parties (JMP), complements the 
GPC as both have participated in elections since unification8. Nonetheless, a closer 
look at Yemeni politics and society demonstrates that formal electoral politics had a 
limited role in Salih’s continued election as president and his position at the locus of 
Yemeni political actors.

Beginning with the rise of oil revenues in the 1980s, Salih’s ability as presi-
dent of North Yemento selectively appropriate wealth formed the basis of a wide-
reaching and constantly evolving patronage network. Indeed, while the GPC was the 
formal vehicle of Salih’s political organization, in reality, “the GPC was a successful 
move by the state to co-opt the material resources and political reach of a network of 
civil society organization known as the Local Development Councils (LDCs)9.” While 
the LDCs officially lasted only through the 1980s, their affiliation with local elites 
forged a lasting patron-client connection with material patronage provided by Salih’s 

7) Paul Dresch, A History of Modern Yemen (Cambridge: Cambridge, 200), 189.  
8) Sarah Phillips, Yemen and the Politics of Permanent Crisis (New York: Abingdon, 2011), 18.  
9) April Longley Alley, “The Rules of the Game: Unpacking Patronage Politics in Yemen,” The Middle East 
Journal 64, No. 3 (2010), 389-390. doi: 10.3751/64.3.13  
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regime and the GPC in exchange for governmental appointments and allegiance10. Us-
ing the powerful position of the tribal sheikhs—with their ability to mobilize masses, 
confederations, further distribute resources, and control armed groups—to his advan-
tage, Salih systematically incorporated factions whose clientelism provided at least 
a basic level of political allegiance and/or a way of balancing out the power of other 
competing factions. Yet, in such a usage of hierarchical tribal structures, each one of 
which had its own set of interests, “patronage [had to] be accessible to all politically, 
economically and socially relevant elites11” for Salih to maintain the status quo in the 
informal patron-client system. The result of this accessibility is what may be called 
an inclusive patronage system, whereby the offering of patronage12 was open to any 
group whose political support the Salih regime deemed worthwhile for the costs of 
patronage.

The inclusivity of the patronage network centered on Salih had important 
implications for the function and extent of the power that Salih could yield. First, this 
inclusivity paradigm appears simultaneously empowering and limiting to Salih. As 
previously explained, the ability to maintain a wide alliance of influential sheikhs and 
regional leaders ensured that Salih had a critical mass of national support, and his abil-
ity to adjust patronage (through materials, government contracts, etc.) disallowed any 
one faction or alliance of factions to become too powerful13. However, a more latent 
point concerning this scheme—and one that I will show contrasts it with Qadhafi’s 
Libya—is how it simultaneously restricted the degree of unilateral action that Salih 
could take. While this may seem paradoxical on the surface given Salih’s systematic 
cooptation of elite allegiances, the variance of political interests that composed Sa-
lih’s web of patronage required him, like each group he patronized, to rule within the 
bounds of the informal rules of the game that tacitly governed these relationships. 
That is, if Salih failed to appease the correct groups or favored a certain rival faction 
too generously, “he risk[ed] angering large groups of elite clients who may then unite 
in opposition14.” One notable recent example of this restriction was in Salih’s attempt 
to placate an outside power, the US, in the fight against radical Islamists with pur-
ported ties to al-Qaeda. Despite claiming to be a partner in the US’s “war on terror,” 
Salih could actually ill-afford to marginalize certain radical sheikhs for fear of losing 
the popular support they conferred to the regime. Even though figures such as the 
very popular radical cleric Abd al-Majid al-Zindani were part of the nominal opposi-
tion Islah Party, they were allowed to operate openly15 so long as they did not cross 

