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 It is no secret that social scientists have sought to emphasize the differences between 

democratic and authoritarian modes of rule. However, simply creating a distinction does not 

solve the problem. In some cases, the attempts to discern between democratic and 

authoritarian regimes have only confused the topic and have had little positive impact on our 

understanding of the issue. Conversely, this same difference has yielded some insight into 

the inner-workings and logic behind authoritarian and democratic systems. In this paper, I 

will attempt to show several differences in various attempts to define democracy, 

authoritarianism and democratization. As such, I will show where social science has helped 

and where it has fallen short in analyzing such systems of rule. I will also explain how 

authoritarianism has impacted the Middle East in the decades preceding the Arab uprisings. 

Attention will be given to Egypt, particularly how authoritarianism has influenced the 

government and the extent to which it has survived.   

 

 Social scientists have been enthralled with comparing and contrasting democratic 

and authoritarian elements. In addition to their interest in the differences between democracy 

and authoritarianism, scholars have been captivated by the way in which once autocratic 

states have changed into democratic ones. This phenomenon has occurred in three “waves” 

since the nineteenth century. The third wave of democratization began in the 1970s and its 

results seemed to affirm the claim that democracy, though once viewed as an “extremist” 

idea, presents the best model for political decision making.1 

 

 Brynen et al. argue that decolonization and other post-World War II efforts that 

shaped the second wave of democratization ended up being beneficial to authoritarian 

systems. They also stress the fact that the third wave of democratization did not occur on a 

global scale. The third wave’s impact was especially weak in Asia and Africa. Regardless, 

during this period the old authoritarian regimes rebranded and altered themselves into a 

semi-democratic mold; this reaped a new hybrid regime type that fused pluralism and 

electoral advancements with previous authoritarian notions, particularly the notion that those 

who were in power were deeply entrenched and untouchable from the general citizenry. 

However, this main form of political change that is seen vis-à-vis the third wave went 

largely unnoticed in the Middle East.2 

 

                                                      
 

1
 Charles W. Kegley Jr., World Politics: Trend and Transformation, 12

th
 ed., (Belmont: Wadsworth 

Cengage Learning, 2009), 80.   

 
2
 Rex Brynen et al., Beyond the Arab Spring: Authoritarianism & Democratization in the Arab World, 

(Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2012), 4.   



 

 

9 
Lights: The MESSA Journal 

 Initially, Brynen et al.’s notion seems outlandish, claiming that authoritarian regimes 

in the Middle East did not use the means of the newly formed hybrid regimes to increase 

their levels of supposed democracy. But Brynen et al. backtrack and claim that the essential 

political processes of the region did in fact change. What is more is that they eventually 

support the claim that the persistence of authoritarianism in the Middle East can be 

attributed to what Heydemann calls “authoritarian upgrading.”3   

   

 Heydemann asserts that regimes have implemented modifications to their system of 

governance as a result of demands for economic liberalization and the desire to incorporate 

Middle Eastern markets into the global economy. Specifically, authoritarian Arab regimes 

have recently increased the public’s access to the Internet and new communication 

technologies that had previously been censored and heavily regulated by the state.4 It seems 

that, in doing so, it confuses the role of authoritarianism in the Middle East; the regime is 

merely attempting to avoid any civil unrest that may jeopardize its power. This idea is 

underscored by Van Inwegen, who claims that revolution is most likely to occur when the 

state is exclusive, repressive, patrimonial and dependent on foreign benevolence. He asserts 

that revolution is very improbable when a state is strong, inclusive, embodies liberal 

democratic characteristics and is bureaucratic.5 As a result, it seems like the Arab regimes 

began making new technologies available to their publics in an effort to reduce citizen 

disenfranchisement, thus strengthening the regime. Conversely, if a democratic system starts 

restricting its citizens’ liberties, it runs the risk of becoming an “illiberal democracy.” This is 

particularly plausible in the era of “post-Islamism.”6 

 

Heydemann also argues that authoritarian upgrading requires a transmogrification of 

authoritarian power in such a way that allows for the regime to both accommodate and 

control the social, economic, and political milieu.7 Heydemann specifically refers to five key 

facets of authoritarian upgrading, which include: containing civil societies, managing 

political disputes, reaping the gains made by enacting economic reforms, regulating 

technologies used in communication, and expanding international relationships and links.8 

He also underscores the fact that repression at the hand of an authoritarian regime will come 

at a cost. Mainly, it will open up the regime, and perhaps the larger region, to international 

scrutiny and criticism. In echoing Van Inwegen, repression will also only further disillusion 

and alienate the population. It will also increase the influence and activity of the 

international community. All of these factors can potentially play a role in creating an 

environment conducive to revolutionary activity.9  

    

Heydemann delves further into his notion of authoritarian upgrading by stating that 

the upgrading is informed by “authoritarian learning.” According to the idea of 

“authoritarian learning,” autocratic governments learn from each other because of their 

                                                      
 

3
 Ibid.  

4
 Steven Heydemann, “Upgrading Authoritarianism in the Arab World,” Brookings Analysis Paper, 

no. 13, October 2007, 1.  
5
 Patrick Van Inwegen, Understanding Revolution, (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2011), 

55.  
6
 Asef Bayat, Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East, 2

nd
 ed., (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2013), 311.  
7
 Heydemann, “Upgrading Authoritarianism in the Arab World.” Brookings Analysis Paper, 1.  

8
 Ibid., 5.   

9
 Van Inwegen, Understanding Revolution, 50; 55.  
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tendency to have similar or shared experiences. He further claims that the Middle East 

largely sidestepped the so-called third wave due to its periphery status.10 I believe that 

Heydemann’s argument for “authoritarian learning” is valid and illuminates the democracy-

authoritarian literature and delineations. 

 

Nevertheless, during the third wave, the Middle East seemed to play an important 

role in U.S. foreign policy, specifically regarding the growth of neoliberalism. For example, 

the Iranian Revolution and subsequent hostage crisis took place in 1979 to 1981; the same 

year, 1981, Anwar Sadat of Egypt was assassinated by Ayman al-Zawahiri’s group, 

Egyptian Islamic Jihad, which propelled militant Islamism to the fore as a realistic vehicle of 

opposition to the Western-influenced and “non-Islamic” states within the Middle East. Thus, 

Heydemann’s statement that the third wave bypassed the Middle East because the Arab 

regimes were outliers has not been fully qualified.   

 

Nevertheless, the tendency for Middle Eastern regimes to engage in authoritarian 

upgrading and authoritarian learning, which has resulted in the hybrid form of authoritarian 

frameworks with allusions to democratization and freedom, has placed the Arab 

dictatorships at the forefront of global trends and foreign policies for more than a decade.11 

The hybrid-authoritarian systems that have emerged in the Middle East use traditional 

methods known to authoritarian systems, such as coercion, surveillance, corruption and 

nepotism. It then combines these authoritarian indicators with the results of autocratic rulers 

reacting to the increasing significance of democratization and a global, open economy.12   

 

Blaydes and Lo offer a newer analysis of authoritarianism and democracy in the 

Middle East. They grapple with discovering under what conditions would the Arab uprisings 

transform into a fully-formed “fourth wave” of democratization. Further, they posit that in 

order for authoritarian regimes to make a complete transition to democracy, two conditions 

need to be in place. First, there needs to be uncertainty and ambiguity concerning the 

preferences of the landed elite. Second, the regime needs to have engaged in repressive 

activities, placing it above the baseline for determining state repression.13 

 

The Arab uprisings have shown the crucial role the citizenry can play in inciting 

political change. Blaydes and Lo extend Przeworski’s influential model. Przeworski created 

a paradigm that examines the relations between two actors, the “mobilizers” within a civil 

society and the “liberalizers” within the government framework. The liberalizers are the 

most pertinent in terms of authoritarianism. Their goal is to alleviate social tensions while 

buttressing their position of power within the regime. This model is extended when the 

liberalizers make the initial move. Doing so gives them the ability to decide whether to 

establish an open or closed system of government and political activity.14   

 

Furthermore, democracy can transpire when regime liberalizers who favor 

democracy ensure that such democratic principles are then practiced and used effectively. 

                                                      
10

 Ibid., 2.   
11

 Ibid.  
12

 Ibid., 3.   
13

 Lisa Blaydes and James Lo, “One man, one vote, one time? A model of democratization in the 

Middle East,” Journal of Theoretical Politics 24, no. 1 (2012): 110.   
14

 Ibid., 116-17.   
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According to Blaydes’ and Lo’s extension of Przeworski’s model, democracy is 

theoretically possible anywhere, it just needs to have the support of the liberalizers in the 

regime who will in turn apply it to their given political atmosphere.15 Indeed they are right 

that if the pieces fell into place correctly, it could be felicitous for liberalization and the 

growth of democracy. I believe that if Blaydes and Lo were able to provide more examples 

in their case study, it would give their theory more traction. On the other hand, their theory 

extension is still young and future case studies may further illuminate the issue. 

Nevertheless, Przeworski, Blaydes, and Lo do make the point that democracy is theoretically 

feasible within any government, even authoritarian ones.   