10) Ibid., 390.  
11) Phillips, Yemen and the Politics, 58.  
12) According to both Phillips and Alley, Salih’s “offer” of patronage actually entailed a threat of recourse 
if the potential client does not accept. As a result, while the patron-client relationship functions a mutually-
beneficial two-way relationship between the two parties, the extent of Salih’s military and economic 
resources allowed him to wield the upper-hand in establishing the relationship. Phillips, Yemen and the 
Politics, 58; Alley, “Rules of the Game,” 394.  
13) For instance, Salih sharply constrained the opposition Islamist party Islah’s political voice in 1997 in the 
wake of rising Islamist sympathies while still maintaining relationships with their business leaders. Alley, 
“Rules of the Game,” 397.  
14) Ibid., 403.  
15) Steve Kroft, “Yemen and the War on Terror,” 60 Minutes, CBS News, Jan. 16, 2011.  
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any “red lines,” the informal “range of acceptable behavior for elites16” that would 
actually threaten the regime’s stability. The fact that many of Salih’s former political 
allies (including Zindani) called for his ouster within months of the beginning of the 
2011 protests17, despite many tribal leaders receiving lavish gifts from Salih early on18, 
further demonstrates the fragility and opportunistic nature of these arrangements. As 
such, the informal institutions of Yemeni politics—firmly enforced by a security force 
headed mostly by Salih’s own kin and tribesmen19—allowed Salih the flexibility to 
initiate patronage and manipulate his clients. However, it also required a tempered 
political agenda to maintain a broad “common denominator20” of allegiances that en-
sured his regime’s survival. 

LIBYA 

Like Yemen, Libya is comprised of a society largely divisible by tribal affili-
ation and regional rivalries. However, the system that developed following the 1969 
military coup, headed by Colonel Mu’ammar al-Qadhafi, set a starkly different course 
for establishing informal institutions of rule. As the foremost among a group of twelve 
military officers who composed the “Revolutionary Command Council” (RCC), Qad-
hafi quickly began to use his charisma to appeal to a wide variety of resonant themes 
such as anti-Western revolutionary sentiment, socialism, and Islam21. While the first 
several years of the new Libyan state were spent attempting to solidify military rule 
with various appeals to these themes, by the mid-1970s, Qadhafi was developing the 
eccentric political innovations that came to underlie the state’s official institutions 
of government. Based off of the political, economic, and social theories propounded 
in his three-volume political manifesto known as the Green Book, Qadhafi declared 
Libya to be a new type of political order, a “Jamahiriya22.” With explicit focus on the 
power of all citizens, the Jamahiriya was propounded as a modernized “stateless soci-
ety” in which “ordinary citizens own the country’s resources, exercise authority, and 
directly manage the country’s administration and its bureaucracy through a system of 
popular congresses and committees23.” Over the next decade, Qadhafi implemented 
this purported form of direct democracy with a series of local councils, “Basic People’s 
Councils” (BPCs), through which all citizens ostensibly could participate in national 
decision making. In theory, these bodies formed the agenda of the national legislative 
body, the General People’s Congress, tasked with passing “national resolutions” (i.e. 
laws) and appointing the General People’s Committee (a council of ministers)24. For 

16) Alley, “Rules of the Game,” 400.  
17) “Former Saleh Allies Form New Party in Yemen,” Al-Jazeera English, Last modified Apr. 18, 2011. 
http://english.aljazeera.net/news/middleeast/2011/04/2011418205623820740.html.  
18) Gregg Carlstrom, “Background: Saleh’s eroding support,” Al-Jazeera English, Last modified Feb. 28, 
2011. http://english.aljazeera.net/indepth/spotlight/yemen/2011/02/20112279236457898.html.  
19) Phillips, Yemen and the Politics, 89.  
20) Ibid., 61.  
21) Ronald Bruce St. John, Libya: From Colony to Revolution (Oxford: Oneworld, 2011), 150.; Dirk 
Vandevalle, A History of Modern Libya (New York: Cambridge, 2012), 86.   
22) “Jamāhīrīya” is a neologism of the Arabic words jumhūrīya (republic) and jamāhīr (masses), thereby 
implying the form of direct democratic rule that Qadhafi intended.  
23) Vandevalle, History of Modern Libya, 101.  
24) Hanspeter Mattes, “Formal and Informal Authority in Libya Since 1969” in Libya Since 1969, ed. Dirk 
Vandevalle (New York: Palgrave, 2008), 59.  
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Qadhafi, in addition to egalitarian economic and social policies, this ideological focus 
on the people necessarily precluded the formation of political parties, bureaucracies, 
and other such governing mechanisms that presented “obstacles to popular participa-
tion25.” Nonetheless, this utopian-like arrangement garnered little participation from 
citizens, who never fully understood Qadhafi’s scheme26. In any case, participation in 
the Jamahiriyah’s “people’s authority” mattered ironically little, as the actual base of 
power rested elsewhere. 