 

 Achcar provides additional insight to democracy in the Middle East. According to 

him, Middle Eastern democracy is measured on a scale of patrimonialism and 

neopatrimonialism. Patrimonialism occurs when an absolute, authoritarian power is able to 

function in concert with familial and primordial ties. As a result, the patrimonial networks 

co-opt the state institutions. The military becomes the rulers’ own “Praetorian Guard,” who 

is loyal only to the rulers, not the state. Similarly, the economy and bureaucracy come under 

direct control of the rulers and the patrimonial networks.16 Neopatrimonialism is different in 

that it is “an institutionalized form of republican authoritarian power – in the sense that the 

exercise of power under neopatrimonial conditions has, in Weberian terms, a significant 

‘rational-legal’ bureaucratic dimension.”17 This provides the rulers with even more control 

of the state’s institutions and, not surprisingly, results in a greater level of corruption than a 

patrimonial system. It is quite easy for neopatrimonial systems to become rentier states, 

where the desire to include one’s cronies is accentuated even further.18 The patrimonial-

neopatrimonial scale in the Middle East will need to be reassessed once more by scholars in 

the coming years. Such examinations may shape the democratic argument as it relates to the 

Middle East.   

 

 I have provided an overview of some of the predominant social science discussions 

regarding democracy and authoritarianism in the Middle East. In doing so, I have attempted 

to provide my own analysis of the scholars and their particular arguments. I will now 

illustrate, on a broader scale, several ways in which the distinctions between democracy and 

authoritarianism both help and confuse the debate.   

 

 In terms of helping advance the debate, it seems that from the perspective of the 

West, that the distinctions between democracy and authoritarianism indicates which states 

need to be watched more carefully and potentially altered. In other words, defining 

democracy and authoritarianism helps the international community (namely the West) assess 

which states are in need of attention. This attention could range from foreign aid to 

peacekeeping efforts, to election monitoring, to helping citizens organize in an attempt to 

increase their rights and freedoms.  

  

                                                      
15

 Ibid., 134.   
16

 Max Weber, Economy and Society, 2 vols., (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), in 

Gilbert Achcar, The People Want: A Radical Exploration of the Arab Uprising, trans. G. M. Goshgarian, 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 58.   
17

 Achcar, The People Want: A Radical Exploration of the Arab Uprising, 58.   
18

 Ibid., 59.   
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 Conversely, and in a more macabre fashion, the distinctions help the dictators and 

other Middle Eastern authoritarian regimes have a sense of identity and commonality with 

one another. The Middle Eastern dictators are all in similar situations in terms of governance 

and how the West treats them and, sometimes, antagonizes them. Yet, the West, in all its 

“democratic glory,” has a tendency to prop up dictatorships if it is in their best interests; this 

can be interpreted by states acting as states and not individuals.19   

 

 The distinction between democracy and authoritarianism also has obfuscated the 

debate. As mentioned above, distinctions can blur the role and stance of the U.S. and other 

Western states. Sadly, this is a global phenomenon that has taken place in numerous other 

states and is not unique to the Middle East. Another confusing factor of defining democracy 

and authoritarianism occurs when authoritarian states hold elections. As history has shown 

time and time again in various countries, incumbent dictators have a tendency to win in 

landslides, usually amassing well over ninety percent of the votes. How then is the West to 

respond? The autocratic states seem to be utilizing democratic functions in holding 

elections.  On the other hand, these “elections” are an offense to true democratic elections. 

This is a hard pill to swallow and there may not be a “cut and dried” answer. However, it is 

nonetheless significant that authoritarian regimes have used such attempts as rigged 

elections to seem democratic. This reflects the notion that the dictators must think that 

appearing democratic and attempting to appease the West is in their best interests.   

 

 Authoritarianism is no stranger to Egyptian history; yet through the Arab uprisings it 

has been questioned by Egyptians. Military figures have played an important role in 

Egyptian governance in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Jamal ʿAbd al-Nasir and 

Anwar Sadat were two rulers who were former military officers, who attempted to promote 

nationalism and non-alignment policies within Egypt from the 1950s to the early 1980s.20 

However, they were heavily influenced by the West and incorporated neoliberal economic 

policies. This connection with Western economics resulted in the growth of the Egyptian 

elite class while widening the gap between the poor. Such Western influence led the militant 

Islamist group, Egyptian Islamic Jihad, to believe that Sadat was not Muslim and should be 

replaced with an Islamic leader who would rule Egypt accordingly. Sadat was assassinated 

in 1981.21 

 

 Following the death of Sadat, Hosni Mubarak, who also had a military background, 

came to power and entrenched himself in authoritarian rule.  His government lasted three 

decades and came to an end in 2011.22 Mubarak’s approach was more conciliatory as 

compared to Sadat, whose suppression of the Islamists resulted in their demonization of his 

rule. Yet, throughout Mubarak’s tenure, Islamist groups continued to be active and 

campaign. After Mubarak’s rise to power, Islamists began targeting tourists and resort 

areas.23   

                                                      
19

 The main cases I am considering here were the longstanding agreements between Mubarak’s Egypt 

and Yemen, both under Salih and Hadi, in terms of aid, military support, and drone use.   
20