As Libya’s political history makes clear, there was a distinctive branch of 
Libyan authority, separate from the formal institutions and independent of formal le-
gal oversight, that may be called the “Revolutionary Sector27” (or the “Revolutionary 
Authority28”). Qadhafi was cognizant of the relative indifference with which citizens 
viewed the novel people’s authority and therefore introduced Revolutionary Commit-
tees—groups of mostly young men with revolutionary zeal and loyalty to Qadhafi—
as vehicles for mobilizing participation and enforcing doctrine of the Jamahiriyah29. 
Working independently and reporting directly to Qadhafi, the Revolutionary Com-
mittees infiltrated all aspects of civil, military, and formal political life to enforce 
rules and harshly punish any divergence from the purported people’s authority. The 
creation of Revolutionary Courts in the early 1980s granted the Revolutionary Com-
mittees an informal vehicle through which they tried, convicted, and often executed 
suspected deviants30. Enforcing all of Qadhafi’s initiatives (many of which were for-
mally approved by the General People’s Congress) in any sector of public life, their 
hierarchical functioning and ideological attachment to the formal institutions point 
to the narrow channeling of power leading back to Qadhafi. In addition to using the 
General People’s Congress as a formal façade over his informal power, Qadhafi rein-
forced his informal structures by using the formal, yet powerless, People’s Councils 
to gauge discontents and publically voice them—outwardly as one of the people—to 
preempt the opposition and deflect blame31. As for the tribal elites, Qadhafi success-
fully co-opted and superseded their traditional hierarchies by first including sheikhs in 
“People’s Social Leadership Committees” to give the façade of participation but then 
replacing tribal leaders with his own administrators in local government offices32. Like 
in Yemen, the security apparatus acted as the ultimate buffer between opposition and 
the viability of the informal institutions, with key commanders picked from Qadhafi’s 
tribe.33

As a result of the ideological inclusivity yet utter impotence of formal institu-
tions, Qadhafi successfully undercut the emergence of any true opposition and hier-
25) Vandevalle, History of Modern Libya, 96.  
26) Alison Pargeter, Libya: The Rise and Fall of Qaddafi (New Haven: Yale, 2012), 93.  
27) Mattes, “Formal and Informal Authority,” 57.  
28) Vandevalle, History of Modern Libya, 121.  
29) Ibid., 118.  
30) Pargeter, Libya: The Rise and Fall, 102.  
31) Ibid., 143-144.  
32) Mattes “Formal and Informal Authority,” 72.  
33) Amal S.M. Obeidi, “Political Elites in Libya Since 1969,” in Libya Since 1969, ed. Dirk Vandevalle 
(New York: Palgrave, 2008), 123.  
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archically employed a close cadre of supporters to enforce his position at the top. By 
diffusing any attempts at participation through a powerless system of direct democ-
racy34 and the unapologetic zealotry of Revolutionary Committees, Qadhafi fostered 
a culture of “de-politicization35,” a public indifference to Libyan politics.  Coupled 
with the unrestricted reach of the Revolutionary Sector, this allowed Qadhafi to in-
clude only those who would promote his dogma and thereby latently perpetuate the 
informal institutions of his regime. As the historian and Libya expert Dirk Vandevalle 
surmises, “When it became clear to Libyan citizens that the gap between formal and 
informal mechanisms of governing had become an insurmountable reality of politics 
in the Jamahiriya, most learned to cope with a political system they had no chance of 
reforming36.” By using this conjunction of informal institutions—of which his own 
authority was the pinnacle—along with carefully marginalizing and appropriating the 
power hierarchies of larger tribes, Qadhafi successfully made the Libyan rules of the 
game virtually synonymous with his own will. With a structure of authority for forty-
plus years so reliant on one charismatic person’s informal power, the absence of this 
ruler would leave no obvious direction for the future of his personalized informal 
institutions as the mechanisms of rule. 

Comparative Analysis: The Post-Revolutionary Remnants of Salih and Qadhafi 

In the wake of the uprisings of the 2011 Arab revolts, both Yemen and Libya 
experienced sustained protests that sparked violence across each country. Protests 
brought each nation to the brink of civil war, with Yemen’s security forces firing 
on protesters and agitated separatists while long-repressed Libyan tribes rose up to 
fight Qadhafi’s loyalists. Though both Qadhafi and Salih were prepared to remain 
entrenched as long as physically possible, each lost their hold on power by Fall 2011 
owing largely to foreign involvement (NATO military intervention in Libya and GCC 
negotiations in Yemen). While this process involved a complex array of domestic 
and international politics, each country is currently attempting to adjust to political 
life without their respective ruler. In Libya, a popularly-elected constitutional writing 
body portends the end of Jamahiriya formalities, yet without Qadhafi’s grasp on infor-
mal institutions, many of his long-allied tribes are still clinging to armed resistance in 
defiance of any proposed transition37. Although the GCC deal lead to Salih’s resigna-
tion in Yemen, power was handed to his vice-president, Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi, 
who later won a presidential election unopposed and still oversees the same basic 
formal structures as his predecessor (and by most accounts, Hadi still opaquely relies 
on Salih’s inner-circle)38. Whether or not the strength of these formal structures will 
34) This includes, among other examples, using formal vehicles to call for stricter Islamic law in order to 
informally counter the surging popularity of Islamists in the 1990s. St. John, Libya, 254.  
35) Vandevalle, History of Modern Libya, 126.  
36) Ibid., 127.  
37) Libya: A Year After Gaddafi.” Inside Story, Al-Jazeera English. 24 October 2012. Video. http://www.
aljazeera.com/programmes/insidestory/2012/10/20121024102238786159.html.  
38) Silvana Toska, “Building a Yemeni State While Losing a Nation,” The Middle East Channel, Foreign 
Policy, last modified 28 October, 2012.  http://mideast.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2012/10/28/building_a_
yemeni_state_at_the_loss _of_a_nation.; April Longley Alley, “Triage for a Fracturing Yemen,” 
International Crisis Group, last modified 31 October 2012. http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-
east-north-africa/iraq-iran-gulf/yemen/op-eds/alley-triage-for-a-fracturing-yemen.aspx.  
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supplant the former informal institutions in either case likewise depends on many as-
yet undetermined political, economic, and military challenges. Still, in attempting to 
draw a conclusion about the relative propensity for either to transition away from the 
informal institutions of power developed and entrenched by the previous ruler, it will 
be prudent to conceptualize the differences of Qadhafi and Salih’s regimes in more 
general theoretical terms. 