 BBC News, “Egypt Profile,” last modified February 17, 2015, accessed Mary 13, 2015, 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13313370.  
21

 The Power of Nightmares: The Rise of the Politics of Fear, DVD, directed by Adam Curtis (2004; 

United Kingdom: British Broadcasting Corporation, 2007). 
22

 BBC News, “Egypt Profile.”  
23

 Ibid. 
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 The potential civil unrest caused by the Islamist groups reached a turning point in 

1993. Not only did Mubarak face guerilla violence at the hands of the country’s Islamists, 

but also strife among political opponents who called for democratic reforms; for Egypt, the 

last true expression of democratic political selection was in 1950.24 Mubarak waged a 

campaign to repress the Islamists. Although they were unsuccessful, Islamists attempted to 

assassinate Mubarak in 1995, likely because of his crackdown; this mirrors Sadat’s situation 

in the 1980s.   

 

 In an attempt to appear more democratic than Mubarak’s regime actually was, a 

multicandidate election was held in 2005, a first in Egypt’s political process. However, the 

result was less than democratic as the dictator and incumbent, Mubarak, won in an election 

that was known more for low turnout and accusations of irregularities, than true democracy.   

 

 Despite the regime’s attempts to liquidate the Islamist groups, they still posed a 

threat; this threat compounded by the regime’s disenfranchisement of the citizenry via 

repression, and the result of Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution, led to mass protests.25 Despite 

attempts to retain power, Mubarak resigned on February 11, 2011 and handed political 

power over to Egypt’s Supreme Council of the Armed Forces.26   

 

 After a series of semi-democratic processes, the Muslim Brotherhood, in a surprising 

move, flexed its political muscle and its candidate, Muhammad Morsi, who did not have a 

military background, was elected as Egypt’s new president in 2012. Unfortunately, Egypt’s 

dream of becoming a democratic country crumbled as Morsi’s government began to display 

authoritarian traits. He dismissed the defense minister and chief of staff and deprived the 

military of its voice in composing a new constitution. Additionally, Morsi decided to strip 

the judiciary of its ability to act as a check on his presidential decisions. These authoritarian 

moves, combined with mounting civil unrest and militant attacks, increased the stress on 

Morsi’s government.
 27   

 

Unrest boiled over and in the summer of 2013, Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood 

were forcefully removed from office by the military. Despite an interim presidency, the real 

hero post-Morsi was Egyptian military and army General ʿAbd al-Fatah al-Sisi.28 Al-Sisi 

quickly rose in popularity and he retired from the army. On May 29, 2014 he won a 

landslide victory becoming Egypt’s new president, the third out of the last four who were 

former military members.29  

 

Throughout Egypt’s modern history, authoritarianism has remained seemingly 

constant.  Although nationalism became a dominant theme in the 1950s, the regime 

maintained its vast power. Sadat and Mubarak both attempted to brutally repress the 

                                                      
24

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. “Hosni Mubarak,” accessed May 16, 2015, 

http://www.britannica.com.proxy.uchicago.edu/EBchecked/topic/395776/Hosni-Mubarak. 
25

“BBC News, “Egypt Profile.”; Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. “Hosni Mubarak.” 
26

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. “Hosni Mubarak.” 
27

 BBC News, “Egypt Profile.”  
28

 Ibid.  
29

 BBC News, “Egypt election: Sisi secures landslide win,” last modified May 29, 2014, accessed 

May 13, 2015, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27614776.  
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Islamists; this resulted in Sadat’s death and the near death of Mubarak. However, Mubarak 

was able to preserve his position of power and thus further entrench himself in 

authoritarianism. Mubarak was very much a dictator and his sense of democracy was 

nothing more than a façade.   

 

The Jasmine Revolution and the growing civil unrest created an environment ripe for 

revolution. The citizenry was suppressed and alienated and the regime was exclusivist and 

repressive. However, hope for freedom and democracy came crashing down as Morsi started 

to position himself as a new autocrat. Given the fact that al-Sisi was only recently an active 

duty army general and is in command of the country’s government, I am leery of Egypt’s 

future.   

 

Although I want to be optimistic and hopeful, I believe that regimes and states act as 

such and do not act as individuals. I think that authoritarianism in Egypt will continue to 

linger and thrive. Thus, though it may seem to be a negative view, I believe that Egypt’s 

government will remain an authoritarian regime. It has been such for many decades and, 

given the way the citizens and military acted toward Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood, I 

do not believe that Egypt is ready for a democratic government. However the current 

situation in Egypt remains extremely fluid and only time will tell how al-Sisi will shape the 

country and its future, or if his power will even last.  
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