In their attempt to call attention to the importance of informal institutional 
analysis, Helmke and Levitsky categorize informal institutions based on two criteria: 
the degree to which outcomes of following rules of formal and informal institutions 
are similar (“convergence”) and whether or not compliance with codified rules is en-
forced (effectiveness of formal institutions)39 to create four basic categories. Neither 
Yemen nor Libya perfectly fit one category, but the categories do show the underlying 
weaknesses of formal institutions in both cases. For the first criterion, one can safely 
assume that both Libya under Qadhafi and Yemen under Salih had divergent outcomes 
(i.e. following informal rules was far more effective than formal rules). This leads 
to one of two categories—“accommodating” informal institutions (effective formal 
institutions), which latently violate the “spirit” of formal law to circumvent formal 
process and/or outcomes, or “competing” informal institutions (ineffective formal 
institutions), which typically directly involve “clientelism, patrimonialism, clan poli-
tics, and corruption40.” It is difficult to peg Libya or Yemen exactly in either category 
in a way clearly differentiating their regimes. Each regime routinely violated formal 
rules and neither would hesitate to use force to stop a violation of their respective 
rules of the game. Thus, in a more compelling contrast for the case of Libya and 
Yemen, Helmke and Levitsky describe the creation and communication of informal 
institutions as either “top-down” or “decentralized processes.” While, again, neither 
country fits perfectly with either category, the authors’ description of the “decentral-
ized” process as a “historically contingent process in which informal structures are an 
unintended product of particular conflicts and compromises41” fits far better with Ye-
men than Libya. While it is difficult to call Yemeni informal structures (namely broad 
patronage) “unintended” or completely “decentralized,” keeping the patronage broad 
appears far more historically contingent in the case of Yemen than Libya due to the 
conflicts of the North and South, the more contemporary presence of trans-national 
terrorism, and the tribal rivalries. In Libya, the anti-establishment revolution of 1969 
provided Qadhafi’s opportunity to develop the narrow hierarchy of informal institu-
tions channeled through Revolutionary Committees, the security forces, and impotent 
illusory formal institutions. Thereafter, Qadhafi maintained the ability to control all 
state affairs, whether publically or not. While Salih may have aspired to such a posi-
tion of greater control (minus theJamahiriyah), the ongoing historical contingencies of 
domestic conflict likely prevented the establishment of similar mechanisms. 

With this difference of regime development underlying the informal insti-
tutional structures in Yemen and Libya, returning to the thesis of Bratton and Van 
de Walle demonstrates how “contemporary political changes are conditioned by 
39) Helmke and Levitsky, “Informal Institutions,” 728.  
40) Ibid., 729.  
41) Ibid., 730.  
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mechanisms of rule embedded in each regime42.” If the development of Salih and 
Qadhafi’s respective regimes each constituted a neopatrimonial system of rule, then 
the question becomes how these different forms of informal institutions underlying 
previous neopatrimonial rule may translate into political transition. Among categories 
of neopatrimonial regimes that Bratton and Van de Walle introduce for this purpose 
(based on several cases in Africa), Libya under Qadhafi certainly falls under the cat-
egory of “personal dictatorship43,” as Qadhafi consolidated power by making all the 
rules and leaving virtually no room for change44. In many ways, however, Yemen 
appears closer to what the authors call a “plebiscitary one-party system45,” which is 
distinctive for partaking in the electoral process, even though only one name usually 
appears on the ballot. While there were multiple parties officially allowed in Yemen, 
Salih’s GPC always ensured its own supremacy through patronage of key factions 
including the official opposition46. The thrust of this difference for Bratton and Van de 
Walle is the supposition that any degree of electoral process predisposes a neopatrimo-
nial regime to democratic transition47. Though this seems to imply better chances for 
democracy in Yemen, it does not explain how the former informal institutions of pow-
er are first eliminated—a seemingly standard historical prerequisite for any transition, 
especially one whose outcome is democratic. In Yemen, which has witnessed nominal 
political transition and elections, the remnants of Salih’s regime remain clearly in the 
security forces, and it is difficult to imagine that the privileged coalition of Salih’s 
patronage will submit to inclusive democratic elections. One of the greatest fears is 
that rather than reforming Yemeni politics, Salih’s absence has only led to a political 
“game of musical chairs48” in which former opposition parties vie for formal posi-
tions and enforce their power through extant informal institutions (i.e. patronage). In 
Libya, the disposal of Qadhafi and his narrow hierarchy of power has paved the way 
for an ongoing transition, despite struggles to keep armed militias in check. Although 
electoral politics remains an imperfect nascent process in Libya, “Libya is a country 
enjoying freedoms that would have been unimaginable during the four decades before 
the uprising49.” Thus, while Bratton and Van de Walle’s analysis demonstrates the dif-
ferent modalities of neopatrimonial rule, they do not demonstrate how the presence 
of any democratic process is a more auspicious indicator for the ridding of informal 
institutions than the crumbling of a personal dictatorship’s narrow power base. As Ye-
men and Libya both struggle to contain armed factions and widespread dissatisfaction 
with the slow pace of transition, only Libya has come away with a clear opportunity 

42) Bratton and Van De Walle, “Neopatrimonial Regimes,” 454.  
43) Defined as a regime that is “highly exclusionary because the strongman rules by decree; institutions of 
participation exist in name only and cannot check the absolute power of the chief executive.” Ibid., 474.  
44) Ibid., 475.  
45) Defined as “a more inclusionary form of authoritarian regime in which a personal ruler orchestrates 
political rituals of mass endorsement for himself, his office holders, and his policies.” Ibid., 476.
46) Dresch, Modern Yemen, 209.  
47) Bratton and Van de Walle, “Neopatrimonial Regimes,” 488.  
48) “Yemen: Enduring Conflicts, Threatened Transition,” International Crisis Group Middle East Report 
no. 125 (2012), 13-14. http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/Middle%20East%20North%20Africa/
Iran%20Gulf/Yemen /125-yemen-enduring-conflicts-threatened-transition.pdf.  
49) Paul Brennan, “Campaigning Ends Ahead of Libya’s Elections,” Al Jazeera English, last modified July 
5, 2012, http://www.aljazeera.com/video/africa/2012/07/201275103748691747.html.  
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to set a new course away from the Qadhafi status quo. 

Conclusion

The comparison of Yemen and Libya demonstrates that the category of 
neopatrimonial regimes is not in itself a monolithic category and certainly does not 
lead to similar trajectories in opportunities of political transition (revolutionary or 
not). As I have shown, Salih and Qadhafi constructed informal institutions that ensured 
their capacities to dictate the governments of each state. In Yemen, this was achieved 
inclusively by patronizing an array of influential figures, and in Libya, it was achieved 
by including only those who enforced Qadhafi’s latent yet firm and hierarchical power 
structure. One of the key points derived from this analysis is that contemporary con-
tingencies of politics—which stem from the historical creation and communication of 
the institutions—do not simply disappear, even in the case of a total revolution. In Ye-
men, Salih’s patronage of disparate political interests largely arose from long-standing 
conflicts that will continue to manifest themselves in the foreseeable future. The end 
of Qadhafi’s systematic cooptation and repression of tribal participation has led to the 
re-emergence of local actors attempting to exert authority, in some cases violently, 
but also democratically. As such, the former rivals of Salih and Qadhafi are currently 
emerging to seize previously inaccessible opportunities for political participation in 
each country. The type of government in which these former rivals may participate 
indicates the other main point that this comparison demonstrates: that in addition to 
being symptomatic of historical contingency, the type of informal institutions previ-
ously in place can affect the degree of political transition from the former regime. In 
Yemen, as I have argued, the inclusive structure of patronage has forged the belief 
that new political actors’ best hope for governing a unified Yemen is simply to replace 
Salih’s position as manager of the patronage network rather than to risk attempting 
substantive reform. With the fall of Qadhafi’s narrow hierarchy in Libya, the continu-
ation of a similar regime appears highly unlikely, even as ongoing armed disputes 
threaten to hinder democratic transition. In both cases, the effects of the long-held 
informal institutions of the ancient régime are continuing to play a challenging role 
in determining the future direction of each government. Therefore, corroborating the 
theoretical works that I have utilized, analysis of post-revolutionary Yemen and Libya 
is incomplete without taking into account the development of informal institutions and 
their historical effects on the governance of each country. As many political actors are 
working in uncertain circumstances to lead each country in a new direction, such a 
historically-minded understanding of informal institutions and their main players will 
benefit all with interests in the future of Yemen and Libya.
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